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          DECEMBER 20TH - 1813

        

      

    

    
      The Meryton assembly hall was alight with the warmth of a hundred candles and filled to the roof with the scent of holiday greenery. The smell of pine and holly were enough to inspire a bit of Christmas spirit in Elizabeth, despite the fact it did not yet feel like Christmas to her. Jane and Elizabeth had only just returned from an extended stay in Scotland, where they spent the winter caring for a distant great aunt as a grave illness neared its end. It had been a grim time for both Bennet sisters and while Jane returned to Longbourn as if she never left, Elizabeth found it more difficult to leave Scotland behind.

      It was Mr. Bennet who convinced Elizabeth to join them at the Meryton Christmas assembly, though she initially insisted on staying at home. Elizabeth wanted to have fun and enjoy the holiday the way she used to, but she grew so weary caring for their Great Aunt, she felt as if she could sleep for a year. But her father genuinely wished for her to accompany her family and in the end, she could not deny her father his Christmas wish.

      “Did you hear me, Lizzy?” Mrs. Bennet asked Elizabeth.

      She had not.

      “Could you repeat yourself please, mama?”

      “I knew you were not listening. Introduce yourself to Mr. Bingley and his dear friend, Mr. Darcy. Mr. Bingley has taken ownership of Netherfield and will be staying in Meryton for the foreseeable future. Is that not true, Mr. Bingley?”

      Elizabeth finally looked up at Mr. Bingley and Mr. Darcy. Bingley was a jovial and handsome man with a boyish charm that made him immediately appealing. Darcy, however…

      He looked as if he had just been fed an entire lemon and was barely concealing his rage over the incident. Elizabeth was also unsure where or who he was looking at, but it was certainly not the people who were attempting to make polite conversation with him. It became clear that Mr. Bingley was the more vociferous of the two, as he was quick to fill the silence.

      “You are correct, Mrs. Bennet,” Bingley said as he sipped from a cup of wassail. “I initially only intended to make Netherfield my summer home, but I found it so pleasing here, I decided to stay unless I am needed in London.”

      “And your friend?” Lydia asked, her eyes fixed on Mr. Darcy. It seemed that in their older sisters’ absences, the youngest Bennet girls had become obsessed with the idea of finding a husband. Elizabeth thought it was wrong for girls so young to be so forward with strange men, but their mother was so intent on marrying off all of her daughters, it seemed propriety had become a secondary worry at Longbourn.

      They all paused as they waited for Darcy to answer for himself; when no answer came, Bingley spoke for him instead.

      “Darcy was meant to meet his sister at Pemberley, their family home in Lambton. However, the snow made it impossible for Miss Darcy to leave the home of their cousin in Devonshire, where she is spending the year. It took a bit of convincing, but I got old Darcy here to stay for the holidays. I could not bear the thought of him in that huge old estate all by himself.”

      Mrs. Bennet pushed herself back into the conversation, quite literally inserting herself next to Mr. Darcy. He appeared deeply unamused.

      “You will be in Meryton for the holiday as well, Mr. Darcy? Have you been properly introduced to my daughter, Elizabeth Bennet?” she asked, her voice as thick and sweet as honey. Darcy did not even spare a passing glance for Elizabeth.

      “Yes, you introduced us only a moment ago, madam. I would not have forgotten her in so little time.”

      Elizabeth could see the disinterest in his eyes but it did not offend her, as she found him far too prideful and unpleasant for even another moment of her time. Instead of devoting any further attention to the conversation around her, Elizabeth allowed her mind to drift away as she watched people dance and sing carols at the piano. It was a rather lovely scene and as the smell of Christmas pudding drifted into the hall, Elizabeth forgot where she was for a minute. In fact, she felt positively cheery…

      Until she heard her name and realized she had entirely missed the context.

      “Is that true, Elizabeth?” Mr. Bingley asked.

      Elizabeth felt as if she had fallen through the ice and into a freezing cold lake.

      “Is what true?”

      Everyone gathered around her was watching her like she had gone mad. Everyone, except for Jane, who appeared utterly horrified. Mr. Bingley smiled warmly and then spoke slower, as if the problem was her inability to understand the words themselves.

      “Your mother was just raving about your exceptional cooking skills. She said you will be cooking your family’s entire holiday feast without the aid of your housekeeper or kitchen staff.”

      Elizabeth’s eyes moved slowly toward her mother, so Mrs. Bennet could feel every bit of betrayal that her daughter was now experiencing.

      “She said that, did she? And why would you bring up such a thing now, mama?”

      If Elizabeth had perfected her look of betrayal, it was only because she had learned at the feet of the master. Mrs. Bennet gave her daughter a stare so fraught with intensity, Elizabeth knew that if she did not agree with her mother, she would have to find another home for the holidays.

      Rather than go into great detail about her supposed skill, Elizabeth simply said, “yes, my mother is correct. I know how to cook.” This was not technically a lie; Elizabeth did know how to cook. She was just not terribly good at it.

      Mr. Bingley clapped his hands together in joy. “Then it is settled. My sister Caroline and I will join you for Christmas, as our family is very much in London. And may Darcy join us, in spite of his general lack of Christmas spirit?”

      Elizabeth and Mrs. Bennet’s mouths both fell wide open, but for very different reasons.

      Did she invite him? Elizabeth thought in a panic. I did not hear her extend an invitation. She certainly can not agree. That would be madness. She has to say no. Certainly, she will say...

      “We would love for all three of you to attend our grand holiday feast! Please, come to Longbourn on Christmas morning and you may all stay for the day!”

      Elizabeth did not know what she expected her mother to say, but it was certainly not that.

      What in the world was Elizabeth going to do now?
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      The coach ride back to Longbourn was entirely silent, as Elizabeth stared out the window, Jane looked at her lap intently, and Mrs. Bennet played with a loose thread hanging from her shawl. The tension hung heavily in the air, even more so than the threat of winter weather that teased Elizabeth’s senses. Under most circumstances, the anticipation of snow made her joyful, drawing cheerful memories of her childhood and playing with her sisters on a cold, snowy day. But she could not enjoy it now, because the rage she felt toward her mother was practically causing her to see red.

      When the coach came to a stop in front of Longbourn, Mrs. Bennet lingered behind her daughters, as if she knew what awaited her when she stepped foot inside. Elizabeth stood in the doorway and frowned at her mother, who could not stay in the coach forever. As she had no tolerance against the cold, however, hardly ten minutes had passed before Mrs. Bennet was forced to leave the relative safety of the coach and walk inside of Longbourn to face her daughter’s wrath. The heat of it was enough to warm the woman as she walked past Elizabeth and shut the door behind them.

      “How could you?” Elizabeth asked deliberately, ensuring her mother understood every word. It was clear Mrs. Bennet knew precisely what her daughter meant, but she feigned ignorance just to pass some time.

      “Whatever do you mean, dearest? What did I do?”

      Elizabeth did not even try to disguise her incredulity. “What were you thinking, mama? I can not cook! I can not even make tea.”

      Mrs. Bennet removed her coat and handed it to Mrs. Hill, the Bennets’ housekeeper.

      “Then it is quite lucky you do not have to make tea! You simply have to make dinner for ten people,” Mrs. Bennet said as she attempted to laugh. Elizabeth remained unamused.

      “That is not funny, mother. How do you expect me to cook a meal when I have spent absolutely no time in the kitchen?”

      “You have four days to learn. I am sure Mrs. Hill will be willing to teach you,” Mrs. Bennet said as she attempted to escape up the stairs. Elizabeth prevented her escape just as the second coach carrying Mr. Bennet, Mary, Kitty, and Lydia arrived. The tension in the entryway only increased with their presence.

      “Why is it necessary for Mrs. Hill to teach me anything? You are trying to find a husband for Jane! I am quite certain that no one at the Meryton assembly cares if I am able to cook a meal or not,” Elizabeth said, her frustration mounting by the moment. Mrs. Bennet tried once again to slip by her daughter but Elizabeth somehow managed to take up the entire space with only her outstretched arms.

      Mrs. Bennet sighed.

      “Darling, I thought perhaps that someone might be listening, and then a man might express interest in you, as well. The ability to cook is a fine trait in a wife and any gentleman would be lucky to…”

      “But I can not cook!” Elizabeth cried, interrupting her mother with such ferocity that Kitty and Lydia gasped in unison and covered their faces in horror. It was obvious that the tension in the room had reached a breaking point and Mr. Bennet was compelled to do something to end it.

      “You must admit, dear,” he said as he walked over to his wife and skillfully ushered her away from the staircase, “that this plan was not particularly well considered. Perhaps it would be better for all involved if we rescinded the invitation. I am sure you can think of a worthy excuse.”

      Mrs. Bennet was horrified.

      “I will do no such thing! If we rescind the invitation now, Mr. Bingley will spread the word far and wide that the Bennet family is rude and their daughters are not in possession of any skills that make them worthy as a wife! No, absolutely not. Lizzy will just have to learn how to cook.”

      Lydia laughed quietly behind her hand, which caused Elizabeth to turn her raging stare toward her sister just long enough to quiet her. Once Lydia was silent, Elizabeth returned to her mother.

      “It is more than cooking, mama. Now, we must decorate the house so it meets the fashionable standards of Caroline Bingley! How will we ever achieve such a feat in four days?”

      “We shall manage! Now, if you will excuse me, I suddenly have quite the headache,” Mrs. Bennet said as she cleverly slipped underneath Elizabeth’s arm and hurried up the stairs to her room. Once her mother was safely ensconced in her chambers, Elizabeth turned to her father for sympathy.

      “What could she possibly have been thinking?”

      Mr. Bennet laughed. “I have not asked myself that question since before Jane was born. Your mother is a bit of mystery to me, love. All you girls are, in your own ways.”

      Elizabeth sighed in resignation.

      “But papa… what am I meant to do?”

      Mr. Bennet yawned and gestured toward the housekeeper, who was making her own way to bed.

      “I suppose you are meant to ask Mrs. Hill to teach you how to cook.”

      Elizabeth watched, horrified, as her father followed her mother up the stairs to bed. Her sisters had long ago disappeared, leaving her alone in the entryway of Longbourn, staring at the light in the lantern that had been left on a side table for her. The longer she stared at the candlelight, the more her stomach ached. Her family seemed so confident that she would become the perfect hostess in time for a Christmas feast…

      But how in the world was she meant to find that confidence for herself?
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