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        Wear a pink ribbon upon your sleeve to show your affection for me.

      

      

      Elizabeth felt her cheeks heating for the what must have been the thousandth time that evening as she replayed Mr. Darcy’s words over in her mind. The ribbon he had requested had been added to her dress and she ran her fingers over the new edging on her favorite gown. In the candlelight, it would glow warmly against her skin and she only hoped that Mr. Darcy would be pleased to see it there. Undoubtedly, so, she reasoned. There was no need to be nervous about seeing him again… but there was a knot in her stomach that no amount of reassurance could untie. Until she saw his dark eyes and felt his hands around her waist… until that moment she would be full of tension and unease.

      She had taken a terrible risk that day under the trees, and if something should arise - if he should change his mind. No. That would be impossible. A gentleman such as Mr. Darcy would never stoop to such a level. But the possibility of ruin trembled in the back of Elizabeth’s mind, and she could not chase it away.

      Jane, blissfully unaware of her sister’s plight sat across from her in the carriage as it rumbled towards Netherfield Park. With minimal effort, Jane looked radiant, and there was no disguising the mixture of happiness and hope that shone in her blue eyes.

      “Lizzie, you are very quiet tonight, I should think you would be excited for Jane,” Mrs. Bennet said. Elizabeth, startled out of her thoughts did her best to put a smile upon her face, if only for Jane’s sake.

      “Of course, Mama,” she began, but Mrs. Bennet’s rapid conversation rolled over her daughter’s words.

      “Now, I know you will be disappointed to see that most disagreeable Mr. Darcy,” Mrs. bennet lamented. “I have half a mind to judge poor Mr. Bingley for his choice of friends, but I cannot be too hard on a gentleman who makes my dear Jane so happy.”

      “Mama,” Jane protested. “You cannot be so harsh with a gentleman we hardly know.”

      “I can and I shall,” Mrs. Bennet sniffed. “He was so terribly rude to our dear Lizzie. Why even Mr. Bennet had half a mind to give him a stern lecture.”

      Mr. Bennet harrumphed from his seat and thumped his cane on the carriage floor. “I most certainly said no such thing,” he said stiffly. Elizabeth covered her mouth to suppress her laughter at the expression on her mother’s face.

      Mrs. Bennet huffed and dug her hands deeper into her fur-lined muff while Kitty and Lydia giggled. Mary, stoic as always, looked out the window into the dark.

      Though each morning of the past week had brought with it a shimmering blanket of frost, it had not yet snowed in Hertfordshire, and flurries were well overdue for this time of year. There was a bite to the air that Elizabeth found refreshing and hopeful, and she could imagine herself and Mr. Darcy riding out in a carriage together to tour the frozen landscape, their hands clasped beneath a fur blanket as they huddled close for warmth and comfort.

      It was a ridiculous notion, the thought of being married to Mr. Darcy… so much could happen in the time between a proposal and a marriage. And should a proposal be broken…

      “I do hope the officers will have been invited,” Kitty said loudly.

      “I have been promised so many dances, I do hope that I can keep count. Kitty, you will have to help me keep my dance card organized,” Lydia said airily. Kitty pouted briefly and then forgot her sister’s cruel words as she sighted the lanterns that marked out the way to Netherfield Park.

      “Everything is decorated, Mama!” she cried out. “Even the lamps have garlands!”

      “Such an extravagance,” Mrs. Bennet breathed. “Just think of it, Jane. Soon you will be the host of these events. Miss Bingley will turn to you for advice on the guest list, food, and decorations… it will wonderful, do you not agree, Lizzie?”

      Elizabeth barely heard her mother’s question, and only answered after the heel of Mrs. Bennet’s shoe connected with the top of her foot. “Yes… of course, Mama. Wonderful.”

      The carriage lurched to a stop at the entrance to Netherfield Park, and an excited Lydia and Kitty pushed their way out of the door as soon as it was opened by a footman who came rushing up to meet the carriage.

      “You must be on your best behavior tonight,” Mrs. Bennet admonished her husband.

      “If you promise to hold your tongue, dear wife, I shall do the same,” Mr. Bennet grumbled. He sounded stern, but Elizabeth could see the smile upon her father’s face and it gave her hope that the evening would go well. Mr. Bennet would not have allowed himself to be dragged from his study for an event he did not deem worthy of his attention, which was most of the social events that occurred in Hertfordshire throughout the year. He would make special exception for certain invitations, but they would be very carefully chosen, and the fact that he was here was a very special circumstance, indeed.

      If Jane had not guessed the reason for their father’s attendance, Elizabeth would be very surprised. It was clear to everyone that Mr. Bennet was expecting Mr. Bingley to take him aside to ask for his blessing upon an engagement. Elizabeth was fairly sure that he would give it, but she did not envy Mr. Bingley the task of speaking to her father about it.

      Mr. Bennet was a good natured man with a healthy sense of humor, and he would surely take the opportunity to give Mr. Bingley some nature of a lecture for making Jane wait so terribly long for the question to be asked.

      Elizabeth stepped out of the carriage and fell into place beside Jane as they made their way up the stairs and into Netherfield Park’s grand foyer.

      Though she had been a guest at Netherfield the year before, Elizabeth was once again awestruck by the grandeur of the old estate. The furnishings and drapings were of a more modern design, but the antique bones of the house gave it an elegance that could not be hidden under lavish brocades or gilt mirrors.

      They were greeted in the foyer by Mr. Bingley himself, whose smile was so wide as to take up the majority of his handsome face. Elizabeth could have sworn that his high color was due to his pleasure at seeing Jane looking so beautiful, and she granted herself a small measure of pride at having chosen her sister’s gown for the evening.

      “You are most welcome to Netherfield Park,” he said by way of greeting. Mrs. Bennet curtseyed as though she had been welcomed by royalty while Kitty and Lydia giggled together.

      “Kitty, look! There is Mr. Denny!” Lydia cried and pulled Kitty away down the hallway to chase after her favorite officer. Elizabeth felt her cheeks warming at her younger sisters’ behavior, but Mr. Bingley did not seem to mind.

      Elizabeth could hear music coming from the ballroom and the nervous knot in her stomach that had been tightening since she stepped into the carriage at Longbourn squeezed just a little tighter. Surely, Mr. Darcy was in the ballroom.

      “Miss Bennet, you look well,” Mr. Bingley said quickly as Mr. and Mrs. Bennet followed their youngest daughters down the hall. Jane curtseyed and thanked him and Elizabeth smiled to see the blush in her sister’s cheeks once more.

      “It has been entirely too long, Mr. Bingley,” Elizabeth said with a smile. “I shall give you time to reacquaint yourself with my sister. I do hope you will save at least one dance for me, Mr. Bingley?”

      “Without a doubt, Miss Elizabeth,” he replied with a broad smile. Jane took his offered arm and Elizabeth turned to let them pass. Alone in the hallway, Elizabeth breathed a deep sigh. From the expression on Mr. Bingley’s face, and Jane’s reaction at seeing him again, Elizabeth felt confident that a proposal would be made before the evening was over, indeed perhaps before it had even begun.

      She walked down the hallway slowly so as to admire all of the decorations and the care that had gone into making this ball beautiful as well as an event that would be spoken of for years to come. This intention seemed very clear, and to have it all done without the influence of Mr. Bingley’s sisters was no mean feat.

      Garlands of winter boughs, holly and evergreen, filled the hallway with a rich earthy smell, and the sprigs of bright red berries and golden apples were a happy reminder that though winter was upon them, the promise of spring was soon to come.

      Promises.

      She had been given a promise, and now all that remained was for Mr. Darcy to fulfil it and claim her as his own darling. He had done so with his actions, but it was the words she needed. The formality of it all. In her heart, she belonged to him, but it was a fragile thing and she could not be sure if she could trust any of it.

      She had hoped that Mr. Darcy would be in the foyer to greet them, or that he would surprise her while she was alone in the hallway, but as the music from the ballroom grew louder and she began to hear laughter and conversation, that hope began to fade away and the knot in her stomach tightened once more.

      Netherfield Park’s ballroom was decorated in the same manner as the hallway. Great swags of evergreen branches were hung on every wall and the great fireplace mantle was heavy with gold-painted apples and berries.

      Long tables groaned under the weight of sweetmeats, tantalizing desserts, and bowl of rum punch. “Have you ever seen anything like it, Lizzie?” Kitty cried as she ran by. Her sister was gone before she could answer, but in truth, Elizabeth had never seen a room so grandly appointed.

      Guests glittered in their finery and though Elizabeth recognized many faces, there were several that she did not know. Mr. Bingley’s acquaintances from London, no doubt. Or perhaps further afield. A special occasion called for a special guest list, that much was certain. Elizabeth doubts about Mr. Bingley’s intentions towards her sister faded still more as she took in the expanse of the room and the smiling guests. The musicians were exceedingly accomplished and Elizabeth did not recognize them from any other event that had been held in Hertfordshire in recent memory. Yet another reason to consider this ball to be something special. Mr. Bingley had spared no expense and it was obvious to everyone present.

      From the snatches of conversation that she overheard, much of the discussion was about their host and the beautiful young woman on his arm. Those that did not know Jane speculated on her background or commented on her beauty and grace on the dance floor, and those that did sought to educate their new friends about who exactly the Bennet family was.

      Oblivious to it all, Jane and Mr. Bingley were partnered for dance after dance, all the while staring into each others’ eyes as if there were no one else in the room. Mr. Darcy had been wrong to convince his friend that Jane was not enamored of him. How could anyone question her affection? Certainly no one present would dare deny something so obvious.

      Mr. Darcy had proven his desire to please her, and his efforts with Mr. Bingley had had the intended effect. Elizabeth could not deny that her anger with Mr. Darcy had been well deserved, though she did now
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