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            One
            

         
 
         I KNOW NOT HOW Miss Elizabeth Bennet contrived to bring herself so much to my notice throughout the course of that evening.
         
 
         It could not have been my own doing, for I did not admire the lady and I had no wish to flatter her with any appearance of attention. Indeed, had I chosen to watch one of the Bennets it would have been her sister Jane, who far surpassed her in beauty. Yet time and time again, wherever my gaze chanced to alight, Miss Elizabeth Bennet happened to be there.
 
         I saw her in the dance, with successive partners. I saw her talking to Sir William Lucas. Later, I saw her again in conversation with Miss Charlotte Lucas. Still later, I found myself watching her assisting Miss Maria Lucas with some adjustment to her gown.
         
 
         At one point, I even found myself moving towards the lady. I stopped abruptly and turned away, determined she should have no more of my attention, whatever arts she employed.
 
         I spent the next hour steadfastly refusing to glance in her direction: instead, I watched Bingley dancing with other ladies.
 
         This occupation became irksome.
 
         There I was, listening to loud, indifferent music, watching self-important strangers at their ungainly dancing, wholly indignant to find myself in such society, and out of humour with Bingley for bringing me to spend an evening here, at an unfashionable country assembly.
         
 
         I am a gentleman of Quality: I am not accustomed to attending public assemblies and I had not agreed to attend this one in Meryton with any expectation of pleasure.
         

         I was here because Bingley, with his usual impetuosity, had taken a lease on an estate at Netherfield Park: shortly after he had established himself, he invited me to stay with him.

         ‘You must come, Darcy,’ he had said. ‘Now, I may repay some of the hospitality I have had from you, at Pemberley. There will be some good sport, I promise you.’

         He had invited his sisters, also. Our party had come from town only yesterday. Whilst he was showing me my way around the house, Bingley had confessed himself impatient to become better acquainted with his neighbours.

         In every neighbourhood there were families who had daughters to be disposed of in marriage. Since Bingley and I were both single gentlemen in possession of good fortune, we could hardly escape the acquaintance of his neighbours.
         

         I said as much. ‘You may depend upon it,’ I told him, ‘we will be invited to sample all the delights local society has to offer without having to exert ourselves at all.’

         His sisters agreed, telling me he had been visited by several of the local gentry very soon after his arrival.

         Among them was a Mr Bennet who, according to Miss Bingley, had five daughters. ‘And all of them unmarried.’

         ‘In which case,’ said Mrs Hurst, with a hint of malice, ‘we must give him due credit for not being the first to call!’

         Bingley acknowledged his sister’s remarks with a faint smile. ‘The Bennets are one of the principle families in the neighbourhood,’ he told me. ‘Their estate is at Longbourn, about three miles away. What is more, ‘he went on with an air of anticipation, ‘I have it on good authority that the two eldest sisters are the most beautiful women in Hertfordshire. I hope to make their acquaintance tomorrow evening.’
         

         That was when I learnt he had engaged for our party to attend a public assembly.

         I was never more annoyed.

         ‘It is fortunate indeed that you wait until we have arrived in Hertfordshire before breaking this news,’ I said grimly. ‘Had I known of it before I left town, I would have recalled a pressing matter of business. Bingley, how could you?’

         Bingley chuckled. ‘I know you do not care for dancing, Darcy, but it will do no harm to show ourselves in company. I can think of no better way to introduce ourselves in society.’

         ‘In my opinion, you would make a better beginning by restraining yourself and showing a little reserve.’

         He would not, of course. Bingley had never learnt how to repel, how to put frost between himself and others. Never did he seem to feel the necessity. He was agreeable, even to the most insufferable.

         Caroline Bingley contrived to agree with both of us: she had no doubt most of the neighbours would be intolerable: attending a country assembly would be a tedious way of spending an evening. We could, however, take the opportunity to form an opinion of local society, observe our neighbours, discover who might be encouraged and determine who should not.

         ‘Should our own judgement incline us to be too favourable to anyone,’ she added with a smile, ‘we shall rely upon yours, Mr Darcy, to correct us.’

         ‘Well, the rest of you can sit in judgement and be as aloof and disdainful as you choose,’ said Bingley. ‘For my part, I mean to dance with every pretty girl I can find.’ 
         

         Bingley was determined upon attending the assembly: spending an evening in such a way was much against my own inclinations, yet I knew that had I determined to remain at home, Miss Bingley would have chosen to keep me company.
         

         I had reasons for avoiding a situation of that nature.

         There was nothing to be done about it: I must accompany them to the Meryton assembly. I had expected to be bored. I had not expected to be so provoked by the presence of one woman.

         Now, Miss Elizabeth Bennet was sitting down without a partner, not far from where I was standing.
         

         I refused to look at her again.

         Instead, I reviewed the evening from the beginning.

         I had not liked the way the buzz of conversation died away as we entered the assembly rooms: I had not liked the sensation of being stared at by strangers. And, as I occupied myself in finding seats for the ladies of our party, I had very much disliked what I chanced to overhear.
         

         ‘… Darcy … friend of Mr Bingley … from Derbyshire…. A single gentleman … vast estates…. Pemberley … yes, that Darcy. Some relation to the Fitzwilliams you know…. Such a handsome young man … ten thousand a year….’

         It was always the same. By some process, a whole roomful of strangers could know everything within five minutes.

         I had taken some wine and stood back against the wall, regarding the assembled company without enthusiasm. From somewhere close by, I heard a clear feminine voice. ‘Property, riches, and the good sense to be handsome! He must be in want of a wife!’

         I stiffened, irked by this evidence that already I was an object of interest to a designing female.

         Her words were answered by a soft, ladylike chuckle. ‘Oh, Lizzy!’ 
         

         The lady who found ‘Lizzy’ diverting was, I discovered, the only woman in the room who was worth a second glance. She was tall, graceful, with perfect classical features and hair the colour of ripe corn. Her eyes were blue and her mouth was smiling with a most pleasing serenity. This, unless I was very much mistaken, was one of the famous Bennet sisters.
         

         I did not, then, trouble to look at the impertinent ‘Lizzy’. The fair beauty was enough to hold my attention for a while. She was not fashionably dressed and a closer, more critical appraisal taught me her smile was a little too wide, but she was still, without a doubt, the handsomest woman I had seen for some time.

         Should she prove herself as graceful in the dance as her demeanour suggested, then here, perhaps, was one lady it would not be a disgrace to stand up with. I am not, however, a man given to flattering the ladies with any appearance of eagerness. She could wait until later.
         

         I moved away when I saw the lady being claimed for the first dances by a lanky young man with large teeth.

         It came as no surprise to see that Bingley had found himself a partner. I occupied myself by trying to discover the second beauty, sister to the first. I could not. None of the other ladies bore her any resemblance.

         As I strolled around the room, a loud and rather silly female voice caught my attention. ‘Stuff and nonsense! They are both very charming women and so elegant! The richness of lace on Mrs Hurst’s gown…. I am sure they will be most agreeable neighbours. I must say I am vexed to see Mr Bingley stand up with Charlotte Lucas! However, I am persuaded he cannot admire her, at all.’

         ‘Mama….’

         ‘We know she is a very good sort of girl, Lizzy, but you must own she is not at all handsome. Indeed, no one can think so, and I am persuaded the gentlemen….’
         

         Thankfully I was, by this time, too far away to hear the rest. I made a point, however, of taking a look at the speakers, for I had recalled the name ‘Lizzy’ in connection with certain remarks.

         Already, I had no great opinion of her character: one glance was sufficient to inform me I had no great opinion of her person, either. She was, I judged, around twenty years old, dark-haired, tolerable, I suppose, but I would not have described her as pretty: certainly, she was no beauty.

         As for her mama, she was an absolute fright of a woman with a silly, petulant expression and a discontented set to her mouth. I could hear her shrill voice above the murmur of general conversation and, although I did not catch her words, she appeared to be scolding her daughter. This might have accounted for the blank expression on that lady’s countenance.

         I had turned my attention to Bingley and his partner.

         Plump and plain, Charlotte Lucas wore a most unbecoming shade of green. She seemed to have no illusions about her own charms, however, for her countenance bore an expression of rueful humour and, as the dance ended, I saw why. Clearly, Bingley had requested her to introduce him to the only handsome woman in the room.
         

         He engaged that lady for the next two dances.

         I engaged Mrs Hurst, for the first of my duty dances.

         Somehow, she had learnt the fair beauty was indeed one of the Bennet sisters, Miss Jane Bennet, the eldest of five.

         ‘By all reports, she is an excellent creature, with the sweetest disposition imaginable.’

         I watched Bingley, dancing with the lady. He seemed satisfied with her. She moved with grace, appeared to converse easily and showed every appearance of enjoying his attentions. 
         

         With some ill humour I said, ‘When a lady is endowed with superior beauty, all reports of her disposition should be received with the gravest suspicion.’

         ‘Oh, certainly! A proper reserve is always advisable at the beginning of an acquaintance. Now, what think you of Miss Elizabeth Bennet? Her beauty is not equal to her sister’s.’

         ‘Which is she?’ I asked, but I had guessed. The insufferable ‘Lizzy’, who had spoken of my situation with designs of her own, was sister to the fair beauty.

         I looked at her again when Mrs Hurst directed my attention to her. Now, she was no longer seated and I had a better view of her. She was shorter than Jane, dark where her sister was fair: her features were very far from classical, and I would have described her figure as sturdy rather than elegant.

         I pronounced myself very surprised indeed to learn that she was considered a beauty.

         The movement of the dance obliged me to turn: for a time, I lost sight of the second Miss Bennet.

         After dancing with Caroline Bingley, I stood back, duty done, watching Bingley being introduced to a child of no more than fourteen summers. Mrs Hurst seemed to be well informed. ‘Another Lucas,’ she said. ‘Maria Lucas.’

         Bingley engaged Maria Lucas to dance with him, possibly vexing the foolish Mrs Bennet once again.

         Other Bennets were pointed out to me. I heard Miss Mary Bennet described to Miss Bingley as ‘the most accomplished girl in the neighbourhood’, which might have impressed had I not heard another murmur, ‘Also, the most boring girl in the country.’
         

         The two youngest Bennets, Catherine and Lydia, were pretty girls, though their manners left much to be desired. Their laughter was shrill enough to make a man wince and they seemed to spend the evening squabbling with each other, competing for partners and flinging themselves into the various dances with far more energy than grace. They had no regard for any of the other dancers and frequently caused annoyance by bumping into other people or treading on their toes.
         

         My opinion of these two was quickly decided. They had neither dignity nor sense to recommend them, and their mother was just as bad. I hoped Bingley would not find Miss Jane Bennet too agreeable, for her relations did her no service at all.

         Without meaning to, I found myself watching Miss Elizabeth Bennet as she danced. I saw she was lighter on her feet than her eldest sister, and indeed, a much better dancer.

         Her partner, a stout man, did not do her justice. But she was conversing with him, she seemed perfectly happy. She was smiling, which gave her countenance a more agreeable expression than the blank-faced look I had first witnessed in her. Perhaps he, too, was a man of property and riches.
         

         It was not the first time I had found my gaze straying in her direction: I looked away, but shortly afterwards it happened again. Several times, I was obliged to wrench my gaze away and I began to comprehend that Miss Elizabeth Bennet’s designing schemes were assisted by the most astonishing guile. She had some means by which she could fix my attention on herself.

         I know not what manner of art she employed: never before had I known a lady who possessed such a gift. Discerning it did nothing to improve my opinion of her: it merely strengthened my resolve against her.

         Determined to pay her no more attention, I turned away, seeking other diversions. But I found little amusement in watching Bingley presenting Miss Jane Bennet to his sisters, and still less in seeing the younger Bennet girls growing steadily more boisterous. 
         

         I felt myself increasing in boredom and irritability.

         One elderly lady, apparently determined to make some approach, asked me how I liked Netherfield. I answered her coldly and contrived, by my manner, to make it clear I did not wish to be drawn into conversation.

         Time passed: I looked at my watch, hoping we could soon take our leave.

         I saw Mrs Bennet looking quite indecently triumphant and wished Bingley had more sense than to engage Miss Jane Bennet to dance with him a second time.

         I stood alone, disapproving of all that I saw. Bingley was watching me and I knew I was irritating him. He came over to remonstrate with me, but by this time even he could not bring me out of my ill humour.

         He insisted I should dance. I gave way to bitter complaint: he knew I did not care for dancing, assemblies such as this were insupportable, his sisters were engaged with other partners and he was monopolizing the only handsome woman in the room.

         Bingley persisted. He wanted me to dance with one of the fair Jane’s sisters and pointed out that one of them was not far away, sitting down without a partner.

         I knew perfectly well that one of them was not far away, sitting down without a partner. I knew who she was, even though I had kept my resolution to avoid looking at her; Miss Elizabeth Bennet had contrived to ascertain I was informed of her whereabouts.

         She should not have the satisfaction of knowing her powers could draw me. I had not the smallest intention of partnering that lady in the dance.

         ‘Which do you mean?’ I looked round at her, but turned away when her eyes met mine. Something in her expression tempted me, had me wavering. I was saved only by a surge of resentment. 
         

         I recalled the whole of that evening: my disgust of her mother; the vulgar behaviour of her younger sisters; the way she herself had somehow drawn me into noticing her far more than I wished; and the strongest recollection of all was the remark I had overheard and the way it had rankled.

         Let her, I thought savagely, find out what it was like to be obliged to overhear strangers discussing your person and situation.
         

         Knowing she would hear, I turned to Bingley expressing the opinion that she was tolerable, ‘but not handsome enough to tempt me’. I said I was in no humour to give consequence to young ladies who were slighted by other men. ‘You had better go back to your partner and enjoy her smiles, for you are wasting your time with me.’
         

         Bingley gave me an appalled look and stalked away. I own to a great feeling of satisfaction in having punished Miss Elizabeth Bennet. I shifted my stance so I could determine her reaction.

         Had she looked at all stricken, I might have made amends. I like to think I would: I cannot say for certain. But Miss Elizabeth Bennet did not look stricken. She sat very erect, immobile, her chin neither lifted nor drooping. Her profile betrayed no expression that I could fathom.
         

         I had witnessed that blank-faced expression earlier, on the only occasion when the smile was absent. Now, it pleased me. It convinced me that, for all her artfulness, she had little real intelligence. The girl might be quieter than her mother, but she was her like: she was just as deficient.
         

         I turned away to get some wine and did not waste another thought on her until, with astonished indignation, I saw Bingley himself engaging Miss Elizabeth for the next dance.

         I strolled back to Bingley’s sisters, finding myself more in accord with them than I had for some time. We agreed it would be insupportable to spend many evenings in this way, in such company.
         

         They told me about Jane Bennet. ‘A very sweet girl,’ said Mrs Hurst. ‘Such pleasing manners, and they tell me her sister, Miss Eliza Bennet is a tolerable lady.’

         I had something of my own to say about that.

         ‘I fear you are not an easy man to please, Mr Darcy,’ said Mrs Hurst.

         ‘The younger girls are shockingly ill-behaved,’ said Miss Bingley. ‘And as for the mother! You have remarked her, Mr Darcy, I am sure. Intolerable woman!’

         ‘Insufferable,’ I agreed. ‘That is one family I am not disposed to cultivate.’

         ‘Well, I feel sorry for Jane Bennet. It is very sad she should be encumbered by such unfortunate relations.’

         Having disposed of the Bennets, the sisters then went on to acquaint me with the opinions they had formed of the Lucases.

         ‘Sir William Lucas received his knighthood at St James’s Court,’ said Miss Bingley. With a tremor of indignation, she added, ‘He told me all about it. I am persuaded it is his favourite subject of conversation.’

         ‘Let us hope it is not his only subject of conversation.’

         ‘I rather think it is.’

         We spent the rest of the evening in this manner, regarding the assembled company with no enthusiasm.

         Bingley danced with the ladies; Miss Elizabeth Bennet danced with other gentlemen.

         Eventually, the musicians began to put away their instruments. ‘At last!’ sighed Miss Bingley, echoing my own sentiments.
         

         Bingley had found pleasure in the evening. He was quite put out to discover the event was drawing to a close, dismayed to discover the next assembly was not for another four weeks.
         

         He went on to assure himself of great success with all the ladies of Hertfordshire by impetuously declaring an intention of giving a ball at Netherfield.

         Caroline Bingley raised her eyes heavenward and invited me, with a look, to share her exasperation.

         I might have done so, had not my attention been caught by one pair of eyes: eyes which were looking at me; eyes which held an expression of expectancy: eyes which were gleefully anticipating my displeasure.
         

         And I knew, with a vague feeling of uneasiness, there was, after all, nothing deficient about Miss Elizabeth Bennet.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Two 
            

         
 
         ALTHOUGH I HAD been obliged to revise one of my opinions regarding Miss Elizabeth Bennet, this did not incline me to favour that lady with greater admiration. When she came with the other Bennets to pay a morning visit, I studied her closely, determined to discover any flaws which I had overlooked at the Meryton assembly.
         
 
         She had very little beauty to recommend her, and I said as much to Bingley. I insisted her features were not at all handsome, her figure lacked symmetry, her manners were by no means those of the fashionable world.
         
 
         ‘Well, I think she is uncommonly pretty,’ said Bingley defiantly. ‘And from what I have seen of her so far, I would say she is most friendly and agreeable. She is not the equal of her sister, of course, but that lady is without parallel. No angel in Heaven could be more beautiful or amiable than Miss Jane Bennet.’
         
 
         I believe my friend would have quarrelled with me had I not been willing to allow that the eldest Miss Bennet was very pretty: he came near to it when I said she smiled too much.
 
         ‘You should try smiling, yourself,’ he said with a sudden flash of spirit. ‘Do you never tire of being displeased, Darcy? Upon my soul, I believe you take pleasure in finding fault and looking at the world with disdain.’ 
         
 
         I was taken aback, for even a hint of temper in Bingley was most unusual: as a rule, he is the most amiable of men. ‘Am I so disagreeable?’ I asked.
 
         ‘Sometimes you are.’ Then he grinned. ‘You know you are.’
 
         ‘Have you determined what is to be done about it?’
 
         ‘There is nothing to be done about it,’ he said seriously. ‘You are too clever. You will descend to the level of ordinary mortals only by falling violently in love and making yourself ridiculous.’
         
 
         ‘Heaven forbid!’
 
         ‘In your case, Heaven may,’ replied Bingley, ‘though I confess I have not entirely given up hope.’
 
         I regarded him searchingly, wondering if he hoped I would succumb to his sister’s charms: it could not have escaped his notice that the lady was favouring me with her attentions.
 
         I was not deceived: her design was matrimony, but I knew her affection for me had been greatly assisted by her admiration of Pemberley and by her ambition to increase her wealth and consequence.
         
 
         For Bingley’s sake I was patient with her, though I was careful to give her no encouragement. She was pretty, she could be good company, but there was something calculating about her which repelled any desire for greater intimacy.
         
 
         It was not a subject I could discuss with her brother. I only said, ‘Why should falling in love make me ridiculous? I have often seen you fall in love in a perfectly charming way.’
 
         ‘You and I are not alike, my friend.’
 
         We were not, but I was proof against flattery and since he was disposed to court the ladies and admire their charms, I would have supposed him to be more susceptible than myself.
 
         I was cooler with the ladies, for my situation attracted the attention of designing females. There were many ladies who looked upon me as a matrimonial prize.
         
 
         There were times when this was irksome, but I would not be moved by flattery: I had long since determined my own happiness could best be served by applying some rational consideration to my choice of a wife, and I had knowledge of my own requirements which had, so far, steered me away from unsuitable attachments.
         
 
         I could afford to be indifferent to fortune, although it went without saying she must have impeccable connections. I knew I could be attracted by beauty; I also knew that beauty alone would not sway me: she must have robust good health. This was an important consideration, for I needed to secure a future generation and, moreover, I had no wish to be burdened with a sickly wife.
 
         But most important of all, any lady who aspired to become Mrs Darcy must have superior intellect, strength of character, and a disposition which was pleasing to me.
 
         Even though my expectations were high, I did not despair of finding such a lady.
 
         Meanwhile, I managed my estates and enjoyed all the usual sporting and social engagements of a gentleman. There were ladies who entertained hopes of influencing my feelings, but not because I had given them cause.
 
         That evening, Bingley’s sisters were discussing Miss Jane Bennet. They said again she was a sweet girl and expressed an intention of forming a better acquaintance with her.
 
         ‘Miss Eliza Bennet also seems tolerable,’ added Miss Bingley. ‘I would not object to knowing more of that lady, what say you, Louisa?’
 
         Mrs Hurst agreed. ‘She is a great favourite with her sister, which must surely be a point in her favour.’
 
         ‘Cultivating the acquaintance of any Bennet will involve us with the less desirable members of the family,’ I said.
         
 
         Mrs Hurst pointed out that we could hardly escape the acquaintance. ‘Silly as Mrs Bennet is, she is also determined. She will impose on us, however discouraging we are. By showing our preferences, we may have less to do with the others.’
 
         The ladies agreed they would pay a visit to Longbourn in two days’ time. Bingley declared that he would accompany them.
 
         I made no such declaration, but in the event, I also went. The uneasy feelings I had about Miss Elizabeth Bennet were, I now perceived, insufficient to convince Bingley and his sisters that the lady had nothing to recommend her. I must produce some good solid reasoning in support of my arguments. Clearly, then, it was necessary to observe her very closely and subject her to a most critical appraisal.
 
         With this in mind, I went to Longbourn. We were shown into the morning room and I was piqued to discover that I would not, that day, observe any fault in Miss Elizabeth Bennet. She was not there.
 
         Miss Jane Bennet was there, as was Mrs Bennet and two of the younger girls. All the Bingleys were welcomed with warm effusion from Mrs Bennet: my own reception was civil, but cooler. I displayed my indifference and sat down with the others.
 
         Bingley’s sisters were at their most charming, complimenting Mrs Bennet on the room, the furnishings and the delightful gardens outside. They mentioned plans for alterations at Netherfield, declaring the place had been sadly neglected. Bingley smiled at Jane Bennet: Jane Bennet smiled at everyone.
         
 
         Since my own design had been defeated, I left conversation to the others. I soon learned Miss Elizabeth had taken herself out for a walk. Miss Elizabeth often went out walking in the countryside.
         
 
         I was surprised she was allowed to roam about alone, but said nothing. Caroline Bingley remarked on the matter. Mrs Bennet, with many silly asides, hastened to assure Miss Bingley she could not be quite easy about it herself. Mr Bennet, however, always overruled her. Lizzy was Mr Bennet’s favourite. For him, she could do no wrong.
 
         ‘My sister,’ said Jane Bennet mildly, ‘has a deep love of the countryside and her high spirits need the relief of fresh air and exercise.’
 
         Before we left, Bingley called upon his sisters to join him in extending an invitation to the Bennets to dine with us at Netherfield.
 
         Later, the two ladies proposed that we should invite other neighbours to make up a large party. Bingley readily agreed to this and the Lucases, the Gouldings and the Longs were engaged to dine with us on the same evening.
 
         ‘We must have them sometime,’ said Mrs Hurst, when her brother was not present, ‘so we might as well have them all at once. Besides, Caroline and I are agreed we could not endure a whole evening with none but the Bennets. Jane Bennet is a sweet girl, and Miss Eliza is acceptable, but the family…!’
 
         That dinner party was the occasion of my first meeting with Mr Bennet, a shrewd, scholarly-looking man who appeared to be in his mid-fifties. I realized at once that he and his wife were strangely mis-matched, and I wondered what had possessed him to choose such a foolish woman. I had to suppose she had once been pretty and he had been beguiled by her looks. He would not be the only man to make such a mistake.
 
         It was not until after dinner, when the ladies had withdrawn from the table, that he paid any particular attention to me. Then he regarded me with amused, limpid eyes and said, ‘You are from Derbyshire, sir, as I understand?’
         
 
         I saw the thin lips twitch as I acknowledged the fact. ‘The finest county in England, if my sister-in-law is to be believed,’ he went on. ‘She grew up in the village of Lambton, which is in the north of the county, if I am not mistaken?’
 
         ‘That is so, sir. Lambton is but five miles from Pemberley.’ I was sure he did not need to be told Pemberley was mine.
 
         ‘Well, well. Perhaps the world is not so large as we are pleased to think.’ There was a faintly satirical note in his voice and I wondered if he meant to discover whether I had some acquaintance in common with his sister-in-law.
 
         Perhaps something warned him not to try. Instead, he asked me about the petrifying wells, about which he had heard something. ‘I must confess myself sceptical,’ he said. ‘I cannot really believe objects can be turned to stone, simply by placing them in the water.’
         
 
         ‘The explanation is perfectly simple,’ I told him. ‘There are mineral deposits in the water which are left behind on any object placed under the spring. In time, a crust is formed. Anything so covered has an appearance of being turned to stone.’
 
         ‘Ah, now I understand. You have a very succinct way of explaining matters, Mr Darcy.’
 
         ‘I have that reputation, sir.’
 
         The subject had caught Bingley’s interest. ‘This is incredible, Darcy,’ he said. ‘Never until this moment have I heard of petrifying wells, for all the times I have been in Derbyshire. Such curiosities! Why have you never spoken of them, why have you never shown them to us?’
         
 
         ‘I had no thought of it,’ I confessed. ‘But since you are interested, we may visit the one in Matlock when next we go into the county.’
         
 
         The rest of that dinner party was unremarkable, for my design of observing the faults of Miss Elizabeth Bennet was frustrated by the lady contriving to remain elusive. At dinner, she had been seated some distance from me, where I could neither see nor hear her. Later, when we gentlemen joined the ladies in the drawing-room, my attention was claimed by Miss Bingley. Miss Jane Bennet was with that lady, but her sister was across the room, conversing with Miss Charlotte Lucas. After coffee, the card tables were brought out. Miss Elizabeth Bennet not only chose a table on the far side of the room from myself, but also seated herself where others obstructed my view of her.
 
         That evening, I discerned nothing to support my arguments against Elizabeth Bennet and I could only repeat my assertions that she was certainly no beauty.
 
         In spite of my assertions, the pleasing manners of the two eldest Bennet girls had grown on the goodwill of Miss Bingley and Mrs Hurst.
 
         I was all astonishment when, dining at Longbourn a few days later, I realized that Bingley’s sisters were making little progress in their overtures towards the second Miss Bennet. Miss Jane Bennet seemed pleased with their attention. Miss Elizabeth Bennet treated them with every civility but, when manners allowed her a choice of society, she showed a preference for her friend, Charlotte Lucas.
         
 
         At Longbourn that evening, I discovered Mrs Bennet had a sister. Mrs Philips was a vulgar, talkative woman and the only pleasing thing about her was that she made no attempt to converse with me. She lived in Meryton and from there she had brought news which attracted the lively attention of her youngest nieces.
 
         ‘A whole regiment of soldiers!’ Miss Lydia Bennet could not contain her delight upon learning that a certain troop of the militia were to take up winter quarters in Meryton. ‘Now we shall see some fun!’
         
 
         Miss Catherine Bennet shared her sister’s sentiments. Then I heard the lofty voice of Miss Mary Bennet. ‘Such matters, I am afraid, have little interest for me. I much prefer a book!’
 
         The two younger girls stared at their sister in amazement and behind me I heard a faint gurgle of laughter. I turned, and accidentally met a pair of eyes that were brimming over with merriment.
 
         I looked away, startled by the discovery that Bingley had been right. Miss Elizabeth Bennet was indeed uncommonly pretty: in fact, the huge dark eyes with their intelligent expression gave her a quality which went beyond mere beauty.
         
 
         I made certain, that evening, of positioning myself where I could observe her: my first glances discovered a flawless complexion and a healthy sheen upon the dark hair. Later, I was forced to acknowledge that, even though she lacked the elegant proportions of her sister Jane, her figure was light and pleasing.
 
         My attention was drawn to her playful spirits when I heard her own comment on the expected arrival of the regiment. ‘Indeed, I shall be most disappointed have I not had my heart broken by Christmas.’
 
         ‘Oh, Lizzy!’ Jane’s answering chuckle brought to mind the first time I had heard it, at the Meryton assembly. The remark which I had then found offensive was, in fact, no more than a light-hearted pleasantry, not meant to be taken seriously.
 
         I felt a pang of regret at having refused to dance with Miss Elizabeth Bennet.
 
         On the way back to Netherfield, Bingley’s sisters were scathing in their derision of Mrs Philips, Mrs Bennet and the younger girls. ‘Upon my soul,’ said Mrs Hurst, ‘should the officers of the regiment know what awaits them, I believe they would prefer to be fighting the French!’
         
 
         Eventually, Bingley contrived to turn the conversation to the sweet girl, for whom the ladies had nothing but admiration.
 
         I said nothing. My mind was agreeably taken up with a girl who, I suspected, was not so sweet, but who showed promise of something more interesting. I was now wishful of knowing her better.
 
         I saw her next at a party given by Sir William Lucas. By this time, the militia had arrived in Meryton and one might have been excused for thinking they had taken up their quarters in the Lucas drawing-room, that evening. Certainly there was a liberal splash of scarlet among the more sober colours of the non-military gentlemen.
 
         Our host and hostess were talking to the colonel of the regiment, a man named Forster, and when we went across to pay our compliments, we were introduced. Also in the group were Miss Charlotte Lucas, Miss Elizabeth Bennet and Miss Jane Bennet. Some minutes were spent whilst the others had the kind of meaningless conversation which seems necessary between strangers. I looked at Elizabeth Bennet.
         
 
         Sir William and Lady Lucas moved away to greet some new arrivals, Bingley and his sisters moved away with the sweet girl. Elizabeth glanced at me, a glint of laughter in her eyes and, as she turned to Colonel Forster, she said, ‘I hope, sir, you will allow your officers to attend our Meryton assemblies. They will be greatly appreciated, I assure you. We young ladies love to dance, is that not so, Charlotte? Yet lately, there has been a most regrettable shortage of partners.’
 
         I did not need to see the faint trace of alarm on Miss Lucas’s face to know that Miss Elizabeth Bennet was taking a playful rap at me. 
         
 
         Colonel Forster suspected nothing. He responded with heavy gallantry. ‘If that is so, ma’am, I shall insist they attend.’
 
         Laughter gurgled in her throat. ‘Thank you, you are very good. And perhaps when you are settled here, you might even give a ball yourself, sir?’
 
         ‘Nothing would give me greater pleasure, ma’am, I assure you.’
 
         Miss Elizabeth Bennet allowed herself another laughing glance at me. I could only stand, speechless, in admiration.
 
         The ladies excused themselves, leaving me to discuss the affairs of the nation with Colonel Forster. And I, well aware it would be unwise to show my interest in Elizabeth too openly, allowed an hour to pass before I approached her again.
 
         She had spoken to many but now she was back with Miss Lucas. On observing my approach, the girls spoke to each other briefly, then Elizabeth, eyes sparkling, turned to me. ‘Do you not think, Mr Darcy, that I expressed myself uncommonly well just now, when teasing Colonel Forster to give us a ball at Meryton?’
 
         ‘With great energy.’ We were not to forget the subject of balls, I surmised. Miss Bennet intended to enjoy several chuckles at Mr Darcy’s expense. ‘It is a subject which always makes a lady energetic.’
 
         ‘You are severe on us.’
 
         Miss Lucas seemed to feel I needed rescuing from Elizabeth’s pleasantry. She nodded to me and said, ‘It will be her turn soon to be teased. I am going to open the instrument, Eliza, and you know what follows.’
 
         ‘You are a strange creature by way of a friend! If my vanity had taken a musical turn you would be invaluable, but as it is….’
 
         She had judged, correctly, that myself and Bingley and his sisters were accustomed to hearing some very fine musicians, a matter which brought on her own reluctance to perform.
         
 
         Miss Lucas entreated, others joined in, all of them showing an expectation of pleasure when she yielded and sat down at the pianoforte.
 
         Her performance was pleasing. She had not that degree of accomplishment which my sister Georgiana had attained, nor did she attempt any of the intricate pieces I had so frequently heard when Miss Bingley and Mrs Hurst sat down to play. Yet she brought an additional quality to the performance, a musical expression which went beyond accomplishment. Elizabeth was not playing for the sake of exhibiting her virtuosity: she played for joy.
         
 
         I abandoned thought and listened with pleasure as she sang until her glance happened in my direction jolting me out of my reverie. Some feeling had kicked under my ribcage and I turned away, shaken and astonished at my own involuntary response.
 
         Something was happening to me: it had been happening, I now realized, ever since I had first seen Miss Elizabeth Bennet, and I was not pleased to discover it. I had no wish to find myself becoming attached to a lady, however pleasant, whose family would attract such derision and repugnance.
 
         There was some consolation, I supposed, in my early awareness of it, for I knew I was master of myself: I could deal with any unwelcome emotions by the power of reason.
         
 
         My reason was assisted when Elizabeth was succeeded at the instrument by her sister Mary, a young lady who was always far too eager to display her own accomplishment, and did so with an air of consequence which did not become her. She played a heavy concerto, not at all suitable for a neighbourly party and, perhaps realizing it had not been well received, later gave in to the entreaties of the younger Bennets to play airs to which they could dance.
         
 
         I watched in indignation as Lydia and Catherine Bennet actually dragged some of the officers into a noisy, untidy set. Some of the younger Lucases joined the dancing. I was standing near them and since conversation was now impossible, I continued my reflections on my own instinctive reactions to Miss Elizabeth Bennet.
         
 
         I felt I had had been fortunate indeed to discover my own inclination before it had progressed to love. I now resolved to keep my admiration in check.
 
         Engrossed in my thoughts, I had not noticed the approach of Sir William Lucas until he spoke. He began with an observation on the dancing, and progressed with a compliment on my own prowess in the art. Then, without the least encouragement from me, he began to talk about the dancing at St James’s Court.
 
         I had known he would: Sir William always turned the conversation to that subject. I made but short answer, hoping he would go away.
 
         He did not. He was struck by a notion of gallantry. Having seen Elizabeth passing by, he halted her, asked why she was not dancing, took her hand and presented her to me as a very desirable partner.
 
         ‘You cannot refuse to dance, I am sure, when so much beauty is before you.’
 
         I was astonished, not only by Sir William’s action but also by my own involuntary reaching for her hand. But Elizabeth, perhaps because she had been teasing me on the subject of dancing, was now thoroughly disconcerted.
 
         She drew back. ‘Indeed, sir, I have not the least intention of dancing. I entreat you not to suppose that I moved this way in order to beg for a partner.’
         
 
         Looking down into her discomposed face, I knew I could not refuse her again. Little as I relished the idea of joining that ungainly group of dancers, I begged her to allow me the honour of her hand.
 
         She thanked me but refused and Sir William’s attempt to persuade her had no effect. After a few moments she excused herself and turned away.
 
         Thus it was that Miss Elizabeth Bennet had the distinction of being the first woman ever to refuse to dance with me.
 
         Far from being offended, I was, on the contrary, rather pleased with her for, had she accepted, she would have obliged me to join that noisy, untidy set and exhibit myself in a manner which would have afforded the most acute embarrassment.
 
         I watched her across the room in animated conversation with her father. Given a sufficiently grand occasion, I reflected, it would be agreeable to dance with Elizabeth. I recalled how Bingley had made a promise of holding a ball at Netherfield, and allowed myself to fall into a reverie on the subject.
 
         This time, my musings were interrupted by Miss Bingley. She said she knew exactly what I was thinking. ‘You are considering how insupportable it would be to spend many evenings in such society, and indeed, I am quite of your opinion.’
         
 
         Miss Bingley was always telling me my own opinion – and affecting to share it. Now, I told her she was totally wrong in her conjecture. I told her I had been admiring the fine eyes of a lady and, upon her enquiry, I admitted the identity of the lady in question.
 
         It startled her. ‘Miss Elizabeth Bennet? How long has she been such a favourite? And pray, when am I to wish you joy?’
 
         I had known she would wish me joy and I said so.
 
         ‘I shall consider the matter as settled,’ she announced. ‘You will have a charming mother-in-law indeed.’
         
 
         Thus she began the first of many attempts to provoke me into disliking Elizabeth by exercising her derisive wit on the subject of all my future relations.
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