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      It was the evening of the Meryton assembly and the entirety of the village was alight with the excitement of the new arrival in town. Netherfield Park was let at last, to a gentleman from London, and while the gossip about this wealthy stranger had been brief, no one had been more invested in discovering every tiny detail available than Mrs. Bennet. From the moment news of Mr. Bingley’s arrangement with the former tenant of Netherfield Park had descended into their small village, Mrs. Bennet had spoken of nothing else but the gentleman, his great fortune, and of how fortunate it would be if he would take an interest in marrying one of her elder daughters. Mrs. Bennet knew little of Mr. Bingley, other than the scant information she had been able to obtain from their neighbors, but she knew that all who had met him found Mr. Bingley most agreeable, and when coupled with the promise of his income, that was good enough recommendation for her.

      Following the lead of many of the prominent gentlemen in Hertfordshire, Mr. Bennet had visited Mr. Bingley at Netherfield Park, as his wife would not cease in her vocal appraisals of the young man. He had always intended to visit Mr. Bingley, though always assuring his Mrs. Bennet that he would not do so. It was only after the evening of the visit did he at last make it known to his wife and daughters. The girls had done little after dinner but speak and make conjecture about the newest resident of Netherfield Park.

      “I am quite sick of this Mr. Bingley and we shall speak no more of him,” Mrs. Bennet cried.

      “If I had known you felt so, Mrs. Bennet,” Mr. Bennet said, “I should not have paid the visit to Netherfield and acquainted myself with the gentleman. I am afraid we can’t escape him now.”

      Mr. Bennet found great joy in the astonishment of the ladies, however, when the silence of their excitement was over, he was surrounded by further questions and suppositions that endured for the rest of the evening.

      Now, Mr. Bennet could not be bothered to let the excitement of the new arrival fluster him overmuch. The Meryton assembly would happen, as it always did, with or without the presence of Mr. Bingley, and his youngest daughters would surely behave in precisely the same way they always did. Lydia would dance every dance with any militia officer who looked well in a uniform, Kitty would pout at being forgotten and Mary would sulk near the musicians. 

      However, on this occasion, all of the women in the Bennet household had been driving him mad with the anticipation of an introduction, with the exception of Elizabeth, who was content to allow her mother’s furious scheming to rest upon Jane, the eldest Bennet daughter. With five unmarried daughters in the house, Mrs. Bennet anxious to see them wed… and in no particular order. However, at present, with the arrival of Mr. Bingley and his five thousand a year, the entirety of her worry rested on Jane.

      At breakfast on the morning of the Meryton assembly, the Bennet home was positively a flurry with the anticipation of the evening. Mrs. Bennet had not once ceased speaking or planning for how her daughters should behave in the presence of the gentleman. Lydia and Kitty had left the table to practice their dances, while Mary reminded her sisters that she preferred her books to frivolous things such as dances. Elizabeth agreed with Mary’s preference, but would never leave Jane to attend an assembly without her company. 

      Mrs. Bennet had just completed a story about an assembly from her own youth when Mrs. Hill, the housekeeper, entered the dining-parlor.

      “Mr. Bennet,” the housekeeper said breathlessly. “Miss Agnes Taylor waits for you at her carriage.” Mrs. Hill looked utterly exhausted by the prospect of an unexpected guest, and she left the room hurriedly before Mrs. Bennet could ask her any questions about the unannounced arrival. 

      The girls all silently stared at their father. But Mrs. Bennet had plenty to say about the situation.

      “What is the meaning of this, Mr. Bennet? How can Mr. Taylor just send his daughter to Longbourn without writing? And on the night of the assembly?” She picked up her fan and waved it angrily, daring her husband to argue with her.

      Mr. Bennet stood up from the table, disregarding his wife’s astonishment with a pleasant smile. “Girls, shall we go outside and greet Miss Taylor? She has had a long journey and I am quite sure she would like to come inside and enjoy some of Mrs. Hill’s scones and jam.”

      Jane, Elizabeth, Mary, Kitty, and Lydia all followed Mr. Bennet out to the courtyard, while Mrs. Bennet remained inside, immovable in her stubbornness. 

      “Father, did you know Agnes was to arrive at Longbourn today?” Elizabeth asked quietly, falling into step with her father.

      “She wasn’t meant to arrive for another two days. I had hoped to tell Mrs. Bennet about it before she arrived. But, alas.” Mr. Bennet did not look the least bit sorry, and Elizabeth hid a smile behind her hand. “Her father sent her on the carriage from London and will be joining her presently, but it appears we will be enjoying their company a little longer than expected.”

      Agnes Taylor was the only daughter of Tobias Taylor, a widowed friend of Mr. Bennet’s. Mr. Taylor had been lucky enough to marry Ariana Bodham, a young lady far above his station. But when Mrs. Taylor died of an unfortunate fever, her family swept away all of her fortune and left Mr. Taylor penniless, with nothing more than a modest home and a paltry income with which he was meant to raise Agnes. As Mrs. Taylor’s only child had been a girl, the Bodham family had made little attempt to aid in Agnes’ upbringing, which meant that now, at the same age as Jane, the young woman had little to recommend her in society.

      Elizabeth also suspected that this was the reason she was now at Longbourn.

      When Agnes stepped out of her carriage, she looked quite unchanged from the last time the Elizabeth had seen her. She was plain but had a kindness to her eyes which Elizabeth had always found endearing. However, the dress she was wearing appeared to be from last season, a detail that didn’t go unnoticed by Kitty and Lydia, who snickered quietly together. It took a stern look from Jane to quiet them.

      Ignoring his youngest daughters, Mr. Bennet walked up to Agnes and welcomed her to Longbourn.

      “It has been far too long, Miss Taylor. Your father will be joining you soon?”

      When Agnes spoke, it was barely above a whisper.

      “Oh, yes, Mr. Bennet. He will be leaving London in a fortnight. He had some business to attend to first.”

      Elizabeth stepped forward and took her friend’s hands. “Come inside, Agnes! We were just at breakfast, and the tea is still hot. Then you can rest after your long journey. You must be exhausted.”

      “Oh, no!” Agnes replied happily. “I am far too excited about the assembly to rest. I’ve been looking forward to it since my father told me that I would be accompanying you!”

      Elizabeth looked at Jane nervously, but before she could open her mouth, Lydia pushed her way to the front of the group. 

      “But Agnes… do you have anything appropriate to wear?” Lydia asked, surveying Agnes’ current attire with a critical eye. 

      “Nonsense!” Jane interrupted as she stepped in front of her younger sisters. “Agnes can borrow something from either Lizzie or myself. And she will look just lovely.”

      The Bennet sisters chattered among themselves as they lead Agnes into the house, the carriage attendants following behind with enough trunks to last their visitor into the next season. Mr. Bennet disappeared into his study to read, but also to avail himself of the peace provided by a room absent of the women in his life, leaving Elizabeth and Jane to tend to Agnes Taylor. 

      Mrs. Hill led Agnes up to her room, with a line of Bennet girls following behind her, though Elizabeth couldn’t help but notice her mother’s conspicuous absence. Once she was sure that Jane had the situation well-in-hand, Elizabeth went in search of Mrs. Bennet to try and understand her mother’s abysmal manners. She discovered Mrs. Bennet stalking about the drawing room, her plump cheeks bright red with anger.

      “Mama? Why did you not come to greet Miss Taylor? She is our guest!”

      Mrs. Bennet turned on her heel and scowled at her daughter as if she were the stupidest girl in all of Hertfordshire. “Can you not understand, Lizzie? Mr. Taylor has sent his here to find a rich husband! What if Mr. Bingley takes a liking to her instead of our dearest Jane? I could not live with the shame of having him snatched out from under our noses!”

      Elizabeth considered Agnes and what she had to offer a man of good standing. While she hated to think ill of anyone, it hardly seemed a possibility that Miss Taylor would catch the eye of Charles Bingley.

      “Mother, if Agnes were to find a husband in Meryton, I doubt sincerely it would be someone like Mr. Charles Bingley. If the gossip is to be believed even Jane will be lucky to catch his eye. You need not worry about such things.”

      Elizabeth’s words seemed to calm her mother enough that she regained her sense of hospitality, and yet, Elizabeth couldn’t help but wonder if her mother’s fears contained even the slightest grain of truth. 

      Why had Agnes Taylor come to Meryton and what exactly did she seek to gain from her attendance at the assembly? It seemed entirely too fortuitous that she would arrive so expediently. Elizabeth spent the rest of the day pondering that very thing as the Bennet girls, and Agnes, prepared for what promised to be an evening they would never forget.
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      Word had already spread throughout the assembly at Meryton, courtesy of Lady Lucas, that Mr. Bingley was soon to arrive with many of his friends from London, including twelve women and seven gentlemen. The Bennet girls did little to hide their disappointment at the number of single women who would be attending, with Lydia especially grieving at great length. But when Mr. Bingley arrived accompanied only by his two sisters, a brother-in-law, and one gentleman friend, the mood in the hall improved considerably.

      Mr. Bingley was a handsome man with the air of a true gentleman, his easy, kind manners endearing him deeply to everyone in attendance soon after his arrival. His sisters were fine, fashionable women and his brother-in-law, a modestly pleasing though distant gentleman. But it was Mr. Bingley’s friend, Mr. Darcy, who quickly drew the eye of everyone, both man and woman, in the room. Every lady hastily expressed that Mr. Darcy was the handsomest man in the room, and when his fortune of ten thousand a year became known, it was as if every other gentleman in attendance disappeared.

       However, it did not take long for Mr. Darcy’s disagreeable manners to change his appearance in the eyes of the people of Meryton. He was prideful and unpleasant as he behaved above all in his company. Even his magnificent estate in Derbyshire was not enough to raise his esteem at the assembly; it was universally agreed that his handsomeness compared ill to the gentle manners of Mr. Bingley.

      It wasn’t long after arriving before Mr. Bingley had introduced himself to the majority of the people in the room; Elizabeth could scarcely remember another gentleman with such a jovial personality. And how different he was from Mr. Darcy! Mr. Darcy kept to himself or to his own party, danced once with each of Mr. Bingley’s sisters, and refused introduction to any of the other women at the assembly. As far as everyone in attendance was concerned, Mr. Darcy had sealed his fate with his behavior that evening. He was proud, and disagreeable, and they all hoped it would be the last time he attended a gathering in Meryton. Mrs. Bennet, especially, found his behavior particularly abhorrent, as he had slighted Elizabeth one of the few times he chose to speak that evening.

      Because so few gentlemen were in attendance that evening, Elizabeth Bennet had been obliged to sit down for two dances. As Elizabeth spoke to the other young ladies without partners, Mr. Darcy stood near enough that she could hear him conversing on the quality of the assembly with Mr. Bingley. Mr. Bingley pressed his friend to join the merriment.

      “Darcy! You must join! I hate to see you standing here with all of these pleasant girls dancing.”

      “Come now, Bingley. There is not a woman here, other than your sisters, who I would tolerate standing up with. And you know I perfectly detest dancing with a woman of whom I am not particularly acquainted.”

      “Upon my honor,” cried Mr. Bingley, “I do not believe I have ever made the acquaintance of so many pleasant girls in my life! And some are uncommonly pretty.”

      Mr. Darcy looked at the eldest Miss Bennet, Jane. “Bingley, you have had the honor of dancing with the only handsome girl in the room.”

      “Jane Bennet is the most beautiful creature in all of England! But Darcy, one of her sisters is very pretty and sitting just behind you. Would you like Miss Jane Bennet to introduce you?”

      “Which sister?” Darcy asked before he looked at Elizabeth. When he cast his eye upon her, he hastily looked away. “That girl is not handsome enough to tempt me. You are wasting your time with me, Bingley. Leave me and go enjoy your Miss Bennet. I am in no humor to give consequence to a girl left to wither by other men.”

      Mr. Bingley left Mr. Darcy to his own foul humor, while Elizabeth found she had no trace of pleasant feeling left toward the man. She told her companions of his behavior, however, Elizabeth found great amusement in anything ridiculous. But when Agnes Taylor heard the story, she appeared to be greatly vexed.

      “Oh, Lizzy! How can you say such things? I believe Mr. Darcy is the most handsome and pleasing man at the assembly!”

      Elizabeth rather hoped that Agnes had misunderstood the gentleman of which she was speaking.

      “Mr. Darcy? The gentleman who arrived with Mr. Bingley?”

      Agnes smiled. “Oh, yes. He is wonderfully handsome.”

      Mrs. Bennet waved her fan disdainfully in Agnes’ direction. “I think he is disagreeable, and horrid, and not at all worth your attention, Miss Taylor.” Mrs. Bennet spoke so loudly, the whole assembly appeared to hear. For the rest of their evening at the assembly, Miss Agnes Taylor chose to sit down for every dance, instead devoting all of her attention to Mr. Darcy, who spent his time otherwise engaged. 

      Miss Jane Bennet, however, had been much admired by Mr. Bingley and his party, bringing great joy to her family. Everything had gone exactly as Mrs. Bennet had hoped, and it seemed as though Mr. Bingley might fancy Jane. However, Lydia grieved deeply that she’d never been asked to dance by the same gentleman more than one time, a conversation which was discussed for the whole of the carriage ride back to Longbourn.

      But, thanks to Jane’s fortune, they returned in good humor to Longbourn, where they discovered Mr. Bennet still up, still reading regardless of the time. And, in spite of his earlier indifference, he had a great deal of curiosity as to the events of the assembly, hoping his daughters and wife had found Mr. Bingley disinteresting. He would hear a very different story upon their entrance to his room.

      “Dear, Mr. Bennet! What a lovely ball you missed this evening. Everybody admired Jane so and said how well she looked. And Mr. Bingley danced with her twice! Of all the ladies in attendance, it was our Jane that he danced with twice. Of course, he danced with Miss King and Charlotte Lucas and Maria Lucas, and our Lizzy, and Agnes Taylor, and then for…”

      Mr. Bennet waved his hands to submit. “Please, Mrs. Bennet! Tell me no more of his dancing partners! If only he had stayed in London and saved me this entire event.”

      Mrs. Bennet knew well she was now obliged to end her story of fineries of the assembly, but she knew Mr. Bennet would be much interested in Mr. Darcy. She related to him in great detail and with much bitterness the rudeness of the gentleman.

      “But I can assure you, Mr. Bennet, our Lizzy loses little by not suiting his fancy. He is quite conceited and took great care to assure all in the room lay eyes upon him before he left. Yet he found not a single woman worthy of his favor. You would have found him quite detestable. But hear this, Mr. Bennet!” she cried.

      Mr. Bennet set his book down with the realization he would finish no further reading in the company of his wife. “Yes, my dear?”

      “Agnes Taylor expressed to us at the assembly that she admired Mr. Darcy! Do you believe it?”

      Mr. Bennet found himself once again engaged in the conversation. “Did she?”

      “She did! Mr. Darcy! A man of ten thousand a year. And she with no name, no land, and little else to bring a husband. Agnes Taylor is quite proud indeed to believe such a match in her future.”

      Mr. Bennet found no pleasure in the discovery, but it seemed Mrs. Bennet was accurate in her conjecture. A gentleman of Mr. Darcy’s stature would never wed a girl such as Agnes Taylor. Mr. Bennet considered that, perhaps, the time had come to write Tobias Taylor and hurry him from London before his daughter sullied her position in society forever.
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      The morning after the assembly in Meryton, the Miss Bennets and Agnes Taylor met to discuss the evening’s events.

      “You did well to dance with Mr. Bingley last night, Miss Taylor,” said Mrs. Bennet with civil self-command.

      “Yes; but he seemed to like Jane better.”

      Mrs. Bennet clapped her hands with pleasure. “Oh! You mean because he danced with her twice? I rather believe he did admire her. I heard something about it… something about Mr. Robinson.”

      “Perhaps you mean Mr. Robinson's asking him how he liked Meryton, and whether he did not think there were a great many pretty women in town compared with London. He then inquired which he thought the prettiest? Mr. Bingley answered immediately, 'Oh! the eldest Miss Bennet. She has no equal!'”

      Mrs. Bennet did little to hide her joy. “That is very decided indeed for dear Jane, but poor Eliza! I am quite vexed indeed by Mr. Darcy’s ill-treatment of her.”

      Elizabeth began to object to further discussion of Mr. Darcy and his manners, but Agnes Taylor interrupted.

      “Oh! But Mr. Darcy is so very handsome and of such distinguished birth. Has he not every right to be prideful?”

      “It is true that he does,” replied Elizabeth, “and I could easily forgive his pride, if he had not mortified mine.”

      Agnes appeared not to hear anything Elizabeth had said. “I shall not dwell upon it. A man of Mr. Darcy’s breeding shall never consider me for his bride.”

      Mrs. Bennet laughed heartily. “Indeed, you will not.”

      Elizabeth and her sisters began to fret over their mother’s rudeness, but she hushed them up in disregard for Agnes Taylor’s feelings.

      “I say this not to offend dear Agnes. Only to confirm what she herself said. Mr. Darcy is a man of great wealth and family. When he weds, it will be to a woman of similar breeding. Certainly, Miss Taylor understands this.”

      Elizabeth believed her mother to be correct, but she also believed that perhaps, Agnes held fast to the hope she could sway Mr. Darcy’s affections in her direction before she returned to London.
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      One week after the events of the assembly at Meryton, Mr. Tobias Taylor arrived at Longbourn from London. Lydia, Mary, and Kitty had gone to town with Mrs. Bennet, leaving Mr. Bennet, Jane, Elizabeth, and Agnes to welcome Mr. Taylor to the Bennet’s estate. His carriage arrived much the way Agnes’ did; with little notice and abundant circumstance.

      Mr. Bennet and his daughters were in the parlor, Mr. Bennet and Elizabeth reading while Jane picked up her needlework. Agnes had not been seen since breakfast, providing them all a much-needed respite from conversation related to Mr. Darcy. Once Mrs. Bennet and his youngest girls had left, Mr. Bennet had made it quite clear that he intended to enjoy the silence of his wife’s absence, and his oldest daughters were of one mind on the subject. No sooner had they managed the task, however, when Mrs. Hill rushed through the room, nervous and poorly.

      “Mr. Bennet, Mr. Taylor has now arrived. Shall I make a room up for him as well?”

      Mr. Bennet stood from his chair. “Please do, Mrs. Hill. Girls, let us greet my old friend. And Mrs. Hill, please notify Miss Taylor that her father has arrived.”

      Elizabeth and Jane followed their father to greet yet another carriage; Elizabeth only wished that Mr. Taylor and Agnes had no further relations to visit Longbourn. 

      When Mr. Taylor stepped forth from his carriage, Elizabeth came to the realization that she had not seen the man in ten years. He was tall, and heavy-looking, more so than Elizabeth remembered. Mr. Taylor had aged poorly and looked to be twenty more than his forty-years. Mr. Bennet scarcely recognized his friend, but he embraced him with vigor.

      “Tobias Taylor, my old friend! It is with great pleasure that I welcome you to Longbourn. Taylor, may I introduce you to the eldest of my daughters…”

      Mr. Bennet was not allowed to finish his address as Mr. Taylor was ready with his own introductions. “Mr. Bennet, as if the beauty of your daughters does not proceed them. Miss Elizabeth, Miss Jane, a pleasure. I take it my own daughter has chosen this time in particular to avail herself of some new hiding place?”

      The Bennet’s looked about, still unable to locate Agnes, until Mrs. Hill ran from the front door, Agnes Taylor chasing behind her.

      “Father!” Agnes cried upon the discovery of Mr. Taylor by his carriage. “Is it truly you at last?”

      Mr. Taylor kissed his daughter and laughed heartily. “My dear girl. You look well! I take it the Bennet’s have been treating you with hospitality?”

      “Oh, yes, father! Did you receive my letter regarding the assembly?”

      Mr. Taylor confirmed he had and cast a thoughtful smile toward Mr. Bennet. “On the subject of that letter, ladies, I would be most grateful if you would allow me a moment of your father’s counsel.”

      Elizabeth and Jane left their father in Tobias Taylor’s company, though they did so with regret. Elizabeth could not be sure of the cause of her disquiet, but there was an element to Mr. Taylor’s bearings that gave her a moment of pause. She only wished her father would not be swayed by his friendship if Mr. Taylor had arrived possessing of schemes or worse.

      Mr. Taylor followed Mr. Bennet into his room, where they sat and discussed the years that had passed between them. Mr. Bennet was quite sure Taylor had arrived with motives other than the recovery of his daughter and soon, he confirmed Mr. Bennet’s concerns.

      “Bennet, I have a kindness to ask of you and I hope you shall consider it, for my daughter’s sake rather than my own.”

      Mr. Bennet sipped from the tea that Mrs. Hill had only just delivered. “Go on.”

      “My only daughter Agnes is in want
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