
		
			[image: 03_univesal_truth_EBOOK.jpg]
		

	
		
			Table of Contents

			1

			2

			3

			4

			5

			6

			7

			8

			9

			10

			11

			12

			13

			14

			15

			16

			17

			18

			19

			20

			21

			22

			23

			24

			25

			26

			27

			28

			29

			30

			31

			32

			33

			34

			35

			36

			37

			38

			39

			40

			Author Bio

		

		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Universal Truth

			Copyright © 2024 AR Farina. All rights reserved.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Published By: 4 Horsemen Publications, Inc.

			4 Horsemen Publications, Inc. 

			PO Box 417

			Sylva, NC 28779

			4horsemenpublications.com

			info@4horsemenpublications.com

			Cover by J. Kotick

			Typesetting by Autumn Skye

			Edited by Jen Paquette

			All rights to the work within are reserved to the author and publisher. 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, scanning, or otherwise, except as permitted under Section 107 or 108 of the 1976 International Copyright Act, without prior written permission except in brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. Please contact either the Publisher or Author to gain permission.

			All characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. No generative artificial intelligence was used in the creation of this book or its cover.

			All brands, quotes, and cited work respectfully belongs to the original rights holders and bear no affiliation to the authors or publisher.

			Library of Congress Control Number: 2024950850

			Paperback ISBN-13: 979-8-8232-0763-8

			Hardcover ISBN-13: 979-8-8232-0764-5

			Audiobook ISBN-13: 979-8-8232-0766-9

			Ebook ISBN-13: 979-8-8232-0765-2

			[image: ]

			For Lea, 

			It is a truth 
universally acknowledged

			that I couldn’t have done 
any of this without you
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			Big Families

			It is a truth universally acknowledged that the bigger a family grows and the more time they spend with each other in a confined space, the more they dislike each other. There will be those who argue that their closest friends are their sisters or brothers, but when we drill down into that statement, we find that they are close friends with one or two of their siblings, and generally, they only really become best of friends long after they no longer must pound on a shared bathroom door to get their “best friend” to hurry up or on the ceiling with a broom handle to quiet down.

			Of course, we know that these are not things that apply to every single family. Sometimes siblings grow up as best friends and end up living across the street from one another. That will happen for some of the people in this tale, but even then, we shall see that they go through some rough patches. Exceptions are exceptions. They don’t prove the rule as the common parlance goes. They are just exceptions.

			There is never really space equity in any family even if they are all crammed into an apartment or spread out in a mansion. Someone feels slighted. It is much worse for a big family who is confined to a small space. The eldest children, simply because they were born first and won some sort of genetic lottery, generally get to have more space as they grow. The argument is that that child needs “space and privacy.” Those elder siblings may be moved to an attic room or have part of the basement partitioned off for them where they hang their clothes on exposed pipe and may have to run a cooling or heating device depending on the seasons. Their mattresses may be on the floor and their shelves may be crates turned on their sides or planks put across concrete blocks. It may smell like mildew, and a critter or two may find its way into the living space, but it will be space. Room to move about and dance or talk on the phone or just to be alone, save for the critters who, generally, don’t have much to say anyway. The two siblings who stay close in this story are the eldest two of five, so it is likely these accommodations played a part, or it could be that one of them is just a nice, forgiving type, and it is because of her disposition that the two stay friends. That will be up for debate as we move on, but we shall not linger on the question of why. It just is.

			Meanwhile, in the main part of the house, there is a large living room with several mismatched couches, chairs, and tables situated in a way that almost everyone in the room can sit somewhat comfortably while watching TV. There is a kitchen that was made for cooking and not eating, but there is still a small table because sometimes someone just wants to eat a quick meal away from everyone else who is seemingly always in the way. It is possible that three other siblings share a 10 by 12 room, and each of them has one drawer in a dresser designed for a toddler. Fear not though because each of them has one-third of the closet even though one of them most assuredly has an affinity for clothes while the others do not, and what is the big deal if she just put her clothes over the Sharpie marker line drawn onto the rod in the closet? “This is so unfair!” is likely shouted, and feet are stamped, hair is pulled, arms are pinched, and dirty socks are passive-aggressively left on clean pillows. Any one of those children would happily snuggle up with a rabid opossum at night in the cold and breezy attic to not have to hear their siblings talk in their sleep, or through night terrors, or smack their lips together, or just breathe. This is the case for our tale here. Three siblings, all within a few years of each other, are forced to share living space for much, much longer than they would like or was, as we shall see, absolutely necessary.

			Likelier still, there are several rooms in the house that are off limits to the children, which could have been easily converted to a much larger bedroom for multiple siblings while the smaller room was reserved for one or both parents to do whatever it is the parents do in there. The parents already have a large bedroom with their own bathroom. Why then, if parents have a warehouse-sized bedroom that could have two adult-sized dressers, a tall skinny one and a shorter, longer one in addition to a walk-in closet that has not only empty shelf space but has room to store empty emergency hangers for those times when hangers are broken due to accidents or rage or both, do they need one or more other rooms in the house that are just for them? Do they really need a guest room? Really? A guest room! For guests? The family is already big enough. They don’t need guests, do they? As though having more people stay over is a good idea. There are already five woman-sized “children.” Is the comfort of a potential guest more important than the comfort of an actual child? Seems unlikely. Does the mother really need an office inside the house when there is already an office for the family business in an outbuilding? Besides, what does she even know about the family business? Does he need a library? Shouldn’t he be more concerned with the family business? You know, the one he started on his own but upon which the fortunes of all of them hinge? Why would they let their oldest children move into an unheated part of the house with things that crawl or slither or fly and sting? Why would they leave multiple children crammed into a tinderbox of hormones and angst? Why indeed did the parents in the tale that is about to unfold do just that?

			These questions have no satisfactory answers. Things happen because they happen, and if the parents in this story were asked, which they are not within these pages, but if they were, they would likely say that is how it was done. The parents had parents who treated them thusly, and so they did the same. They didn’t really even think about it as many parents of a certain era didn’t. The parents in this tale are of the Baby Boom generation, and they did things the way they did because it is what people did. Appeals to antiquity are problematic, and they shall be tackled in this tale of a large family who certainly love each other, but who do not like each other very much for reasons we shall soon see. Maybe it is that not all truths that are universally acknowledged are universal truths.
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			The Bennets of Longbourn

			Now seems like a good time to meet the family at the center of this tale and learn how they came to be located where they were and why they didn’t just get a bigger house, or add on, or pitch a tent in the yard to alleviate some of the overcrowding. While the patriarch of our clan wouldn’t have minded his children sleeping out of doors and communing with nature, their mother would not have allowed it as she would have worried what the people in town might think. She, as we shall soon learn, cared an awful lot about the thoughts of others while she cared very little about them as individuals.

			The father of the family in question, Mr. Bennet, whose given first name shall never be uttered in this tale, was born in the state of Maine at the beginning of the baby boom. His family did what many families did in Maine. They caught and sold fish. Unfortunately for him, an ear infection at a young age caused him to have balance issues and made him incredibly prone to motion sickness. Thus, he was unable to work the boats with the rest of his family. Working families often have progeny to lock down a free labor force and to have someone to care for them in their old age. Since young Mr. Bennet was all but worthless to them, at age ten, he was loaned out to a family acquaintance, a twenty-year-old self-starter called Mr. Collins, to work on his farm. He learned a lot about life and death on that farm from the work he did on the land while figuring out the rest in Mr. Collins’ well-stocked library.

			Mr. Collins, who was like an uncle to Mr. Bennet, wished to see his young charge succeed and so, for his 18th birthday, he purchased Longbourn Farm in Connecticut, just outside of a town called Meryton. Mr. Bennet’s formal education ended in 8th grade, but he was considered a good worker and very bright, being a self-educated, voracious reader. While no bank would give anyone of that age a loan based on those qualifications, Mr. Collins, a religious man who had faith in God and faith in his protégé, sold Mr. Bennet the property on a land contract. Much more on that choice to come. Mr. Bennet bid his birth family goodbye and moved south, bringing with him only his grit, a collection of books, and his Maine accent. They didn’t notice his absence, and we shall think nothing more of the elder Bennets save for one quick reference to them. If you blink, you may miss it. Don’t worry. It isn’t that important. 

			Meryton was close enough to several major cities in four different states; thus, it saw a variety of people come through as tourists wishing to breathe fresh air or rich investment banker and insurance broker types who wanted a second home in the country. There was, due to its prime location on train lines to major hubs of activity, an army reserve base situated there. Those in the reserves would drop into Meryton from one of the many surrounding major cities one weekend a month and several weeks a year to train and stay in shape should the need arise to be called upon to active duty. The base was a constant hub of economic activity upon which Meryton thrived.

			Edward Gardiner, a local attorney who spent most of his time dealing with wills, contracts, and other business-type legal matters was Meryton’s most eligible bachelor for years. He was affable and pleasant but worked hard running his practice and didn’t think about much else. However, one day, a woman 10 years his junior hired him to help her brother, a reservist, who had gotten himself into a scrape while in town. Quite unexpectedly, sparks flew. He got the young man off with community service and a small fine and married the woman.

			They had three children all of whom factor into this tale. The eldest, a girl, went on to marry a man, Mr. Phillips, ten years her senior. He was a junior partner of her father’s, and while Mr. Gardiner didn’t like the arrangement at all, he was reminded by his own wife of their age difference while she patted his ever-expanding mid-section. Mrs. Phillips would earn her paralegal certification and work in the office with her husband. We shall see her again. She is very important to this tale.

			The youngest, Teddy Gardiner, had no head for law, but numbers made perfect sense to him. He went to one of the many state universities near him where he studied economics. He moved to New York where he toiled away on Wall Street while amassing a small fortune. He fell in love with and later married a bartender who was, shockingly enough, 10 years his junior. They would have four children in quick succession. They will all appear in this tale much later. Don’t forget about them.

			So, we land on our matriarch, the future wife of Mr. Bennet. She will be called Miss Gardiner, Miss Connecticut, Mrs. Bennet, sister, wife, dear, Mother, or Mom in this tale. She too has a first name, but it shall not be used as no one in her orbit used it. While her sister was pretty and her brother was handsome, she was stunning in the way that Hollywood starlets of the time were stunning. The only real difference between Ava Gardner and Miss Gardiner was that Ava Gardner knew someone who knew someone who took her picture when she was 18, and the right person saw it at the right time. Luck often wins the day.

			Being born female in the middle of the baby boom, no one expected much from her and so, she expected nothing from herself. Gender politics and the patriarchy had been going strong for generations, and they would be on full display. She dated boys, won several local beauty pageants, and parlayed that into a year as Miss Connecticut where she was not a finalist in the Miss America Pageant as she didn’t have much of a talent, and her answers to the interview questions were atrocious. She was nervous as anyone in her place would have been. Still, she wore her crown proudly and was wearing it during a ribbon cutting event at the new library in Meryton when she caught the attention of a local gentleman farmer who had donated money for the new building. He stood next to her in the official photo of the event. He leaned over just as the picture was taken and whispered into her ear one sentence that won her heart and set this tale in motion. That one sentence meant the world to her. It didn’t hurt that he was 10 years her senior, ruggedly handsome, and somehow single.    	
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			Middle Child Syndrome

			There is no such thing as “Penultimate Child Syndrome” or “Seventh out of Tenth Child Syndrome,” and for those who are a middle child, have a middle child, or know a middle child, we understand why. Sure, the eldest child often has extra pressure, and the final child is often slightly more feral, as was the case with the Bennet children. Those children on each end of the spectrum often feel seen by everyone, all the time. Even if they feel pressure or occasionally overlooked, they have a better sense of themselves and will do the work it takes to meet the pressure head on, as is the case with the eldest, or will be outrageous so as to not be overlooked, as will constantly be the case with the youngest.

			Middle children are often, according to the aforementioned syndrome, loners. They don’t feel as though they can compete with the elder siblings as they are “not old enough to understand” nor do they wish to compete with their younger siblings so as to not seem “childish.” They have big dreams but don’t know how to express those dreams in a way that anyone will hear them. They often find one good thing about themselves and decide that is what they are. They become fixed on that thing simply because at one point in time someone said, “You are” whatever that thing is, or someone may say, “Good idea” to something they said once. They wanted the attention, and they received it. It could’ve been a one-off thing, or it could have been well-meaning. Either way, middle children, in their need to be seen and recognized, will form strong opinions about that thing for which they were given attention.

			We already know that the matriarch of our story was a middle child, and someone told her she was pretty and, to be fair, she was, but that became the thing that mattered most to her. Her own looks never did fade. Yes, she aged as we all do, but she was a head-turner right until the end. People often wondered how it was that Mr. Bennet, who wore signs of age, managed to end up with Mrs. Bennet. Even if they did know that all those years ago, he was a ruggedly handsome young man, that still didn’t explain how, on his best day, he was a New England six and a half, he could end up with Miss Connecticut, a New York ten. Lots of people told her she was “hot,” and they asked her to put on swimsuits and cut ribbons. They told her she was “pretty” and asked her to walk in heels. They called her “sexy” and asked her to do things she did because they gave her attention for doing it. Being Miss Connecticut put her in the spotlight, but she still felt alone in a family full of self-serious studious types.

			However, Mr. Bennet, that day on the steps of the library whispered in her ear, in his thick Maine accent, that she was the most beautiful and elegant woman he’d ever seen. If one visits the Meryton Library, one can see the still of the photo today where Mr. Bennet is bent over instead of standing straight, mouth just inches from her ear, her hair covering part of his face. His eyes are closed, and she is smiling the most real, perfect smile anyone in Meryton would ever see. She is radiant. If Ava Gardner’s brother-in-law hung that picture up in his window in New York City, we would have no story to tell.

			So it was, that between nameless, faceless judges in the years of beauty pageants, the constant reminder from almost everyone she’d ever known how great she looked for having whatever number of children she’d had up to that point, and most of all because her husband told her that no one would ever be more beautiful than she was, she assumed that looks were all that mattered and were the key to having the best life. She was convinced that it was her outward appearance that drew Mr. Bennet to her and kept him loyal to her for all the years of their marriage.

			It was true that her looks interested him at first, and her looks kept him interested for the years of their life together, but it wasn’t her looks that kept him loyal. No, Mr. Bennet was simply a man of his word. He gave his word to her, her family, the rest of the congregants, and the deity of his choice on their wedding day, and that was that. There was no further discussion to be had. She should have known that was the case, and he proved over the years in all things he did that he was never willing to back down from his word regardless of the consequences, and no word could be more important than the word one gives on one’s wedding day. Still, she was convinced that her looks were the key to her happiness, and thus it was, she assumed looks were the key to happiness for her children. She was a middle child with a sense of self that made sense to her and, like her husband’s word, it couldn’t be shaken.

			Thus, when her first child Jane was born in the back half of the 1960s, no one was more relieved that she came out adorable. Some babies are born adorable and manage to stay that way forever. Jane Bennet was one such child. While there were subtle differences to those who knew them both, strangers and distant relatives went on and on about how much Jane looked like her mother. They just meant she was beautiful but couldn’t find a way to articulate it. Jane was not hot, nor pretty, nor sexy. She was an elegant beauty with an elegant, beautiful personality to match. She looked for the good in everyone and managed to find it.

			Eighteen months later, just as the 1960s were ending, a short time after Neil Armstrong did his one small step for all mankind, Elizabeth Bennet came screaming into the world. She was colicky and could only be soothed by the touch of her older sister. Had Lizzy, as they came to call her, been born first, many people would have commented on her looks as well, but she was born second, and her sister, the yin to her yang in many ways, was always there for comparison, and so, she was cute enough.

			There was a time for three years when the Bennet girls ruled the roost. Kind and cherubic Jane and wary and devilish Lizzy were the princesses of Longbourn. They ran around mostly unsupervised, got dirty, and brought joy into each other’s lives. These are the two siblings who were the aforementioned exception. Lizzy bypassed the terrible twos and had landed firmly into the tyrannical threes as Mrs. Bennet called them. Lizzy and her mother didn’t see eye to eye on almost anything, a trait that would continue for the rest of their lives. Jane could always find a way to bring Lizzy back from the brink of a tantrum with a whisper or a touch. 

			Truth be told, there are few people in the world who don’t feel better when Jane Bennet is in the room. Lizzy could easily be soothed by Mr. Bennet, of whom she’d grown quite fond. In the evenings, after their dinner, he would let her sit on his lap in his reading chair in his library. He would read aloud whatever it was he was reading, and she would sit and try to follow along with the words on the page. To be clear, most of this was not incredibly appropriate for a child of that age, but as was the case for Boomer parents and their Generation X children, they didn’t think about the effects of media on their children in any way as long as whatever it was kept the children quiet.

			So it was that Mrs. Bennet found herself ready to give birth to her third child just when they needed to enroll Jane into the half-day kindergarten at the public school in Meryton. She feared having an infant and, for all intents and purposes, being alone with an angry, questioning, inconsolable Lizzy all day. As Mr. Bennet was either out on the farm overseeing whatever he oversaw or in his library “having a one quiet moment to myself,” times when even his darling Lizzy was not permitted behind those doors until after dinner, the decision was made to keep Jane out of school for one more year to “be a help.”

			Problematically, when the time came for Jane to go to school the following year, Mrs. Bennet found herself once again pregnant with her fourth child, Catherine called Kitty, a pixie-like child who would grow to be easily led and wanted so desperately to be liked by everyone. With a fearsome four-year-old and a one-year-old, there was no way she could “do it without Jane.”

			The following is language from an actual law that was in place in Connecticut in the early 1970s. The law set forth in 1872 read:

			All parents and those who have the care of children shall bring them up in some lawful and honest employment and instruct them or cause them to be instructed in reading, writing, spelling, English grammar, geography, arithmetic, and United States history and in citizenship, including a study of the town, state, and federal governments. All [children] between the ages of eight and fourteen years should attend some public or private school for at least three months each year, unless instructed at home or prevented from attendance by mental or physical disability.

			The law said that Jane need not begin schooling until she was eight, and between Mr. Bennet’s library at Longbourn and the Meryton Public Library, which he knew intimately, he was sure his children would learn all of those above-mentioned skills before they turned fourteen. He knew that Jane could already read, write, and spell many words, and Lizzy was her equal in every way. Learning about the local and federal government was easy enough as he had a copy of the state and federal constitution, and the library had, as all libraries do, an entire section dedicated to history. He purchased some basic, intermediate, and advanced math books after conferring with his brother-in-law, math whiz and stockbroker Teddy, and the Bennet home school began in earnest. The school Marm even had an office. 

			Later, when the younger Bennets were “starting school,” the state of Connecticut added some more requirements about parents having high school diplomas and the kids taking bi-annual standardized tests in certain subjects, but by then, with the help of their aunts and uncles, as well as the local library staff, the Bennet girls were academically years ahead of their peers.

			Back in 1974, however, when the fifth Bennet daughter Lydia, who would grow to be the tallest, most impatient, and overly impertinent, typical youngest child, as we shall see, was born, Jane and Lizzy were teaching themselves grammar by copying longhand from their favorite novels and short stories. This also taught them penmanship, which was, believe it or not, an actual skill people used to learn. They read aloud to the other children from the collection of historical biographies and social commentaries. So it was that they learned far more about history than was ever required of the children who attended “normal school.”

			Eagle-eyed readers will notice that we skipped over the third Bennet’s birth name and personality traits. Of course, that should have been expected as the title of this chapter indicated. It was done to be cheeky for sure, but it was also done because the third Bennet child, much to her own surprise we are sure, is the heroine of this story. It is with her we shall spend most of our time. None of the big Bennet-changing events that happen in this story happen to our heroine. They never happen because of her either. Sometimes, she sat in the room when the thing happened, and no one even noticed she was there. Sometimes she heard the thing happen from another room, or via letter, or from a dramatic retelling done by one of her siblings or her mother. Thus, being removed from the story, she has the best opportunity to be objective. Someone must. It would seem then, knowing all of that about her, that she would be a bad heroine. What kind of heroine does nothing? This is a good question. The way to find the answer is to turn the page and see where this story goes. 
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			Mary

			The third Bennet girl, for they did have five girls and only girls because that is just the way of some families, was called Mary. She was, according to her mother, plain looking and, according to her father, self-serious to the point of ridicule. Notice he didn’t say ridiculousness. He didn’t think she was ridiculous, but he knew that was how her sisters, her mother, and pretty much everyone except for his sister-in-law, Mrs. Phillips, saw her. They each saw what they wanted to see. Her siblings, when they did bother to see her at all, besides as an often-hysterical know-it-all, each saw something different.

			Jane, who never said a cross word about anyone ever, thought of Mary as a loving sister who caused no drama, wasn’t a gossip, and was the smartest of them all. The first two were, and still are, absolutely true. “Smartest” is a bit of an objective term. What does that mean really? Did she score the best out of her sisters on the standardized tests when they were administered? Yes. Did she study past tests and train herself to take standardized tests once she realized that was the metric? Yes. Did she always carry a notebook with both a pencil and a pen just in case she needed to make notes about anything that she might deem useful? She did. Sometimes more than one notebook just in case. 

			Lizzy, who said plenty a cross word about plenty of people but hardly any for Mary, thought she was “book smart, walking dumb,” a phrase that has likely gone out of favor at the time of this writing, but that was used extensively. It wasn’t always the put-down that it sounds like, and Lizzy didn’t mean it as one. It is hard to read the word “dumb” and not think the person is being harsh, but Gen Xers said a lot of things as children that they thankfully left in the past. For those not in the know, that phrase simply meant that due to Mary’s proclivity to stay home and read, she didn’t know much about how to interact with humans. Lizzy assumed that Mary didn’t understand people very much. It was a reasonable suggestion based on bad information. As we shall soon see, she understood way more than anyone knew.

			No one knew Kitty’s opinion of Mary because Kitty was so malleable that everyone assumed she agreed with whomever she was with. She would nod when Jane would say, “Oh, yes, Mary is so very smart. If only we could all remember things like Mary, we would all be geniuses.” She never said a word of disagreement when Lizzy would say, “Oh yes, she will have a terrible time when she finally leaves home.” When Lydia would say, “Mary’s such a bore and a tattle-tale,” Kitty offered no objections. Of course, it isn’t really possible to be a boring tattle-tale. Tattlers, for the most part, tattle because they get a rush of excitement out of it. Mary never tattled on anyone. She simply reported the facts as she saw them. Lydia was behind on her studies because she snuck off behind the library to make out with that terrible boy. Mary gained no pleasure in reporting these facts to their mother when she asked, “How was your trip to town, girls?” If Lydia had called Mary a boring reporter, that would have been accurate.

			While this gives us a hazy picture of who Mary Bennet was, that picture is based on observations by her sisters and parents but not on facts. There is no complete truth there, and one thing we know for sure is that Mary Bennet was always looking for the truth, even though she knew that sometimes, the truth was a moving target. Some truths that people hold at age fourteen might be different by eighteen and different again by twenty-eight. She was always trying to find the pattern. Because of that, she loved history better than all of them, but Kitty often had the best head for dates. It could have something to do with the fact that she didn’t form any opinions of her own, and so, if all she had to do was recite back when something was done and by whom, she could do it. She couldn’t tell you why it mattered that the British defeated the Spanish Armada in 1588, or what it was that Elizabeth I did to make that happen, but that wasn’t on the test. Mary wanted to know when, but she more importantly wanted to know why.

			Mary was not the earliest to read; that was Lizzy. Mary started at four, and Lizzy, as we’ve seen, was reading by three. While Mary was almost always upstairs or downstairs or outside reading, she never, ever, caught up to the number of pages Lizzy read. Mary was slow and methodical; Lizzy could zip through a book in a day. She learned to skim, scan, and absorb because by age 13, she had become the de facto school Marm when it came to keeping Lydia, and by extension Kitty, in line and on task. Jane was the eldest but was far too nice. So as not to cut into her pleasure reading or her own studies, Lizzy learned to speedread and thus her books read tally forever stayed ahead of Mary’s who was not in charge of anyone or anything whose name was not Mary Bennet. Because of that, she could take all the time she liked to read slowly and deeply, while often taking extensive notes.

			Mary had excellent penmanship, and she was a very good writer. She could diagram the life out of a sentence. When asked to write a 500-to-700-word essay, she always had 600 words. If asked to write a formal poem, her pentameter was always iambic. However, her sister Lydia, who was a fabricator, fibber, and falsifier, was the best of them when it came to the written word. She used her magnificent calligraphy skills to forge notes in both of her parents’ hands. She used what her mother called “big imagination,” and what Lizzy called “lying heart,” to make up the most amazing stories that were always rooted enough in reality to be believed. Her poker face was legendary. She never broke. She never backed down from a lie. If she cared enough to enter fiction contests, she would have always won. Lydia didn’t care for that because school “was for nerds like Mary.”

			Mary was not the best at math; that was Jane who had her uncle’s head for numbers. However, Mary was excellent at solving story problems. Unlike her peers all around The Nutmeg State, she was never timed whilst sitting in a classroom. She could spend as long as she wanted working through a story problem until it was done. It was her preference to give things time and space and come to the right answer. She was rarely first, but she was rarely wrong either. Better to be last and right than first and wrong. 

			There was one thing in which Mary had no skill, and no amount of practice could solve the problem, and that was in musical ability. There was a small upright piano in the house, and Mrs. Bennet could play. It was her talent, and while we know she wasn’t good enough to make a dent at the national level, she did win Miss Connecticut, thank you very much. Still, she taught all her children how to be proficient enough that they didn’t sound like they were stepping on broken xylophones. Sadly, Mary, who loved to listen to music, and think about music, and feel music in her heart, and believed that music was a beautiful form of communication, couldn’t play at all. If the sisters were ranked by musical skill, which Mrs. Bennet did, the ranking was Lydia, Lizzy, Jane, Kitty, all of her nieces and nephews, the cat when he walked across the keys at night when Lydia failed to close the lid, and then Mary. Lydia was good enough that she played in several talent shows and was even asked to join the school band, even though she wasn’t part of the school. Band seemed like a thing for nerds as well, and so, she passed, but she still played all the time and was, as we shall see, exceptional.

			We can’t know if any of the Bennet children were good at drawing, painting, or any other visual art. None of them were so inclined to take it up. Likely because Mrs. Bennet didn’t want to have to clean up the mess that painting, drawing, and other arts and crafts entailed. It was enough that they lived on a farm and that her girls were always tracking mud and dirt and whatever else into the house all the time. She didn’t want to have to worry about glitter as well.

			Would Mary Bennet ever consider herself “the anythingest”? She would not. Unless “middlest” was a thing people called people, which, as of this writing, no one has. Still, because she was second best at everything that was on the tests, she managed to earn the highest score. While she was proud of those scores, it wasn’t a competition with her sisters. She never felt like she could compete with them, so she didn’t try. 

			She was competing with everyone else for her place in the world against people who didn’t even know she existed. Yet, she needed for them, whoever they were, to notice her. She didn’t believe that those tests she took were the only way to measure intelligence, but she understood they were the way it was done. Her parents were essentially rogue educators. The only way the state of Connecticut kept tabs on the children was to make them be like the rest of the children in the state and take the tests. Tests were not a measure of much beyond information. Mary knew the difference between information and knowledge at an early age, and so while she understood that she was the best test taker and the most “standardized” of her sisters, she did so because she had a plan. Those tests were just a way to get a foot into an educational door, but once inside the door, it was up to her to stay there.

			If there were many people around with whom she could discuss theories, she would have discussed them. We shall see that she did seek out some outside input on certain subjects, but for the most part, when she would have the chance, she spoke with her father, who had lots of opinions, but his time was often consumed. However, on some evenings and weekends, when the rest of the family was out doing something or while they watched something on TV that they considered frivolous, the two of them would talk for hours. She read a lot of theory. She liked to find one theory to contradict the other so while her mouth wasn’t in conversation with someone, her brain was having a salon. Still waters run deep indeed.

			Mary knew that she was a middle child from a small town, built on the back of the military industrial complex and tourism, that most people in her own state couldn’t find on a map. She knew she was a person who had no extracurricular activities, official school records, or anything that people needed to go on to a residential college, which is what she wanted most of all. Mary, who shared a tiny room with two of her sisters whom she knew all too well but who didn’t take the time to know her at all, wasn’t afraid of living in a tiny dorm with a stranger that could possibly turn into a friend.

			She didn’t know where she wanted to go, just that she wanted to go somewhere full of other people all seeking the truth. People looking to discover the human condition. People who had real debates about which American novelist was the best. We shall see soon enough on which school she will finally set her sights, at which point this tale gets moving and unfolds to a rollicking and triumphant conclusion.
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			Big News

			On a crisp fall day, when maps still showed East Germany and West Germany as two distinct countries, Mrs. Bennet, full of big news and gossip, barged into the dining room while school was in session only to find the room empty. Jane and Lizzy were in New Britain in the car they co-owned and purchased together with the money they’d made answering phones, filing paperwork, and typing up notes for their aunt and uncle at the law office. The job had been given over to Mary as they had long since “graduated” and were attending the oldest public college in the state. Due to the fact that they were two of five children whose parents owned a not entirely unsuccessful but non-thriving farm, they qualified for grants that covered their incredibly affordable tuition. They each qualified for the Work-Study program as well. While the idea of the Work-Study program was to allow the students to work and pay for tuition, there was an option for students who qualified for the program to be paid, and so they did.

			Because neither of them really started school at a particular time, they both went off to college when they felt the time was right. Jane made sure that all of them registered and took the SAT by the time they turned 17. Kitty was going to take it that year, and Mary took it the previous year, once again earning the highest score. Lydia, for reasons that will become obvious, never took the test. While Jane was two years older than Lizzy, she started college just one year before her because the general rule about school was, “We can’t do it without Jane.” While it was Jane who did all the paperwork and jumped through all the hoops with the state, and who did all the leading when the girls were still little and learning the basics, we know it was really Lizzy who kept the younger two in line as Mary needed no such encouragement. So, Jane felt free to head off to college having loved the experience so much that she majored in early childhood education. Her student teaching will begin and end in these pages. 

			Lizzy did not enjoy the experience of being a teacher of young children very much, but she did love words and learning and so, as it will surprise no one, majored in English with a concentration in Women’s Studies. She used her own money to pay for some summer classes because for some reason, at that time, financial aid was not available during the summer even though courses were offered, so Lizzy too was in her final year. She and Jane spent a lot of time on the drive to and from New Britain and Meryton discussing what they would do next.

			Mary was at the law office. Lizzy and Jane had often counted the time there as their reading comprehension, penmanship, typing, and grammar assignments and so, Mary too used her time there to practice her skills. They did not just type the words their aunt and uncle gave them, but they took the time to read them and process them. Of course, revision was out of the question as they were not lawyers or paralegals, but they did the final proofreading and edits. In the law, a misplaced comma can be dangerous. All told, the three eldest Bennet sisters saved their aunt and uncle far more money than they ever paid out by double dipping work with school, and all three of them found that they were well versed in how to construct an excellent argument, but only two of the three of them ever employed that skill aloud.

			Lydia and Kitty, listed in reverse age order on purpose because it is always “and Kitty” when she is included in a pairing, were at the library. Kitty was taking a practice SAT test, and Lydia was staring out the window watching this week’s Army reservists run by. She sighed loudly in hopes of distracting Kitty from her studies, but Kitty was more scared of what Lizzy would say if she didn’t finish the practice test than what Lydia would say about not caring enough about men running through the streets. To be fair, Lydia had plenty to say, and the teasing was relentless. Lydia, who was the boy craziest of them all, couldn’t understand why everyone else wasn’t, and since Kitty was an easy target for emotional bullying, she shot her emotional arrows. They struck home and caused a lot of damage. Some siblings mean well, and some are mean. 

			Back in the dining room, Mrs. Bennet said some curse words about the girls to the cat who flicked his whiskers and swished his tail to let her know that he didn’t care much for that kind of language. We know that two of the Bennet children were, at that time, women in their 20s, one was about to legally be a woman, and one of the other two was often mistaken for a woman by the soldiers in town, just as she hoped they would, but Mrs. Bennet always referred to her children as “the girls.” Stymied by their educational endeavors, she had to choose between putting on her jacket and going to find her husband out on the farm to tell him the big news or calling her sister or sister-in-law to tell them.

			She opted for the former because it was a local call. More on phone calls later. Seriously, there will be a whole section about it. It won’t be terribly boring and will be important and an actual plot point. Just know for now that the Bennets kept to local calls when they could, which kept their social circle local as well. 

			When the phone rang, Mary turned down the radio. When she was in the office by herself, she listened to music on the office radio. The bass solo in Fleetwood Mac’s “The Chain” was just getting started, and while she loved that song in general, and that album in particular, she turned it down without regret. She was at work and Mary believed in being a professional. Now, if she’d been at home, she likely would have waited for the song to finish before she did anything else even though Lydia would certainly comment on the fact that Mary owned the tape and had a Walkman so she could listen to it any time she wanted. Lydia didn’t understand the joy Mary felt when a song she loved came on at random.

			“Gardiner and Phillips Legal Services, this is Mary speaking,” Mary answered with the practiced phone-answering voice her aunt taught her. While Mr. Gardiner had long since retired and passed away, they kept the name because it was often the way with small businesses in small towns.

			“I need my sister.”

			“Hello, Mother. Good to hear from you,” Mary deadpanned in the voice she reserved for her mother. While her speaking voice could have been called droll when she was that age, it had much more to do with the way her family expected her to be as opposed to what her inside voice was dying to say.

			“Don’t be childish, Mary.”

			Mary pulled the receiver away from her face and took a deep breath. She exhaled and brought it back to her face. “Yes. My fault, Mother.”

			“Yes, well, it is very important, and I must speak to her directly.”

			“She and Uncle are in court today. Can I take a message?”

			She mumbled something about Mary being worthless and hung up on her middle child.

			“Guess not,” Mary said to no one. Before she could hang up, the rollover line lit up. She pressed the button switching the call to line two, and before she could start her practiced greeting, her mother was already talking.

			“If you must know, Netherfield Park has been rented by Charles Bingley and his sisters.”

			Mary, who actually didn’t care why her mother called in the first place, sat in silence on her end of the phone. Part of it was because when her mother made wild claims, she found it best to let her silence do the talking for her. Her sisters all handled the wild allegations differently and the result was never pleasant. The other reason for her silence was that she was curious about the news. 

			Firstly, she wondered about the library at Netherfield Park. There was a rumor that it was the most well-stocked private collection in New England and that due to the elusive nature of the property, the furnishings, including the books, were shrouded in mystery. She would have loved to spend some time in there.

			Secondly, she did know who Charles Bingley was because she’d seen his name and face in the paper. Every morning for years she read the The Hartford Courant, including the sports section, the public notices, and even gave the classified ads a glance while she and her father had their coffee. They were early risers and were happy to sit quietly while they read. When they finished the paper, they would eat a light breakfast and have discussions about the contents. When they disagreed about something, Mary would jot that topic down so that they could explore it later when they had some time alone in the library. Lydia was baffled by this morning ritual. Why would anyone want to be up so early, and who would wish to spend an hour alone with Mary each day?

			Due to her years-long morning ritual, she was all too aware of who the Bingley family was. They owned a brokerage firm in Hartford that handled a lot of the insurance money that was, as Mary saw it, inappropriately being invested into the market. The money was supposed to be there when the emergency happened, not tied up in some risky thing like the ever-volatile market. Still, it was legal and the Bingleys did it. They didn’t handle individual portfolios. They strictly invested on behalf of companies, so that made it less problematic and more profitable. Hartford was, and is, essentially the insurance capital of America. There is a lot of money to be made there. One week prior to this big news, the Bingley patriarch died suddenly. He and his wife had long since divorced, and thus, Bingley Investment Strategies was in the possession of his three children, none of whom sat on the board of the company nor had much to do with it.

			Louisa Bingley Hurst, the eldest and least public of the family, was reported to be the secret brains behind the organization. Mary hoped this was true. A massive multi-billion-dollar company being run by a woman would be life-affirming. We shall find out later that this was all conjecture. She was an excellent manager and could have been excellent if she had a seat on the board, but she spent most of her time managing to keep her louse of a husband out of the tabloids.

			Caroline Bingley was the most public of the siblings, and so while her brother-in-law was being kept out of the tabloids, she was in them. She studied music composition at a school of some renown in New York, but she became famous for being born Caroline Bingley. She was tall, angular, and rich. Regardless of the facts of the matter, she was dubbed “The Bingley Beauty” by several of the New York tabloids during her time there, and it followed her everywhere she went. Most people, simply because they were told she was beautiful, believed she was. Mary had almost no opinion on her looks but often wondered what it would be like to be skilled enough to earn a degree in music composition.

			Charles, the youngest, was fresh from earning his Bachelor’s degree in business from a small Midwestern college. He was back in the area and enrolled in an MBA program at Connecticut’s own Ivy League school. While it was true that money opened doors at Ivy League colleges, Mary was impressed that he had the ambition to go even if he didn’t have the smarts to get in on his own. There was, of course, speculation on both sides of this. He was seemingly charming and delightful, which made people question his intellect. Mary, having no knowledge of him as a person, reserved judgment on that accord. It was reported though, that because he was the one in the family to go to business school, he was positioning himself to take over the company. Mary had to agree that, on paper, it made sense. What made no sense was why they would wish to rent an empty farm in Meryton.

			“Hmmm,” was Mary’s chosen response. She wanted to ask why her mother chose to mention only Charles Bingley by name. She didn’t because it would have angered her mother to rage levels which would have turned into a lecture about the “feminist garbage” that she and Lizzy uttered. It could have been worth it; Mary had a lot of work to do.

			“You’re no fun,” Mrs. Bennet said as she slammed the receiver down. At least she hadn’t called her worthless.
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			Preparations 

			On October 1, 1640, one year after Connecticut became the first colony to develop a constitution and democratic rule, Albert Meryton founded the town that he, like so many men of the day, named after himself. There was no real reason for Meryton to exist save for the fact that Albert was a rich person who wanted to be important. At first, the only residents of Meryton all shared his last name. Eventually, the town became an excellent spot for militias to train due to the fact that there were rivers, forests, and open land. As we know, this became a long-standing tradition, and the militia eventually gave way to the federal government.

			For centuries, on the first of October, a ball was held at the expense of the descendants of the Meryton family to celebrate the founding. However, when the population grew, a town council was created, a mayor was elected, and standard business hours became a thing; it was impractical to have a ball on a random Tuesday in October. Thus, it was decided that on the first Saturday in October, the town of Meryton would have, at the expense of the taxpayers and buoyed by donations and fundraisers, a Founder’s Ball.

			As the years went on, the ball progressed from a much more traditional ball with gowns and corsets and suits with tails into what other villages might call a festival. As technology changed and carnival games advanced and rides evolved to include some carnival-style attractions, there were still pony rides, a petting zoo, a corn maze, and bobbing for apples. At 6 in the evening, a community-wide dinner was served. It was still buffet style but was no longer a potluck because cooking for 50 people is different than cooking for thousands. The dinner was immediately followed by a public dance complete with a live band. The only cost of admission was to be a resident or the guest of a resident. To be a resident of Meryton, one must own land, rent land, own a business, or be a member of the Army Reserve Unit who trained in the town. So, essentially, anyone was welcome, and people came from miles around. For one day a year, Meryton had enough people in it be called a city, not just a village. 

			There were less than 2,000 year-round residents in 1989, and there are not many more as of this writing. The population does swell a bit during holidays, and the steady stream of reservists keeps the average number of people in town at any given time to just over 2,000. As is the case with many towns of this type, there is a main street that is often called Main Street, as was and is the case in Meryton. The business district ran for about half a mile, roughly five city blocks long. Each crossroad on Main Street was named for one of Albert Meryton’s children.

			It was on these five blocks, from Veronica at the east to Victoria at the west, with Victor, Vance, and Vincent in between where the Ball took place. The roads were blocked off. Multiple tents were set up at the Veronica end of town, and that is where the buffet was served. People would grab plates, take their fill, and wander back down where people ate wherever they could find space. People were generally courteous enough to leave the tables for older folks and those with disabilities. Some people brought their own folding chairs. Others brought blankets and sheets and spread them out wherever they could for makeshift picnics. The Bennets and Phillipses set up tables on the sidewalk outside of the law office for family and friends. 

			On the Victoria side of town, the stage was set for the band to play. There was no need for a dance floor as all of Meryton from 8 to midnight was a dance floor. The music was loud, and it bounced around the two- and three-story store fronts that lined Main Street. When the final note of “Yankee Doodle,” the state song of Connecticut, played, the street lights would come on, and for the next few hours, most able-bodied residents of Meryton helped clean up. The sanitation department backed in the garbage trucks, and residents started picking up detritus that was strewn about. People helped take down the tents and the stage and get them back into the storage barn behind the high school, which was two blocks down on Vance. The carnival rides were taken down and loaded onto their trailers and were off to the next event. By sunup on the first Sunday in October, if a stranger rolled into town, that person would have no idea what transpired the evening before.

			On the particular Saturday in October when we set our tale, as the town was setting up for the big event, three days after Mrs. Bennet’s big news, Longbourn was full of life. Charlotte and Maria Lucas, descendants of Albert Meryton himself, daughters of the Mayor, Bill Lucas, were there getting ready for the big day as well. Charlotte was the administrative assistant to the mayor, her father, in whose home she still resided. And while she was several years her elder, she was Lizzy’s best friend. She was brought in during the early days of the “Bennet school” to help as a math tutor, but when it was discovered, not by Mr. Bennet but by Charlotte herself, that Jane had already surpassed her in skill, she used the time at Longbourn to do her homework and get to know the girls. She and Lizzy clicked in the way that people do sometimes, and the six-year age difference mattered not at all. Maria Lucas was the same age and had the same temperament as Kitty. They liked each other very much. Lydia tolerated her because, like Kitty, she was easily led.

			The Lucas sisters came over just after lunch, as was the tradition, on that particular Saturday because it was always difficult to decide how to dress. The festivities began at 2 and consisted of a lot of time on one’s feet. Thus, one wished to be in comfortable shoes and comfortable clothes. As is often the case in that part of the country at that time of year, the weather was often volatile. The Founder’s Ball was a rain-or-shine, snow-or-heat kind of event. While considering all of that, there was the dance to think of later, and of course, one wished to look one’s best while on the dance floor in case there was some romantic interest there from out of town whose eye might be caught. There were young women in various states of undress all day throughout the house, and so Mr. Bennet locked himself in his library after lunch until he was told it was safe to come back out.

			Mary, who had no concerns about what to wear except for her choice of eyewear on a night like that, joined her father behind the locked door. She put on a pair of blue jeans and some work boots, for all the Bennets had work boots; they lived on a working farm after all. She slid one of her smaller notebooks into her back pocket as she never left home without one. She wore a long black tee shirt and tied a sweatshirt around her waist as it always got cold by the end of the evening. She put her hair up in a high ponytail and ran a pencil and a pen through in opposite directions making an “X” on the top of her head. She made sure to wear her thick, plastic-framed glasses, as her wire frames, which were better suited for work and study, were not sturdy enough for the inevitable bouncing off people all day long and being flung about on mechanical death machines. While she didn’t often go on rides or dance or do much but sit with her aunt at these events, she could sometimes be persuaded to join the fracas. Her father always called her “Buddy” when she wore those frames. It wasn’t because he was being particularly friendly or that he felt she was his pal; it was because they reminded him of the glasses early rock pioneer Buddy Holly wore.

			Whether he meant it as an insult or a compliment she didn’t know, nor did she mind the Buddy Holly moniker because she happened to like his music quite a bit. While most people heard his songs and thought of love and happiness as the music was so catchy and made one want to dance, Mary heard the longing and sadness that wasn’t really buried that deep at all. He constantly sang about “being blue” and “maybe” and having to be reminded to “not be lonely.” The truth was right there for anyone to see, but instead, they often focused on his tragic death, which it was indeed, but Mary wondered why no one wanted to investigate what must have been his tragic life as well.

			At the crack of 3, Mrs. Bennet barged into the library, for the door was not actually locked, nor did it have a lock, but the rule was if the door was closed, Mr. Bennet was locked in and not to be disturbed. We shall see that Mrs. Bennet came up with all kinds of reasons to disregard that rule. It was time to leave for The Founder’s Ball, and while Mr. Bennet had intercoms installed all around the house and the grounds, and she could have pressed the button on any one of the boxes and made the announcement that it was time to go, just as she did most nights when dinner was about to be served, she barged in that day because she had “urgent private matters” to discuss with her husband.

			He was sitting behind his desk with his chair tilted back and his feet up on the desk. He held a book in both of his hands that was inches from his face. Would it have been better for his eyes, his posture, and his desk if he sat with his feet on the floor, book on the flat surface while wearing his glasses? Likely. Did he care about any of that? Not remotely. Mary, whom her mother had forgotten was in the room, sat with her feet on the floor, glasses on and book in her lap. Had her
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