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      As happened every year, and more times than Elizabeth Bennet liked to think on, Longbourn was filled with noise and chaos while the women of the household prepared for the much anticipated Meryton assembly.

      Second only to the Regimental Christmas Ball in its grandeur, even Elizabeth could admit that the September assembly was a welcome diversion from the rapidly shortening days and the loss of summer’s warmth. But, as soon as it ended, they would talk of nothing but the next event as though the assembly had not even occurred. 

      Elizabeth sighed heavily as her younger sister's arguments flowed from the corridor into the parlor. 

      “Lizzy! Lydia will not listen to me,” Kitty moaned as the youngest Bennet sister elbowed her way into the room and left Kitty standing in the doorway.

      Elizabeth did not look up from her sewing, but made certain that her irritation could be heard very clearly in her words. “For the very last time, Lydia. Kitty will be borrowing my gloves for the assembly tonight,” Elizabeth said firmly. “And do not ask if I have changed my mind. I can readily assure you that I have not, and shall not, do such a thing.” 

      Elizabeth caught her sister Jane’s disapproving glance, but it could not be helped. Lydia really was being difficult, and she deserved Elizabeth’s ire. 

      “You are so unkind!” Lydia cried. “You know that they will not look well on Kitty’s arms. They are much too short and they will sag at the elbow. It is ever so unfair!” 

      Lydia crossed her arms over her chest and pouted as Kitty looked down at her arms. “They are not too short,” she complained as she pulled the gloves out of Lydia’s fist and rubbed her fingers over the embroidery at the edge. The gloves were not special by any means, and that Lydia only wanted them because Kitty would be wearing them… but it did not make her behavior acceptable. 

      “I promise that I will be ever so careful with them,” Kitty said reverently. 

      Elizabeth sighed heavily and turned her attention back to the hem she was sewing. She was very careful with her things, and it was not often that she was able to purchase new items for her wardrobe, but she could not very well say no when one of the other girls asked to borrow something. 

      “I know you will take very good care of them,” she said with a small smile. “Now do, please, both of you, leave this room at once and finish dressing. The carriage will be here to collect us within the hour and Mama will be beside herself if we are not there in time for the opening dances!”  

      “Mama says that the first dances are the best chance a young lady has of being noticed,” Kitty said primly as Lydia pushed her out the door. 

      “Nonsense,” Lydia exclaimed. “The only way to catch the eye of a gentleman is to take every opportunity to dance and be merry in their company!”

      “That is not true at all,” Kitty cried. “Mama would never approve—”   

      Elizabeth shook her head and set the final stitch to secure the velvet ribbon to the hem of her own dress for the evening.

      “I do not believe that Lydia has calculated how exhausting her plans to garner the attention of the officers might be...” Jane said. Elizabeth could hear the amusement in her sister’s voice, but she could not find her own mirth. 

      “That is certainly clear,” she said.

      “You do not seem overly excited to attend this assembly, Lizzy,” Jane observed. “You are far too melancholy for such an evening…” 

      Elizabeth laid aside her sewing and tried to smile. Jane might have been teasing her, but she had been feeling out of sorts for the last few days—the way one feels before the breaking of a thunderstorm or after a very hot day—and she could not determine what was the matter.  

      “I am, as yet, undecided,” she replied thoughtfully. 

      “But this new gentleman,” Jane said, “Mr. Bingley. Surely his arrival, and the arrival of his guests would have brought you some cheer? Mama is quite thrilled by the prospect of another gentleman in Meryton. Two or three gentlemen, in fact, if the gossip is correct. Has there been any more news of him?” 

      Elizabeth frowned slightly. It had been more than a fortnight since the gentleman’s arrival in Meryton, and Mrs. Bennet had harangued her husband almost daily to visit Netherfield Park and welcome Mr. Bingley to their society. 

      Elizabeth had a sneaking suspicion that their father had already done precisely that, but was waiting for his wife to stop asking him about it—something which would never occur. 

      They could both be equally, and painfully, stubborn at times. 

      “There has been no other news aside from Mama’s lamentation that every gentleman in Hertfordshire in possession of daughters of marriageable age will have descended upon Netherfield Park to make their greetings and acquaintance. Why, I have heard from Charlotte that her father called upon them not two days after their arrival!” 

      Jane blinked at her sister incredulously. “So soon?” she gasped. 

      It was well known that Charlotte Lucas was nearing an age where marriage would seem to be beyond her reach, but such eagerness on Sir William’s part could be misconstrued as desperation—no matter how well intentioned.  

      “I cannot think ill of Charlotte,” Elizabeth said. “Goodness knows that the poor girl could benefit from some flattery and attention. And I know she is not responsible for her father’s… exuberance.” 

      Jane laughed gently and shook her head. Sir William could, indeed, be infernally excitable, and this would not be the first occasion that he had thrust himself into a perceived social faux pas—and it would likely not be the last. Lady Lucas did an admirable job of diverting attention from her husband’s antics and meddling, and Elizabeth could only hope that such things would not affect Charlotte’s prospects overmuch. 

      Charlotte was a practical young woman, but her practicality had prevented her from being as open to change and serendipity as other young women of their acquaintance. Elizabeth was not even certain whether or not Charlotte had any thoughts, of one direction or another, in regards to marriage, for she had never confided any. 

      Elizabeth had her own wishes for marital bliss, and Jane did as well—but Charlotte Lucas, ever since they had been children together—had remained aloof and uninterested in sharing such things.  

      “You must help me decide what to wear,” Jane said with a frown. “You have re-hemmed that gown beautifully, and now I have doubts in my own choice!”

      Elizabeth set her supplies back into her sewing box and draped her gown over her arm. She had been fond of pale pinks lately and had chosen this dress specifically for its color, and for the fact that she had not worn it for some time. It was the color of a cherry blossom in the spring sunshine and reminded her of Longbourn’s gardens. The color looked well against her summer-kissed skin and would show prettily under the candlelight that would illuminate the Meryton assembly rooms. 

      They departed the parlor, leaving Mary to read alone in her chair. Their younger sister had been dressed for the assembly for hours, but she had only done so to avoid the usual flurries of preparation that took up so much time before their departure. Mary was always the practical daughter in that respect.

      Kitty and Lydia’s arguments filled the stairwell and Elizabeth took a deep breath before she and Jane climbed the stairs to the second floor of the house.

      “You would think they hated each other,” Jane whispered.

      “Sometimes I do wonder,” Elizabeth replied.

      They knew very well that the two girls loved each other to distraction, but their constant arguments made such a thing seem impossible, especially to any outside eye. 

      Safe in their own bedchamber, Jane went to the wardrobe to remove her gowns for examination. She held a pale ivory gown to her shoulders and regarded her reflection in the looking glass thoughtfully. “How strange it would be if Lydia was correct,” she mused. “What a strange thing it would be if our younger sisters were married and mistresses of their own households before you or I had even gained a suitor?” 

      “Ridiculous,” Elizabeth laughed. “If Lydia manages to find herself a good husband with her antics I shall eat a handful of flowers from the gardens at their wedding breakfast for all to see.” 

      Jane laughed and laid the gown on her bed. It was plain, but Jane was beautiful enough to distract from whatever she might choose to wear. It would also look well with the pearls that she had chosen for her hair. 

      Elizabeth stepped into her pale pink dress and pulled the puffed sleeves up over her shoulders. She had re-stitched the hems with a dark rose colored ribbon, and had asked Jane to pin ribbon roses made of the same velvet into her dark hair. 

      “I think you should wear that one,” Elizabeth said as she fussed with the bodice of the gown. “The blue ribbon at the neckline is the same color as your eyes, the last time you wore it everyone remarked upon it. It suits you very well.”

      Jane let out a strangled noise and sat down on the edge of her bed with another gown draped over her lap.

      “Does it ever seem hopeless to you, Lizzy?” Jane asked suddenly. 

      Elizabeth looked at her sister carefully, unsure of how to answer. 

      It was true that she had begun to doubt that she would ever find the love she knew she deserved in Hertfordshire, but she had said anything to her sister, or mentioned any of her heavy thoughts and misgivings about such things. Their mother seemed undaunted by the lack of options to be found, but Elizabeth could not be coaxed into any excitement about her prospects. 

      “Why would you ask such a thing? Have you given up hope?” Elizabeth hoped that her reply did not give any indication of her own fears, but Jane seemed too distracted to notice as she plucked at the ribbons at the neckline of her gown. 

      Jane sighed heavily. “It has been difficult to find any sort of positivity on this subject. I know in my heart that I shall find my own happiness, and that I must be patient.”

      Elizabeth smiled. “We must both be patient and hope that we may have as much happiness as our other friends...” 

      Jane pulled her dress over her head and then grabbed her sister’s hands and held them lightly. “We shall endeavor to have a wonderful evening.” 

      Elizabeth’s heart lifted just a little as she squeezed Jane’s fingers. “We shall, indeed.” 
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      “I do not know why you insist that Mary should come at all,” Lydia growled as Elizabeth once again retrieved her gloves from her youngest sister’s hands and returned them to a pouting Kitty. 

      Mrs. Bennet waved her fan dismissively. “Mary may not enjoy such frivolities, but she is not old enough to decline.” 

      “Not as yet,” Mary said softly enough that her mother could not hear, but Elizabeth, who was standing nearby to help Kitty with her shawl, heard it clearly enough. 

      Poor Mary. 

      Society events such as the assemblies and seasonal balls were not her preferred form of entertainment. She preferred the infrequent salons that Lady Lucas hosted where she could play the pianoforte and indulge in conversation that she found worthy of her time, and where her compositions and concertos were more appreciated.

      After many complaints, more arguments over who was wearing what, and assurances that the new officers who had just arrived in Meryton would, indeed, be present, the Bennet family in its entirety were finally able to clamber into the waiting carriage and depart for the assembly rooms. Mr. Bennet had done his best to avoid the evening, but his wife would not be deterred, and Elizabeth lost count of the amount of deep sighs that emanated from her father’s direction as the carriage rolled toward town.

      Conversation during their short journey was, as always, dominated by Lydia and Kitty, who competed needlessly for their mother’s attention and approval while Jane and Elizabeth did their best to keep them otherwise occupied.

      An exercise in futility, to be certain.

      When the carriage finally lurched to a stop, Elizabeth was more than eager to leave the confines of her seat and breathe in the cool evening air. 

      Lydia and Kitty pushed past Elizabeth and Jane in their haste to run up the stairs and into the assembly rooms and Elizabeth glared after them. Shouting would do nothing, and it would only earn her a scolding from her mother.

      She had Jane entered the ballroom together, but as soon as they stepped through the doors, Jane was immediately led away by Mrs. Bennet and her father detoured to the card room to meet the other gentlemen of his circle. Mary found a chair and sat down with a disgruntled look upon her face, while Lydia and Kitty’s laughter could be heard from the dance floor. Thus abandoned, Elizabeth went in search of Charlotte Lucas.

      Her friend stood at the edge of the assembly hall and held a glass of untouched rum punch in one gloved hand. She looked decidedly uninterested in everything that was happening, but as soon as she met Elizabeth’s eyes, her mood brightened immediately. 

      “Lizzy! I am so very pleased to see you,” she greeted her warmly. “Mama was not certain that you would be coming—”

      “There will never be any assembly, ball, dinner party, or country dance that Lydia and Kitty would allow us to ignore,” Elizabeth said with a smile. “You know as well as I that I had no choice in the matter.”   

      “I can see them now,” Charlotte laughed. “Always eager to dance.” 

      “Always eager to be the center of attention,” Elizabeth agreed ruefully.

      “I have been so looking forward to your arrival,” Charlotte murmured and Elizabeth felt a smile creep across her face. Though she pretended not to be, Charlotte Lucas was very much like her mother, and Lady Lucas was very fond of gossip.

      Thanks to her father’s title and her mother’s proclivity for such conversations, Charlotte was uniquely positioned in Meryton’s society to hear many things that Elizabeth would not otherwise be privy to.

      Elizabeth helped herself to a glass of punch from one of the many trays that were being passed through the room. On the dance floor, Lydia and Kitty were already hanging upon the arms of two handsome young officers that she did not recognize, and, as usual, Mrs. Bennet was deeply embroiled in some discussion or other with her circle of friends. 

      Poor Jane stood to the side of their mother’s conversation, hoping to be released but knowing that she could not leave until someone asked her to dance or she was dismissed. 

      Elizabeth frowned slightly and then focused on her friend. “Come now, I have been too long without any news, pray do not keep me in suspense any longer.”

      This was what Charlotte wanted to hear, of course, and Elizabeth could not help but feel a trifle guilty for excluding Jane from this gossip. She would have to remember every detail to recount to her sister once they had returned to Longbourn. 

      “There is talk in Meryton is simply too good to keep to myself,” Charlotte replied with a secretive smile. “As you must be aware by now, Papa went to visit Mr. Bingley some weeks ago,” she began.

      Elizabeth’s eyebrow rose slightly. Of course, her mother had talked of nothing else as Mr. Bennet had, as yet, not visited Netherfield Park… or, if he had, he had said nothing of it.

      “As you have also presumably heard, Mr. Bingley is exceedingly gentlemanlike, and has a pleasant enough countenance. He arrived at the assembly with his sisters and two other gentlemen not long before you did, Lizzy. From what I have observed, he has a very unaffected manner to him, and is very quick to smile… A trait not often found in gentlemen of his station.” 

      “Really, Charlotte,” Elizabeth laughed. “Are all gentlemen in
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