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      “A ball, a ball, a ball,” Lydia sang as she danced around the parlor with Kitty in tow. “Can you believe it, Mr. Bingley is going to throw a ball! How wonderful! Kitty did not believe that it would be so!”

      “I did not say such a thing!” Kitty protested, but Lydia was not listening.

      It was almost impossible not to laugh at our sisters’ antics, and their bright voices filled the room.

      "Dearest, Jane," I said with a mischievous smile as I leaned against her, "Pray tell me, how many times shall you dance with the charming Mr. Bingley?"

      Jane's cheeks flushed a delicate shade of pink, but she did not lift her focus from the embroidery in her hands in an attempt to hide her embarrassment. "Oh, Lizzy," she replied with a gentle laugh, "you know very well that I cannot predict such things. Besides, an invitation has not yet arrived!"

      "True enough," I conceded, "but I have little doubt that there will be one shortly. Until then, I shall anticipate that Mr. Bingley's eyes will remain fixed on you for much of the evening, though I daresay you will not be far from his side for the duration of it." My tone was light, but the certainty behind my words was genuine—for who could resist the allure of my lovely sister?

      "Perhaps," Jane murmured, her blush deepening before she looked up at me with a sly expression upon her face. "And what of you, Lizzy? If there is to be a ball at Netherfield— Might you grant Mr. Darcy the pleasure of a dance… should he ask?"

      At the mention of his name, I could not suppress the flash of indignation that coursed through me. "Mr. Darcy?" I huffed, my voice laden with disbelief. "That insufferable, arrogant man? I would sooner dance with the pig farmer’s son from Tearing!"

      Jane did her best not to laugh and bit down on her lip to keep from doing so. "Do not be so harsh," she chided gently. "Can you not admit that your first impressions of the gentleman might have been somewhat... hasty."

      "Indeed, I will admit no such thing," I retorted, my fingers gripping my needle tightly. "His pride and disdain for those he deems beneath him is insufferable. I cannot fathom why you would ever think me capable of enjoying a dance with the likes of him."

      Jane shook her head as Lydia and Kitty danced by us, singing loudly: “Lizzy’s going to be a pig farmer’s wife!”

      I rolled my eyes as Jane pressed a finger to her lips to keep from laughing.

      "I only wished to see you enjoy yourself at the ball as well," she said.

      "Have no fear on that account, my dear sister," I assured her with a smile that felt more like a grimace. "I shall find ample enjoyment in the company of our friends and neighbors, even if Mr. Darcy's presence should cast a shadow over the evening."

      There was a commotion in the courtyard and Kitty and Lydia rushed to the window, abandoning their song before I could snap at them to stop.

      “A rider!” Kitty cried. “It will be the invitation to the ball! I know it!”

      With delighted squeals, the girls rushed into the corridor and Jane and I were left alone in the parlor to listen to the noise in the foyer as Mrs. Hill answered the messenger’s knock and received whatever he had delivered.

      From Kitty and Lydia’s delighted cries, their assertion was correct.

      The invitation had arrived.

      I sighed and reluctantly set aside my mending. There would be no rest for us now. “You had best fetch Mama,” I said to Jane.

      But my sister had already put down her embroidery and risen from the couch. “I shall rescue it from Lydia and take it to Mama first,” she said. “You had best wait here.”

      “No, no. I shall come with you.”

      I stood and followed Jane out into the corridor where Lydia and Kitty were hounding Mrs. Hill who held the invitation high above her head. “Miss Jane,” she gasped. “Will you take this?”

      “Lydia,” I snapped. “Leave Mrs. Hill alone at once!”

      Kitty pouted and stepped aside, but Lydia crossed her arms over her chest and glared at me. “But, Lizzy—”

      Jane took the envelope from the harried housekeeper and headed up the stairs toward our mother’s bedchamber where she had been all day.

      The other girls and I followed Jane closely and I did my best to hold Kitty and Lydia back as Jane paused to knock gently upon the door and then opened it. Mana was not abed, thankfully, but she was wrapped in blankets near the fire and dabbed at her nose with her handkerchief at various intervals.

      “This blasted weather,” she cried as we entered. “The wet wind is eating away at my bones, Jane! Oh!”

      “Mama, I have something that may cheer you,” Jane said with a smile.

      “Oh? Is it new from Mr. Bennet’s almanac that summer is, indeed, on its way?”

      “No,” Jane laughed gently as she held out the envelope. “But you may find its contents… warming?”

      Mama eyed Jane with some suspicion, but from the way her youngest daughters were bouncing around the room in anticipation, it did not take long for her to open the carefully sealed envelope.

      I held my breath, my fingers knotted together as Mama exclaimed over the fine paper of the invitation and the fineness of the handwriting on the address and even the expense of the colored wax of the seal before she opened it.

      She scanned the contents of the envelope and then widened as a smile crept across her face.

      "Girls, girls! Can you believe it?" she cried, waving the invitation like a flag of victory. "We have been invited to a grand ball at Netherfield Park! Oh, what a splendid occasion this shall be!” She flung off her blankets and leapt out of her chair with glee. “Jane, my dear, I am quite convinced that Mr. Bingley will propose before the night is through!"

      Jane blushed deeply at our mother's pronouncement, while Lydia and Kitty could scarcely contain their delight, chattering incessantly about gowns and dancing partners while Mama laughed and clapped her hands with delight.

      “Well, it seems that we shall be going to a ball after all,” I said as I nudged Jane with my elbow.

      "Indeed, Lizzy, it seems so," Jane replied with a soft smile on her face. The fluttering anticipation was visible in her glow; the prospect of being near Mr. Bingley again had certainly lifted her spirits.

      "Come now, Lizzy," said Jane later that evening, as we sought refuge in the sanctuary of our shared bedchamber. "Surely you must be looking forward to the ball."

      "Perhaps," I admitted hesitantly, my fingers idly tracing the floral pattern upon her quilt. “You know I adore dancing—but I cannot…” I frowned briefly. “I do not wish to speak ill of your new friends.”

      Jane’s smile twisted just a little. “Caroline and Louisa really are wonderful,” she said. “I do wish you could see it— I feel terrible that you have had a bad start with them.”

      I tried not to laugh. “It is they who have approached me with scorn,” I said. “I daresay, Caroline Bingley is the haughtiest woman I have ever met! She and Mr. Darcy deserve each other.”

      Jane let out a heavy sigh. "I know you harbor no fondness for Mr. Darcy",” she said, “but perhaps you might find some common ground if you were to converse with him further."

      “Your unwavering faith in the goodness of others is admirable, my dear sister, but surely even you must admit that Mr. Darcy's arrogant nature does not lend itself well to polite conversation."

      "True, he can be rather proud," she conceded, "but I believe there may be more to him than you can yet see— And besides," she added with a small smile, "what harm could there be in allowing yourself the opportunity to learn more about him?"

      "It is true that if you and Mr. Bingley are to be wed then we shall see a good deal more of that disagreeable gentleman he calls his friend," I replied ruefully. "Very well. For your sake—and yours alone—I shall endeavor to keep an open mind at the Netherfield ball. But I make no promises as to my ability to find any redeeming qualities in the insufferable Mr. Darcy!"

      "Thank you, Lizzy," said Jane, her face lighting up with relief. "Sometimes we must look beyond our initial impressions to discover the true character of a person—I do hope that this is so with Mr. Darcy. I could not imagine Mr. Bingley maintaining so long a friendship with someone who was such a painful companion."

      "Indeed," I murmured, my thoughts wandering to the looming event and the possibility that I may yet find myself dancing with the very man I had so vehemently protested against.
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      On the day of the ball I stood before my dressing table, pondering which gown would best suit the occasion. I had laid an older ivory gown that I seemed to wear to every ball and assembly in Meryton which had been mended far too many times on the bed beside a newer gown I had not worn since my birthday the previous year. It seemed a shame to leave it packed away, but I did wonder if the pale lavender color made me look sickly in the candlelight—

      Without warning, Lydia and Kitty burst into the room, their faces flushed with excitement.

      "Have you chosen your gown for the ball yet, Lizzy?" Lydia inquired, eyes glinting mischievously.

      "I do not know," I replied with a frown, “I have worn the ivory so often—” Even though I was certain that it was close to being out of fashion, it was still elegant and comfortable for an evening of dancing. The lavender, however, was stiff and a bit unyielding, and the neckline was far too low for my liking. All eyes should be on Jane tonight, and I did not wish to usurp any of it.

      “The ivory will be lovely,” Kitty said. “Perhaps you might… add some brighter ribbons to the bodice and sleeves?”

      "Is it too late to take in the hem on the lavender gown?” Lydia asked, her gaze fixed upon the gown with undisguised interest. "You and Jane have such fine gowns to wear—”

      “They are the eldest,” Kitty admonished. “You should not be so jealous!”

      “It is very unfair,” Lydia huffed. “But what do you say, Lizzy? Might I borrow your lavender gown?”

      I fixed my youngest sister with a pointed glare. “There is not enough to mend it to fit you,” I said. “If you had asked me when the invitation arrived—”

      “But I had forgotten all about it,” Lydia whined.

      “What is wrong with the blue one that Mama picked out for you?” I asked.

      Lydia stomped her little feet in frustration. “I cannot wear it!”

      I glanced at Kitty who let out a heavy sigh. “Maria Lucas sent a letter asking what we were wearing to the ball, and said that she would be wearing blue—and I know just the gown, it is quite lovely—”

      “But it is the same color as mine!” Lydia cried.

      Oh, dear.

      “And why is that such a terrible thing?” I pressed.

      Lydia’s expression was pained. “How would you feel if Charlotte Lucas came to the ball wearing the same color gown as you?”

      A ridiculous notion. “I would not be angry with her,” I said flatly, “and I would not try to borrow one of my sisters’ gowns at the last possible moment—if you are afraid of being outshined by Maria Lucas—”

      “Certainly not,” Lydia huffed.

      “Then you should have no need to worry,” I finished.

      The two girls meandered around the room, and Lydia bent over the vanity and began to paw through my ribbons and pins.

      "Do you think Mr. Darcy will ask you to dance, Lizzy?" Lydia asked brightly. Her argument about the gown seemed to have been forgotten and she looked over her shoulder at me with a wicked grin upon her face.

      "Lydia!" I admonished but my cheeks burned at the thought of being singled out by the very gentleman who had vexed me so utterly. And yet, I could not deny the flutter that stirred in my chest at the prospect. "I shall not entertain such a notion. Now, please, leave me to make my decision on what I shall wear. If Charlotte Lucas should wear an old ivory gown, I shall not be cross with her about it."

      Lydia pouted, but she and Kitty did as they were told and I was left alone to stare critically at my gowns. Kitty was right, perhaps adding some velvet ribbon roses to the bodice of the tired gown would help just a little.

      As the day wore on, Longbourn was transformed into a whirlwind of activity. My younger sisters darted from room to room, clamoring for last-minute alterations and help with pinning their hair. Mama seemed to be fretting more than usual, however, given her expectations for the evening, it was not a surprise. Thankfully, Jane had the patience of a saint, and Mama’s fussing did not trouble her as much
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