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Introduction

In the
tradition of fractured fairytales everywhere, this book
investigates what happens when characters from all six Austen
novels are thrown together to flirt and fall into scandal.
As a fan of Reduced Shakespeare,
The Five Minute Iliad, and other shortened tightened spins
on the classics, my first
thought was, why not? Catherine and Marianne Dashwood are much of a
type, given to filtering life through the fantasies of their
novels, possibly to compensate for their unexciting lives. Anne
Elliot and Fanny are both the practical, put-upon ones, subsuming
their own needs to deal with their flighty relations, much as
Elinor Dashwood does in her own book. All the balls and picnics
easily join up, with perhaps a modern-day spin on the books’
classic “teazing” and rivalries. And who wouldn’t leap at the
chance to punish Wickham, toy with Mr Collins, give Fanny someone
better that Edmund the oblivious prig? If this seems blasphemous,
do consider it an homage, a chance to play with the characters who
are so beloved. Nods to Austen’s smaller works, namely
Love and Freindship, Lesley Castle, The
Watsons, and Sanditon,
also appear, along with a few of her independent Emma-style
“charades.”

These
novels have been through almost uncountable adaptations, from BBC
and theater movies to the many zombie mashups, to an unforgettable
scene on Red
Dwarf, with a World War
Two tank invading the girls’ countryside walk. There are countless
sequels, and other adaptors retell Pride and Prejudice from Darcy’s point of view or the
servants’. Carrie Bebris’s beloved mysteries have Mr and Mrs Darcy
visit Highbury, Lyme, and Sandition, solving crimes all the while.
This comedy of manners, in such a formalized society, is oddly easy
to parody (though those who write parodies regularly will confess
that terribly serious works like Wuthering Heights are easier to parody than works that are
already satiric and ridiculous). So here’s the book, attempting to
be lighthearted, whimsical and witty as it explores how to
recombine six books that all sprang from one delightful
mind.
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Chapter 1: The
Arrival

It is a truth
universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good
fortune must be in want of a wife. Or preferably six.

However
little known the feelings or views of such a man may be on his
first entering a neighbourhood, this truth is so well fixed in the
minds of the surrounding families, that he is considered as the
rightful property of some one or other of their daughters. In the
Fussbudget household of Longbore, with six girls in need of
marrying off, the odds were certainly in their favour.

“My dear
Mr Fussbudget,” said his lady to him one day, “have you heard that
Netherbum Park is let at last?”

Mr
Fussbudget replied that he had
not.

“But it
is,” returned she; “for Mrs Moneygrubber has just been here, and
she told me all about it.”

Mr
Fussbudget made no answer,
consumed as he was with setting his newest acquisition, a golden
filigree shoe buckle among its many fellows in his golden shoe
buckle collection.

“Do not you
want to know who has taken it?” cried his wife impatiently.

“You want to tell
me, and I have no objection to hearing it.”

This was
invitation enough.

“Why, my
dear, you must know, Mrs Exposition says that Netherbum is taken by
a young man of large fortune from the north of England; that he
came down on Monday in a gold-plated chaise and four to see the
place, and was so much delighted with it that he agreed with Mr
Morris immediately; that he is to take possession before
Michaelmas, or at the least Mardis Gras.”

“What is his
name?”


“Wentworth.”

Their niece,
Fanny Anne, jumped at this exchange, but the Fussbudget couple were
too settled into their usual routine to notice.

“Is he married
or single?”

“Oh!
single, my dear, to be sure! A single man of large fortune; four or
five thousand a year. I hear his wealth derived from luxury hotels
in the West Indies built entirely of bananas. What a fine thing for
our girls!”

“How so?
how can it affect them? Are they monkeys? Or will they be visiting
these hotels with the makings for coconut upside down
cake?”

“My dear
Mr Fussbudget,” replied his wife, “how can you be so tiresome! You
must know that I am thinking of his marrying one of them. Just
think of it!” Netherbum boasted fifty or eighty bedrooms, in
comparison with their penurious eight, and thus would be quite an
acquisition. “My dear, you must indeed go and see Captain Wentworth
when he comes into the neighbourhood.”

“It is more
than I engage for, I assure you.”

“But
consider your daughters. Only think what an establishment it would
be for one of them. They have no fortunes of their own, and no
relative has been obliging enough to die suddenly and leave them
one. Sir William and Lady Moneygrubber are determined to go, merely
to get their own brood married off on the spot. Indeed you must go,
for it will be impossible for us to visit him, if you do not. Mrs
Notapenny next door also has five
daughters who will also be setting their caps for the gentleman. Oh
how I wish they would
marry that family of five nearly penniless brothers who so
coincidentally lives down the lane.”

“What, all of
them?”

“Oh, you
know they’re so evenly matched.” There were other young people in
the village, but those who were married were of course of no
consequence and might visit as much as they pleased. In fact, all
of Marrytown was remarkable for its lack of children and average
folk, with only quality young people, their foible-filled parents,
and a few near-invisible servants in residence. Her daughters’ lack
of any female friends was quite proper, as all other young women
were merely competition in the only game that mattered.

Mrs Fussbudget
sat heavily on the sofa to punctuate her point, so heavily in fact
that all of the embroidered cushions and antimacassars six stifled
young women can produce leapt in all directions. “If you do not go
visit him, I will have to contrive an acquaintance by having our
girls throw themselves in front of his carriage.”

“You are
over-scrupulous, surely. I dare say Captain Wentworth will be very
glad to see you; and I will send a few lines by you to assure him
of my hearty consent to his marrying which ever he chooses of the
girls; though I must throw in a good word for my precious Dilemma.
She’s the eldest, after all, and so excellent around the
house.”

“I desire
you will do no such thing. Dilemma is not a bit better than the
others; and I am sure she is not half so handsome as our sweet,
flighty Marianne Catherine, nor half so good humoured and
expressive as Lydia Louisa. And then there’s our other daughter,
er, how-d’you-call-her.” For the fourth daughter of the family,
Jane Harriet, was quite forgettable in her quiet amiability. The
third daughter, Scary, was also conspicuously skipped. “But you are
always giving Dilemma the
preference. Besides, she will say she’s not looking for a match for herself, only those
she can bring about in others.” This last had long been a source of
vexation.

“They
have none of them much to recommend them,” replied he; “they are
all silly and ignorant like other girls; but Dilemma has something
more of quickness than her sisters. As soon as she sees a person,
she knows at once all their business and all she might do to
arrange their lives more agreeably.” Finishing with the shoe
buckle, he moved on to his collection of antique suspender clips,
which likewise needed polishing. “And you know the young gentlemen
usually will find and court the silliest lady with the deepest bonnet in all
of town. Best have the girls sew on additional ruffles and
otherwise fret no more.”

“Mr
Fussbudget, how can you abuse your own children in such way? You
take delight in vexing me. You have no compassion on my poor
nerves.”

“You
mistake me, my dear. I have a high respect for your nerves. They
are my old friends. I have heard you mention them with
consideration these twenty years at least.” He began assiduously
polishing the nearest clip, as if to remind his wife of his own
consuming interests over those decades.

“Ah! you do not
know what I suffer.”

“But I hope you
will get over it, and live to see many young men of four thousand a
year come into the neighbourhood.”

“It will be no
use to us if twenty such should come, since you will not visit
them.”

“Depend upon
it, my dear, that when there are twenty I will visit them all.”

Mr
Fussbudget was so odd a mixture
of quick parts, sarcastic humour, occasional ill-planned bouts of
juggling, and obsession with trifles, that the experience of three
and twenty years had been insufficient to make his wife understand
his character. Her mind was
less difficult to develop. She was a woman of mean understanding,
little information, random descents into pantomime, and uncertain
temper. When she was discontented, she fancied herself nervous. The
business of her life was to get her daughters married; its solace
was visiting and news. She considered her husband a madman, for his
obsession with his frivolous collections and his utter indifference
to the demands of family life. And he in turn resolved to blow her
brains out the next time she described her nervous complaints in
detail.

Fanny
Anne, who had been a most attentive listener to the whole, left the
room, to seek the comfort of cool air for her flushed cheeks; and
as she walked along a favourite grove of horse chestnuts, enjoying
the gentle patter of the squirrels hurling them at her, said, with
a gentle sigh, “A few months more, and he, perhaps, may be walking
here.”
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Chapter 2: Fanny
Anne

The
reason that Mrs
Fussbudget, mother to five daughters, had in fact six girls to
marry off was due to her astounding charity, for which she
predicted a large recompense in the future.

Mr
Fussbudget’s brother had
married, in the common phrase, to disoblige his family, and, upon
his death, he left behind two small children (though not of course
in that order). Upon this, his rather flighty tradesman’s daughter
of a wife (rather like Mrs Fussbudget herself) fixed on a
Lieutenant of Marines named Collins, without education, fortune, or
connexions. She could hardly have made a more untoward choice – the
man had no interest in handkerchiefs, cravat tying, or even shoe
buckles – all the minutiae of refinement.

Mr
Fussbudget would have been glad
to exert for the advantage of his brother’s widow; but her new
husband’s profession was such as no interest could reach; and
before he had time to devise any other method of assisting them, an
absolute breach between him and his embittered wife had taken
place. It was the natural result of the conduct of each party, and
such as a very imprudent marriage based on affection rather than
highly contracted financial settlements almost always produces. To
save herself from useless remonstrance, Mrs Collins (as she must
now be called) never wrote to her family on the subject till
actually married. Mr Minor-Character, her brother-in-law, regarded
matters with equanimity and sent her many gifts of jellied mutton
and calf’s foot soup in aspic each season.

However, Mrs
Fussbudget had a spirit of activity, which could not be satisfied
till she had written a long and angry letter to Frances, to point
out the folly of her conduct, and threaten her with all its
possible ill consequences. For she had hoped her husband’s
sister-in-law would marry splendidly, so much so that she might use
her vast fortune to assist her own family. Mrs Collins, in her turn
was injured and angry; and an answer which comprehended each woman
in its bitterness, and bestowed such very disrespectfully accurate
reflections on the silliness of Mr Fussbudget and his wife as put
an end to all intercourse between them for a considerable
period.

Their
homes were so distant, at at least twenty miles off, and the
circles in which they moved so distinct, as almost to preclude the
means of ever hearing of each other’s existence during the eleven
following years. However, though Mrs Fussbudget had cut off
communication, she was determined to maintain all connexions, even
those which would likely produce no assistance to her family, and
so she sent her sister-in-law long Christmas letters bragging about
her daughters’ many talents resulting from their superior
upbringing. Occasionally, she lowered herself enough to send a
package of embroidered wall hangings and or watercolour art, but
this was more practicality than sense, thanks to her daughters’
massive production scale. However, one painful thought worried at
Mrs Fussbudget through all the years. Her husband’s estate was
entailed to the male line. So too were entailed the family dog, the
milking stools, the horde of garden gnomes, and the antique
furniture polish. The girls were left in a sad state – If she never
produced a son (and with five young daughters, this seemed nearly
certain) Mrs Collins’ own son from the first marriage would inherit
her own home of Longbore upon her husband’s death. He was a total
twit, but his XY chromosomes decided all. The girls should be left
with nothing. Except the cat and their extensive piles of
embroidery.

Vainly
she importuned the solicitors and Mr Fussbudget himself to find a
way to save the estate. But such a thing was impossible. With no
sons from Mrs Fussbudget, the very sister-in-law she loathed would
provide their heir. This kept Mrs Fussbudget at a far greater state
of fury and disdain toward her relations than she might otherwise
have cultivated and she satisfied her feelings by satirizing them
in many an elaborate pantomime show of her own devising.

By the
end of over twenty years, however, Mrs Collins could no longer
afford to cherish pride or resentment, or to lose one connexion
that might possibly assist her. A pair of lively twins (one
fortunately male, one significantly less fortunate in her choice of
gender), a husband disabled for active service, but not the less
equal to company and good liquor, and a very small income to supply
their wants, made her eager to regain the friends she had so
carelessly sacrificed; and she addressed Mrs Fussbudget in a letter
which spoke so much contrition and despondence as could not but
dispose them all to a reconciliation. Mrs Fussbudget proposed that
they host the Collins twins for a time, and introduce them into
better society than they might find so far in the country. That her
own village of Marrytown was equally countrified bothered her not a
whit. In truth, she may have been harbouring deeper plans, for a
woman with five daughters to settle cannot afford to disdain a male
cousin who is destined to inherit her own house. An alliance
between him and one of her daughters would provide them all with
security and comfort for the future, as well as an
imprudently-matched sister-in-law who might benefit from more than
twenty years of neglected advice.

Mr
Fussbudget hesitated to have
two more young people in his already-crowded house. He was the sort
of person who was most happy ensconced in his study and freed from
all parental obligations, and as such shuddered at the burden of
more needing care.

Mrs Fussbudget
was eager to offer her own opinion: “Introduce the girl properly
into the world, and ten to one but she has the means of settling
well, without farther expense to any body. A niece of our’s, Mr
Fussbudget, I may say, or, at least of your’s, would not enter this neighbourhood without many
advantages’s’s.

“Are you sure
you quite pronounced that right?”

“Oh
stuff!” was her only reply. As she continued, “I don’t say she
would be so handsome as her cousins. I dare say she would not; but
she would be introduced into the society of this county under such
very favourable circumstances as, in all human probability, would
get her a creditable establishment. When she was not scrubbing our
floors and providing some relief for the maid of all work, of
course. More to the point, she will come to regard our own girls as
sisters, and will deal kindly with them when the time comes when
you are cold in the ground, with your treasured collections sold to
pay our maintenance.”

And so,
Fanny Anne Collins arrived, accompanied by her twin to whom the
estate was entailed. William Collins was a minister, and thus was
apt to sermonize his cousins when they took too little care to
avoid him. His greatest passion was books – particularly the ones
that might bore listeners into states of utter despair or at the
least, listless apathy. Despite their pleas for mercy, however, he
continued to share these with the family on every occasion and
considered himself well rewarded with their piteous groans. For, as
he liked to remark, if he did not sermonize them at every occasion,
he was convinced no one else would.

For Fanny
Anne, Longbore was bewildering and occasionally terrifying. There
were too many forks at dinner, too many sighs of longing
disappointment, and too many doilies on every surface. Her cousin’s
rooms were a flurry of gowns, petticoats, spencers, pelisses,
entire baskets of complex undergarments, and bonnets on every
surface. All the downstairs rooms seemed crowded with painted china
cups and end tables, shellwork, scrollwork, stencils, and all the
girls had ever produced so that an inch of blank wall or table
could not be found. Upstairs, the halls echoed with shrieks as
Lydia and Marianne debated ownership of a shawl, or Scary banged
away at the pianoforte. There were benefits, too, of course, as
their cottage bulged with more clothes in her size than her male
twin had ever provided. Fanny had her own tiny dark garret room,
with goosedown pillows so luxurious they were still attached to the
geese. Still, much remained foreign.

One day,
as Fanny Anne was regrouting the tiles in the kitchen
(“Oh, Fanny, be a dear and do
this little chore,” her aunt had said), her cousins came in
chattering such strange nonsense that Fanny Anne was tempted to
grout her ears to prevent being subjected to more of it.

“Oh it
has been so long since we’ve seen our cousins the Edmunds,” cried
Marianne Catherine. “How do you suppose their estate at dear dear
Snoreland must look?”

“Dear,
dear Snoreland,” said Dilemma, “probably looks much as it always
does at this time of the year. The woods and walks thickly covered
with dead leaves, and vagrants of uncertain parentage camped under
the trees. I wonder our cousins should let such inferior persons
roam about.”

“I know many
vagrants, and some are quite good people,” Fanny Anne felt herself
protesting. “My brother is kind enough to read them sermons
sometimes, when he is not making rounds among the farmers.”

“Oh,
them,” said Dilemma. “The yeomanry are precisely the order of
people with whom I feel I can have nothing to do. A degree or two
lower, and a creditable appearance might interest me; I might hope
to be useful to their families in some way or other. But a farmer
can need none of my help, and is, therefore, in one sense, as much
above my notice as in every other he is below it.”

“Oh,” cried
Marianne, still on about the leaves. “with what transporting
sensation have I formerly seen them fall! How have I delighted, as
I walked, to see them driven in showers about me by the wind! What
feelings have they, the season, the air altogether inspired! Now
there is no one to regard them. They are seen only as a nuisance,
swept hastily off, and driven as much as possible from the
sight.”

Scary, the
middle sister, blinked. “Do remember, dear sister, that opium is
not wholly appropriate for ladies, and can lead to ruin and
degradation.”

As
Marianne stared at her in fury, Lydia Louisa giggled. “Imagine if
the officers started dispensing the drugs from their medical
stocks. How many young ladies, confined at home to embroider all
day, would quickly become their friends.” As she spoke, she traced
the low neckline of her dress with a finger, as if daydreaming
about far more than friendship. Jane Harriet wordlessly took her
hand and led her upstairs, and their sisters quickly
followed.

“What is wrong
with my cousins?” Fanny Anne cried to her aunt.

With a sniff, her aunt carefully moved away from the trowel
in Fanny’s hand. “Oh, they are rather gullible girls and think their
storybooks reflect real life. Each has a particular volume she
cherishes, so much so that she lives as though she’s a character in
it.”

Suddenly, the girls’ ludicrous behaviour made sense. “Scary
enjoys tracts of sermons and ladies’ guides to proper behaviour.
Marianne, tragic romances and ballads, along with the gothic novels
of Mrs Radcliffe. Dilemma, happy romances where everyone ends up
wed in neat couples, or perhaps the Peerage, which boasts so of the same. And Lydia…”
Fanny Anne hesitated over how to say it.

“Filthy
magazines,” the girls’ mother finished. “I believe my dears spend
their days trying to work out what sort of a story they’re in. So
charming of them? So full of sensibility!”

But hardly of sense. “That seems…” Fanny Anne struggled for words. She
finally settled on “rather oblivious to reality.”

Her aunt raised her eyebrows. “Our friends the Miss Brontes
do not think so. And is that a terribly well-worn copy of
Cinderella
I see in your
pocket?”

“I withdraw my
observation,” Fanny Anne said quickly. “I haven’t seen much of Jane
Harriet.”

“That’s
because you haven’t gone walking out,” her aunt explained. “Every
family needs a young lady who will make the perfect companion – who
will walk out when a lady desires company and vanish expediently
when a tête-à-tête is needed for the exchanging of confidences.
That is her purpose in this family, and she fills it
well.”

“And what does
she read?”

“Read? You
know, I am scarcely made aware of her existence, unless we all go
out walking, you know. Perhaps because she reads so little. Indeed,
what do you think of her?”

It was hardly possible to think anything of a girl with so
much niceness of character and so little of desires or even
personality. Jane
Harriet was a very pretty girl, and her beauty happened to be of a
sort which was particularly admired. She was short, plump, and
fair, with a fine bloom, blue eyes, light hair, regular features,
and a look of great sweetness. She had never had an unkind thought
of anyone, or at least never spoken an unkind word. Jane Harriet
certainly was not clever, but she had a sweet, docile, grateful
disposition, was totally free from conceit, and only desiring to be
guided by any one she looked up to. As her sisters knew, she was
exceptionally gullible and prone to believe whatever she was told.
Her early attachment to her whole family was very amiable; and her
inclination for good company, and power of appreciating what was
elegant and clever, shewed that there was no want of taste, though
strength of understanding must not be expected.

After a moment, Fanny Anne noted, “She is a pretty little creature, and I am
inclined to think very well of her disposition. Her character
depends upon those she is with; but in good hands she will turn out
a valuable woman.”

“Yes,
indeed! Now pour me a
glass of wine, and let us see to your education.”

“May I
remind you, ma’am, it’s only nine in the morning,” Fanny Anne noted
meekly.

“Oh, yes?
Yes of course. Best make it brandy then.” As she held out a large
tea mug, the pouring went on for quite some time.

Over the next
weeks, the place became less strange, and the people less
formidable; and if there were some amongst them over whom Fanny
Anne could not cease to puzzle, she began at least to know their
ways, and to catch the best manner of conforming to them. The
little rusticities and awkwardnesses which had at first made
grievous inroads on the tranquillity of all, and not least of
herself, necessarily wore away, and she was no longer materially
concerned about her fussy uncle, nor did her aunt’s shrill
screeches make her start very much.

As her
appearance and spirits improved, Mr and Mrs Fussbudget thought with
greater satisfaction of their benevolent plan; and it was pretty
soon decided between them that, though far from clever, she showed
a tractable disposition, and seemed likely to give them little
trouble. A mean opinion of her abilities was not confined to them.
Fanny Anne could read, work, and write, and do perfectly useless
things like set a bone, make cheese, and quilt, but she had been
taught nothing more; and as her cousins found her ignorant of many
things with which they had been long familiar, they thought her
prodigiously stupid, and for the first two or three weeks were
continually bringing some fresh report of it into the drawing-room.
“Dear mama, only think, my cousin cannot put the map of Europe
together – or my cousin cannot tell the principal rivers in Russia
– or, she never heard of Asia Minor – or she does not know the
difference between water-colours and crayons! – How strange! – Did
you ever hear anything so stupid?”

“Very true
indeed, my dears, but you are blessed with wonderful memories, and
your poor cousin has probably none at all. There is a vast deal of
difference in memories, as well as in everything else, and
therefore you must make allowance for your cousin, and pity her
deficiency. And remember that, if you are ever so forward and
clever yourselves, you should always be modest; for, much as you
know already, there is a great deal more for you to learn.”

Lydia
nodded assiduously. “Yes, I know there is, till I am seventeen.
Then I can marry and forget it all. But I must tell you another
thing of Fanny Anne, so odd and so stupid. Do you know, she says
she does not want to learn either music or drawing.”

“To be
sure, my dear, that is very stupid indeed, and shows a great want
of genius and emulation. But, all things considered, I do not know
whether it is not as well that it should be so, for it is not at
all necessary that she should be as accomplished as you are; – on
the contrary, it is much more desirable that there should be a
difference.”

Such were
the counsels by which Mrs Fussbudget assisted to form her
daughters’ minds; and it is not very wonderful that, with all their
promising talents and early information, they should be entirely
deficient in the less common acquirements of self-knowledge,
generosity and humility. In everything but disposition they were
admirably taught. Mr Fussbudget did not know what was wanting,
because, though a truly anxious father, he was not outwardly
affectionate, and was far too caught up in his work of collecting
monographs on Roman teakettles.

The
Fussbudget girls indeed spent their days training at being
accomplished. They played the piano. They sang duets and trios, and
occasionally all as a group. They learned to draw, paint, and sew.
They embroidered long, fantastical borders on cushions and wall
hangings until the room itself seemed to be a multicoloured spider
web of thread. Each day pots and pots of fresh tea were ordered,
with spun sugar meringues and slices of cake studded with currents,
all to greet the visitors who never arrived. The ladies spent much
of their time studying walking with simpering grace and praising
one another for their perceived elegance. They sat in the parlour
for hours, listlessly awaiting a gentleman who might come and
propose marriage to one of them. And they learnt languages: French,
Italian, and even German though they had no conceit of ever meeting
a person from any of those places.

Dilemma, the eldest, decided to make Fanny
her special project, noting with great pomposity, “Beware, my
Fanny. Beware of the insipid Vanities and idle Dissipations of the
Metropolis of England; Beware of the unmeaning Luxuries of Bath and
of the stinking fish of Southampton.”

“Alas! (exclaimed Fanny) how am I to avoid
those evils I shall never be exposed to? What probability is there
of my ever tasting the Dissipations of London, the Luxuries of
Bath, or the stinking Fish of Southampton? I who am doomed to waste
my Days of Youth and Beauty in an humble Cottage in Marrytown.” The
more dramatic and bombastic her cousin became, the more pitiful and
romantic it seemed her own dialogue would trend. Marrytown itself
seemed to bring it out in people. “Was that all right?”

“Very pitiful and romantic indeed,” Dilemma
assured her. “Dearest Fanny
Anne, the misfortune of your birth and country upbringing ought to
make you particularly careful as to your associates. There can be
no doubt of your being a gentleman’s relation, and you must support
your claim to that station by every thing within your own power, or
there will be plenty of people who would take pleasure in degrading
you.”

This
attention was an honour Fanny hesitated to accept. “I can never be
important to any one,” she modestly assured her cousin. For indeed,
the geography and languages would not sort themselves out,
especially from the arm’s length she kept.

“What is to
prevent you?”

“Everything. My
situation, my foolishness and awkwardness.”

“As to
your foolishness and awkwardness, my dear Fanny, believe me, you
never have a shadow of either, but in using the words so
improperly. There is no reason in the world why you should not be
important where you are known. You have good sense, and a sweet
temper, and a wonderful talent at getting the stains out of muslin.
I am sure you have a grateful heart, that could never receive
kindness without wishing to return it. I do not know any better
qualifications for a friend and companion. You need only giggle
uproariously at the men’s feeble witticisms, and jump for joy when
one wins at cards, and you shall soon be as charming as the rest of
us.”

Indeed,
Dilemma had hit on it –
she indeed lacked a certain something her cousins all possessed. In
the country, Fanny Anne was accustomed to look after her friends’
brothers and sisters, who could usually be found helping in the
garden or running through the woods, boys and girls together. This
stilted indoor pastime, however, of decorating bonnets and painting
tables that no one would see seemed to Fanny Anne nonsensical. None
here had ever washed so much as a teacup, and regarded such
suggestions with horror. On one day they reached a new height of
foolishness, when, having finished making over their own gowns, and
being too old for dolls, they proceeded to dress up the family
pets.

The dog,
now actually wearing a cravat, gazed at his mistresses with a look
that suggested he should rather they skip the twenty paces
gentlemen would normally take, and proceed directly to shoot
him.

“Oh, he
looks so sweet,” Jane Harriet said. “Lydia, get the cat.” Mittens
had begun sleeping in the oven, possibly as a reaction to the
girls’ new sewing projects. Jane Harriet began briskly brushing the
dog’s fluffy head in such a manner that at least it wasn’t able to
see itself.

Dilemma considered. “I like it, but I do not love it. Perhaps if we add a bonnet…”

“Have they
nothing better to do?” Fanny Anne burst out, as soon as she’d left
the room.

“Than
practice at sewing and being accomplished? No indeed. And their
time could be no better spent, if they wish to catch husbands,” her
aunt explained.

“And be wed for
their abilities to paint?” Fanny Anne asked, shuddering. Only
embroidery was worse.

“With no chance
of profession, ladies must focus on the social, moral, and
intellectual challenges of matrimony.”
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