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      My father died on a soft April morning, when the apple blossoms had only just shaken free of their buds and the air smelt of damp earth and the first cut of grass. I was struck by the fact that, though his passing had become an inevitable and unavoidable truth, that the world did not stop when he died.

      The post continued to be delivered.

      The cockerels crowed at the same time each morning.

      And despite his absence, the house seemed unchanged. Doors continued to creak; the stair step at the turn still protested beneath a foot; our parlour clock, insensible as a magistrate, struck the hour with the very same authority as the week before.

      Only we paused—my mother with her salts, Kitty with her clinging tears, Mary stiff with a righteousness that could not support her; and I, holding a small warm hand that did not understand why the rooms were suddenly so full of strangers or why the small contingent of servants did not meet our eyes and spoke in hushed tones.

      Sophia’s curls were damp against my wrist and she pressed her face into the sleeve of my gown and muttered a syllable not meant for anyone but me. I lifted her, settled her on my hip, and stood at the window where the light was steady. The curtains had been drawn earlier in a flurry of pique and then undrawn again because Mama swore that she could not endure a dark room.

      The household, in all its accustomed disharmony, continued—Papa might have been in his study, hidden away from all of our grief and melancholy.

      But that was a lie. He was not in his study grumpily awaiting the delivery of his supper or tea.

      He was gone.

      There was no dignifying it with poetry.

      He had been ill, gravely so, but then had seemed to rally and wished to be allowed to leave his bed and move about the house. Much to my dislike, he had refused all assistance and seemed to be on the mend… even Dr. Hallet was surprised by this sudden change in him.

      This had progressed over a series of days, and he grew stronger with each passing sunrise.

      But on one particular morning, he had gone to his study, taken down a book, and never finished the page.

      Mrs. Hill found him.

      There was a cup of tea upon the table beside his chair—cold when I reached it—his hand still rested in the margin, as though he would return to finish the sentence and had just paused to close his eyes for a moment.

      I sat in his chair a long while after they carried him upstairs. Until Sophia pulled away from my sisters and came wailing to find me and shake me out of my stupor.

      The neighbours came.

      They always come.

      I moved amongst soft words of condolence, and nodded where I should; and I pretended not to hear the murmur of speculation that clung to my name whenever the conversation flagged. Women who had once smiled at me now arranged their expressions with care, as though sorrow allowed them a special licence to examine me and find me wanting. They had forgotten about me—I rarely left the house—but now that they were here, they were reminded once more of my shame and the scandal that had plagued our family.

      I pressed a kiss to the top of Sophia’s head and looked out at the spring beyond the window glass—astonishingly alive, impertinently bright—and kept my expression as neutral as possible.

      Jane, now happily Mrs. Bingley, was on the continent with her new husband, as they had been for the better part of a year. Her letters came infrequently, but I knew that she was very happy, and suspected that she was with child—though she had sworn me to secrecy. No scandal would follow that announcement. How could it?

      I had not the heart to write to her.

      Not yet.

      What could she do? She could not hope to return to Hertfordshire before the funeral.

      And in any case, Mama was well looked after and no harm could come to us. Mr. Bingley would see to that.

      Surely…

      My aunt arrived from London on the third day—a comfort I had not permitted myself to hope for, and yet there she was, the very shape of sense and kindness at our threshold.

      My mother wept upon her as though she had been alone the entire time, and my aunt bore it well and offered me a conciliatory glance as Mama wailed.

      She came to me later, when the house had quieted and the candles were low, and sat with me by the parlour fire while Sophia lay on the sofa between us, her fists sunk in the folds of my skirt.

      “You have been too much alone,” my aunt said.

      “I am surrounded,” I answered.

      “Alone,” she repeated, so gently that the word did not chide me. “Lizzy, you must⁠—”

      I looked down at the little fist, at the fine skin of my child’s wrist where the blue veins threaded like silk. “I am looking after all that matters. I must do nothing more.”

      “That is true,” my aunt said. “But you need not do it without help.”

      She spoke then of arrangements, of the solicitor in Meryton who had written to say the will would be read after the week, of the practical matters my mother could not be trusted to remember and my uncle could not leave his counting-house to manage. I answered as if from a distance. Grief had made the very air dense; it pressed against the chest and slowed the tongue.

      “Sophia is well?” she asked at last, for her eyes had been upon the child whenever her speech allowed.

      “She eats what I can coax into her,” I said, “and demands what I do not expect. She misses her grandpapa and his stories.”

      “You shall have to fill the space he has left behind,” my aunt said softly.

      “I do not know if I can,” I said as I reached down to brush Sophia’s hair from her forehead.

      I thought perhaps I had become immobile, like the statuary on the front terrace of Netherfield Park, incapable of more than enduring the season. My aunt did not press me, which was unlike her, and thus I understood she intended to let me alone with my thoughts until the morning of the reading.

      That morning came as all mornings do, not with a gentle easing into day, but suddenly as I awoke in the early dawn to a sudden chill and the remnants of a strange dream I could not quite recall.

      My sisters rose a short while later, but I was already downstairs helping Mrs. Hill to organize the parlor for the guests who would arrive in due course.

      The little parlor, usually so crowded by the heat of too many bodies and the humming tension of family, now felt cavernous. The ticking of my father’s clock took up the space and divided the seconds into something sharp.

      The solicitor was a man with thin spectacles and a mouth that seemed constructed for the singular purpose of saying things in the most abrupt and upsetting manner possible, though I was certain that he did not mean to. He seemed to take no pleasure in his work, and I could not be certain if it was because he was forced to contend with a house full of melancholy women, or something else.

      He greeted us—my aunt, my mother, myself, and the quiet, blinking sisters who seemed to have lost their voices—and ceremoniously opened his folio.

      The estate, as was always certain, would belong to Mr. Collins.

      It could not be altered; my father, though not a man often accused of warmth, had always said the law was more malicious than any person could be.

      Mr. Preston polished his spectacle upon his sleeve as he looked us over.

      “My deepest regrets, Miss Bennet,” he began, and then coughed, for sorrow was easier said than worn. “There is, beyond the ordinary bequests, an item I do not wholly comprehend. I had thought to ask your uncle Mr. Gardiner for his opinion on the matter, but as he is in town⁠—”

      “I am here, sir,” Mrs. Gardiner said. “I shall answer on my husband’s behalf.”

      Mr. Preston did not appear best pleased by this response, but there was nothing to be done for it. Papa’s death had been sudden, after all, and there had been no time to plan such things. Even Mr. Collins could not be summoned away from Rosings Park on such short notice.

      Left with no other option, Mr. Preston cleared his throat, and the language of the law began to unroll: small sums to the servants; my mother’s portion, secured; my sisters’ prospects, such as could be contrived without entail to relieve them. Then a pause—papers exchanged, a paper drawn from the bottom as if it had been hidden.

      “And this,” Mr. Preston said, “though I confess I am not certain how to proceed. There is mention of a grant—land—held in trust by a cousin on your father’s mother’s side, now deceased. The description is… irregular.”

      “Land where?” my aunt asked.

      Mr. Preston adjusted his spectacles. “In New South Wales,” he said, and then, because we stared, he continued, “a colony. The southern hemisphere..” He paused for just a moment.” The names here—Sydney Cove—are… yes, well. It appears that some years ago, a cousin—one Mr. Bennet by marriage, perhaps—that part is unclear—secured from the colonial authorities a parcel of land, to be held for the benefit of the Bennet family should any member wish to claim it. He died without issue, the papers say; and the trust, being imperfect as to record, was… lodged, I believe, with a magistrate there. The letter accompanying this—ah—suggests that enquiries were made last year as to any Bennet interested.”

      The room seemed smaller and the clock at the mantel ticked loudly in my ears. Behind the sofa, Sophia let out a small laugh as she played with her blocks.

      My aunt said, quite calmly, “May I see the letter?”

      Mr. Preston offered it with a look of relief on his stern face.

      Mrs. Gardiner unfolded the letter and read; her brow furrowed. “It is indeed clumsily worded, yet the sense is plain enough” ‘If the family Bennet should send a representative with proofs of kinship, the ownership of the land may be confirmed. If no such person appears within two years from the date, the parcel returns to the Crown.’”

      “And the date?” I asked.

      “Last Michaelmas,” she said. “We are half a year spent already.”

      I felt the tilt then—the little unaccountable shift one sometimes experiences on a ship, when the water is not rough but still the deck will not keep still beneath the feet. The word colony pressed all on its own upon the air. A southern colony. The words implied heat, distance, unknown maps; talk of convicts, of wild country, of fortunes made by men who had no right, and lost by men who had every right in the world... A dangerous and wild place.

      My aunt folded the letter. “And how long had Mr. Bennet been in possession of this letter?”

      “Not long,” Mr. Preston said with some discomfort. “He received it near Christmas, but I do believe he was already too unwell to consider any scheme.”

      I closed my hand around the arm of the sofa. I could see him here standing by the fire, the letter in his hand, the tilt of his mouth. He had meant to tell me. He had meant—what? To send one of us across the world to claim a piece of land because it carried our name? It was like him to consider the whimsy and the use at once.

      “Is it very large?” I asked, still with no voice.

      Mr. Preston made a vague circle in the air with his pen. “There are measures, but they are colonial measures. Acres, to be sure, yet marked by creeks and rocks and trees not named as we would name them. It might be worthless. Perhaps there is a farmstead… the letter is vague, as you can see.”

      “A farmstead…” my aunt said.

      Silence grew and Sophia muttered softly to herself from her seat behind us on the floor.

      It was Mama who broke the silence and her cry saved me from speech. She had been silent until this moment, dabbing at her eyes with her handkerchief. “You cannot be serious, Mr. Preston! We are a respectable family, however some would malign us, and I will not have my girls sent to the ends of the earth to herd cattle with convicts. Pray put that letter in the fire, Henrietta, and we shall pretend that it does not exist!”

      “Mama,” I said.

      “Do not ‘Mama’ me with such sobriety,” she snapped, though she quieted a little at my aunt’s look. “You are all against me, as usual! My nerves will not tolerate it.”

      “We are not against you,” my aunt answered with kindly firmness. “We are simply in receipt of a possibility, and we must discuss it like people with heads upon our shoulders. Your husband’s cousin⁠—”

      “My husband’s cousin, much like all of his cousins, had no sense,” my mother cried. “I remember him very well, indeed! A disagreeable man, who would not dance at my wedding supper. He was always looking for an expedient way to make money… I should not be surprised that he traveled half the world away to make any sort of fortune! Why should we entertain his folly now? ”

      “We need not do anything this morning,” my aunt said. “We shall think on it; and we shall consult with Mr. Gardiner; and we shall consider what might become of us all, now that Mr. Bennet has left us.”

      At that, Mama’s hand flew to her mouth. For a moment the room was uncommonly quiet, and I saw in her eyes, beneath all her flutter and flurry, something plain and naked—a fear of the sort that wakes a woman at night, regardless of her temperament or her station. I rose from the sofa and went to her and took her hand.

      “Nothing has been decided,” I said.

      She snatched her hand back to arrange the lace at her sleeve. “I should hope not,” she sniffed, and recovered herself so quickly one might have believed the naked fear was a mistake. “Kitty, do not stare at me like that. There is nothing to see!”

      Mr. Preston bowed himself out as expediently as his dignity allowed and promised to return on the morrow with copies and explanations.

      My mother swept away with Kitty, to tell Mary that her hymn would do very well this evening if she would only choose one with fewer words. The door closed and Sophia and I were left with my aunt.

      My aunt and I sat once more. “You must forgive your mama,” she said.

      “I always do,” I replied; and because the words were not sharp when they might have been, she reached across and pressed my fingers in a way that told me she had noticed.

      “Lizzy,” she said more quietly, “there is much to consider here.”

      “There is,” I murmured, then I looked up and met her gentle gaze. “What would you do?”

      “If I were you?” she asked. “If I had a mother who will not do, sisters who cannot do, a cousin who is not to be depended upon as to income, and a child who must be given not merely bread but a name she can carry without stumbling? I should examine every road that leads away from whispers and toward independence. Even if the road runs long… and across the sea.”

      I had not cried when they closed my father’s eyes; nor when the first neighbour took my hand and spoke of the consolation of Scripture as if it were a recipe; nor when my mother demanded I assure her that she would not be turned out, as if I held the keys to an entail that had kept us all hostage these many years.

      But now my throat ached.

      I did not weep; I only reached for the letter my aunt still held so I could read the words for myself.

      It was beyond comprehension. Land in a place I had only read about in Papa’s newspapers.

      New Holland.

      It sounded so strange.

      “Do you mean that you would go?” I asked at last.

      “I mean that I would not forbid the thought,” she said. “And I mean, too, that if you go, you shall not go alone. Your uncle will contrive his business; and I am very well in a ship, though I dislike the smell of tar.”

      A smile crossed my face—crooked, insufficient. “You cannot mean to chaperon a colony.”

      “I can mean to chaperon you,” she said. “And Sophia. And to stand between you and any man who thinks a woman alone is a mark to be taken. That is scope enough for my talent, would you not agree?”

      I could not argue with her. My aunt could be very fierce when she wished to be. Her steadfast defence of Sophia and I had been proof enough of it over the years.

      “It would be far,” I said, though the word had not adequate room for the reality.

      “Very far,” my aunt agreed.

      “And wild.”

      “Yes.”

      “And dangerous.”

      “Are you afraid?”

      The question was light, but I did not flinch as I met her gaze. “No,” I replied honestly. “Somehow I am not.”

      “There is time to refuse if you would wish to,” Mrs. Gardiner said gently. “There is also time to accept. But do not let inaction decide in place of you.”

      She knew me. I laughed—not merrily, but still I laughed; and the sound cleared the fog about me. “Very well,” I said. “We shall consider. We shall ask my uncle. We shall measure the cost. And we shall see what courage we can pack in a trunk.”

      “That is the Lizzy I know,” she said, with a softness no one else would ever hear. “Now, put on your shawl. The air will not favour that little one if we linger here.”

      I squeezed her hand and rose from the sofa to gather up Sophia to carry her to bed.

      In the nursery, I laid Sophia in her small bed and smoothed the quilt my father had once called a map of all the countries she would visit in her dreams. My hand lingered in her curling dark hair. She woke briefly, peered at me with solemn eyes and then fell again into that easy trust the young are given for free.

      Later—how much later I could not judge—the door opened without a knock. Mary came in softly. She had hardly left her own room since Papa had passed and she had not played the pianoforte at all, even when Mama demanded it. So many things out of character. Mama had always hated Mary’s playing, but now that it was absent, she had demanded the normalcy of it.

      Strange what grief can do to a person…

      She sank down into a chair by the fire and watched us without speaking. My strange, stoic younger sister. Her presence was a welcome one though, and I smiled softly.

      “Will you go to New Holland, Lizzy?” she asked after a moment.

      “I do not know yet,” I replied. “I thought I did know—right away I knew that I should stay here with Mama. But there is something… undeniable about the opportunity.”

      Mary nodded. “If you go, we shall all miss you,” she said simply. “Yet I feel that you must go… if not for yourself, then for Sophia.”

      “Oh? Why do you say so?”

      Mary shrugged, a small gesture. “You do not leave the house, you do not go into town for fear of what people will say— Would you rather not be in a place where nothing matters? No one will know any different if you tell them that Sophia’s father died of an illness… or in an accident⁠—”

      “Mary—”

      Mary fixed me with a look that seemed strained. She had always struggled with social cues and propriety. “I did not mean—that is, when you are in a new place, far from Hertfordshire, people will accept whatever truth you give them. Once the story is old, it is the only story. Would it not be easier, in such a vast place, to start again?”

      Easier?

      I doubted any place on earth rendered one’s past insignificant, but the promise of obscurity seemed entirely possible. And tempting.

      What would Sophia’s life become, growing in the stifling shade of neighbours who could never tire of whispering about the past?

      The child shifted in her sleep, thumb curling at her lips, her brow smooth. I laid my hand on my daughter’s shoulder and tried not to pick at the loose thread I found at the edge of the quilt.

      “Mary,” I said without looking at her, “do you think it very wicked of me to want to escape?”

      “Wicked?” Mary’s voice, so solemn, trembled just a little. “No. I think—” She paused, considering. “I think it is what you have always wanted, Lizzy. I think you simply never had the opportunity to admit it.”

      “Do not idealize me,” I murmured. “I am not so brave.”

      “You are braver than the rest of us put together,” Mary said with conviction.

      I was not certain of that, but I let the words warm me.

      “Besides, I should like to have an excuse to visit you someplace new,” Mary said. “Mama believes that I shall never marry— so why should I not see the world?”

      “Mary,” I admonished. “That is not so, and you must not believe it. It is unfair of Mama to say such things⁠—”

      My poor middle sister did not seem bothered. Quite the contrary.

      “I should not mind so much,” she replied. “If my sisters will allow me to come and stay, I could be quite useful.”

      “I am certain of it,” I said with a smile.

      “Will you promise me, if you do go, to write every week?” Mary asked, sinking deeper into her chair.

      I let the lines of the room blur in the fire’s low glow. “I will write, and I will tell you only the truth,” I said, knowing the weight of such a promise—how difficult it could be, and yet how necessary. I owed my sister that much.

      Mary stood, skirt rustling, and she crossed the room to lay her hand upon my shoulder. “I am glad you will consider it, Lizzy,” she said, and slipped from the room with the measured steps of one who thought a quiet farewell preferable to a dramatic one.

      After a long time, I tucked the stray quilt edge beside Sophia, rose, and departed the nursery.

      The hallway was dark, cold enough to raise gooseflesh on my arms, but I did not hurry. I had always known the stairs at Longbourn, the peculiar groan of the fifth tread down, the cool patch on the banister where the sun never struck. All these small, unlovely things anchored me to this place. And then there was the idea that I might never see them again…

      But, if Mr. Collins were to turn us out of this house, I would never see them again, either.

      Better that it was my choice.

      The house hummed with night sounds: a coal settling in the grate, a board easing after the day’s tread.

      In my father’s study, his book lay open still, for no one had had the heart to move it. I stood for a moment, looking down. The sentence he had left unfinished was about weather—a matter of wind and the shape of clouds, and what a sailor might read there. I smiled at the coincidence that was not a coincidence at all, only my mind rummaging for meaning the way it always had, even as a girl running across wet fields and declaring that a cloud shaped like a hare must mean something particular for the afternoon.

      I went to his desk and opened the drawer. Everything in its place.

      I took a clean sheet of paper, ink, and my father’s favorite quill and wrote, in a careful hand:

      For Sophia⁠—

      And then stopped. The words would not be improved by prettiness. I began again.

      For Sophia: If we go far, it is because the world is large and you are meant to stand in it without shrinking. If we stay near, it is because love is a country too. Either way, I am your home.

      I blotted the ink, folded the sheet, and placed it upon the blotter before returning the quill and ink to their resting place.

      I sat in my father’s chair for a long while, memorizing the room as best I could.

      The decision did not yet exist in any impressive shape.

      It was only a tide turning—a subtle pull at the ankles.

      I closed my eyes and tried to imagine what New Holland would look like. This colony so far away. A line of pale shore beneath a sky turned upside down, the constellations altogether wrong.

      The thought did not frighten me.

      And I did not know quite what to make of that.

      I stayed in Papa’s study through the night, dozing occasionally, but not in any way that could be considered restful. When the first dawn light peeped through the curtains, I was already awake. The house had already begun to stir, and I could hear Mrs. Hill and the kitchen girls moving through the house.

      Soon enough the house would be stirred into the business of mourning, which, like any business, had its appointments and receipts.

      I climbed the stairs, rang for washing water, and then dressed as quickly as I could. I was still the only one awake, but my solitude would not last long.

      The mirror showed a woman who had not slept enough and did not expect to—but also a steadiness beneath the wear.

      I woke Sophia gently, and dressed her for the day while she babbled nonsense advice into her comb and mimicked my facial expressions in the mirror. It was terribly difficult to be melancholy in her presence, and I did not have to force my smiles or pretend to laugh at her antics. My daughter would bring me out of this gray existence, much as she had on the day she was placed in my arms.

      The house was only beginning to stir as I brought Sophia downstairs and set her upon the parlor rug to await her breakfast. The days had blended together more than I had expected and I struggled to recall just how long it had been since Papa had died.

      How could this be an expected state to exist in— In my heart, or somewhere else in my chest, I did know that I was not the only one who had experienced such a thing, but I struggled with it as one who was lost at sea and could not see the shoreline… It was there. I knew it was. But it seemed so far away.
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      I expected a note from Mr. Collins sometime that day, and I was not disappointed—nor surprised—when the post arrived at eleven with a cream-scented envelope and a sermonizing epistle several pages long.

      “I suppose you must read it,” Mama said as I broke the seal.

      “Are you certain⁠—”

      Mama waved her hand as though I should, in fact, carry on.

      I took a breath as I scanned the parson’s infernally neat script.

      “My dear Cousin,” I began. “It is with the sincerest concern that I take up my pen to address you in this season of trial, having received the melancholy intelligence of your honoured father’s decease. Be assured that both Mrs. Collins and I were greatly affected by the tidings, and we desire to offer you and your family the full measure of our Christian condolence.”

      Mama let out a snort, but did not meet my eyes when I glanced up at her.

      “Though it must be a source of grief to your entire household to be thus bereft of so worthy a parent, I cannot but observe, with gratitude to Divine Providence, that he departed this life in so tranquil and exemplary a manner as to furnish an edifying lesson for all who were acquainted with his character. Surely, my dear cousin, there can be no greater comfort in the midst of mortal affliction than the knowledge that a soul has been translated in peace to its eternal rest.”

      “A comfort, indeed,” Mama muttered. “How can he say such a thing⁠—”

      “Dearest,” my aunt soothed. “This is much as you expected.”

      Indeed it was. How could we expect anything less from Mr. Collins?

      “Mrs. Collins bids me to say that,” I continued, “when the sharpness of your present sorrow shall have somewhat abated, it is her intention, and mine also, to wait personally upon you at Longbourn. We shall hope thereby to unite our sympathies and, through the channel of friendly discourse, to afford such consolation as may be proper. In the meantime, our prayers are earnestly directed towards your health, and in particular towards that of young Sophia, whose constitution I have always observed to be delicate, and who will, I trust, be preserved from the more dangerous effects of excessive mourning.”

      Now it was my turn to be affronted. Sophia did not have a delicate constitution… She was the healthiest of all of us! I did not like his attention to her.

      “Lizzy— do continue,” my aunt urged.

      My jaw tightened, but I took a breath to calm myself. “Permit me further to assure you of my unremitting sense of duty as the future possessor of the Longbourn estate⁠—”

      “That man,” Mama huffed. “Are we to be reminded of this at every opportunity?”

      “Mama, please,” I breathed. “I am nearly finished.”

      Mama huffed again and stirred her tea angrily.

      “—and of my desire to prove myself a careful and conscientious steward of that property which has so long been in your revered father’s hands. With this object, I have taken the liberty of enclosing for your perusal a brief outline of such improvements as appear to me most needful for the preservation and dignity of the house and grounds. I flatter myself that, though you may not be in a condition at present to bestow attention upon such matters, the reflection that Longbourn will not be neglected may yield you some small comfort amid the present visitation.”

      “Improvements,” Mama cried. “Your father is not yet in the churchyard ground and he talks of improvements!”

      I scanned the remainder of the letter, but did not see the need to read them aloud. Mama would not care for the parson’s prayers.

      With every sentiment of respectful sympathy, and with prayers for your continued fortitude,

      I remain, dear Cousin,

      Your faithful kinsman and servant,

      William Collins

      “There is an enclosure,” I said as I held up a smaller piece of sealed paper. Mama groaned.

      “You may as well open it,” Mrs. Gardiner said. With a grimace, I broke the seal of the enclosure and shook out a single sheet of Mr. Collins’ neat, officious hand.

      “Enclosure: Proposed Improvements to Longbourn House and Estate,” I read. “As drafted by the Reverend William Collins, future possessor.”

      Mama twisted her handkerchief between her hands. “Future possessor, indeed.”

      “Number One: Repairs to the North-East Gable. A small fissure having long been observable in the uppermost brickwork, it will be prudent to commission masons without delay, lest the imperfection enlarge with the season’s frost.”

      Mrs. Gardiner exchanged a glance with me over her teacup. “I daresay he has never looked at that gable in his life, and yet he prescribes masons.”

      I turned to the second item.

      “Number Two: Repainting of the Dining Parlour. The present hue—a faded green, much distressed by time and candle smoke—should be replaced with a sober shade of buff, calculated to impress visitors with a sense of tasteful moderation.”

      Mama gave a little cry. “Buff? In my dining parlour? That room has been green since before your father and I were married. Buff indeed! I should as soon eat my supper in a soldier’s tent!”

      I could not stop my smile at the image that entered my head at her words… But I read on.

      “Number Three: Rearrangement of the Shrubbery Walks. The southern path being somewhat irregular, it may be rendered both picturesque and convenient by the introduction of a serpentine line, after the manner commended by Mr. Repton.”

      “Oh!” Mama interrupted as she sat upright in indignation. “Serpentine lines in my shrubbery? What nonsense is this? I will not have my walks twisted about like a snake to please Mr. Collins’ notions of fashion! And to speak of it now, when your poor father has not—it is barbarous, Lizzy, barbarous!”

      My aunt reached across and touched Mama’s hand gently. “My dear sister, pray compose yourself. Let us be thankful that Mr. Collins cannot set his masons or his serpents upon Longbourn until the law permits. In the meantime, we may set aside his paper, for it can serve only to vex you.”

      Mama stood from her chair, knocking against the table as she did so. Tea sloshed from my untouched cup and spattered over Mr. Collins’ officious letter, but I could only stare at it as the ink began to run. Mama strode across the room, her hands flapping in distress as she did so.

      Damn him.

      “I suppose he did not say anything about sending money for his dear cousin’s most Christian funeral?” Mama cried from the window.

      “No, Mama,” I replied.

      Silence. But only for a moment. “Very well,” she said. “We shall speak no more of this. We shall not mention it to Lydia or Kitty, or to Mary… But you may write to Jane if you wish. Oh, Jane… How I wish she were here!”

      “As do we all,” Mrs. Gardiner said soothingly. “But she is away on the continent and will not arrive in time⁠—”

      “All the same,” Mama wailed. “Oh, sister!”

      Mrs. Gardiner stood and walked toward my mother, but as she passed me, she dropped a letter into my lap and offered me a sly glance.

      I broke the seal and scanned my uncle’s rough and slanting script.

      Come to London at once, if you will. I have already made enquiries of a captain whose route is constant and whose character I would entrust with my own accounts. There will be time to decide and time, if decided, to prepare. I ask only that you do not delay on my account, for delay is the surest way to have a thing decided by accident.
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