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Chapter 1

			Early nineteenth-century English society, in general, and their mother, in particular, had indelibly impressed on the five Bennet sisters that the singular path to security, success, and, perchance, happiness, depended entirely on which gentleman chose to propose to them.

			The sisters—Jane, Elizabeth, Mary, Catherine, and Lydia—ranging in age from twenty-two to fifteen, lived with Mr. and Mrs. Bennet on a modest estate called Longbourn near the village of Meryton.

			On the evening we find them, the family was walking into the drawing room having just finished dinner. The room was well-appointed in shades of blue and green.

			Mr. Bennet had gray hair and moved slowly, as though he were older than he actually was. As the only man and final authority figure in the family, Mr. Bennet delighted in telling clever stories and teasing his daughters. In return, they enjoyed his good humor.

			Mrs. Bennet was prone to expressing her opinions with no discretion—in public or otherwise. When frustrated, she became overly dramatic, resulting in those around her taking her less seriously. She was deeply devoted to her girls, however, and the bonds between each of them and her were strong. After twenty-three years of marriage, she remained (or pretended to remain) susceptible to her husband’s sarcastic humor and penchant for provocation. Mr. Bennet seldom spoke of serious matters with his family, but when he did, it was usually with Elizabeth rather than his wife. Mrs. Bennet was disheartened and quietly chafed at being slighted in such a manner.

			Each family member found their favorite place to sit. The soft sounds of dishes clattering could be heard as the servants cleaned up after dinner.

			Jane was the oldest of the sisters and possessed a quiet beauty. She radiated a calm temperament, listened thoughtfully, and was quick to forgive. Still, she was somewhat shy and preferred to let others lead the conversation. She picked up a small sewing project that she had been working on.

			Elizabeth was a lovely woman with a dynamic personality and an enthusiastic outlook. She walked the mile to Meryton almost every day, sometimes running, if no one was looking. She enjoyed conversation and was not hesitant to speak to the people she met. Once she’d settled herself on the settee, she found the bookmark in the novel she was currently reading.

			“Jane, Lizzy, what did you do today?” Mr. Bennet asked.

			Jane looked up from her sewing.

			“I finished the volume I was reading and did some sewing,” she replied.

			“I walked into the village and then spent the afternoon doing what we all do, waiting for that elusive, wealthy, handsome man to come call on me,” Elizabeth chimed in, a sparkle in her eye.

			Her sisters laughed.

			“They do not seem to be drawn to Meryton,” Jane added.

			More laughter.

			“That is, in fact, the most important thing you do,” Mrs. Bennet said. “If you are not meeting gentlemen, then we must devise a plan for you to encounter them more often.”

			Mary had more depth than her sisters. She was gifted with an aptitude for music and was an accomplished pianist. She was highly intelligent, worked hard at her studies, and frequently visited her father’s library. Her deportment was observant and rational, and she enjoyed in-depth conversations on a variety subjects, but had little luck engaging her sisters, whose heads were always preoccupied with romance.

			“Elizabeth does have a point, Mama,” Mary said. “Sitting in our parlor reminds me of the words of Shakespeare’s Macbeth.”

			She stood up as though she were on stage and delivered the lines from memory:

			“Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow. Creeps in this petty pace from day to day. To the last syllable of recorded time.”

			Everyone laughed, except Mrs. Bennet.

			“Well said, Mary,” Elizabeth affirmed.

			“Mary, you must refrain from the practice of using big words and quoting Shakespeare,” Mrs. Bennet admonished. “It is very off-putting and makes you far less desirable as a potential wife.”

			Catherine was blessed with classic beauty and a trim figure. She was quiet and unassuming—only those who paid attention could see that she was beginning to mature into a stunning woman. Her sisters had taken to calling her Kitty, which was a perfect pet name for her temperament. She had begun sketching a picture of her father with a pencil and paper—the rendering was an excellent likeness.

			Lydia was the youngest and was quick to show her lovely smile. Although she exuded abundant youthful playfulness, she was also intelligent and was just beginning to mature into a woman. Lydia sat swinging her legs, bored to tears. She longed to get out of the house or do anything other than sit and make small talk.

			Mr. Bennet noticed her restlessness.

			“And so, my silly young girls—Lydia, Kitty, how were your days?”

			“It was actually very nice, Father,” Lydia said. “We went into town and met two of the most charming soldiers, a Mr. Denny and a Mr. Armstrong.”

			“They were both quite handsome and spoke to us for some time,” said Kitty. “It turns out that Mr. Armstrong grew up not more than forty miles from Longbourn.”

			“Mr. Denny told us that a friend of his would be joining the regiment here in Meryton from London before long,” Lydia noted.

			“Are these officers married?” Mrs. Bennet asked.

			“No, they are both unmarried,” Lydia answered.

			“You see, girls, there is hope after all,” Mrs. Bennet proclaimed. “There are few things more arresting than a fine-looking officer in full dress uniform.”

			“I think I will go to my library and then retire early,” Mr. Bennet said. He rose, nodded to his family, and left the room without kissing his wife goodnight.

			



	

Chapter 2

			Mary looked forward to her regular Wednesday fortepiano lesson with her instructor, Mrs. Martha Brown, who had been teaching in her home for many years. Mary was gifted and was Mrs. Brown’s most advanced student. Her parlor was open and airy, punctuated with two very large windows with seats fashioned from the window ledge. An elegant mahogany fortepiano dominated the room.

			On one particular Wednesday, upon entering the parlor, Mary saw a stranger seated on one of the window seats. She was a pleasant-looking woman who appeared to be only slightly older than she.

			“Mary, allow me to present Miss Nancy Evans,” said Mrs. Brown. “Nancy, this is Miss Mary Bennet.”

			She stood up, and both curtsied to the other.

			“Nice to meet you,” Miss Evans said.

			“You as well.”

			“Miss Evans is an excellent singer and is considering taking up the fortepiano,” Mrs. Brown explained. “So, I have invited her to sit in on your lesson to get a better sense of what is involved. Is that alright with you?

			“Certainly,” said Mary. “How long have you been engaged in singing?”

			“Since I was a young girl.”

			“Very good,” said Mary.

			—

			After the lesson had concluded, the two young women lingered outside.

			“What did you think of the lesson?” Mary asked.

			“I liked it very much. You are quite accomplished,” Nancy said, her eyes aglow with excitement.

			“Thank you. Do you have access to a fortepiano?”

			“Yes, my mother played often in the house where we grew up,” Nancy said. “My parents have passed away, but I still live there now.”

			After a brief pause, she spoke again.

			“I understand this is a bit forward, but would you like to see it?”

			Mary longed for activities to avoid the monotony of sitting in their parlor doing embroidery.

			“I certainly would. I am free now, if that’s agreeable?”

			“Yes, it’s less than a mile away, at the end of Cranberry Lane. Our family calls it the Cranberry Lane Estate,” she said with a slight laugh.

			“The house with the spreading tree and the red roses in front?”

			“The very one,” Nancy affirmed. “The tree is called a cedar of Lebanon.”

			“It is truly magnificent.”

			It was a warm spring day accented with billowy clouds. They began walking.

			“I have admired your home when walking through that part of the village,” Mary said.

			They strolled slowly and began to learn about each other. After they had walked halfway, Mary asked about Nancy’s marital status.

			“No, I am not married. I live with just my housekeeper, Miss Bailey. She is only a few years older than me, and neither of us has ever been married.”

			“Forgive me for asking, but how then do you come to have your own home?”

			“My family grew up here. My father ran a leather goods business in the village, which remains active today. You might have heard of it, Evans Leatherworks?”

			“Yes, I have,” Mary replied.

			“Business flourished, and my father accepted an offer from a prosperous London merchant to expand operations into the city. That partnership was successful, and our family became quite wealthy. My father spent most of his time in London with the business, where he also built a large family mansion. But he kept this property as well.”

			“What an interesting story,” Mary commented.

			“My parents passed away several years ago and left the estate to my brother,” Nancy said. “He lives in London with his wife Olivia and their two boys, Jack and Noah. I like the simpler life in the country. He is a dear brother and will let me live here for as long as I like.”

			“I see. What a lovely arrangement.”

			“Besides being an excellent housekeeper, Miss Bailey is good at conversation and enjoys music as well. I also have a small library and try to add books when I can. I do not like being idle,” Nancy said.

			“I, too, like to read,” Mary added. “I look forward to seeing what titles you have.”

			“Very good,” Nancy said, enjoying the conversation and the fresh air.

			—

			When they arrived at Nancy’s home, they passed through the parlor into the well-appointed drawing room. Under a south-facing window, a row of flowering plants basked in the sun, resting in a polished wooden planter. The ebony fortepiano was similar to the one Mrs. Brown owned.

			“Oh, how lovely. May I?”

			“Please.” Nancy gestured toward the fortepiano.

			Mary sat and played a progression of complex chords.

			“Such a beautiful instrument. It is perfectly in tune, and the tone quality is marvelous.”

			Hearing the music, Miss Bailey entered the room.

			“Miss Bennet, allow me to present my housekeeper, Miss Edith Bailey.”

			Mary rose, and they curtsied to each other.

			“Would you like a tour of my home?” Nancy asked.

			“If you would be so kind, I would be most interested.”

			The three of them proceeded to wander through each of the main rooms, upstairs and down, discussing the features of each, spending the longest time in the library.

			They returned to the drawing room.

			“Come, I think you will enjoy a view of our gardens,” Nancy said.

			They stepped through a wide door onto a patio that overlooked the back of the estate. The home was set on a hill covered by grass that sloped down to the woods below. Flowering gardens surrounded the home. A magnificent old cedar tree anchored the property to the west of the house.

			“What a lovely vista—and such a nice garden,” Mary said. “But, Miss Evans, I must ask, how can just the two of you do all of the work involved in keeping such a home?”

			“A natural question, Miss. Bennet,” Nancy replied with a small laugh. “The staff that maintains and supplies our leatherworks factory just a mile down the hill, also maintains this property. My brother is committed to keeping our family home in Meryton, and he stays here when he visits. So, the men from the factory do all of the heavy work around the house, such as repairs and gardening. Their supply wagon keeps us stocked with basics like firewood. My brother also keeps a maid who helps with housecleaning twice a week, as well as a handyman, as needed. The factory stable can provide a horse, a horse and buggy, or even a carriage. For now, we are managing just fine. Furthermore, I am not afraid of housework and actually enjoy working in the garden. I prefer to live with just the two of us in the house because of what that gives me.

			“Which is?” Mary asked.

			Nancy paused and looked Mary in the eye.

			“Privacy, seclusion, and freedom to live in my home the way I choose. It is a privilege few women enjoy.”

			The power of Nancy’s words astounded Mary. Her mind raced to comprehend the implication of what Nancy had just said. Her heart beat faster and she caught her breath.

			“I see. I mean, I really see what you are saying,” she affirmed.

			“I thought you would understand,” Nancy smiled.

			They walked back into the drawing room, and Mary’s impending departure left the air a little awkward.

			“Thank you for sharing your most interesting story,” Mary said. “I am delighted for your good fortune. I know you are most deserving.”

			“You are very welcome,” Nancy said with a warm smile.

			“I see that the sun is getting low,” Mary remarked. “Thank you so much for your generous hospitality, Miss Evans. I would love to stay, but I must go or I will be late for dinner with my family.”

			Mary moved to curtsy, but Nancy stepped forward and stopped her with a brief touch on the arm.

			“May I ask you a question?”

			“Of course.”

			“I have very much enjoyed your company. Would you be willing to teach me to play the fortepiano? You could give me lessons here.”

			Mary didn’t even have to think about the offer before accepting it.

			“Yes, I would be pleased to do so!” She looked like a woman who had just opened a special Christmas gift.

			From then on, Mary went to Nancy’s home every Tuesday and Friday to give her a fortepiano lesson. Each time the visit after the lesson lasted longer. The two women discovered that they shared much in common—not just music, but also reading and conversation. With time, their discussions also began to include the challenges of being single women.

			Nancy and Mary appreciated Edith’s wit and wisdom, and they enjoyed including her in their friendship. The three quickly came to be on a first-name basis and often had tea together, with the unspoken intrigue that they were breaking the rules of class hierarchy by treating the housekeeper as an equal.

			



	

Chapter 3

			A mounted army regiment was stationed at a base near Meryton under the command of Colonel Forster. The soldiers’ duties were mainly to conduct maneuvers and raise horses for the army. Colonel Forster had no objection to his soldiers interacting socially with the local residents, and both soldiers and citizens enjoyed the camaraderie. It was common to see soldiers chatting with people in the town. The officers were a magnet for eligible young women in the surrounding area.

			On several occasions Lydia had spoken briefly with a Lieutenant Armstrong. She thought him to be particularly handsome and sensed that he liked her as well. One sunny afternoon they happened to meet near the town’s park which had some benches.

			“Miss Bennet! So nice to see you again.”

			“And you as well, Mr. Armstrong.”

			“There are many folks about. If you are comfortable, we could sit and talk for a while.”

			“That would be fine.”

			They sat and relaxed into the supportive bench.

			“Sir, I would like to know more about your duties,” Lydia said, turning toward him. “What do you do during the day?”

			He smiled.

			“I am the stable master for our regiment.”

			“That sounds like a large responsibility.”

			“It is indeed. We provide the horses for the army in this region.”

			Lydia’s eyes widened.

			“How do you come to know so much about horses?”

			“I grew up on a horse farm not too distant from here. In fact, I still have family there. Working with horses comes naturally to me, and I earned a reputation as being an authority. The army needed someone with my skills, so they recruited me. Over the years, I have grown in the job and my status has increased. I am the youngest person to be chosen as stable master.”

			“I am so impressed,” Lydia said with genuine sincerity.

			Lydia was used to being dismissed by her family and was, therefore, flattered that Mr. Armstrong seemed to be comfortable with her and that the conversation was substantive and interesting.

			For his part, Mr. Armstrong was taken by her beauty and youthful energy.

			“Actually, I am waiting on some important news,” he said.

			“Pray, tell me what it is?” Lydia asked.

			“I am hopeful that I will be promoted to the rank of Captain, along with a sizeable increase in pay.”

			“That is, indeed, exciting. I can see already that you are most deserving.”

			“Thank you.”

			Lydia wanted to encourage this new friendship and hoped that what she was about to say would not come across as too forward.

			“Mr. Armstrong,” she started, a little hesitant. “If you do not think me too bold, I have a request.”

			“Yes?”

			“When you receive your promotion, could you let me know, either personally or by letter? I would be honored to share in the pleasure with you.”

			He laughed.

			“How very thoughtful. Yes, I will do that.”

			He paused and looked up from their conversation.

			“It was so nice to speak with you, Miss Bennet, but I am afraid I must get back to my duties. I hope we might see each other again?”

			“I would like that very much,” Lydia replied.

			“Perhaps at the same time next week?”

			“Perhaps,” Lydia smiled and nodded.

			Walking back to Longbourn, Lydia felt like she was floating, more than walking. Her family noticed over the next several days that, Lydia seemed to be more reflective and less giddy than usual.

			—

			The following week, both Mr. Armstrong and Lydia appeared in the same place.

			“Miss Bennet, we meet again.”

			“What a coincidence,” she teased.

			“I hope you are well.”

			“Yes, thank you. And you?”

			“I am busy. Would you care to sit for a spell?” he asked her.

			She nodded.

			They relaxed and chatted for a while.

			“I have been thinking about you and have come across a situation that you might consider,” Mr. Armstrong said.

			“What would that be?”

			“The commander of our regiment is Colonel Forster. His wife, Mrs. Harriet Forster, is a good friend. She is a most personable and dynamic woman, but living in the commander’s home on the base, she is somewhat isolated. She asked me if I knew of any young woman who might visit her once in a while to provide interest and companionship. I thought of you.”

			“I think I actually met her at a gathering last year,” Lydia reflected. “Certainly, I would be pleased to visit her. I’m always open to adding some interest to my day.”

			“I was hoping you might say that. My friend, Mr. Denny, is nearby. If you like, we can accompany you to Mrs. Forster’s home and introduce you.”

			“Yes, I am free now,” Lydia said. She stood and smoothed her dress, delighted with the unexpected adventure.

			The two soldiers strolled with Lydia to the Forster home, and Mr. Armstrong walked her to the front step.

			The maid answered the door, and they went inside.

			“Mrs. Forster,” Lieutenant Armstrong greeted.

			“Ma’am, let me present Miss Lydia Bennet.”

			Lydia curtsied.

			“Let me look at you.” Mrs. Forster gazed at Lydia. “You are a lovely woman. Could you stay and talk with me a while?”

			“Yes, ma’am, of course.”

			“I will call back for her in about half an hour, if that suits you, Mrs. Forster?” Mr. Armstrong said.”

			“That would be fine,” Mrs. Forster replied.

			Once Mr. Armstrong had retreated, Mrs. Forster set her full attention on Lydia.

			“So, Lydia. How old are you?” she asked.

			“I will be sixteen next week.”

			They spoke amiably, with Mrs. Forster asking questions and Lydia answering them. Being the center of attention and being taken seriously was, again, a delightful change for Lydia.

			“I enjoy talking with the young women in the village, but would like to do so more regularly with someone where we might develop a common interest,” Mrs. Forster stated plainly.

			“Would you be willing to go on walks with me?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Do you play games?”

			“I do.”

			“So, Miss Bennet, if it is agreeable to you and your parents, would you be willing to visit me regularly? I would appreciate the company, and I could even give you a small wage.”

			“My life is so very dull at home,” Lydia said. “Such an arrangement would be most agreeable to me.”

			“I know your mother, so I will write her for permission and set up our schedule.”

			Mr. and Mrs. Bennet looked favorably on the request from Mrs. Forster and so Lydia began her visits with the Colonel’s wife.

			



	

Chapter 4

			Two weeks later, Lydia and Mrs. Forster were walking in the garden.

			“Lydia, you seem very quiet today. Is everything alright?”

			“I just feel a little low,” Lydia confessed.

			“I’m a very good listener,” Mrs. Forster reassured her. “You can talk to me. What’s on your mind?”

			“I am the youngest at home, so no one ever asks my opinion. Whenever I say something, they ignore me, mostly. My father calls me ‘silly girl’ at least once a day.”

			“That must be frustrating, since you are a young woman, not a girl. What about your sisters?”

			“They all have something that sets them apart,” Lydia said with a sigh. “Jane and Elizabeth hole up in Jane’s room like two bears in a cave, talking incessantly about romance and marriage. Mary is a talented fortepiano player and practices a lot. Kitty likes to read and is excellent at sketching pictures. I feel lost.”

			“I can understand why,” Mrs. Forster said sympathetically.

			“My family teases me, insisting that my only interest is in the soldiers,” Lydia said. “But all the women are interested in the soldiers. The difference with me is just that I have nothing else.”

			“Do you read?”

			“I am a slow reader, and the books in my father’s library do not excite me.”

			“Well, knowing you a bit better now, I think I might have something for you.”

			“What’s that?”

			“I am a storyteller,” said Mrs. Forster.

			“Oh my! That sounds fascinating!”

			She sat up and leaned forward, eager to hear more.

			“A storyteller knows clever and amusing stories, and a talented storyteller can hold people’s attention for a long time,” Mrs. Forster continued. “My mother taught me when I was a young girl. We used to make up stories together.”

			“Gosh. Who do you tell them to?”

			“Children, mostly,” Mrs. Forster replied. “Children love stories. Also, when women gather to talk, a well-crafted story can be entertaining or deliver a message. I find the practice to be very rewarding.”

			“What about men?”

			“Well, my dear, there are few situations where men are interested in what women have to say, particularly in the form of a story that would require them to pay attention.”

			Their footsteps in the garden punctuated a pause in their conversation as though Mrs. Forster wanted her last remark to register with her student.

			“My sense is that you would be good at it. Would you like me to teach you?”

			“Yes, very much.”

			“Alright. Come inside and sit with me so we can begin.”

			—

			Once they had settled in their chairs, Lydia’s mentor began to explain the structure of a story.

			“The best stories begin with an unresolved dilemma. To illustrate this principle, I will start a story. Then I want you to continue it a little. And we can go back and forth like that.”

			“I understand.”

			“Alice had a little dog named Lilly,” Mrs. Forster began. “They lived in a house on top of a cliff that overlooked the ocean. One night, Lilly wandered out onto a narrow precipice and could not turn around. The dog was too far down for Alice to reach her.”

			Mrs. Forster stopped and gestured for Lydia to continue.

			“Your turn.”

			Lydia thought for a while.

			“Hmm, well, the story could go several ways. One would be to pursue how the dog got out. But I think we should increase the suspense.”

			Mrs. Forster smiled and nodded.

			Lydia continued.

			“So… the only light was moonlight shining through the clouds. It started to rain, and the ledge where Lilly was stuck became slippery. Lilly started to whimper.”

			“Well done, Lydia,” Mrs. Forster said before continuing.

			“Alice knew there was a wider path below the dog, where she could walk. However, she had traveled that path many times before and knew that it was treacherous, even when it was dry. But she had no other choice, so she walked very carefully down the path until she was right under Lilly.”

			Mrs. Forster nodded to Lydia.

			“She reached up on her toes and was just able to get the dog from the ledge,” Lydia continued. “Once Lilly was in her arms, Alice held her close to comfort the shivering pooch.”

			“But now she was faced with having to inch back while clutching her beloved dog,” Mrs. Forster said.

			Lydia was glad to craft a happy ending.

			“She kept whispering, ‘good girl’ and focused on each step, one at a time. At last, they made it back to safety.”

			Mrs. Forster clapped lightly, a wide smile on her face.

			“Lydia, I thought you would be good at this! Nicely done. What did you think?”

			“I loved it.”

			“You and I will be able to build a library of personal stories. I still remember the stories I created with my mother. Although most of our stories will stay just between the two of us, we will have the enjoyment and satisfaction of sharing them.”

			“That would be enough for me,” said Lydia, a tremble in her voice. “Thank you so much.”

			“You’re welcome.”

			They sat together in silence, looking through the window as the afternoon sun sank lower.

			Lydia finally spoke.

			“Mrs. Forster, if your stories are so good, why don’t you just publish them in a book?”

			The smile left Mrs. Forster’s face.

			“Because only men are allowed to publish. If you wanted to print your stories, Lydia, the best you might do would be to either use a man’s name, or “L. Bennet” with the illusion that you’re a man.”

			“That’s not fair.”

			Mrs. Forster turned to her.

			“Miss Bennet, this is the world we live in, and we have no choice but to follow the rules,” she said in a firm voice. “If you were to object openly, you would be branded a troublemaker and would be crushed like a beetle under a boot. Trust me, I know.”

			Lydia was taken aback by the force of Mrs. Forster’s words and the sorrowful look that had come across her face.

			All Lydia could do was to speak softly.

			“Yes, ma’am, thank you for telling me.”

			They sat in an awkward silence for a minute longer.

			“Alright, my dear, I have an assignment for you,” Mrs. Forster smiled. “Next time, come prepared with a ghost story that we can work on. Can you do that?”

			“Yes, I will.”

			“This has been a wonderful visit. We’ll talk soon,” Mrs. Forster said with a wink.

			Lydia’s family appreciated her good relationship with Mrs. Forster. And Lydia was excited about the possibility of developing into an accomplished teller of tales.

			



	

Chapter 5

			Nancy and Mary sat side by side on a bench, protected from the noonday sun by the shade of the imposing cedar tree at Cranberry Lane.

			“Mary, you know I love your company,” Nancy said.

			Mary smiled and nodded.

			“As you know, running this home is just at the limit of what Miss Bailey and I can do. Furthermore, I desire to go to London to visit my brother more often, but he does not like me to travel alone. I have spoken with him, and he agrees with my idea. I would like to offer you a position as my companion.”

			Mary sat up straight and looked at Nancy, not knowing what to make of what she had just said.

			“What would that entail?” Mary asked.

			“Your duties would include teaching me to play the fortepiano, accompanying me when I go to visit my brother, as well as assisting in supervising Miss Bailey and any other servants we might hire. As my companion, you would not be considered a servant.”

			“So, I would reside in your home?”

			“Yes.”

			“Oh, Nancy, I would gladly accept the position,” Mary said excitedly. “But you must give me a moment to think. I would first have to receive permission from my parents.”

			“Of course. Take all the time you need. Let me know when you are ready, and then we can discuss your salary and when you will start.”

			“Alright,” Mary smiled and nodded.

			On her walk home, Mary wrestled with how best to approach her parents with this unusual request.

			Then it came to her.

			Lizzy always gives me good advice, she thought. If she is home, I shall ask her what she thinks.

			Immediately upon arriving home, Mary went upstairs and knocked softly on Elizabeth’s door.

			“Come in,” Elizabeth said. Mary opened the door. “Oh, hello, Mary.”

			“Hello, sister. I have something I wanted to talk to you about. Do you have some time?”

			“Of course. Come sit with me.”

			Elizabeth propped herself up on two pillows while Mary sat at the foot of the bed.

			“I have an important request for Mama and Father, but I wanted to share it with you first. Your advice in speaking with them would be helpful.”

			“What is the news?”

			“You know that I have been giving fortepiano lessons to Miss Evans?”

			“Yes,” Elizabeth nodded.

			“Something quite unexpected has happened.” Mary explained the offer in detail and then paused to regain her breath. “I am quite excited about it and plan on accepting the position if Mama and Father approve.”

			“Mary, this is, indeed, the kind of opportunity that does not come along very often. Congratulations!” Elizabeth paused. “But you must know that Mama will be focused on your marrying to find security.”

			“That is what concerns me,” Mary replied, lowering her gaze to her nervous fingers. “But sitting in our parlor, waiting for a gentleman to call, all the time lowering my expectations, is not the life I want to lead.”
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