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      “Lizzy! I simply cannot bear it!”

      My mother’s wail was almost more than I could bear.

      These last months had been terrible, horrible, and like nothing I had ever imagined…

      Papa's study had been transformed into a sickroom, for he could no longer climb the stairs to his bedchamber. I did think that he preferred to be close to his books and the fireplace—but it pained me to know that he lay there, racked with fever and pain, and there was nothing I could do to make it stop.

      Dr. Ridgefield had told me that there was nothing I could do but keep him comfortable and warm as the winter months advanced.

      "This may be his last Christmas, Miss Bennet... But he may not make it so far..."

      Dr. Ridgefield's words echoed in my mind at every minute of every day as I helped Mrs. Hill with the laundry, changed the bedding in Papa's room, and even helped in the kitchens when I could.

      Without Papa to mind the ledgers, my mother had been spending money far too quickly to keep account of, and I did not know how much there would be to make Longbourn ready for Christmas...

      But I could not be certain that I would be in any frame of mind to celebrate the season with any kind of joy if Papa were not there.

      I tried my best not to think of such things, but it was almost impossible to do so.

      He barely acknowledged my presence when I came into the room, and he slept so much that I feared the worst every time I opened the study door.

      "Lizzy! Are you listening to me!?"

      Mama’s shout echoed down the corridor and I winced as I pressed my hand against the study door. I had been about to go and sit with my father and read while I kept watch over him. Jane had been in there too long already, and I could not trust the younger girls to keep still and do as was required of them.

      Lydia, especially, was terrible to manage, which I had begun to suspect she was doing on purpose to avoid such duties—and Kitty did nothing but burst into noisy tears every time she had to sit in the same room as our father; which was entirely unhelpful.

      "Yes, Mama," I sighed as I turned back toward the parlor.

      As I stepped into the room, my mother waved a letter at me. "What is it?"

      "You must read," she cried. "Hill brought me this letter with my tea and I have been beside myself with worry all day— My nerves!"

      Mama's nerves.

      A popular topic of conversation. Jane and I would often discuss whether or not her 'nerves' were actually real... but Mama complained of them so often that it stood to reason that she might have been telling the truth sometimes.

      It was impossible to say.

      At that moment, everything that was happening at Longbourn was enough to challenge those in possession of even the staunchest nerves.

      "Whatever is the matter, Mama," I asked again.

      "You must read it," Mama cried. She waved the letter again and I took it from her hand as she dabbed at her cheeks dramatically with her handkerchief.

      I unfolded the letter and focused on the stiff handwriting. It was an almost unrecognizable scrawl. I glanced at the signature.

      Dr. Ridgefield.

      Panic clawed at my chest.

      Why had he written? What news could not be delivered face to face?

      I re-read his words with more care this time.

      "But, Mama— Dr. Ridgefield wishes for Papa to be taken to London? How⁠—"

      "I have written to my brother," Mama said tearfully. "Surely, he will take pity upon us and assist with Mr. Bennet's medical care…"

      "But— How⁠—"

      I could not find my way to a full sentence. Not now.

      Mama rearranged herself in her chair. "Dr. Ridgefield's letter is very clear, Lizzie,” she said primly. “He has a colleague in London who will be happy to see to your father, but only if we make the journey to London."

      "But—"

      I could not think to do anything but argue. Papa would not wish to be taken away from Longbourn... He had been born at this estate, and I was certain that he would not wish to be away from it if he should⁠—

      No.

      I could not think of such things.

      This was unthinkable. Impossible.

      "Mama— surely, there must be another way!"

      My mother glanced nervously at the pile of letters on the tea tray at her elbow and I strode forward to snatch them away before she could stop me.

      "Lizzy! You cannot!"

      I looked at them quickly. All of the signatures were names I recognized. Requests for payment on credit. A sharp letter from Mrs. Trainor at the dress shop that Lydia's new Christmas frock had come from. Another letter from Mr. Barrow at the paper shop where I had only just collected a new set of quills and pots of ink a few days past.

      "Mama—"

      "You should not see those," my mother huffed. "They are from people who are trying to take advantage of our situation!"

      "That is not what these letters are," I protested. "Mama, we owe these people payments... Do we have the money for it?"

      My mother plucked at the lace edge of her handkerchief. "Well... that is to say..."

      "Mama!"

      "Do lower your voice," she snapped. "I have everything very well in hand, Lizzy."

      I frowned at my mother. She certainly did not have anything in hand. That much was clear.

      I dropped the requests for payments onto the sofa and examined three more letters, their seals still unbroken.

      "Mama," I said softly. "You did not tell me that Mr. Collins had written."

      "I did not think much of it," she sniffed. "And neither should you⁠—"

      "But, Mama⁠—"

      Her fingers plucked at the lace again and I noticed how threadbare it was. "Horrible man,” she said stiffly, “he will come sniffing around soon enough. Once he discovers the seriousness of your father's illness.” Her eyes met mine for the first time and I was struck by the desperation in them. “He shall turn us out of our home, Lizzy! I shall not read his smugly written letters!"

      Without hesitation, I broke the seal and opened the first of Mr. Collins' dreaded letters.

      I hated to read them, too, but it was as though the horrid little man had caught some scent of Papa's illness and had decided that this was a good time to begin to exert his will over Longbourn.

      Or, more to the point, Lady Catherine de Bourgh's will.

      I scanned the parson's sloping cursive and then re-read what he had written.

      "Mama— Mr. Collins has written to demand that we should pay him an annual sum for the upkeep of Longbourn while we are in residence!"

      My mother's pink cheeks paled instantly. "He has what?"

      "He wishes for us to pay him—" I re-read the passage again. "It is with the utmost sadness, cousin, that I must request this payment, but under Lady Catherine de Bourgh's most appreciated advice, I have come to see the wisdom of setting aside some money for the repair and refurbishment of the estate in preparation for my imminent possession of it."

      "But— What does that mean?" Mama asked. Her voice was strangled, but I could see in her eyes that she knew very well what it meant.

      "He wishes for us to pay a rent while we stay here," I said tersely.

      "But this is our house," Mama said vehemently.

      "It will not be for much longer."

      The words left my lips before I could stop myself.

      Mama let out a horrified gasp, but I could not look at her. "Lizzy, you must not speak so!"

      But I must.

      I dropped the letter onto the couch and broke the seal on another to read it quickly. "Another request for money," I said and threw it beside the first before I broke the seal on the final letter.

      "This one is from a solicitor, Mama," I said flatly. "Mr. Collins means to take Longbourn out from under us unless there is a... sizable sum of money paid to him. Money that we, very clearly, do not have."

      "But your father⁠—"

      "My father is in no fit state to do anything about any of this," I cried and then instantly regretted my words.

      My mother was silent for a long time.

      Longer than I had thought her capable of.

      She did not cry.

      Nor did she dissolve into hysterical lamentations.

      She just... stared into the fire.

      While my stomach churned with regret and shame, I read Mr. Collins' letters again and examined the fine penmanship of the solicitor. A gentleman from London who, I had no doubt, had come very highly recommended by Lady Catherine de Bourgh.

      "Burn the letters," my mother whispered.

      "What?"

      "Burn them," she repeated. "I will not allow Mr. Collins' selfish words to make your father's condition worsen. He shall not know of this."

      "But Mama⁠—"

      "Hush," she hissed. "We shall go to London. I have written to my brother. He will know what to do."

      "Mama—"

      She turned her face to me and I was struck by the seriousness of her expression. "Do as I ask, Lizzy. Burn them. You will say nothing of this, and your sisters will not know of it."

      I hesitated for only a moment and then did as I had been commanded, though I knew that there was a risk to destroying the letters.

      It was strange to think that I did not know what my mother was planning.

      "If there is a question about them, we shall say that they never arrived,” she said. “Letters go missing all the time. Especially on the road from London." My mother's words were brisk and confident, as though she could hear my thoughts as I bent over the fire to drop the letters into the flames.

      The sudden flare of heat warmed my face as I watched the wax seals melt and drip away to sizzle into the coals, and did not answer.

      What could I say?

      Jane would be frantic with worry, Kitty would sob and wail, Mary would say nothing, and Lydia— Lydia was too unpredictable to assume anything. She was not as sensitive as Kitty, but she could be if it served her purposes well enough.

      What would they all say when they were told that we were going to London?

      A sudden thought occurred to me. "But, Mama. Gracechurch Street is too small to house all of us. Mrs. Gardiner has said on many occasions that is why we cannot all come for Christmas— there is simply no room!"

      "It will be a tight squeeze," Mama said. "But we shall endure."

      Her smile was small and tight, and I was not certain that she believed her own words, but there was nothing more to be said.

      "Will you go and fetch Jane?" she asked as she rearranged herself in her chair.

      "Of course, Mama," I murmured. I did not know how long I could keep this secret from Jane, or what I might do about any of it. I felt helpless and lost—adrift in a sea of problems that I was in no position to correct.

      I could only hope that our uncle would be able to offer some guidance.
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        * * *

      

      As December approached, Mrs. Hill and I had not spoke overmuch of decorating the house for Christmas. We both knew that our decorations were in a sad state from years of use, and we were in dire need of new ribbons and candles. But there had also been no word from my uncle, and I did not know if I could rely upon my mother tell me if there had been a change.

      She had been very quiet since that morning in the parlor, and I could not trust that she would tell me the truth if I asked.

      For the first time in my life, I worried that my mother was keeping secrets from me.

      But none of that mattered in the face of the fact that there was money for any new decorations this year, and I feared that we would be decorating with whatever scraps could be found in our ribbon boxes... But the thought of welcoming friends and neighbors into our home with Papa so ill did not bring any joy to my heart, either.

      I had been waiting patiently for my uncle's letter of reply, but as each day dragged by with no word and no mention of it from our mother, I began to lose what little hope I had.

      
      When Dr. Ridgefield visited again, he provided even less assurance than he had before.

      "You must go to London," he said when he had finished examining Papa. "Dr. Fredricks will be better able to assist your father than I can. You must go to London, Miss Bennet, I cannot recommend it strongly enough."

      "I shall speak to my mother," was all I could say in response.

      I stood in the doorway to watch the doctor as he climbed into his carriage to return to Meryton. The wind was crisp and held the sharpness of snow.

      Every other year, Papa would stride about the house with his almanac to predict the coming weather and winter storms with all the confidence of a Medieval soothsayer... And he was always right. When the first snowflakes began to whiffle down from the clouds above Longbourn the halls would echo with his triumphant laughter as he pointed them out to us.

      Predictably and wonderfully insufferable.

      But this year had been so different… and I hated the sudden change in the routine of our lives.

      "Lizzy— Mama is calling for us."

      Jane's voice pulled me back from my melancholy and I forced myself to smile as I turned back toward her.

      "Is she? I did not hear her."

      Jane took hold of my hand and pulled me back into the house. "Your fingers are freezing," she said as she closed the door. "Do you think it will snow? It is not yet close enough to December for such a thing!"

      "I could not say," I murmured. “Papa would know⁠—”

      Jane’s answering smile faltered just a little at my words and I squeezed her hand as I murmured an apology.

      My mind spun with what our mother might want with all of us. As we entered the parlor, my nervousness was only heightened by the fact that the three other girls had also been summoned. Mama usually saved her lectures and admonitions for Jane and I to relay to the other girls... but this felt decidedly different.

      Kitty and Lydia were seated upon the couch, and Mary had taken a high-backed chair at the edge of our group. Jane squeezed in beside Kitty, but I stood behind the couch and watched my mother carefully.

      Mama's hands were folded in her lap and a letter was tucked beneath her teacup on the tray that had been set upon the table beside her.

      "Girls,” she began without looking up at us. “As you know, Dr. Ridgefield has made the suggestion—” A small pause and then she looked up and the line of her mouth was firm. “Nay, he has made the command that your father be taken to London so that he might receive proper care for his ailment."

      "But you cannot go to London," Kitty cried. "You cannot leave us here alone for Christmas!"

      Jane laid a hand upon Kitty's arm and she quieted immediately, though her lip trembled.

      "I have written to Mr. Gardiner to ask him for his assistance," Mama continued once Kitty had closed her mouth. "and my dear brother has been kind enough to welcome us to their house while your Papa is receiving his treatment."

      "All of us?" Lydia blurted out. "But why? Mama, what about the Regimental Ball?"

      "I do not wish to go to the Regimental Ball," Mary huffed.

      "You never want to go," Lydia retorted as she turned to our elder sister. "But that does not change anything, does it, Jane?"

      "Please, you must not let Mary spoil the Regimental Ball," Kitty whined.

      The noise in the room rose, and I glanced at my mother, whose lips were pressed into a thin line.

      "Girls!"

      Silence fell over the parlor.

      Mrs. Bennet rarely raised her voice, and it was strange to hear her shout.

      Kitty let out a small whimper and clutched Lydia's arm.

      "We are going to London," she said. "All of us."

      "Good," Mary sniffed. "I take no pleasure in the Christmas festivities here in Meryton. Perhaps Mrs. Gardiner will take me to her ladies' salon, if I ask."

      "Anything to get you away from us," Lydia muttered.

      I laid a hand on Lydia's shoulder. "Hush." I looked at my mother. "Mama, are you certain?"

      She knew my concerns, but she did not answer my question.

      "When are we leaving?" Jane asked to fill the silence.

      Our mother's chin rose slightly. "We shall be leaving in the morning. Mr. Purvis is preparing the carriage. Kitty and Lydia will come with me, Jane, you, Mary, and Lizzy will come in the mail carriage. Your uncle has seen to your passage."

      Lydia’s mouth fell open. "But, Mama! We cannot⁠—"

      "You must," Mrs. Bennet cried. She rose from her chair, her handkerchief clutched tightly in her fist. "You shall pack your valises, but Lydia and Kitty will share one trunk for your clothing and shoes. Jane and Lizzy another. And Mary, you shall share mine."

      Lydia and Kitty exchanged a tearful glance. Their dreams of the Regimental Ball would have to be put on hold.

      "We shall take as much as will fit," Mama continued. "We shall have very little space."

      "But, Mama," Kitty said. "Why
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