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INTRODUCTION TO Ladies in Waiting: Jane Austen’s Unsung Characters

The literary canon of Jane Austen is a glorious English garden, perennial and evergreen. Pick up any of her novels, and you will find yourself in bliss, following her down the same stone footpaths hemmed in boxwood where she walked in the Hampshire village of Chawton. You will look up to find the same unreliable English sun and hope, in that light, that love will bloom, fulfilling the most deserving characters and the readers who get lost in her storytelling.

Inside the pages of this book, nine American novelists, inspired by Austen’s novels, have selected characters from her work and reimagined them, some even in time and place. Nothing inspires a writer more than reading the work of a master storyteller. Austen has remained relevant for 250 years because she wrote human beings as she saw them: full, dimensional, and real in the times in which they lived. She wrote about the lives of women in Regency England, where community, family ties, and friendship were essential, even if the pursuit of their own dreams was not.

Jane Austen may not have been encouraged to become an author, but she was compelled to write with ferocity. Austen wrote page-turners. The stakes were typically propelled by responsibility, a duty to family and society, set against the longing of the human heart.

In this collection, you will find some of your favorite characters from Sense and Sensibility, Emma, and Pride and Prejudice, in stories set in locations ranging from Austen’s England to pre–Civil War New Orleans to the New York City of the moment.

Who are the ladies in waiting? Elinor Lipman chose Miss Bates, who interacts with the historical Jewish community in the Regency era; Karen Dukess stays in the same period and writes about Georgiana Darcy longing for what if? Eloisa James revisits the young Margaret Dashwood, who believes her sisters did not aim high enough when choosing their men. Her goal is to have a romantic adventure. Audrey Bellezza and Emily Harding create a new history for the first love of Colonel Brandon. Diana Quincy is intrigued by Lydia. Can she find love post-Wickham? Sarah MacLean imagines Miss Bates as the belle of the ball in a wonderful romance fantasy. Nikki Payne reinvents Caroline Bingley as a free woman of color in New Orleans, while I imagined Mary Bennet in contemporary Greenwich Village as the resourceful and last unmarried sister in her family, forging a life of duty over her own dreams.

Austen’s six novels are among the most celebrated works in literary history. But we always want more. The authors who contributed their work to this anthology were inspired by Austen’s themes of self-love, connection, passion, and purpose. So, the garden grows.

Adriana Trigiani

New York City, May 5, 2025
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“Oh! very well,” exclaimed Miss Bates; “then I need not be uneasy. ‘Three things very dull indeed.’ That will just do for me, you know. I shall be sure to say three dull things as soon ever I open my mouth, shan’t I?—(looking round with the most good-humoured dependence on everybody’s assent)—Do not you all think I shall?”

Emma could not resist.

“Ah! ma’am, but there may be a difficulty. Pardon me—but you will be limited as to number—only three at once.”

Miss Bates, deceived by the mock ceremony of her manner, did not immediately catch her meaning; but, when it burst on her, it could not anger, though a slight blush showed that it could pain her.

“Ah!—well—to be sure. Yes, I see what she means… and I will try to hold my tongue. I must make myself very disagreeable, or she would not have said such a thing to an old friend.”

Jane Austen, Emma






My choice of Miss Bates is embarrassingly pragmatic: Emma was my oldest and most tattered Austen, a paperback published by Washington Square Press in 1966. I knew I could make notes in its margins, highlight, and underline without feeling guilty. Inside the book was a clipping that advertised the PBS show The American Short Story. Among its adapted titles was “Bernice Bobs Her Hair,” broadcast in 1976. That was that. A fan of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Collected Stories, of alliteration, of underdogs, and of happy endings, I chose to write about Miss Bates.





In real life, could there be a more annoying woman than the one ridiculed on the uncharitable pages of Emma?

I believe not. Most regrettably, that character’s name is Miss Bates, and unfortunately she is me.

Her ceaseless prattling is an exaggeration, a composite, an unfair fiction created by Miss Jane Austen, who—as she writes about her eponymous heroine—“is used to having too much her own way and a disposition to think a little too well of herself.”

But it is my honour to announce that, with the help of Emma Woodhouse herself, literature’s most famous matchmaker, my goodwill and contented temper vouchsafed a happy ending: mine.

As a devoted reader of novels, I was no stranger to romance. Could a handsome, God-fearing, landowning man with a fine house—with gardens, servants, a handsome coach—ever ask for my hand? Didn’t every heroine deserve a happy ending?

I was less and less hopeful.

The middle of my life had been devoted to the care of my mother. We lived in a very small way, in reduced circumstances. My clothes were hand-me-downs, offered to me, the late vicar’s daughter, by widowers eager to make room for their new wives’ frocks.

Despite Mother and me being the second or third tier of Highbury society, we were frequent guests at the Woodhouses’ stately home, Hartfield. If I was at times “a great talker upon little matters,” it was merely nerves, due to the privilege and possibilities of spending time with Highbury’s grandest family.

When Mother died, and after a proper period of mourning, I was able to resume social intercourse. I often sat down to cards with Mr. Woodhouse, who fancied himself neglected by his daughters, fretting over all matters large and small. His was a nervous system that made no sense because older daughter Isabella was safe and happy in London, and Emma and her lovely husband, Mr. George Knightley, stayed at Hartfield after their wedding to keep her father sane.

It was these paternal anxieties that gave the Woodhouse daughters ideas. I sensed a campaign underway: to make Miss Bates their father’s boon companion. I did not resist, having experienced, to my surprise, urges that were new to me, sitting opposite the widowed master of this great house.

At first I thought it was just Emma atoning for a slip of the tongue, a rather famous barb that humiliated me in public and on the page: the unpleasantness on Box Hill. But amends were made with softer words, with subsequent visits, and with sweet cake. Given my lesser social standing and my proclivity for forgiveness, I was hardly going to hold a grudge.

The daughters set to work. If they could turn their father’s gaze onto me in a less platonic fashion, the first hurdle was my appearance. I had tried on my own, adding bows to my bodices and aromatic herbs to my wrists. It wasn’t enough. Emma’s mother had been a beauty. I knew this because a portrait of the late Mrs. Woodhouse in lavender silk and Alençon lace, with ropes of pearls and with Emma’s luxurious yellow hair, painted by the talented Mr. Gainsborough of Bath, greeted visitors in the entrance hall, dampening the nuptial hopes of many female visitors.

Luckily, considering their father’s age and idiosyncrasies, Emma and her sister realized that he had no need for a wife who turned other men’s heads. Miss Bates would do.

Still, I required enhancement.

The word that best describes the rites and rituals I was obliged to undertake would be a makeover. It started with clothes. Enough time mourning in black; enough linen and wool and muslin as evening wear!

When they led me to their late mother’s closet, I protested. Wouldn’t Mr. Woodhouse recognize the provenance of these gowns and question my judgment?

No, he would not, they insisted. Pishposh. He was the last man in Highbury to notice what a woman was wearing.

“Then what is the point?” I asked.

They prevailed. The vintage dresses were still beautiful, the fabrics luxurious. Adjustments were needed, gussets added; voile panels stitched above the immodest necklines.

But it was my hair that provoked the most discussion. It had never been cut. My life could be measured in pigmentation, from the original chestnut (as my kind papa had described it) to duller and duller browns, and, now prevailing, brown streaked with gray. Emma, frowning, asked what I did with these braided ropes when I took to my bed at night? I admitted that so much heavy hair gave me headaches. But what does one do with it?

“It must be cut, and cut right,” Emma ordered, and then, more softly, “it does you no favours.”

How and by whom? It was Mr. Knightley’s idea that we go to London. Surely someone who dressed the hair of gentlemen would cut a woman’s, too. He wrote to Mr. Frank Churchill, whose journey the sixteen miles from Highbury to London for a haircut had been cited as an example of his vanity and profligacy. But needs must. An obliging letter arrived with our answer: a Mr. Fletcher on St. George Street, off Hanover Square.

Were Mr. and Mrs. George Knightley proposing that they travel with me to London for the cutting of hair? On one hand, borrowing from Ecclesiastes, “Vanity of vanities!” On the other hand, I’d never been to London. We’d be staying overnight at the home of Mr. and Mrs. John Knightley in Brunswick Square. Both the Woodhouse/Knightley sisters would accompany me to the tonsorial parlor on—they assured me— the poshest street in Mayfair.

Shock turned to mortification when we were turned away at the door by an angry wife, who informed us that her husband did not cut the hair of women.

The worldly Isabella whispered from the stoop, “She must think we’re not gentlewomen.”

Undaunted, Emma rapped on the door again. The woman yelled, “Go away!”

“Please, then—tell us who else will do it.”

“No one!”

Isabella whispered to her sister, “Mention remuneration.”

Emma said, “We will of course be paying your husband for his kind service.”

“I bet you have plenty!” the woman yelled back.

That was quite enough! I asked the sisters, “Can’t we just buy some shears and do it ourselves?”

“No!” said Emma, sounding cross. “We haven’t journeyed to London to chop off a lifetime of hair without experience or finesse!”

What would my father have thought of this pursuit? Of this mission, the un-dowdying of Miss Bates? But what if—dare I even think it—a goal was met, if their father viewed me in a new and favourable light?

On the way back to Brunswick Square, in the carriage, Isabella said, “I know someone who knows someone who might be able to help.”

The someone who knew someone was a bishop, a man of not only letters but broad-mindedness. And the person he knew was a religious leader of the Hebrew faith, a rabbi on Petticoat Lane.

I didn’t know how that applied to my situation, but Isabella did. She explained it with some delicacy: Jewesses were obliged, before marriage, to cut their hair and cover it in public, under wigs. Surely they couldn’t fit great lengths of hair under those wigs, could they? Someone had to cut it. We would start with wigmakers and work backward.

Did we even know that people of the Hebrew faith, outside the pages of William Shakespeare, were merchants? Though he’d never had reason to visit the East End, Mr. Knightley was comfortable stopping men we passed, bearded men wearing skullcaps, to guide us.

Signs above the shop were in letters I knew to be Hebrew, unhelpful, but wigs displayed in windows told the tale. Our entrance provoked eye-popping stares and exclamations in another language. But we were not turned away. The wigmaker’s wife was present—necessary, I guessed, to maintain propriety, to fit the wigs on the affianced. A young man, stitching in a corner, translated.

Mr. Knightley yelled, “We are in need of someone who cuts the hair of women,” pointing to me.

The young man told us that we’d come to the right place! His mamme often cut hair! Sentences were exchanged between Mr. and Mrs. Eichenbaum, not translated.

“Vimmins now!” she said, pointing to a curtain. Mr. Knightley excused himself and went outside.

I sat on a stool in the tiny back room. Emma and Isabella watched, Emma pointing instructively to her own tendrils, as if this wigmaker/barber were a magician. Untranslated, she added, “Leave enough so she can twist it into a topknot—”

But Mrs. Eichenbaum had a firm grip on my braid and, without warning, was sawing through it at the nape of my neck. When I realized what had happened, and felt the nothingness left behind, I yelped.

“Nit gut?” asked Mrs. Eichenbaum.

“Noooo!” I wailed. “Noooo.”

Emma and Isabella were both looking stricken. Isabella smoothed the remaining hair behind my ears and said, “It will frame your face.”

“And it’s all one color now,” said Emma.

“Gamin-like,” said Isabella.

Mrs. Eichenbaum appeared to be judging and weighing the liberated braid, unhappily. Finally, in English, “One bob I pay.”

“You pay?” asked Emma.

Isabella said, “She thinks we came to sell your hair.”

One shilling would buy a chicken. What was done was done.

“It’ll grow,” said Emma.

I whispered, crestfallen, “Now I need a wig.”

“We’re going to buy you a beautiful bonnet,” said Isabella.

“Or two,” said Emma.



When did it change, from cribbage to courtship? For all the years I’d been visiting Hartfield, I’d declined Mr. Woodhouse’s offers of sherry or brandy. But with Mother gone, I accepted my first glass. He and I developed a routine: dinner, then music, if Emma was home to play and sing, then to the card table, fireside. If Mr. Woodhouse fell asleep over a slow game of honeymoon whist, I did not mind. Ever obliging, and with the horses ready, Jim drove me home.

One night, when Emma and Mr. Knightley were away on a trip to Bath, the very thing happened that made Mr. Woodhouse greatly agitated: It began to snow. He stated matter-of-factly that I could not return home.

I said, “It’s a flurry. It won’t amount to anything. And it’s a short distance.”

“You cannot go home!” He waved his arm toward the vast staircase beyond—“We have so many rooms”—which sidetracked him to one of his favourite wistful topics: why Isabella and her whole family couldn’t move back from London and live with him.

The next words I uttered surprised myself. “I know you are nervous when the daughters are away. Perhaps… it’s loneliness?”

He blinked hard, but he didn’t answer. Instead, he returned to the task of setting up the chess pieces for the match I’d agreed to.

Didn’t asking about a friend’s loneliness deserve an answer? I found myself moving my ivory pieces aggressively, fueled by an unfamiliar ill temper. When I declared “Checkmate,” it was without apology, without my usual offer to box the pieces. I announced I’d be retiring. Would there be a fire in the room?

“I’ll summon Jim,” he said.



We breakfasted at one end of the vast dining room table. Small talk was exchanged. The snow had stopped. How had I slept? he asked.

In an indifferent tone, I said, “Fine.”

He informed me that I’d be staying until the snow melted.

Did he not know I needed changes of clothes and stockings and the emollients I used on my face? I explained that I hadn’t anticipated an overnight visit. My birds were alone. Mr. Woodhouse declared, dismissing the very snow that vexed him, “Your birds are welcome here. Jim will drive you home. You’ll collect what you need, and return.”

“For what?” I asked.

“To keep me company until Emma and George return.”

As his companion and helpmeet? As a governess to an adult man? Were his daughters’ instincts faulty, their ministrations a waste of time? Mere companionship was not my fondest hope… but still the luxuries of this warm house, its cream soups, the fish and game, the puddings, the pennies saved.

I said, “If you think it’s proper…”

He looked puzzled, and I sensed why. His expression was asking, Miss Bates? How could her presence provoke anything but propriety?

At home, I packed for all eventualities, practically my whole wardrobe, the new and the old, my knitting and my needlepoint, my diary, my parrots. How many books would look too ambitious? I packed just two.

Six days and nights passed before Emma and Mr. Knightley returned. I had had many opportunities—at breakfast, lunch, and dinner; over cordials and backgammon; on walks around the shrubberies—to take his arm and confess that I, too, was lonely, but I did not.

“Well?” Emma asked me in the manner of a bosom friend.

I said, “I keep busy during the day. We take walks. I write letters and read. I don’t tire of the games at night because we vary them. And if I may be immodest, I think your father is less frantic over your absence when he has someone to fret with.”

“You know it’s a huge favour to Mr. Knightley and me?” Emma asked.

I did. But something was bothering me. I’d been to church and had returned to Hartfield in Mr. Woodhouse’s carriage. Was I so plain, so unlikely a candidate for scandal, that no one in the village was gossiping about us?

My hair had grown an inch, and a vinegar rinse made it shiny. A lock on either side of my face had been coaxed into a curlicue. I announced the obvious to Mr. Woodhouse one warm night after taking off my lace cap. “Until recently, I had very long hair—too long, a burden. It gave me headaches. It was like having an extra head on my pillow.”

Finally, he looked up.

I said, “I think you know I visited your Isabella.”

“London,” he grumbled. “Always a sickly season.”

“It was an adventure of your daughters’ making.”

No curiosity; no request for elaboration. “How are the children?” he asked.

I was accustomed to his conversational detours. “All in excellent health,” I said. “I think Henry resembles his namesake.”

Mr. Woodhouse was now attentive. “Me?”

“He’s a very handsome lad,” I said, then found myself prattling, once again the Miss Bates of old that I’d been trying to contain. On and on, the eternal talker… about Isabella’s furniture, their garden, their cook, a roasted goose, a kidney pie, a lemon sponge. When I finally managed to hold my tongue, I held out my empty cordial glass.

He refilled his own glass, too. I let my shawl drop a hand’s width from my shoulders. Was there color on his usually pale cheeks? I offered an explanation. “It’s warm in front of the fire,” I said, fanning my face, blotting my forehead. What did he understand? Had Mrs. Woodhouse died before the change of life? I smoothed my hair, smiling as if I took pride in it. “Your daughters thought I could do better with less. It was heavy and unwieldy. They encouraged me to… start over.”

Mr. Woodhouse glanced up, but quickly returned to the cards splayed in his hands. I heard myself say—and where on earth did this come from?—“Mr. Woodhouse! Please! I’ve just shared the extremely personal news that I had my hair cut off in London, in the East End; in fact, at your daughters’ behest… with some wishful thinking behind it.”

He did not ask what their wishful thinking was. He did not acknowledge there was a new Miss Bates across the table. I heard not a compliment or an adjective. I stood up, causing my shawl to fall to the floor. “If it isn’t too late for Jim to drive me home, I choose to do that,” I declared.

“Miss Bates!” he exclaimed. “Did I say something to offend you? You sound cross, most uncharacteristically! Please sit down!”

Though stung, I kept my spleen. “It’s fine. I understand that you’re not susceptible.”

“To what?” he asked.

To what? To shoulders and necklines and overtures—but hardly what a lady said aloud. Instead, I whispered, “I’ve grown quite fond of you.”

“As I am of you, Miss Bates. You and your mother were always—”

“This is not the time to talk of me and Mrs. Bates in the same context!”

I then heard a word that startled me, nearly a term of endearment that signaled a breakthrough: He addressed me as “Hetty.”

I sat down. I leaned across the table—a convexity above my decolletage could not be helped—and placed my hand on his.

Where did this courage come from? Was it my visit to Petticoat Street, its Old Testament flavour? Was I Samson in reverse, whose strengths were nullified by the cutting of his hair?

When my touch evoked a smile and a slow, meaningful nod, it meant we were betrothed.



Mr. Woodhouse was fearful that his daughters would be crestfallen to hear of a marriage.

“I think quite the opposite,” I said.

He’d tell them in writing, yes?

The brave new me asked, “Can’t you just say to all the Knightleys, perhaps with a raised glass, ‘Miss Bates has agreed to be my wife’?”

He did exactly that, with me at his side. Emma hugged both her father and me at once, in such a way, and perhaps not accidentally, that I was pressed against his body.

“When?” everyone wanted to know.

“As soon as possible,” I said.

I was oddly unafraid of what a man’s marital privileges would mean. Though sheltered by my parents, I grew up in the country where the procreational impulses of dogs and horses were for all to see.

We were married at my father’s church by Mr. Elton. Emma and Isabella and their husbands sat in the front pew, beaming. My beloved niece, now Mrs. Frank Churchill, came from Yorkshire to play the church’s first organ, gifted by the gratefully liberated Knightley brothers.

I quite took to married life. Mr. Woodhouse, who for so long fancied himself neglected, was restored to a youthful vigor that shortened our hours at the card table.

Emma was able to move the short distance to Mr. Knightley’s Donwell Abbey, having fulfilled her promise to stay at Hartfield as long as Mr. Woodhouse needed her. She and George would in quick succession have five children, one more beautiful and cleverer than the next. Though not a grandmother by blood, I became one out of tender devotion.

Happiness has freed me to recognize Miss Austen’s kinder words, the ones describing Miss Bates as “a mine of felicity… a standing lesson of how to be happy.”

Compliments, yes, but heard by me as an overdue apology.

Mr. Woodhouse reminds me I am a vicar’s daughter. In the spirit of forgiveness, and with a healed full heart, I can wish Miss Jane Austen and her mostly beautiful words a fitting success.
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“What say you, Mary? for you are a young lady of deep reflection, I know, and read great books and make extracts.”

Mary wished to say something very sensible, but knew not how.

Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice






As Mary Bennet knelt, she tried not to plunge her head too deeply into the cavern inside the cabinet under the sink because dark places in the old house gave her the creeps. She avoided the basement and crawl space under the stairs for the same reason.

Mary wore a headband with an LED light to illuminate the leak in the main pipe. It was the same safety headband her father used when walking the dog through the streets of Greenwich Village at night. Mrs. Bennet insisted her husband wear a light because he had taken a tumble on the cobblestones and wound up black-and-blue. “You never look where you’re going! You’re absentminded!” she chided her husband at the time.

When Linguini, their beloved puggle, died of old age soon after, Mrs. Bennet was less anxious about her husband falling because he no longer had to walk the dog. She could keep an eye on her husband indoors. (The new battery in the headband outlasted the old dog.) Mary assumed her mother would soon find something else to nag her husband about; for now, there was peace in the village.

As Mary directed the beam of light, she observed that the plumbing grid was a mess, a clutter of too many pipes, some open-ended copper tubes sticking up from the floor, others welded into weird, animal-cracker shapes. She groaned. Typical Bennet family repairs—nothing more than patch jobs. Decades of them. Mary unspooled a swatch of duct tape, made a tear at the top with her teeth, and ripped it from the roll. She carefully wrapped duct tape around the hole in the pipe as if dressing a wound on a battlefield.

Mary had decided not to tell her father about the leak because he’d just feel bad that they couldn’t afford a plumber. Besides, at thirty-three years old, she needed to be able to fix whatever was broken. Mary had to be the adult in the family. Her four sisters and their husbands lived outside the city, close enough in case of an emergency, yet far away enough to relieve them of the day-to-day responsibilities of busted pipes, a leaky roof, and their demanding mother.

Her sisters had married and dispersed to the suburbs outside of New York City and beyond. Lizzie and Darcy had moved to Westport, Connecticut; Jane and Bing to Montclair, New Jersey; Kitty and Clem lived in Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts; while Lydia recently moved to Waterford, Virginia, with her second husband, Ethan, a career army guy. Her nieces were small (it turns out that all-girl families turn out all-girl families, at least in the Bennet crew). They gathered together once a year during Christmas. The holiday visits were fun but a tremendous amount of work for Mary, who prepared the house and the meals. Mary didn’t complain; after all, she reasoned, her sisters needed a break at holiday time.

Mary was also left behind to care for her parents in the crumbling old house, but to her it was a palazzo. She saw nothing but potential in the sun-soaked rooms with peeling plaster and cracks in the ceiling where the house had settled. The black-and-white-checked marble floor in the foyer was a reminder of the grandeur of another era. The chandeliers, dripping with crystal daggers and strands of beads, were antiques, and despite missing pendants here and there, the overall effect remained dazzling, especially at night. Mary cleaned the crystals with a soft cloth and vinegar so as not to loosen the metal hooks. The parlors were spacious, dark wooden beams on the floorboards, the rooms stuffed with a collection of mismatched styles of furniture that together somehow worked. The Louis XIV chairs and settee were originally covered in pale green velvet, but the fabric had faded to a dull gold. Mary imagined the current patina was every bit as lovely as it had been when it was new years ago.

A crazy-quilt hodgepodge of books, some with jackets missing, others penciled with notes, most with dog-eared corners on their pages—a canon of all genres, colors, and sizes—were jammed into a pair of glass-front chimney closets in no particular order. The closets anchored the black marble fireplace in the back parlor. Their beloved children’s books, including Karla Kuskin’s The Philharmonic Gets Dressed and Syd Hoff’s Danny and the Dinosaur were wedged between Montaigne’s Essays and an almanac collection that went as far back as 1942. Mary loved nothing better than choosing a random book and taking a day off to read in the velvet chair, under a bright lamp with a pot of hot coffee and her specialty, chocolate-caramel brownies, close by to snack on. Reading and eating à deux never disappointed Mary Bennet. It shored up her soul.

The piano, a Steinway concertina, with a veneer as shiny as black patent leather, was tucked in the front parlor, between the windows that faced the street. Her father had acquired the piano from an ad in the Village Voice and given it to his wife on their wedding day in 1980. The piano had a story—a Wall Street banker, addicted to cocaine, sold off his belongings in a fire sale, making Mr. Bennet the beneficiary. The piano had a past, and Mary believed it made the music sound sweeter.

Mary left her sheet music in stacks on side tables and chairs. She would play whenever she had a few minutes. She taught piano lessons to students three days a week and found it exhausting. Organizing the annual recital was so taxing it nearly put her in the hospital, but when it was over, she felt a sense of accomplishment that she experienced nowhere else in her life. She enjoyed complaining about her students and their families, even though they were her bread and butter. Mary had to admit, as much as she identified with her father’s calm nature, like her mother, she had bought more than one ticket to the emotional roller coaster. Restraint was the goal, though Mary did not ever meet her own standard. Despite her shortcomings, there were things that brought Mary joy.

A cup of sharpened pencils balanced on the nearby windowsill. When Mary wasn’t teaching, she wrote plays. HB Studios was a two-minute walk away, which made it convenient for Mary to take playwriting classes. She had been trained over many years by Donna DeMatteo, a stellar playwright who encouraged Mary’s work. Mary’s ideas were nurtured by DeMatteo, something she lacked from her upbringing. The dark rehearsal space, lit by ghost lights, was her church. If HB Studios was Mary’s place of worship, the family homestead was her factory. The scent of chalk and paint were the perfume of her creativity.

Mary had everything she needed on Jane Street to teach music and write plays, with plenty of space to wander when she chose to procrastinate. Throughout the day, she followed the sunlight up the five floors, to work and do her chores. There were two spacious rooms per floor, front and back, and three bathrooms—one on the second floor, where her parents had a bedroom and dressing room, and one on the third floor, where she endured with the faulty pipes and used to live with her sisters. A third powder room on the parlor floor had not been operational in fifty years. It was on Mr. Bennet’s to-do list, but so far, renovation had not been done.

The sun rose on the front rooms and set on the back of the house. Mary never looked at the clock—there was no need—she followed the light. In this way, she was one with the family homestead. Old houses were idea factories, or at least they were to Mary Bennet. History had a way of speaking to her through wallpaper and paint, though she doubted anyone would understand her feelings.

The middle of five sisters, Mary assumed the role of the maiden aunt with an ease that can come only from resignation. Her fate was never to marry and to be of service in a different way, one that relieved her sisters of responsibilities. Mary was destined to take care of her aging parents and the house that went with them. Her mother had signs of early dementia, but Mary couldn’t remember a time when her mother, even when she was young, didn’t have a version of it. It seemed to Mary that everyone in her family was in denial about her mother’s emotional short-circuiting, fluctuating anxiety levels, and sporadic forgetfulness. Mary assumed there was some depression afoot, because Mrs. Bennet had recently begun to take to her bed more often than she got out of it. Mr. Bennet knew when he married his wife that he had made his bed, and until further notice, they would lie in it together until the end. It was the kind of love that endured because of the sheer numbers. They had five daughters together and seven granddaughters. It was a family held together by girls and their velvet ribbons.

Mary’s father had worked on and off as a freelance journalist through the years, and once in the 1980s he sold a book proposal that was sure to change the Bennet family fortunes, but it didn’t. The book didn’t sell, even though it was quite good. “And that’s that,” his wife said at the time, more disappointed at the failure than the author. When it came to finances, Mr. Bennet’s single lucky break came in real estate. His parents left him Number 10 Jane Street, though it was not a straight inheritance, as it was encumbered by debt. The specifics of the debt had always been murky, and it did mean that the old house with the leaky pipes, shoddy electrics, and old windows on one of the most enchanting blocks in New York City would not be renovated by Mr. Bennet due to lack of funds.

The Bennets raised their daughters in Greenwich Village, which they could ill afford if the house had not been an inheritance. But as it goes with families, gifts often come with strings. There was debt on the building to the Collins family, Mr. Bennet’s cousin, which her father assumed without complaint. Working and living under stressful financial circumstances was a Bennet family trait, like their predisposition for flat feet and adenoids. Her father believed, no matter what, it was his role to soldier on and hold on to the house.

Mary wished her father was not beholden to the Collins family. Surely they would allow the Bennets to remain in the house for as long as they lived, but it caused a deep sense of insecurity. Owning a home meant freedom from the tyranny of the landlord, a luxury the Bennets had never known. They would always be renters from the Collins family, who waited for Mr. Bennet to die so they might swoop in and sell the place. The reality of the bad deal, struck before Mary was born, made her shudder.

Mary’s phone buzzed. She had propped it on the nearby toilet lid like a photograph in a frame, in order to follow the YouTube repair video. She banged her head as she pulled it out from under the sink. She cursed under her breath and tapped the screen.

“Mary Bennet?”

“This is she.” Mary squinted at the phone, which said in big letters: BLOCKED CALLER. “May I ask who is calling?”

“Tsk. Lady de Bourgh, of course.”

“Oh, Ms. de Bourgh! Forgive me.”

Mary and her sisters found it hilarious that anyone would give their daughter the first name Lady. It was pretentious, like naming children after cities they hadn’t visited (Paris), foods they hadn’t eaten (Mignon), and designers they hadn’t worn (Chanel). Lady de Bourgh had been the guest of the Bennet family many times, because she was the longtime president of the Greenwich Village Historical Society, and a cousin through Lizzie’s marriage to Fitzwilliam Darcy.

“I have no forgiveness left, Mary. I’m calling because you have won one of the playwriting prizes—well, you’re in… second place. Congratulations.”

Mary could hear de Bourgh shuffling papers.

“Yes, second place,” she went on. “A cash prize of five thousand dollars and a staged reading at the Transport Group.”

Hot tears flooded Mary’s eyes.

“Mary, are you there?”

“Yes, yes, I’m here. I’m so grateful. Thank you.”

“That’s nice. Frankly, I was surprised to see your name in the group of winners. The committee is composed of artistic directors of seven off-Broadway theaters. Your play must have rung a bell with them.”

“I can’t believe it,” Mary said softly.

Lady de Bourgh went on, “So I imagine you’re stunned that you won. The Bennet girls are intellectually elusive, in my opinion.”

Mary had no idea what intellectually elusive meant, but it didn’t matter. She had won a prize! Her play would get a staged reading, or even better, a production! That was all that mattered.

“Mary, are you there? Damn phone,” de Bourgh muttered.

“I’m here! I’m here. I’m just happy, that’s all.”

“Well, then. Go to the website for further instructions.”

Mary looked at herself in the mirror. The light on the headband gave a ring light effect in the mirror. She leaned in to take a good look at herself. She smiled. Her lips were thin but well shaped, coated with cherry ChapStick. Her pale skin and brown hair were mousy, but now that she was an award-winning playwright, she saw a certain sparkle that she had never seen before. Mary tilted her head in profile, like Virginia Woolf in her official portrait. There, she thought to herself. I have character at an angle.

Mary knelt down and collected her tools, placing them neatly in the kit, when, suddenly overwhelmed, she leaned against the doorjamb. She began to cry, which soon turned into a big weep. Mary Bennet was unaccustomed to good news, or any surprising turn in her favor. The news of a windfall based upon her work moved her deeply. She didn’t dare think that a run of good luck had begun; instead, she would savor this happy news as a one-off. As a middle sister, she expected her portion and nothing more. What a portion this was! The beam of cold blue light on the headband bobbed as she cried, throwing shards of light on the pink linoleum floor and making circles on the speckled tile. Through her glassy tears, Mary saw a field of pink diamonds that filled her with a sense of her own possibilities, and her future, she hoped, in the American theater. She stood and wiped her tears on her sleeve. She turned on the faucet and peered under the sink to see if the duct-taped pipe held against the water pressure. It had.


MRS. BENNET

Mary carried a tray with tea and a fresh sugar cookie up the stairs to her parents’ bedroom. She shoved the bedroom door open with her elbow and peered inside. Her mother, fully dressed in slacks and a blouse, lay on the bed and studied the television set. Her gray hair was pulled back into a low bun, which Mary had brushed into place that morning. Mrs. Bennet’s brow was creased with worry lines as she listened to Spectrum News NY1, a local channel that covered stories about the city, from congestion pricing to the weather. Occasionally, the roving reporters would catch a crime as it was unfolding. It was essential viewing for Mrs. Bennet—even the questionable content.

“If we get another storm like Sandy, lower Manhattan will overflow like a bathtub.” Mrs. Bennet’s blue eyes were shiny and wet. “We’ll bob in the filth and muck like plastic toys. You’ll see.” She waved her hand at the television screen. “This idiot is talking about sandbags. What good are they in a tsunami? How many blocks are we from the Hudson River?”

“Five blocks.”

“Too close.”

“There won’t be a tsunami, Ma,” Mary said, placing the tray on the chair by the bed. “And we’re far enough from the river. The house is on an incline. We won’t flood out.”

Mrs. Bennet was not comforted. “You made me tea? My Mary.”

“You asked for it, remember?” Mary smiled.

“I did, didn’t I? I try not to be a bother,” her mother said, not meaning it.

“You’re not.”

“I can’t watch another moment of this.” Mrs. Bennet turned off the television. “Television used to be entertaining. Now? It’s a sump pump of nerve-inducing stories designed to upset people. It’s constant. When will it end?”

“You’re fine.” Mary plumped the pillows behind her mother. “Lean forward.”

Mrs. Bennet leaned.

“Now, lean back.”

“Oh, you’re an expert caregiver. You should have been a nurse. Or a PT. Or a doctor.”

“I’m bad at science and math, remember?”

“Oh, please, Mary. Those are just excuses. When you have a weakness, compensate! A little elbow grease and common sense go a long way to counter low SAT scores.”

That she remembers. Mary shook her head as she sat down on the bed. “You’re right, Mom. I’m a compensator. Even my mechanical skills are improving. I fixed my sink. I’m a plumber without a license.”

“See there? There is nothing my Mary cannot do when she puts her mind to it. She’s a star.” Mrs. Bennet had complimented her middle child as though she wasn’t in the room.

Mary stood and began to straighten the space, hanging clothes draped on a chair and stacking magazines neatly. Mrs. Bennet had a way of pulling her daughter into her emotional twisters. Mary couldn’t see her mother’s rages coming, even when the signs were the same. Distemper led to fretting, fretting led to panic, panic giving way to a full-tilt meltdown. Mary had learned to ride them out. Her sister Lizzie was an expert at it. If only Mary could be more like Lizzie. Inside Mary’s soul, she was a trash heap of steaming emotions, though on the outside, the only indications were the sweat and squirm, where she couldn’t stand still and settled her nerves with busywork. Like now. She shifted from one foot to the other as she contemplated the end of the world and gathered empty teacups from the nightstands.

“Why are you sweating?” her mother asked.

“It’s hot in here.”

“It’s freezing. Your father has the heat on sixty-five. Why?”

“To save money, Ma.”

“Of course, I could’ve answered my own question. It’s always about the purse.”

Then why did you ask? Mary wondered. She believed, at her age, in adulthood, she would’ve devised a way to cope with her mother.

“We will soon have to plan Christmas.” Mrs. Bennet pulled a handkerchief out from under her bra strap and began to pull at the edges.

Mary recognized the sign and went to her, placing her hands over her mother’s, which seemed to soothe her. “Mama, listen to me. You don’t have to do a thing. I’ll take care of it. All of it.”

“You need my help with the roast.”

“Happy to have you season it. You can help prep the potatoes, too.”

“I love a delicate scalloped potato.” Mrs. Bennet smiled.

“It will be perfect,” Mary promised her.

Her sisters had it all figured out—they showed up on holidays with perfect manicures, wearing mommy/daughter Christmas dresses and carrying boxes of homemade cookies. Jane made a pineapple upside-down cake. Lizzie a cream-cheese Bundt cake. They’d deposit their desserts on the sideboard and roll up their sleeves to help serve the dinner Mary had made. Mary would decorate the tree, leaving one set of ornaments in boxes with hooks so the children could decorate the lower branches. Mary thought of everything.



MR. BENNET

Mary climbed the stairs with the threadbare runner to the top of the house, avoiding the holes and the spots where the wool buckled. Her father was sitting behind an old desk opening mail. The sun cut across the papers that were piled on the desk in neat stacks. The piles of paper had not changed since Mary was a girl. Her father had a system: Everything had a place, and the documents were organized alphabetically with clips, but nothing ever got done. The pile of bills were paid via snail mail. A large black binder holding the checks sat upright on the shelf next to the desk. Though Mary had tried, the thought of using online banking was anathema to her father. Mr. Bennet stretched his Social Security check like it was made of rubber from the Congo, but it never stretched far enough.

Mr. Bennet was tall, with fine features on a large face. His gray eyes tilted down in the corners. He forced his eyes to open wide over his reading glasses when Mary entered his office with a tray.

“Thank you, Mary.”

Mary placed a tray with a turkey sandwich, potato salad, and a pickle on the desk. She handed him a tall glass of iced tea.

“I wish you wouldn’t wait on me, Mary.”

“If I didn’t, you would never eat.”

“Of course I would. It just wouldn’t be delicious.” Mr. Bennet took a bite of the sandwich.

“Dad, when I get the prize money for my play, I want to hire a plumber.”

“Absolutely not! That’s my responsibility.”

“I could negotiate a good deal,” Mary insisted.

“No question. But your prize money is yours. There are things you need and want, and you should have them.”

“I have lots of years to save.”

“You think you do, and one day, you wake up and you’re seventy-eight years old and you’ve been patching and stretching for so long, you don’t know any other way to live. I don’t want that to be your fate, Mary.”

“I’ll be fine, Dad.”

Mr. Bennet’s expression softened. “Always positive. I wish I were like you.”

“My playwriting teacher taught me never to make any assumptions about any character. Let them live in the scene and see where they take you.”

“That’s not easy to do. You write drama. I wrote nonfiction. History. The drama in history lives in the facts. You have to create the world and the characters from nothing. I think that’s much more difficult.”

Mary could not find a way to tell her father that she didn’t write from nothing; she wrote from experience, the stories she heard in this old house, with her sisters and mother. With him. The hilarity and pain that ensued, all of it, Mary hoped, were in her play. There was even a good man who couldn’t catch a break but found his happiness in raising his children. It was as if life in the outside world, including his career and ambition, were secondary to the family inside the house. But a father who does not achieve his dreams breaks a daughter’s heart, because it might mean that her dreams won’t come true, either. Mary wished her father had been rewarded for his contributions as a writer. Life had not been fair to Mr. Bennet.

Mary sat, leaned on the desk, and placed her face in her hands. She looked at her father, grateful for all of the one-on-one time she had with him. Mary had made a list of questions to ask her father, but that day, she was particularly curious about his artistry. When his eyes met hers, she asked, “Dad, why didn’t you ever write another book?”

Mr. Bennet leaned back in his chair. “I didn’t think I could write a better one.”

“You said all you had to say?” Mary asked.

“I didn’t say that.” Mr. Bennet sipped his iced tea. “I didn’t have the confidence to try again. It takes a level of belief in yourself to write. The page is filled with the person you are. Your observations. Your point of view. Your research. It’s all very personal, in my estimation. How a writer sees things is who he is.”

“It’s your identity.”

“In a way. And—it frightened your mother to be married to a writer. It seemed like a flimflammy way to live and bring up a family. And it was. That’s why I took in copyediting jobs and tutored. We never knew when the money would land, if it did at all. It affected her nerves. The instability of it all. When you’re an artist, a writer, a playwright, what have you, you cannot be tethered to anything but your work—the desk, the lamp, the paper, and the pencil are your life. And I fear if they aren’t, the work is probably not very good.”

“If the book had been a bestseller, we would be having a different conversation,” Mary assured him.

“Do you think so? Or do you think that maybe I would have gotten a swelled head, grown out my sideburns, and left this old house for something new?”

“You’re not the type, Dad.”

“I often think I can’t take another no.” The ancient desk chair creaked as Mr. Bennet sat back in it. “But I do. I wish I had something to offer my children at this stage of my life—I wanted to leave you all something so you wouldn’t end up like your mother and me.”

“Everything isn’t about money,” Mary said quietly.

Financial anxiety seemed inborn in her. Mary couldn’t remember a time when the topic of money didn’t rattle her, and yet, she had to put on an act like it was the last thing on her mind. Mary wished she were wealthy and believed it would solve all their problems. There was never enough; her mother made sure her disappointment was obvious to her father, as if criticizing him would help him make more money. But Mary could see that his struggle was as much as he could handle—you couldn’t add ambition and personal growth to his piles of obligations. All her father could do was push through, and Mary, a pragmatist, was just like him.

“My cousin the minister once said something in a sermon that actually made sense. He said, ‘Money is always a problem, whether you have a lot, or a little, or just enough to get by, it’s always a concern,’ ” Mr. Bennet shared.

“For Mr. Collins, it’s a love affair,” Mary said wryly.



MR. O’DONOGHUE

Whenever Mary sat on the stoop and watched folks walk down Jane Street, she observed them as though the action that unfolded before her was a movie and she were in the scene. She had a small peek into the lives of strangers through their conversations as they passed. Stoop sitting had made Mary Bennet a good listener, an essential skill in writing dialogue. Sometimes she rushed inside to fetch her playwriting notebook when a good line was uttered. Her favorite: A man, whose girlfriend’s arm was laced through his, said, “Beth, the easiest person to cheat on is the one who trusts you.” Mary recorded it exactly as she heard it. That line ended up in the play that had won her the prize.

Mary never tired of Jane Street, regardless of the weather or the season. The rectangle of blue sky overhead was precious. New Yorkers evaluated how much sky they could see from their windows as though it were valuable real estate. Jane Street had various charms through the seasons. In autumn, the leaves on the trees that lined the street were turning orange and red, moving in the breeze like feathers. The cobblestone street had fissures and pits that caused a yellow cab to buck on the surface as it passed. Cobblestones were meant for horses, not cars, Mary reminded herself. She buttoned her jean jacket and turned up the collar against the wind. Mary checked her phone. The paving company was due to arrive any moment. She closed her eyes and enjoyed a few moments of solitude. Sometimes she was weary from going up and down the stairs, taking meals, clearing the dishes, and doing the laundry. It was as if she were the lady of the house caring for boarders, and sometimes, when her mother was particularly cranky, needy children.

The work van pulled into an empty space in front of the brownstone. A handsome Irishman and his apprentice emerged.

“A parking spot is always good luck.” The man waved at Mary. “Kiernan O’Donoghue. This is my son, Kevin.” Kiernan had sandy hair and a strong build. The son looked just like his father, a more slender version with a thicker thatch of hair. “You Mary Bennet?”

“Yes, sir.”

Kiernan and Kevin went to the back of the van and opened the service doors as Mary studied the name of the paving company painted in emerald green on the side of the vehicle: The Lucky Shamrock Paving Company, Sunnyside, Queens.

Everything about the company seemed uplifting: its name, location, and the level of attractiveness of the stonemasons. Mary stuffed her phone into her back pocket. She crossed her arms across her chest and waited.

“Let’s see what we’ve got here,” Kiernan said as he approached the stoop.

“I got a summons from the city.” Mary reached into the pocket of her jean jacket. She unfolded the letter she found there and handed it to Kiernan. “They tell me we have to fix the sidewalk. There have been complaints.”

“You don’t want anyone tripping on your sidewalk,” Kevin said, smiling. He might be around her age, but she couldn’t tell for sure.

“No, I don’t.” She smiled back at Kevin.

“You’ve got a crack here,” Kiernan said. “This has caused the concrete plate to buckle.”

“Can you patch it?” Mary asked.

“It’s been patched before. If I were you, I’d fix it once and be done with it. We need to take up the sidewalk and repour the concrete; otherwise, we’ll be back in a matter of months to fix it again. We’re going to have a bad winter.”

“I didn’t know,” Mary said. “How much will this cost?”

Kevin ran his hand through his hair. “You’re just like my wife; you want to know the bad news up front.”

Mary tried not to show that she was bummed that Kevin was married, but she should have known. Every month it seemed that more single men in her age category drained away from the pool of potential husbands. Mary Bennet was on the verge of giving up altogether.

“It’s just an estimate,” Kiernan began.

“An estimate is fine.” Mary looked at him. “I won’t hold you to it.”

“We have to break up the old sidewalk, replane the ground, and pour the concrete. Looks like the curb is crumbling, so we need to redo it. We have to bring a cement mixer in. Five thousand.”

“Five thousand dollars?” Mary said the number out loud.



It wasn’t lost on Mary that she would be earning the exact amount in prize money that it would take to fix the sidewalk. But when she called the city and reviewed the fines that awaited the Bennets if they did not fix the sidewalk, they were far worse. Mary understood they would be saving money in the long run if they did the job once and properly.

Her father suggested a patch job, but Mary ignored him. “Dad, we can’t wait on this. We’ve been kicking the can down the road for so long, we’ll never find it,” she told him. Mary was tired of fixing things only to last long enough for them to go bust again. The city of New York had a policy that the sidewalk and curb in front of a landlord-owned building was the responsibility of the homeowner. Mary could not bear the thought of someone tripping and falling because of fissures and cracks in the sidewalk. The Bennets could lose everything with one lawsuit. The reality weighed on Mary.

Mary put in her earbuds and listened to a podcast about the Brontë sisters as she washed the iron skillet and pans she’d used to make breakfast. She folded the dish towel and hung it on the hook when she felt the house shake. One jolt overhead.

She pulled the earbuds out of her ears and raced up the stairs. Her mother was screaming while her father lay on the floor next to the bed. Mary went to him. “Dad?”

He mumbled something, but Mary could not make it out over her mother’s hysterics. She dialed 911. She informed the operator of her father’s condition and their address. Mary turned to her mother.

“Not now, Ma. Enough with the drama,” Mary said to her mother. She knelt next to her father. “The ambulance is on the way. Don’t try to move, Dad.”

“Ugh,” Mr. Bennet moaned.

Mary looked over at the breakfast tray, untouched by her father and mother.

“I’m getting dressed.” Mrs. Bennet got up from the bed. “Do not try and stop me.”



DR. MARTINELLI

Mary handed her mother a cup of coffee. Mrs. Bennet wrapped her hands around the paper cup and sipped.

“Here’s a cookie,” Mary said, placing it on the table next to her in the waiting room. “In lieu of a proper breakfast.”

“Who can eat? Who can think about eating? This is the end,” Mrs. Bennet said as she stared off in the middle distance. She picked up the cookie and nibbled a corner of it. “Your poor father.”

“He’s not poor, and this isn’t the end.”

“The day I dreaded has come,” Mrs. Bennet said wearily, ignoring her.

“That would be every single day, Ma,” Mary countered.

“You wait. They’ll come at us with a terrible diagnosis.”

“His sugar was elevated. He may have crossed over from prediabetic to diabetic.”

“Or it’s cancer,” Mrs. Bennet whispered the C word and looked at Mary. “Better to expect the worst and work back.”

“Why?” Mary sat down next to her mother. “Why would anyone do that?”

“Because you can walk forward from bleak, but you can’t walk back from high expectations.”

“Ma, that’s ridiculous.”

“I don’t expect you to take anything I say seriously. You girls look at me like I’m Nathan Lane in The Birdcage or Aunt Pittypat in Gone with the Wind. I see your faces. You think I’m a hanky-waving wing nut. Emotionally unhinged.”

“Not true. I take most of what you say to heart—but this time, I just know you’re wrong.”

“I’m never right in your eyes.”

“That’s not true.” Mary was tired of arguing with her mother. “Are you afraid?”

Mrs. Bennet put the coffee cup down. She fished inside her blouse and pulled a handkerchief out from her bra strap, then dabbed her eyes. “I’m terrified. I’ve been married to your father for half of my life. More, maybe. I think it’s more. I was never good at math. Anyway, this is where it’s all heading. Down the drain. All that time expended and nothing to show for it.”

“You have five daughters,” Mary reminded her.

“Who have left me for parts unknown.”

“I left you for parts upstairs,” Mary countered.

“You know what I mean,” Mrs. Bennet















































MR. BENNET’S GIRLS MINUS ONE




































THE UNEXPECTED REUNION


































































































A VISIT FROM CHARLOTTE AND MR. COLLINS












































MR. TARANTELLO



































































































TWO SISTERS
















































































THE PROPOSAL











































AN UNLIKELY TURN OF EVENTS




























































CHRISTMAS PUNCH
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