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      Mr. Edward Bennet had been ill for months, but nothing that was purchased from the apothecary seemed to be having any effect. The cough had begun as part of a light, late summer malady, but as September approached, his condition had improved only slightly.

      And now, close to Michaelmas, he had moved into his study and spent his time in bed, or in his favorite chair wrapped in blankets before the fire that always burned in the grate.

      Though they quarreled constantly, Mrs. Bennet hovered over her husband, her forehead creased with worry. She adjusted his pillows, shouted for the scullery maid to bank the fire and for Hill to bring a fresh pot of tea, but more than anything she fussed.

      “Oh, my poor Mr. Bennet! How your cough sets my nerves on edge. I do worry that Doctor Carter is not treating you well enough.”

      “Now, Mrs. Bennet, if you move my pillows once more, I shall have to be forced to demand new ones. I fear you have fluffed them beyond their capacity for comfort.”

      If there was anything Mr. Bennet hated, it was being fussed over. He protested as loudly as he was able in an effort to be left alone, but the heaviness in his chest and the persistent hack of his cough often left him breathless and weak.

      Elizabeth and Jane, the eldest of the five Bennet daughters had begun to sit with their father between meal times under the pretense of providing him with diverting company, or simply a silent and comforting presence... but the real reason for their vigil was steeped in worry.

      When the stairs to the second floor had proved too difficult to navigate, the best solution available was to move a bed into the room that Mr. Bennet spent the most time in. However, some days ago, their father had fainted while moving to the bed Dr. Carter had ordered brought into his study.

      When the doctor had been summoned to Mr. Bennet’s bedside he had insisted on their watchfulness to ensure recovery. While Jane was hopeful and did not want to hear anything to the contrary, Elizabeth could see no improvement in their father’s condition.
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      “Oh, Mr. Bennet, I am so very aggrieved that you are not well enough to greet our new neighbor. Sir William has already been to Netherfield Park twice, and you know that he will talk of nothing but Charlotte... are our girls never to have a chance at meeting a gentleman?”

      “Nonsense, Mrs. Bennet. Our dear daughters will meet their share of gentlemen—“ Mr. Bennet’s words were cut off by a racking cough and Mrs. Bennet began to fuss over him again, pulling a blanket up over his shoulders and shutting a window that he had managed to open when no one was looking.

      “I do worry so,” she moaned. “And Mr. Bingley has five thousand a year. To think, if only someone could go to Netherfield Park and pay our respects... tell him that we have five wonderful daughters...”

      “Mama, you cannot expect him to go to Netherfield Park in his condition. You are asking too much,” Elizabeth said from the doorway. Mr. Bennet smiled weakly in greeting as Mrs. Bennet huffed her disappointment.

      “I suppose I could entreat to my dear sister, perhaps Mr. Phillips could visit Mr. Bingley on our behalf...”

      Elizabeth made a face, and her father raised his eyebrow in amusement. “I cannot think of anyone I would send on our behalf who would do our reputations more damage. No, I think not, Mrs. Bennet,” he said with a chuckle.

      Elizabeth stifled a sigh and came into the room as Hill bustled towards them with a fresh pot of tea and a tray laden with Mr. Bennet’s favorite treats.

      Elizabeth eyed the tray, and realized that only a few months ago it had been easy to tempt her father with pastries, but since his illness his appetite had declined rapidly, and she worried to see him looking thinner under his woolen blankets.

      “Mama, this is hardly the time to lament upon our fortunes,” Elizabeth said. She poured tea for her father and set the cup down nearby should he wish to have one. Her mother added a lemon tart to the saucer, ignoring Elizabeth’s stern glance.

      “You are quite correct, Lizzie, for indeed I have some news that will brighten the dreariest of days! Can you guess what it is, Mr. Bennet?”

      Mr. Bennet tested the temperature of his tea briefly before contemplating her question. “I am afraid that I cannot guess, my dear, for whatever I choose, I am sure it will be incorrect,” he replied.

      “There is to be an assembly in Meryton not six days from now, and Lady Lucas tells me that Mr. Bingley and all his guests will be in attendance!” Mrs. Bennet clapped her hands with glee, not caring a whit for any of the other emotions in the room. “Jane shall of course require a new gown. I shall not see her presented to Mr. Bingley’s acquaintance in some antiquated frock that has been repairs or re-hemmed countless times.” Mrs. Bennet paused momentarily to take a bite of a jam-smeared scone before she continued. “Lydia and Kitty will need new ribbons for their gowns, and Mary too, I suppose, though she never dances...”

      Mr. Bennet set down his teacup and smiled briefly at his wife. “I take all this to mean that the necessary arrangements have already been made?” He looked to Elizabeth for her reaction, as he knew that his favorite daughter would always answer him truthfully.

      “Yes, Papa,” Elizabeth replied. “Jane’s gown will be ready in time, and I believe she looks very well in it. She has taken Lydia and Kitty into town to help them choose their ribbons today.”

      Mrs. Bennet huffed quietly as Mr. Bennet nodded sagely. “Well, Mrs. Bennet, this is excellent news indeed. And though I cannot visit Mr. Bingley in person, you will, no doubt, be pleased to know that I have written him a letter of welcome. I have made my apologies for being absent in the long line of well-wishers who are all, likely as not, circling Netherfield Park as a pack of wolves would an unwary stag.”

      Elizabeth covered her mouth to keep from laughing aloud, but Mrs. Bennet seemed, as usual, to have only heard the words that benefitted her most of all.

      “Oh, Mr. Bennet! Lizzie, did you hear? He has written to Mr. Bingley! And your father does write such charming letters that I do expect Mr. Bingley will arrive on our doorstep at any time to pay his respects!” Mrs. Bennet laughed gaily and kissed her husband soundly on his forehead.

      “I shall have to contain my excitement until Jane and the girls return, they will be so pleased to hear this news!” With a final joyful exclamation, Mrs. Bennet flounced from the room shouting for Longbourn’s housekeeper.

      “How are you feeling, Papa?” Elizabeth asked, coming closer to look into her father’s tired eyes. Their pale blue, once so clear, had muddied somewhat since his illness began, and Elizabeth could not help but wonder at the true nature of this lingering malady.

      “I am tired, Lizzie,” he said simply. “Perhaps if you will read to me I may sleep a little before your sisters return and the noise of youth with them.”

      Elizabeth smiled and selected a book from the shelf. It was one she had returned to several times in recent months, and each time she found something new to appreciate.

      “What have you chosen,” her father asked sleepily.

      “The Metamorphoses.”

      “Ah, yes, a fine translation too.”

      Elizabeth knew every line, every myth, by heart, and as she read and her father closed his eyes, she pondered the change that had come over him. His once ruddy cheeks were pale and gaunt, and his jacket seemed too wide upon his shoulders which were stooped a little more than they should be for a gentleman of his age. His breathing was labored; slow and wheezing in his chest. Elizabeth’s own breath caught as her father paused in his breathing for a moment too long... Though she would never tell Jane, Elizabeth was terrified that each breath could be her father’s last, and she did not know, should it happen, how to cope with what would come.
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      On the day of the Meryton assembly, the house was in an uproar. Elizabeth had been sitting with her father and trying her best to ignore the shouting coming from the parlor, but as Mr. Bennet sighed with annoyance once more, Elizabeth set down her book with a thud.

      “I will quiet them, Papa,” she said reassuringly. Mr. Bennet did not reply, he simply nodded and turned another page in his book as she left the room, closing the door quietly behind her.

      Elizabeth sucked in a breath as Kitty’s voice echoed down the hallway, and as she stepped into the parlor, she was almost knocked off her feet by Kitty as she chased Lydia around the room.

      “Give them back, Lyddie! You cannot change your mind hours before we are meant to leave for the assembly!”

      Lydia held aloft the ribbons that Kitty had chosen in town a few days before. “I can and I will,” Lydia crowed. “You see, Jane is already pinning my dress!”

      “But, Mama, it is so unfair,” Kitty wailed, her eyes welling up with tears as Lydia beamed at her smugly.

      “Oh, Kitty, you are making my head ache with your complaints. Lydia is quite right, Jane has already begun pinning up her dress so it is too late now.”

      “Besides, Kitty, you would not listen to Mrs. Fairfax when she said that the color of the ribbon would compliment my complexion best... you are better suited to pale colors. It would look all wrong on you.” Lydia was very confident in her pronouncement, and Kitty’s shoulders slumped even more.

      “Come now,” Elizabeth said, coming into the room and putting her arm around her younger sister’s waist. “We both know that Lydia will spill punch on herself almost immediately, and she will ruin the satin ribbon she has taken from you. I say that you will look very well with your dresses trimmed in white velvet.” She lowered her voice conspiratorially, and Kitty tried her best to smile as Lydia moved closer to be able to hear better.

      “I will not ruin it, Lizzie!” Lydia cried. “Mama! Tell Lizzie that I will be careful!”

      “Girl, you are trying my nerves, and I will not go to this assembly with a headache. Cease your shouting. Your poor father must be beside himself.”

      “Yes, Mama, you are correct. Lydia, keep your voice down. Poor Papa is trying to rest.”

      “I am sorry, Lizzie,” Lydia whispered loudly. “But you really cannot scold me for telling Kitty the truth.”

      “The truth is not always kind, Lydia. Especially when wielded in this manner. Apologize to Kitty and go and sit with Jane while she hems your dress.”

      Lydia pouted angrily and mumbled an apology before going to sit by Jane and help her with the ribbons she had taken from Kitty.

      “I will help you with your dress, Kitty,” Elizabeth said, giving her sister a squeeze.

      “But then you will not have time to fix your own dress, Lizzie,” Kitty exclaimed.

      “I am not going,” Elizabeth replied simply. “Now, fetch my sewing box and we will get to work on your dress, you will be leaving in a few hours...”

      “Why does Lizzie get to stay home, Mama?” Asked Mary sharply from her seat by the pianoforte.

      “Lizzie is not staying home, Mary, she is coming to the assembly, and you are not to mention the possibility of staying home again,” Mrs. Bennet sighed.

      Elizabeth looked up from Kitty’s dress and stared at her mother. “Of course I am staying here tonight. Who will look after Papa if we are all at the assembly?”

      “Surely... Hill...” Mrs. Bennet stammered, clearly not having given any thought to the predicament they were currently facing. She could not stay, and Lydia and Kitty would never volunteer, which was a blessing in disguise as Mr. Bennet’s patience for the younger girls was very thin.

      “You will not leave poor Hill to care for Papa,” Elizabeth said matter-of-factly.

      “But Lizzie, Mr. Bingley will be at the assembly and he is bringing his guests...”

      “Yes! Four ladies and seven gentlemen... that’s what Maria Lucas told me,” Lydia cried.

      “Seven gentlemen!” Kitty exclaimed, “why that is one for each of us to have at least twelve dances with!”

      “At least! But I shant be dancing with anyone who does not please me,” Lydia asserted.

      “No, indeed,” Kitty agreed.

      “Mama, I am staying home tonight,” Elizabeth said firmly.

      Mrs. Bennet looked as though she was ready to argue, but then she nodded and dabbed at her eyes with her handkerchief. “Of course, Lizzie. You are a very good girl and your father will be glad of your company. Mary, you are coming to the assembly, perhaps you will bring yourself to dance for once. Lady Lucas tells me that Colonel Forster’s son has come back from his schooling in Brussels. Perhaps you will charm him tonight.”

      Lydia covered her mouth, but not in time to smother her laughter. Mary crossed her arms over her chest and looked down at her knees.

      “Could you imagine? Mary dancing? I do not think she even knows any of the steps!” Lydia dissolved into laughter and Kitty’s cheeks pinkened as she struggled to keep her own mirth contained.

      Elizabeth pressed her lips together and tugged at the ribbon in Kitty’s hands, pulling her sister’s focus away from Lydia’s terrible example. She might have been the youngest, but Lydia was forever leading Kitty astray, and was always the instigator in any disagreements that erupted among the younger Bennet siblings.

      She would learn nothing from the constant scolding she received, and as Elizabeth had told Jane on many occasions, it was easier just to let Lydia have her way, for the fight that would accompany any resistance to her schemes was too exhausting to bear. Her bad habits had already settled firmly, and no amount of admonishment would change her behavior. Perhaps if their mother were not so distracted by the pursuit of suitable husbands for her daughters, she would have paid more attention to how their actions might affect those intended matches.

      There was little that could be done to correct it now, and all they could hope was to find Lydia a suitable husband who would not mind her wildness too much. Elizabeth knew that it was her mother’s plan to entreat upon Mrs. Forster, who had become an especial friend of Lydia’s since her arrival in Meryton with the garrison, to assist her in finding a husband very like Colonel Forster for Lydia. Surely, if someone of Mrs. Forster’s temperament, which was very much like Lydia’s, was able to find a steady husband, surely there could be a similar gentleman or officer in Lydia’s future.

      “Come now, girls, we must waste no time, the carriage will be ready soon, and we must not be late!”

      Elizabeth bent her head to her task, but not before sharing a smile with Jane. They were both well aware that their mother’s hopes for their future rested upon making a smart match – a gentleman from a good family, to be sure. Wealthy, but not too wealthy as to be arrogant, that was very important. Mrs. Bennet had been very specific in her description of the perfect husband for her daughters.

      He should be kind, but not easily manipulated; generous, but not irresponsible; humble, yet possessed of an awareness of his great worth... the list continued in a similar fashion. In short, he would be a gentleman made out of the very best parts of every great mythical hero and biblical paragon. An impossible creature. A Prince Charming on a noble steed... ridiculous. Jane might have concocted her own image of the perfect husband, but Elizabeth had not. All she knew was that it would take nothing but the very deepest love to convince her to marry. Unluckily for her, considering the options Hertfordshire and her mother’s scheming had to offer, that day might never arrive.
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      With barely any time to spare, Kitty and Lydia’s dress alterations were completed and Elizabeth rushed up the stairs with Jane to the room they shared. Jane was breathless as she pulled her new gown over her head and gratefully accepted her sister’s help to fasten the ribbons that wound around her bodice and tied between her shoulders.

      “How is any young lady expected to get ready on her own, or in a hurry?” Jane gasped as she searched frantically through her jewelry for the pearl studded cross she had received last Christmas.

      “Any proper young lady would be attended by no less than two ladies’ maids and perhaps even a hairdresser,” Elizabeth said with a smile. “Sadly, until you are married to a fine gentleman, I fear that your retinue will consist of only your poor sister.”

      Jane laughed lightly and pulled her sister into a tight embrace before turning back to her jewelry. Elizabeth plucked the necklace from under Jane’s fingers and fastened it around her neck.

      “You are too nervous, Jane. Try to relax.”

      “I am not myself this evening. I confess that Mama’s endless scheming and constant chatter about Mr. Bingley has mad me quite flustered. What if he does not want to dance with me?”

      “Oh, Jane. What if he is hideous, or in possession of a terrible personality? What if he is short and greasy with a persistent case of the sniffles? What if he is utterly heinous and will not stop asking you to dance? What then?”

      “Lizzie, you are too cruel to me!” Jane laughed, swatting at her sister lightly in protest. Elizabeth evaded her blows deftly.

      “You must forgive me,” Elizabeth said through her laughter. “Mama’s schemes have a way of working out in no one’s favor at all... and so I will be more than astonished if this Mr. Bingley is indeed as handsome and kind as he is rich. Goodness knows you deserve every happiness, and I would not wish for anything else.”

      “Thank you, Lizzie. I can only hope that—“

      “Jane! You must hurry, the carriage is here!” Lydia’s voice echoed up the stairs and Jane looked into the mirror quickly, adjusting her carefully pinned curls before turning back to Elizabeth.

      “You look beautiful, but you should not need my assurance for that,” Elizabeth said with a smile. “Go, and dance all
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