PROLOGUE

On an unremarkable afternoon in late October, an elegant chaise and four was spotted driving
through the little town of Meryton in Hertfordshire. It soon attracted the attention of several
lookers-on, who did not recognise the livery, and both the style and excellent condition of the
vehicle spoke to its having a distinguished owner. The chaise drew up to the milliner’s shop
where it stopped, and while the coachman waited outside with the horses, a young, well-dressed
gentleman nimbly jumped out of the carriage, entered the store and asked most civilly for the
way to Netherfield. After being given directions to the estate, which was located less than three
miles from Meryton, he thanked his informant and, with an amiable smile, left the shop to board
his coach again. Though the whole process had taken little over a minute or two, he had been
noted by several people, among them a Mrs Philips, who was known as much for her large
circle of friends as for her eagerness to receive and spread news of any kind. Therefore,
unbeknownst to the young man, it took only a few hours for most of Meryton and the larger
neighbourhood to receive intelligence of his passing through.

The young man, whose name was Bingley, had arrived that same morning from London.
Preferring to use his own chaise rather than travel post, he had reached Meryton in the afternoon
of this hitherto grey autumn day just as the sun was making a short appearance. As he drove
slowly through the little market town, Bingley was delighted at perceiving the neatness of the
houses on High Street, the pretty storefronts and the well-maintained road. That the sun had
found its way through the generally overcast sky just as he stopped and alighted from the
carriage was an auspicious sign, and as one believing in fate and destiny, he was now even more
favourably disposed toward the estate of Netherfield, the place he had come to view as a
possible abode for the next years of his life.

He had spent most of the summer traveling the country in search of a suitable house to
buy or rent, but though he was generally easy to please, those accompanying him on his quest
had found some fault with almost all places they had seen. At last, an accidental

recommendation had led him to consider Netherfield Park. The name, he thought, had an



appealing ring, and the drawings he had seen proved it a house not as grand as some, but
nevertheless pleasant and complete in its style. Being a passionate hunter, the right of manor
that was granted with the lease was another advantage, and he was quite set on taking it unless
its general condition proved poorer than advertised.

As the carriage picked up speed on leaving the town, his excitement increased, and he
retained his position close to the window to better observe his surroundings. Cheerful by nature,
Bingley was in particularly high spirits on this day and eager to view his potential new home
without a string of friends in tow. They soon reached the crossing where the road to Netherfield
branched off from the main turnpike, and though the path became narrower, its condition was
still suitable to accommodate his chaise. As they ascended a gentle hill and he looked back
toward the town, he suddenly spotted a rider in the distance. He and his horse were moving
along another, narrower path which ran almost parallel to his, though some two hundred yards
further north. The sun, which obstinately continued to shine, was low in the sky and its glare
obstructed his vision to a degree, but he could tell they travelled at a high speed which they
maintained for some time. Working their way up the hill, they were soon almost directly in his
line of view. He leaned out of his window as far as possible to see better, but distance and the
low sun impeded him from discerning more than a silhouette. Suddenly, though, he noted an
odd feature: The rider’s head was covered by an accessory resembling a bonnet, and loose cloth
flared around his legs. Could it — no, impossible. Or was it after all—?

‘I’ll be damned,’ he muttered, and at that moment he realised that a big tree was lying
in the path of the pair. He involuntarily cried out, but only seconds later he watched as horse
and rider flew over the big trunk in a perfect arch, scarcely breaking their rhythm. Running
ahead of him now and moving at a much greater speed than Bingley’s coach, they were soon
out of sight.

He appreciated few things in life as much as courageous riding, and smiling to himself,
he leaned back in his seat. “What brave new world that has such people in it,” he murmured, and
his curiosity as well as his inclination to rent Netherfield, which had been growing since he had

seen the pleasant town of Meryton, were raised further still.



Chapter |

It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single woman must be in want of a husband,
preferably one in possession of a good fortune. This truth is so well-fixed in the minds of all
respectable people that the feelings of the woman in question, including her very inclination to
marry at all, are of little consequence for a society that scorns unwed women in general, and
most particularly those who are poor.

The Bennet family, though far from being poor and indeed rather comfortably settled at
Longbourn, an estate in the neighbourhood of Meryton, boasted not one, but five grown
daughters, and it had been Mrs Bennet’s chief concern for many years to see at least one of
them married well.

On one November day, all female members of the Bennet family were in a high flutter,
as some propitious news had reached them, namely that a young man, allegedly of a large
fortune and — of particular interest — single, had rented the neighbouring Netherfield Park, which
had been standing empty for some time. The bearer of this intelligence was their Aunt Philips,
who resided in Meryton and, having caught a glimpse of him as he was passing through town,
had pronounced him handsome indeed. The combined benefits of wealth and good looks
aroused great expectations, especially among the younger sisters, and their thoughts now
revolved almost solely around the desire to make Mr Bingley’s acquaintance.

Mrs Bennet had already gone to work on her husband at breakfast that same morning,
imploring him with both cunning and ferocity to call on the gentleman presently, but mostly
before their friend Sir Lucas could do the same, providing his own daughters with an undue
advantage. The Lucas family included three daughters who were equally unmarried, and though
Lady Lucas was one of Mrs Bennet’s dearest friends, she was considered an archrival when it
came to the mother’s first duty of finding a husband for her daughters.

Mrs Bennet’s efforts, though considerable and persistent, had not yielded the desired
result insomuch as her husband had not yet consented to calling on the gentleman. His wife’s
cries and charges of his stubbornness could still be heard throughout the house, but Mr Bennet
had already extracted himself from her supplications by retreating to his study as he was wont
to do when the volume or length of his wife’s effusions became too overpowering. Though as

painfully aware as his wife of the need to provide husbands for his many daughters, he was a



more reluctant matchmaker and, being frequently exposed to more female energy and scheming
than he thought wholesome, tended to avoid the subject whenever possible.

Understandable as his wish to escape the lamentations of his wife appeared, he was
partly to be blamed for them himself. Though he had affected ignorance when his wife had first
mentioned Mr Bingley, news of the gentleman’s arrival had reached him even before Mrs
Bennet, as he had been in Meryton on business on the day of his passing through. He was not
following the goings on in the neighborhood in as much detail as his wife, but he was also not
nearly as ill-informed as he let on. Over the years of their marriage and continued exposure to
unfiltered communication, he had mastered the art of selective perception. The chief of petty
chatter wafted over him like a soft breeze and left his mind unruffled, while more important
intelligence always found its way to the deeper layers of his consciousness. He had already
resolved to call on the gentleman later that day, but instead of advising his family of this intent,
he had treated himself to some amusement: he would let his wife stew in her frustration for a
time before casually informing them all that the gentleman’s visit was soon to be expected at
Longbourn.

The five sisters were on this bleak morning sitting together in the drawing room,
occupied with the crocheting of some handkerchiefs, which were worked on for the sole
purpose of preserving the appearance that they were industriously employed, and as no one
took any interest in their completion, most of them were never finished. It was, however, giving
their hands something to do while they discussed matters of generally small importance.

Today, with news on a grander scale, progress on the handkerchiefs was even slower
than usual. Lydia, who was not yet sixteen and had only come out that same year, fretted a great
deal about her father’s presumed unwillingness to make the visit so essential to their wellbeing.
Neither her handiwork nor her sisters’ conversation could command her attention for more than
two minutes, the only thing remotely of interest to her being her own reflection in the glass,
which she examined with such frequency as to provoke her sister Mary.

‘How a matter of such little consequence as the arrival of a young gentleman in our
neighbourhood can lead to such a display of idle vanity is beyond me,’ she said, sending Lydia
a look of remonstrance. ‘Instead of your glass you would be much better employed studying
something of substance!’

While the two older sisters could not disagree with Mary’s comment, her cheerless
demeanor and pedantic air served only to exasperate them further. Lydia, who ignored her
sister’s fastidious comments on principle, continued her self-examination and let out an

exaggerated sigh.



‘Papa had better hurry, or I will be an old maid before we may set eyes on Mr Bingley.’

‘Stop making such an exhibition, Lydia,” Jane said firmly. ‘My mother is talking to him
as we speak.’

However, the laments which could be heard through the door of the drawing room did
not give much indication of her success.

‘What urgent matters do you have to attend to, Mr Bennet?’ Her voice was coming from
the vestibule now. ‘What could be more urgent than finding a husband for at least one of our
daughters, lest we are all thrown out of this house when you die!”

Somewhat unfeelingly, Mrs Bennet had recently begun to speak of her husband’s demise
as something to expect rather sooner than later. To occur, she had apparently concluded, well
before she herself would pass away, leaving her daughters in financially dire circumstances. Mr
Bennet had grown used to these open allusions and, given that he still enjoyed excellent health,
had reasons for hope that he would live quite some years yet. Nonetheless, he did not cherish
the ease with which she talked about the topic and had sought refuge in his study, which Mrs
Bennet did not dare enter.

Hearing no reply from their father, the younger sisters exchanged looks of distress.

‘You have to speak to him, Lizzy,” Kitty begged. ‘You are the only one he ever listens
tol”

‘Go to him now,” demanded the youngest sister, ‘or Mr Bingley will be married before
we have a chance to be introduced!”

‘Lydia 1s right,” Kitty agreed, ‘Sir William has already called on him.’

‘—and when Mr Bingley civilly returns the visit, the Lucas sisters will attack him as
soon as he shows his face at their house!”

‘Enough, Lydia!’ Elizabeth said. ‘Remember that the Lucases are among our closest
acquaintances.’

‘Oh, I forgot,” Lydia sneered, ‘and Charlotte is your particular friend! You are right, of
course, that we must not fear ser. She is much too plain to attract anybody.’

‘And already twenty-seven!’ Kitty added. ‘I wonder why she even bothers with
assemblies anymore, she has to sit out most dances anyway!’

‘True, but Maria and Harriet are still in the race,’ said Lydia. “We cannot let our guard
down!’

Much affected by her sisters’ vulgar talk, Elizabeth, too, sincerely longed for the
wretched business to be settled. Though she did not share the younger girls’ eagerness to meet

the fabled Mr Bingley, she agreed that introductions ought to be made soon. Her mother would



not rest before she had achieved her goal, and in the meantime, her father was torturing his wife
unduly. Though Mrs Bennet was admittedly prone to exaggerated behaviour and irritable
moods, she did have very good reasons for wanting at least one of her daughters married to a
man of some fortune before her husband passed.

That Mr Bennet’s death, whenever it occurred, would pose a serious problem to all other
members of his family was another well-established truth: while she lacked nothing in her daily
life, kept a decent table and was surrounded by friends and family, Mrs Bennet and her five
daughters faced an uncertain future once Mr Bennet was no longer among them. His estate was
entailed to the male line and would thus, after his demise, fall not to his wife or daughters, but
to the male next-of-kin. Unless married well, they would have scarcely enough to live, and Mrs
Bennet, who had both her daughters’ and her own future in mind, was therefore much concerned
with providing opportunities for them to make an appearance in society.

In violation of widely accepted rules of decorum, she had let them all come out at a
fairly young age. Given that there were no less than five girls who wanted a chance to find a
suitable partner, she would not waste their youth by having them wait for the eldest, Miss Jane
Bennet, to make her choice. Though Jane was a beauty and had already had her share of
admirers, she had not yet received an offer of marriage. Thus, she was, at the age of twenty-
three, still unwed and, for the time being, without a serious suitor.

An objective observer must therefore conclude that, with all due respect for Mr Bennet’s
peace of mind, one could hardly blame his wife for making a fuss about the intriguing Mr

Bingley.

Mrs Bennet was more deeply tormented than usual and, feeling the cause justified her
complaints, had continued them with only small intermissions since their discussions at
breakfast. Exhausted from sharing her grief with the whole household, including the servants,
she had retired to her apartment after lunch and thus Mr Bennet’s leaving the house to call on
Mr Bingley that same afternoon had gone unnoticed by his family. Only Elizabeth, who had
sought him out in his study to comply with her sisters’ wishes, had noted his absence.

When she learned on her father’s return that he had indeed called on Mr Bingley, she
could not but feel a pang of hurt for her mother and pleaded with him to disclose his action to
Mrs Bennet rather sooner than later, relieving them all of further turmoil.

‘I will, my dear Lizzy,” Mr Bennet promised. ‘However, | am afraid that your mother
will throw quite a commotion on hearing that her vexation at me is already obsolete, and I was

hoping to enjoy a quiet evening before the gentleman will probably call on us tomorrow.’



‘It’s true that she will be in raptures,’ conceded Elizabeth, ‘and we know that her raptures
are as trying as her lamentations, but not knowing that we will meet him is surely worse. She
has been fretting all morning, even repeatedly scolding poor Kitty for trampling on her nerves,
only because my poor sister has a cough!’

‘Kitty’s coughs are trying indeed, and I will not reprimand your mother for being
tormented by them.’

‘It seems, though, as if your delayed communication is the true cause for her torment,’
said Elizabeth. ‘Her preoccupation with Kitty’s coughs would lessen considerably if you
stopped teasing her.’

‘By which you mean to say that the person deserving to be reprimanded is me rather
than your mother?’ Mr Bennet asked.

‘It is far from me to reprimand you, sir, but the combination of my mother’s fragile
nerves and your eagerness to test them is not conducive to domestic felicity.’

With this, Mr Bennet could not disagree.

‘It seems that I must bow to your diplomatic assessment of the matter,” he conceded
finally. ‘I will declare myself without delay.’

When they stepped out of the library, the need for a speedy dissolution of the matter
asserted itself once again. They found Mrs Bennet pacing up and down in the vestibule,
wringing her hands in despair and exclaiming at the top of her voice,

‘Oh, you do not know what I suffer! I am a wreck; my nerves will not take this any
longer! It is too much. I feel a migraine coming on!’

‘My dear, how sorry I am to hear that,” Mr Bennet replied with feigned innocence.
‘Maybe we should send message to Mr Bingley then, that he may postpone his visit until you
are better.’

‘Mr Bingley? What visit?’ Mrs Bennet asked, utterly perplexed. ‘What are you saying,
Mr Bennet? Are you toying with me?’

‘I would not dare to, my dear, but I paid my visit to him this afternoon and from what I
gather, Mr Bingley will return it soon, possibly as early as tomorrow.’

On hearing this, Mrs Bennet’s former dejection made way for cries of delight, and it was
Mr Bennet’s turn to pay for his little game, because his wife’s reaction was much more effusive
and her prolonged exclamations of joy considerably more trying than they would have been had
he consented to her wishes earlier that day. He stoically sat out the tumult for as long as he
deemed necessary, but when an adequate amount of time had elapsed, he raised his palm and

said,



‘Seeing that your trials are over, Mrs Bennet, | look forward to a dinner without any
lamentations or excessive speculation about the young gentleman whom we are to meet shortly.’

As he turned to retreat to his library, he added, ‘And you, Kitty, may now cough at
leisure, I am sure your mother’s nerves are restored to the point where she will not take offence
at it.’

Kitty’s coughs had ceased to be a source of discomfort the minute Mrs Bennet had
received intelligence on Mr Bingley’s imminent visit. All her thoughts now revolved only
around two questions: which of her daughters would find most favour with Mr Bingley, and
what the chances were of one of them becoming his wife.

‘I dare say that he will find Jane the most beautiful,” she mused aloud, ‘but Lydia has
the liveliest manner.’

‘And I am the best dancer,” added Lydia, ‘although I am the youngest.’

“You are definitely the most forward,” Mary quipped.

‘Better forward than backward,’ Lydia retorted, ‘like some of us, who have never had a
suitor. You all can bet your last guinea that Mary will be the last of us to be married, if ever!’

She presently received a hard kick under the table from her elder sister Elizabeth.

‘Ouch!’ she cried. ‘What was that for?’

‘If you do not know the answer, you deserve to be kicked some more,’ said her sister
and looked to her mother for support. But Mrs Bennet’s thoughts had already flown on. She
was undecided as to which of her daughters she wanted to see married first. Though she deemed
Lydia the most likely to capture a man’s attention with her lively spirit and confident manner,
she was not quite ready to part with the daughter whose company she enjoyed the most. Kitty,
though older than Lydia, seemed younger and had an unfinished air about her, which made it
unlikely that she would be singled out amidst her more accomplished sisters, and Mary, plain
and restrained in manner, might have to be content with finding an older man or a widower
some day.

That Elizabeth could outshine either Jane or Lydia never entered her mind. She was her
father’s child and of a disposition so alien to her own that she had always felt a certain diffidence
toward her. Admittedly, Elizabeth was rather handsome, but to find a suitable husband for
someone as opinionated as her might prove difficult. Mr Bingley had best choose Jane, she
concluded. The most beautiful of her daughters, she was also dangerously nearing an age when

finding a suitable husband becomes a matter of more intense plotting and luck.



Chapter I1

Once the door of his library was closed, Mr Bennet let out a sigh of relief. If it weren’t for this
room where he passed many hours of his day in solitude, he did not know how he would have
survived in a family of only women, some of whom taxed his patience exceedingly. Unlike his
wife, he seldom lost his calm nor invoked his nerves as justification for bad temper, though he
often felt overwrought himself and wished he were equipped with a more accommodating
disposition. As he settled behind his large mahogany desk, he could not but own that his
preferred method of dealing with domestic trials frequently served to aggravate rather than
alleviate them.

Mr Bennet was a man of some wit and intelligence but had little opportunity to put either
to much use. Their Meryton acquaintances were all respectable people but offered little in the
way of intellectual challenge. Lamentably, the same applied to his wife. Of a sometimes
melancholy disposition himself, he had sought a companion to balance his graver nature, but
what had seemed like a cheerful disposition during their courtship had turned out to be
superficiality instead. In truth, her exceptional good looks had played a more decisive role in
his choice than he cared to admit.

Five daughters had been born to them in quick succession. Each time, the spouses had
hoped that they would finally be given the coveted — and dearly needed — son who would inherit
the estate and thus secure the future of their family, but to no avail. While Mrs Bennet chiefly
deplored the financial consequences of this situation, her husband became increasingly affected
by the dominant femininity in his home and decided that enough was enough. If they were not
meant to have a son, so be it.

He found solace in his two elder daughters, who were not only infinitely more sensible
than the rest of his family; they were also better fitted to ensure domestic tranquility. Jane’s
serenity and Elizabeth’s quick wit were what made dinners at Longbourn at all bearable, and

unlike Mrs Bennet, he was therefore not in a hurry to see them married off.

Unaware of their father’s preoccupation, the two elder sisters retired to their room after supper,
relieved that the earlier commotion had largely dissipated. Though Jane as the eldest was
entitled to her own apartment, she and Elizabeth had decided to share a bedroom, affording
them the use of a little salon to which they could withdraw for privacy. Situated on the upper

floor and with a window looking onto the sweep at the front entrance, it received plenty of



natural light, and the comfortable sofa placed near the window was Elizabeth’s favourite
reading spot. At this evening hour, however, the room was illuminated only by the fire and three
candles on the mantlepiece.

‘Don’t you wish that one of us would get married soon, if only to calm my mother?’
Jane sighed as they had settled on the sofa. ‘If she had but one of her daughters married, she
might view the prospects for the remaining ones with more serenity.’

‘Oh, I’'m not sure that her behaviour would change unless she knew at least three
daughters were taken care of,’ Lizzy scoffed.

‘Even one sister settled could reduce the pressure, provided the gentleman is rich!’

‘As Mr Bingley is reported to be.’

‘But fortune alone would not make us happy, would it? A man’s character is just as
important.’

‘You and I may agree on that,” Elizabeth replied, ‘but it has been established that my
mother does not share our opinion. Her chief concern is financial — as she has repeatedly
professed.’

“Tis true, but then again, can you blame her?’ Jane asked, her tone milder than her
sister’s. ‘She does have five daughters to take care of, and my father cannot be relied upon to
help in the matter.’

‘A mother’s wish to provide for her daughters is commendable,” Elizabeth agreed, ‘but
I do wish she would not only have estates and money in mind. To find someone with an amiable
disposition, to see us happily settled — these considerations ought to figure in her thoughts as
well. Besides, I don’t think that [ am ready to be married yet.’

Jane raised her eyebrows in amused surprise.

‘Not even if the most dashing, well-connected gentleman singled you out with his
attention and swept you off your feet?’

“You make it sound tempting,” Lizzy said, cocking her head, ‘but unless I truly fell in
love with him, not even good looks or the most exquisite manners would induce me to accept
his offer. For how could I know that he would make me happy? Just think that if I married, I
would have to part with the three people I love most.’

“You will enlighten me as to whom you mean.’

‘Of course, though I presume you already know the answer. Any gentleman who wishes
to take me away from Longbourn must have your kindness, my father’s wit, and Charlotte’s

sensible nature.’



‘I begin to fear for your future, dear sister,” said Jane with a smile. ‘Such claims as you
make might not be easy to fulfill. But though I tend to be less demanding, let me assure you
that [ will only marry someone of whom you approve. And of course, he must love you almost
as much as [ do!”

‘We cannot be too greedy,” her sister said. ‘A gentleman of fortune who falls in love with
you ought to satisfy us both, whether he likes me or not. Provided he treats you well, I vow to
be grateful if he shares you with me every now and then!’

‘If we could only find two brothers, with dispositions matching our own,’ Jane said with
a sigh. ‘Then we would all be family and you and I would never have to part for long!’

Jumping up from the sofa, Lizzy clapped her hands.

‘Two brothers, not more than five years our seniors! Or seven at most!’

‘And while we are placing our order, let us stipulate that they be handsome and tall,’
said Jane, giggling.

‘I would like mine to be a good horseman, and please let him love ice-cream!” her sister
added.

‘They both have to be excellent dancers, or we will embarrass ourselves at assemblies!’

Laughing, Lizzy took her sister’s hand and pulled her off the sofa.

‘I insist on a good sense of humour,” she said, ‘I will not take a bore even if you love his
brother!’

Giddy with merriment, they moved to imaginary music, turning each other around again
and again till both were dizzy. Catching her breath, Jane finally stood still and gave her sister a
look of affected gravity.

“You know, of course, that Lydia has made it her aim to be the first to marry. She regards
me as an old maid already!’

‘Well, she is the youngest, but remember, she is also the best dancer.’

‘Don’t forget that she is also the tallest, and since she wants neither confidence nor
determination, I would not be surprised if her efforts met with success.’

‘True,” said Elizabeth as she fell back on the sofa. ‘Then we can only hope that she

makes her pick quickly, affording the rest of us the chance to find a suitor eventually!’

The Bennet family was restored to their peace of mind the following day when Mr Bingley
made his expected visit, though propriety would have it that he not be introduced to the
daughters on his first call at Longbourn. Mr Bennet was not usually too concerned with rules

of the kind, but believing that the exclusion of the girls would help to keep matters succinct, he



had insisted on adhering to them this once. Elizabeth and Jane, however, happened to look out
their window just as he arrived on a tall, dark horse, and though they immediately drew back
on being spotted by the gentleman, the amiable smile that accompanied his cautious wave boded
well for his character.

He stayed for a short visit only, but long enough for Mrs Bennet to ascertain that her
sister had not promised too much: Mr Bingley was handsome, and he certainly looked like a
man of fortune. Not even Hobbes, Mr Bennet’s old dog, who did not take kindly to all strangers,
raised any objections, and Mr Bingley was duly invited to dine at Longbourn the next day.
Much to Mrs Bennet’s disappointment, however, the gentleman excused himself, having to
return to the city once more on urgent business. His introduction to the girls would unfortunately
have to be delayed until after his return.

Once this transpired, tension reached an almost unhealthy degree at Longbourn,
especially for the younger sisters who, being neither avid readers nor keen musicians, had few
other sources of entertainment. But finally, the night of the monthly assembly at Meryton drew
near and intelligence reached them that Mr Bingley was to attend, with a party of friends coming
with him from London. Lydia gloated at the prospect. Convinced that she would be able to give
a much better first impression if dressed in a ballgown, she now plotted her introduction to him
in more detail. She was planning to secretly lower the neckline of her dress — a garment she had
already almost outgrown — another inch, and her goal for the night was to secure him as her

partner for the first dance.



Chapter 111

On the morning of the assembly, Mr Darcy awoke in what could only be described as a foul
mood. Though he was by nature reserved and not generally of a lively disposition, it rarely
happened that his temper was so severely affected. Several distressing events had disturbed his
peace of mind, and he had slept ill, waking when Bingley had left the house at the crack of
dawn with a pack of yapping dogs. He had tossed and turned in his bed for what seemed quite
a while, but unable to fall asleep again, he had finally risen, restless and with a mild headache.
He reminded himself to air the room better before going to sleep that evening.

Taking in his quarters at daylight after his arrival the night before, his first impression
was amply confirmed. This estate, which his friend had so enthusiastically determined to call
home, had clearly not been inhabited for some time and he abhorred the lingering desolation of
his sparsely furnished room. As was his habit, he dressed without the help of his manservant.
Ever mindful of his appearance, he had given himself a close shave before choosing a fresh
shirt and matching cuff links. He brushed out his jacket before putting it on and finally examined
his appearance in the glass. Feeling properly attired, his spirits improved to a degree, and he
decided to take advantage of the quiet morning hours to deal with his correspondence. His
business in London had not brought the desired results, and he would have to return to the city
again to settle his affairs. Furthermore, he had received notice from his steward at Pemberley
that one of the servants had been caught stealing and required immediate removal. This Darcy
took as a personal offence, given that he treated all members of his staff fairly and with the
fullest respect, expecting them to appreciate and return his confidence. He had admittedly been
absent from his estate for too long and as he had often experienced, this neglect had led to
problems that could have otherwise been avoided.

As he recalled the reason for his extended absence, his irritation rose again. Bingley’s
search for a place in the country had taken longer than expected, and reluctant to let down his
friend, he had accompanied him to visit several houses, only to find that, during his absence of
merely three days, Bingley had settled on the one place they had not viewed together. As was
typical for his friend, the decision to rent Netherfield — a pleasant but in no way special estate
in Hertfordshire - was made on the spur of a moment, and Darcy had learned of it only after the

lease was signed. To move to an area where Bingley had no connections seemed extremely



unwise, and now Darcy himself was forced to spend additional time here rather than with his
sister in London.

Yielding to his friend’s entreaties, he had given his word to remain at Netherfield for the
rest of the month — a decision which required a thorough change of his formerly well-devised
schedule. As one who liked meticulous preparation and organisation, he resented the
imposition, but his pronounced sense of responsibility would not allow him to go back on his
promise. He was engaged in writing a reply to his steward when a knock on the door roused
him from his ruminations.

‘Yes?’ he called out.

A servant opened the door, informing him that breakfast was served.

‘Is Mr Bingley returned?’

‘No, sir, he is still out hunting.’

‘I will wait for him then.’

He expected the servant to remove himself at once, but the man lingered by the door,
apparently waiting for something.

‘What is it?” Darcy asked curtly.

‘If you don’t mind, sir — the ladies and Mr Hurst are expecting you, it seems.’

Darcy sighed.

‘Very well. You may let them know that I will be down in five minutes.’

‘Thank you, sir,” the servant said and left.

After the door closed behind him, Darcy looked at his watch, and realizing that it was
almost ten thirty, he grew even more vexed, though mostly at himself. He had been curt with
the servant who was only doing his duty, and to let the ladies wait, no matter how little he cared
for their company, was uncivil and negligent. To his regret, Bingley’s relatives were rather
tiresome, and Darcy couldn’t help but frequently notice their inferiority. This applied
particularly to his friend’s two sisters, who had all of Bingley’s eagerness to please but none of
his kindness and loyalty. The best that could be said of them was that they were always very
fashionably dressed and reasonably pretty to look at. Moreover, he had tired of the attentions
the younger sister was bestowing on him as they were becoming increasingly difficult to evade.
The other sister was not necessarily more reticent, but fortunately already married, so that he
lived in relative peace from her.

He closed his inkwell and rose, adjusting his cuffs before he left the room. Bingley
would probably return from his hunt at noon, eat a late breakfast and then, instead of riding out

with him, retire to his room to sleep most of the afternoon in preparation for the assembly. As



Darcy thought of the long day that lay ahead of him, with no adequate conversation partner or
other schemes to engage in, his frustration was palpable. A ball was the last thing he wished to
attend that night, but Bingley, quite taken with his new place, looked forward to making his
appearance in the social circle of Meryton. Having already been introduced to two or three
families living in the area, he was particularly eager to meet the five Bennet daughters residing
at the nearby estate of Longbourn. The eldest, they had learned, was a renowned beauty, and
Bingley’s eagerness to meet the lady was cause for concern. In recent months, his friend had
spoken with increased frequency about the possibility of marriage and his wish to settle down,
and thus warned, Darcy saw it as his duty to be watchful. His failure to prevent Bingley’s
impulsive decision to rent Netherfield had put him on his guard, and he was determined to keep

his friend from committing an error of even greater consequence.
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