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      The journey into London, though not of great duration, seemed to me marked by a gradual but unmistakable alteration in the very character of the world through which we passed. Hertfordshire, with its open fields and familiar hedgerows, had long offered a kind of ease to both the eye and the mind; but as our carriage advanced toward the city, that ease gave way to something more compressed, more deliberate, and—if I did not mistake it—more watchful.

      I sat opposite Jane, who, though fatigued by the road, retained that gentle composure which no change of scene could disturb. Her hands were folded neatly in her lap, her gaze occasionally lifting to the window with quiet interest. For my own part, I found it impossible to look away for long.

      London did not reveal itself all at once, but rather in fragments: a row of houses more tightly pressed together than any I had known, then a crowded thoroughfare, and at last a succession of streets so lively with movement that I could scarcely determine where one ended and another began. Carriages passed in such number as to render our progress at times uncertain; pedestrians crossed before us with an ease that suggested long familiarity with such disorder; and above it all rose a constant hum of sound, neither wholly pleasant nor entirely disagreeable, but undeniably persistent.

      “It is very different,” I said at last, leaning slightly toward the window as we turned into a broader street lined with elegant shops. “One scarcely knows where to look.”

      Jane smiled, her expression warm with quiet amusement. “You will grow accustomed to it, Lizzy. Indeed, I believe there is much here to admire.”

      “I do not doubt it,” I replied, though my tone carried more thought than certainty. “Only, one suspects that admiration may not be freely given without expectation.”

      Jane’s brow softened, though she did not immediately answer. She understood me, I think, better than any other; and if she chose not to press the point, it was from kindness rather than indifference.

      Our carriage soon turned into a more orderly street, where the noise diminished and the houses, though no less grand, appeared possessed of a greater composure. It was here that my uncle and aunt resided; and as we drew up before their door, I felt a distinct, if unacknowledged, sense of relief.

      The door was opened before our driver had fully descended, and my Aunt Gardiner appeared upon the threshold with such warmth in her expression that any lingering unease was at once dispelled.

      “My dear Jane—my dear Elizabeth!” she exclaimed, stepping forward with both hands extended. “You are most welcome. We have been expecting you these several hours.”

      Jane was the first to alight, her smile brightening at once as she accepted our aunt’s embrace. I followed, scarcely able to suppress my own pleasure at the sight of her.

      “My dear Aunt,” I said, returning her greeting with genuine affection, “we are most happy to be here.”

      “And we, to have you,” she replied, pressing my hand before turning to direct the servants with brisk but unhurried efficiency. “Come in, come in. Your uncle is within, and has already declared that he shall not dine without you, no matter how long you delayed him.”

      This last was spoken with a look of amused fondness, and I could not but smile as we entered.

      The interior of the house was at once elegant and comfortable—a combination I had long admired in my aunt. There was nothing ostentatious in its arrangement, yet every detail spoke of care and discernment. It differed greatly from the grander houses we had passed, which, though impressive, had seemed to me more concerned with display than with ease.

      My uncle rose to greet us as we entered the drawing room, his expression as kind as ever.

      “Well, Lizzy,” he said, taking my hand with an affectionate shake, “you have brought London no small addition to its liveliness, I think. We shall see whether it improves you—or you improve it.”

      “I should not presume upon so much influence, sir,” I returned, though I laughed as I spoke. “But I shall endeavor to observe it closely, if nothing else.”

      “And that,” he said, with a satisfied nod, “is the beginning of all improvement.”

      Dinner was soon announced, and we took our places with a degree of ease that put me immediately in mind of home. Conversation flowed naturally, without the constraint I had half expected after the spectacle of the streets. Yet even here, within the comfort of my aunt’s table, I became aware of a subtle difference in the topics that arose.

      We spoke, as might be expected, of our journey, of mama’s health, and of the various news of Hertfordshire; but before long, the conversation turned toward the engagements of the coming weeks.

      “There is to be a small gathering in Grosvenor Square on Thursday,” my aunt said, as she set aside her glass and looked from Jane to myself. “Nothing too grand, but a pleasant introduction, I think, to some of our acquaintances here.”

      Jane inclined her head politely. “We should be very happy to attend.”

      “And there is also Mrs. Allen’s musicale later in the week,” my uncle added. “A different sort of company altogether—but instructive, in its way.”

      “Instructive?” I repeated, unable to suppress a smile. “That is a promising description.”

      “It is a word I use with care,” he replied, his eyes bright with quiet humor. “London society, my dear Lizzy, offers instruction whether one seeks it or not.”

      My aunt glanced at him with a look that suggested both agreement and gentle correction. “What your uncle means,” she said, turning to us, “is that London requires a certain attention. People here are—” she paused, as if considering her phrasing, “—more observant than in the country. Appearances are more readily noted, and impressions more quickly formed.”

      Jane listened with her usual attentiveness, her expression thoughtful but untroubled. “Then we must endeavor to give no cause for unfavorable impressions.”

      My aunt smiled at her approvingly. “Just so. Though I would not have you anxious. Only mindful.”

      I felt my uncle’s gaze upon me, and when I met it, I saw in his expression a quiet expectation.

      “And you, Lizzy?” he asked. “What is your resolution?”

      I rested my hand lightly upon the edge of the table, considering my answer. “To observe, as you advised,” I said at last. “And, if possible, to remain myself in the process.”

      There was a brief pause, during which my aunt’s expression softened into something like approval, though tempered with caution.

      “Capital, capital, a most worthy aim,” she said with a broad smile. “Only remember that being oneself need not preclude a degree of—adaptation.”

      “I shall attempt to strike the balance,” I replied, though I could not entirely suppress the sense that such a balance might prove more difficult than she supposed.

      The remainder of the meal passed in a similar manner—easy, pleasant, and yet marked by a subtle undercurrent of preparation. I began to understand that our visit was not merely a change of scene, but an entrance into a world governed by expectations more intricate than those to which I had been accustomed.

      After dinner, we returned to the drawing room, where tea was served and the conversation resumed in a lighter tone. My uncle recounted an anecdote of a recent gathering, in which a gentleman had, through some ill-judged remark, rendered himself the subject of general amusement for the remainder of the evening.

      “And what was the nature of this remark?” I asked, my curiosity immediately engaged.

      “Nothing of great consequence in itself,” he replied. “Only that it revealed more of the gentleman’s character than he intended.”

      “And that,” I said, unable to resist, “is the greatest danger of all remarks.”

      “Precisely,” he returned, with evident satisfaction.

      Jane laughed softly, her eyes meeting mine with shared amusement; yet even as we smiled, I felt anew the truth of what had been implied throughout the evening. In London, it seemed, one was not merely heard—but examined.

      At last, as the hour grew late and the day’s travel began to assert its claim upon our energies, my aunt rose and proposed that we retire.

      “You will wish to be rested,” she said, “for the new day approaches more quickly than one imagines, and with it, much to do.”

      I followed Jane upstairs, the quiet of the house settling around us as we went. Our rooms were comfortable and well-appointed, offering every convenience; and as I stood for a moment beside the window, looking out upon the dimly lit street below, I allowed myself a brief reflection.

      London was not, I thought, a place that permitted indifference. It demanded attention—perhaps even performance. Yet I felt, with a certainty that surprised me, no inclination to surrender to either.

      “I shall observe,” I murmured, echoing my earlier resolve. “But I shall not perform.”

      Jane, who had been unfastening her gloves, looked up with a gentle smile. “You never do, Lizzy.”

      “Nonetheless,” I replied, turning from the window, “I suspect that here, it may be expected of me.”

      She crossed the room to take my hand, her expression earnest. “Then you must decide whether such expectations are worth meeting.”

      I returned her smile, though mine carried a trace more determination than ease. “I believe I already have.”

      As I prepared for bed, my thoughts returned—unbidden, yet not unwelcome—to the evening that awaited us in Grosvenor Square. I could not guess what it might bring, nor whom we might meet; but I felt, with a quiet steadiness, that whatever the expectations of London society might be, I would meet them only as myself.

      And if that proved insufficient, then it was London—not Elizabeth Bennet—that must learn to accommodate the difference.
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      My townhouse in London had long afforded me a degree of order I found both necessary and agreeable. Its arrangement, though not ostentatious, reflected a preference for proportion and restraint; every object had its place, and every room its purpose. I had arrived some days prior in preparation for the season’s engagements, expecting little more than the usual succession of dinners, assemblies, and obligations that accompany one’s position. Such occasions seldom offered novelty, and I had not anticipated that this evening would prove an exception.

      I stood in the drawing room as the last of the light faded beyond the tall windows, a glass of claret in hand, reviewing a letter I had only half attended to. My thoughts were not particularly engaged by its contents, though I made a show of reading until the sound of approaching voices signaled the entrance of my guests who had now settled into their rooms.

      Bingley entered first, as was his habit, with an energy that seemed incapable of restraint. His expression was bright, his step light, and his expression one of evident anticipation, as was his way.

      “Darcy, you must allow that London possesses advantages that home cannot rival,” he declared before he had fully crossed the threshold. “The variety alone is enough to recommend it.”

      “It possesses variety, certainly,” I replied, setting the letter aside. “Whether that constitutes an advantage must depend upon one’s disposition.”

      Bingley laughed, accepting a glass from the servant who followed him. “You will
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