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      My father's study had always been my solace when I was a young girl. A place to escape from my mother, or from the noise of my younger sisters. When I was in his study, my father required only that I was quiet and that I did not disturb him.

      Now, in my one and twentieth year, I still sought out the silence and comfort of my father's study when I was overwhelmed by my mother's scheming and my younger sisters' arguments.

      As he had always done, my father never asked why I was reading in his study, and I knew that he appreciated my quiet presence.

      Today was no different. Today, my mother hosted some of her friends in the parlor and I could not bear to listen to them talk about me as though I was not even in the room. Discussions about possible marriage partners were my least favorite topic, which meant that my mother spoke of nothing else.

      "And who is it that your Mama is entertaining today?"

      My father's question was dry and as I glanced over I noticed that he did not look up from his ledger as he spoke.

      "Mrs. Edgar, Mrs. Pembroke, and I believe Miss Argyll is with them as well," I replied. "I have left poor Jane alone with them, and I do confess that I feel some guilt for my abandonment of her."

      My father chuckled. "Jane will be quite all right," he said. "She is much more adept at hiding her feelings about such things than you are, my dear."

      "I cannot argue with that," I sighed.

      "Perhaps there is something that might be done," my father said.

      I looked over at him in surprise. "Done?"

      "You should go to London," he said. "With spring's approach your Mama, and all of the other ladies in Meryton will be focused on the arrival of the militia and those horrid assemblies—"

      I rolled my eyes. "Indeed they will."

      My father closed his ledger and set aside his quill. He opened a drawer in his desk and pulled out a letter. "I received word from Mr. Gardiner today, well, that is to say that I have received news of Mr. Gardiner in his wife's handwriting."

      "What do you mean, Papa?"

      He opened the ledger and read it over quickly before clearing his throat. "It seems that your uncle has taken ill quite unexpectedly and has had to step away from his warehouses—"

      "Oh, no," I said. "Does my aunt have anyone to assist her?"

      "It would seem that she does not."

      "I will go at once, Papa," I said. "With your permission, of course."

      My father nodded. "I was hoping you would say that, my dear. You will, of course, be a great help to your aunt, I am sure of it. And perhaps a change of scenery will do you some good as well. " His eyebrow rose slightly. "You may even meet some eligible gentlemen in London."

      He said the last part with a twinkle in his eye and I let out a groan.

      "You sound just like Mama!"

      Anything was better than staying in Meryton and enduring another season of endless parties and my mother's matchmaking schemes.

      "When do you suggest I leave, Papa?"

      "I shall arrange for a seat on the postal carriage," he said. "It is still early enough, if Mrs. Hill can send her girl into town we shall be able to see you safely aboard tomorrow."

      "Thank you, Papa," I said, feeling a sense of relief wash over me. "I will make sure to write to you and let you know how things are going."

      "I look forward to hearing from you, my dear," my father said, returning to his ledger. "And do give my regards to your aunt and uncle."

      I left the study, with a newfound sense of hope.

      The thought of leaving Meryton and its suffocating society was enough to fill me with excitement. And even if I thought it a preposterous idea, it was far more likely that I would meet someone in London who could keep my interest.

      With renewed spirit, I went back to my room to begin packing for my journey. I had no doubt that my father would say nothing to Mama about it. I would have to tell her... perhaps at supper. Or even just before I departed to avoid any histrionics.

      
      As much as I might have hoped that my announcement would be met favorably, supper proved to be the wrong time to mention my sudden departure... Mama was overwrought with the approach of the next regimental ball, and Lydia seemed to be doing her best to keep our mother on the very edge of a breakdown with all of her questions and wild thoughts.

      "Lydia—"

      "But Mama, I must have new gloves if I am to be dancing so much at the ball," she exclaimed. "The ones that I have been borrowing from Jane have a hole in the wrist, and it is most upsetting to look at it when I take a gentleman's hand!"

      "There is only a hole in the gloves because you are a careless goose," Kitty muttered. My younger sister sat beside me and felt sure that no one else but I would hear what she said and I struggled to keep the smile from my face.

      "There is nothing that I wish more than for all of my girls to wear fine gowns and dance with the very best gentlemen," my mother sighed. She dabbed at dry eyes with her handkerchief and Jane hid a smile behind her glass of wine.

      "I shall dance with all of them," Lydia cried. "I do not care how fine they are as long as they can dance!"

      "Lydia," my mother admonished. "You certainly shall not."

      "A chimney sweep, Mama," Lydia crowed. "I saw one in Meryton the other day! If he knows the country dances and can keep up with me, then I shall dance with him!"

      "Lydia, you are being ridiculous," I said warningly.

      My youngest sister stuck her tongue out at me and then turned her attention back to her plate.

      Lydia was incorrigible at the best of times, but she was, at heart, a good girl who sometimes allowed her impulses to overshadow good judgment. But she was only sixteen and I did wonder if 'good judgment' was something that one could possess at such a young age.

      "Lizzy, is there something on your mind?" Jane asked suddenly.

      My cheeks warmed as I shook my head. I could feel my mother's eyes on me.

      "Come now," Kitty cried. "Do not keep secrets from us, Lizzy! Is there someone coming to the regimental ball that you wish to dance with? You are always so private about these things!"

      "For good reason," I muttered.

      "Yes, Lizzy, what are you going to wear to the ball," Lydia demanded. I knew that she was only asking so that she might know in advance what she would be able to borrow from my wardrobe and I gritted my teeth to keep from rolling my eyes.

      "I have not yet decided," I replied.

      "I do hope that you will wear pink," Kitty sighed. "You do not wear pink nearly enough..."

      Because I do not like it, I thought.

      "You cannot ask Lizzy to wear pink just because it is your favorite color," Lydia laughed. Kitty's cheeks flushed with embarrassment.

      "I only meant—"

      "Girls, do quiet yourselves," Mrs. Bennet sighed.

      
      I decided to take advantage of the lull in conversation to make my announcement.

      "Mama," I said. "I am certain that Papa will speak to you about this very soon, but he has received word from my aunt and uncle in London. My uncle has taken ill and my aunt is in need of assistance. Papa has arranged for me to leave tomorrow morning to go help them."

      My mother's eyes widened in shock. "But why was I not told that my dear brother was ill? I must leave at once!"

      "Mama, you are needed here," Jane said gently. "The ball—"

      Mrs. Bennet's mouth twisted and I worried that she would burst into tears. It was no secret that Mr. Gardiner was her favorite family member, and I knew that she would take the news hard.

      "I promise to write to you and let you know everything that is happening," I said. "But Kitty and Lydia will need you... You cannot leave all of this preparation to Jane."

      My sister was, of course, perfectly capable of handling everything necessary to ensure that the evening would not be a complete disaster. But managing Lydia and Kitty, as well as the other ladies would be far too much. If it were only Kitty, it would be different, indeed.

      "Oh dear," my mother said, looking crestfallen. "But of course, I know that you will provide Mrs. Gardiner with the help that she will need." She dabbed at her eyes and sniffed dramatically, but then brightened. "Perhaps you will meet a gentleman while you are in London!"

      "Perhaps," I murmured.

      "Lydia, do stop eating like a pig," my mother scolded suddenly. "You will never find a husband if you continue to behave in such a manner!"

      I spent the rest of the meal lost in my own thoughts as my family continued to chatter and bicker around me.

      The idea of leaving Meryton and its society behind filled me with a sense of relief, but also an unexpected twinge of melancholy. I loved my family, despite their many faults, and the idea of leaving them behind was a difficult one to swallow.

      As the meal came to an end and my family began to disperse, I made my way up to my room to finish packing. Nothing else had been said about my departure, but I was certain that Kitty and Lydia would careen into the room to demand something from my wardrobe to borrow for the approaching ball.

      My mind was still racing with thoughts of what lay ahead for me in London. I had no expectation of meeting a gentleman while I was there. I would be there simply to assist my aunt while my uncle recovered from his illness.

      That was all.

      
      But as I began to pack, I couldn't shake the feeling that something was going to happen while I was in London.

      Perhaps it was the way my aunt's letter had been written, the hint of urgency and something unspoken between the lines. Or perhaps it was simply the thrill of adventure and the unknown that was calling to me.

      With a sigh, I pushed those thoughts aside and focused on the task at hand. I carefully folded my dresses, ensuring they were free of wrinkles, and packed my favorite novels to enjoy during the journey and on quiet evenings in the Gardiner's Gracechurch Street home.

      My mind, however, wandered to the possibilities that awaited me in the city.

      Despite my mother's hopes, I had little desire to meet a gentleman in London. My thoughts were consumed with the city itself, its bustling streets and diverse culture.

      I was in love with London's busy streets and the rush of humanity that pulsed from every corner of the city. Perhaps I would be able to give some thought to my own ambitions while I helped my aunt—what if I were to stay in London and find some... pursuit that might occupy my time more than the worry of what ball or assembly would come next. What if I were to take a position as a governess—

      But then again—

      A knock on my door interrupted my whirling thoughts. I knew without looking that it was my sisters, come to borrow something from my wardrobe for the ball. I sighed, but made my way to the door nonetheless.

      "Come in," I called out.

      Kitty and Lydia burst into the room, both talking at once about their
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