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      "Do you really think it is appropriate for me to attend this ball?"

      I was nervous, and it was impossible to hide it.

      "Nonsense," my aunt said with a smile. "Now, come out from behind that screen and let me look at you."

      I took a deep breath and smoothed my hands over the smooth muslin of my borrowed gown. It was beautiful, I could not argue with that, but I rarely wore this color of lilac, and I was uncertain about the neckline... my father would certainly not have approved of it, but my mother would have been overjoyed to see me dressed in such a manner.

      "The very best of London fashion," my aunt exclaimed. "You look so well in your day dresses, Lizzy, and I am certain that there is no need for you to be so shy now. Come along!"

      My aunt clapped her hands and I had no choice but to step out from behind the privacy screen that had been set up in my bedchamber.

      "The gown is lovely—" I began.

      "Lovely!" Mrs. Gardiner cried. "Why, you will be the envy of all the young ladies at the ball tonight! I have never seen you wear lilac, Lizzy... you should do so more often. I shall write to your mother to tell her so."

      My cheeks were already warm but as soon as I caught sight of myself in the vanity mirror, I wanted to dive back behind the screen and change back into my plain day dress that had been re-hemmed and mended far too many times. 

      "Come closer," my aunt exclaimed as she fussed with the dark aubergine ribbons at the shoulders of the gown. "I knew I was right to choose this gown. Miss Lily will be so pleased that you are able to wear it."

      "You must send her my thanks," I said. "Shall I write to her?"

      "You will be able to express your gratitude in person at the ball," my aunt said with a smile.

      "It is only—"

      "This is your first London ball," my aunt interrupted. "I know. But you must think of it precisely the same way you do a Meryton ball... except that there will be enough gentlemen in attendance to see that every young lady has a dancing partner."

      "That will be different," I murmured.

      "I have told your mother on many occasions that there will be no hope of finding you girls suitable husbands if you do not come to London..." My aunt stepped back and set her hands on her hips as she looked me up and down. "There," she said. "Perfection. I shall lend you some of my silver hairpins, and we shall go into Market Street to find more ribbon to match that beautiful aubergine. It will look so lovely in your hair. And perhaps some white flowers, too."

      "If you think that would be best."

      My aunt nodded. "I do, indeed. Look at yourself in the mirror, Lizzy. You must admit that you look very lovely."

      I smiled at my aunt's enthusiasm. "I shall take your word for it, aunt. You always know best when it comes to such things."

      "It is a pity that Jane did not come to London with you," Mrs. Gardiner mused. "But perhaps it is best if you all come separately... I would not wish to overwhelm London with Bennet sisters on the lookout for husbands."

      I couldn't help but laugh at my aunt's words. My sisters and I were certainly not on the prowl for husbands, but I suppose it was the expectation of young ladies of our station.

      As my aunt continued to fuss with my hair and ribbons, my mind wandered to the prospect of finding a suitable husband. It was not that I was desperate for marriage, but I knew it was an inevitability. If anyone had asked, I would have told them that I would have been quite happy to be left to my own devices with my books... but that was not an answer that was expected of young ladies. Even ones who had lived their entire lives in the country away from the business and excitement of London and its society.

      I had met and danced with my fair share of gentlemen in Meryton, but none had ever captured my heart or my interest. I could not imagine a life spent as the wife of any of the officers or gentlemen in Hertfordshire, which my mother was certain was my main failing.

      Your standards are far too high for our station, my dear...

      My aunt must have sensed my anxiety, for she squeezed my hand reassuringly. "You will do fine, my dear," she said. "Just remember to smile and be gracious, and the rest will fall into place."

      I took a deep breath and smiled at my aunt. "I do not wish to disappoint you."

      "And you never will," Mrs. Gardiner replied. "My dear, Lizzy. It is a ball, and there will be nothing out of the ordinary that will happen. You will see."

      She released my hand and bustled about the room as I stepped back behind the screen to change out of the beautiful gown that Miss Lily Trainor had lent me.

      "How well do you know Lady Blackridge?" I asked.

      "Well enough to be invited to her spring ball every year," my aunt replied. I could hear the humor in her voice and knew that it was also a small admonition to stop worrying... I was terrible at that, and she knew it.

      As I shrugged out of the gown and laid it over the back of a chair, my aunt hummed a merry little tune, and I tried to push aside my anxieties over the evening ahead.

      "Get dressed, we still have time to walk to Market Street," my aunt said. "Unless you'd like me to send one of the kitchen girls? I'm sure they would be glad of the distraction from their day."

      I pulled my plain ivory day dress over my head, secured the ribbons at my shoulders, and then smoothed down my hair as I stepped out from behind the screen. "Oh, no," I said. "I should be glad of some exercise and fresh air. We can leave whenever you like."

      My aunt's smile was warm. "Then we shall leave at once."
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      Hours later, dressed and ready for Lady Blackridge's ball, I was a bundle of nerves all over again. I kept catching glimpses of myself in the parlor windows and the glass in my aunt's china cabinet, and each time I had to stop and remind myself that it was actually me in the reflection.

      The lilac gown and aubergine ribbons were stylish and striking, and I felt far too grand for my own good... Lydia would have laughed to see me so uncomfortable.

      "You must not worry, Lizzy. You are a smart, beautiful young lady with a good head on your shoulders. Any gentleman would be lucky to have you as his wife."

      I knew that my aunt was trying her best to reassure me, and I tried to smile at her words. She had every hope that she would be the one to help me find a husband... if I could find a gentleman to marry, surely my other sisters would have a much easier time of it.

      But deep down, I knew that finding a suitable husband was not going to be easy. I had my own set of standards and expectations... Standards that would not easily be met. It did not help matters that I refused to compromise those standards just so I could call myself a wife and escape Longbourn and perhaps even Hertfordshire...

      That was not the life I wanted.

      "The carriage will be arriving soon," my aunt said. "And you must stop pacing, you are making me nervous."

      I sank down into a chair and clasped my gloved hands in my lap. "I do apologize," I murmured. "It is only—"

      "Is there anything I can say that will calm your nerves?" my aunt asked kindly.

      My fingers twisted together as I met my aunt's steady gaze. "What— What might I expect to happen tonight?"

      My aunt's smile was reassuring. "Well, as I said it is much like any ball that you have attended in Meryton, I should think. There will be drinks, dancing, wonderful musicians... cards if you do not wish to dance. Although I daresay you are a much more delightful dancer than you are a card player..."

      "Very amusing," I muttered as my aunt laughed. "But what if I do not know any of the dances?" I asked. It was a fear that had plagued me since my aunt had told me about the ball.

      "I would not be worried at all," she said. "If you explain to your partner that you are unfamiliar with the dance I am certain that you will find all the assistance that you require. And Miss Lily Trainor has promised to look out for you."

      Her words did little to assuage my nerves, but I nodded all the same. "Thank you, aunt. And what of the gentlemen?" I asked. "What might I expect from them?"

      My aunt paused, thoughtful. "Well, you should expect them to be polite, charming, and eager to dance with you. It is a ball, after all, and you are a new face... which always brings a certain amount of interest. But also remember that some gentlemen may have ulterior motives, so be cautious and keep your wits about you. Regardless of class or location, men seem to all be alike. Would you not agree?"

      I nodded, taking in my aunt's words carefully. "Of course," I said. "Meryton is filled with officers from the militia garrison, I would be a fool to trust them all at their word, would I not?"

      Mrs. Gardiner laughed. "Indeed you would be. You are well armed, my dear."

      I smiled back at my aunt, but her words were a gentle reminder that not all gentlemen had the best intentions, and that I must be careful with whom I associated.

      "There is one gentleman in particular that I would like you to meet," my aunt said, her eyes lighting up. "Mr. Thomas Jackson. His father is a friend of Mr. Gardiner's and I have it on good authority that he is simply charming. He is quite handsome, too."

      I arched an eyebrow at my aunt's statement. "Is that so?"

      "Indeed," Mrs. Gardiner said with a wink, but then my aunt's expression softened. "Just remember, when you are asked to dance you may, of course, accept or decline as you see fit. Do not feel obligated to dance with anyone that you do not wish to."

          I nodded, grateful for my aunt's reassurance.

          "And Lizzy," my aunt placed a hand on my arm. "Remember that you are here to enjoy yourself. I shall keep my opinions to myself unless you ask for them, I do not wish for you to fret too much about the evening that you forget to have fun."

          "I will try," I said, managing a small smile.

          Just then, there was a knock at the door, and my uncle poked his head into the room. "Do excuse me, Ladies, but the carriage has arrived," he announced with a grin.

          My aunt stood and smoothed down the heavy skirts of her ivory satin gown. "Come along, Lizzy. We have a ball to attend."

          I stood and followed my aunt down the corridor to the front door. My uncle's valet stood by and bid us a good evening as we retrieved our shawls and reticules from one of the servants who stood nearby.

      "It will be a wonderful evening," my aunt said as she kissed my uncle's cheek. "We shall return quite late, dearest."

      "As always, I shall stay up to await your homecoming. You know that I am eager to hear all the gossip
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