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      I have always considered Meryton a place that prefers its comforts undisturbed.

      It is not that we lack curiosity—far from it. 

      We observe, we remark, and of course we speculate with admirable enthusiasm. 

      But we do not, as a rule, pursue any line of thought that might threaten the delicate structure of our shared understanding.

      A matter may be discussed at length, turned over, embroidered, and even exaggerated—but it must never be allowed to settle into anything so solid as truth. Especially if that truth proved to be inconvenient.

      This, I believe, is why I noticed her when no one else did.

      Miss Margaret Turner had always been a quiet and sensible girl in possession of a decidedly steady manner. She stood near the pianoforte at Mrs. Jackson’s gathering with her hands clasped before her with a rigidity that did not belong to her. 

      There was nothing immediately alarming in her appearance. Her gown was in good order, her hair neatly arranged, her posture correct. Yet something in the way she held herself suggested not composure, but effort.

      She did not seem to be listening to the music.

      Nor, I thought, was she attending to any of the conversations around her. Her gaze moved too frequently for that and skimmed from face to face as though she searched for something—but what? Or whom? 

      When Mrs. Goulding addressed her, she started in a manner entirely disproportionate to the occasion, and then smiled with a brightness that, to my eye, failed to be convincing.

      Had I not noticed the object in her hand, I might have dismissed it as fatigue, or perhaps a minor indisposition.

      But the ribbon caught my eye—blue, I think, though the candlelight made certainty difficult—wound twice about her fingers and held there with unnecessary firmness. 

      She touched it often to smooth and adjust it, as if its proper arrangement were of great consequence. Once, when she believed herself unobserved, she pressed her fingers briefly to her lips.

      There was nothing improper in such an action, strictly speaking. A ribbon is a harmless thing. Yet I could not reconcile the gesture with her usual character. Miss Turner was not prone to displays of sentiment, particularly in company.

      “Lizzy, you stare.”

      My mother’s voice, low and reproving, reached me from my left. I turned at once and composed my expression into what I hoped was something more agreeable.

      “I beg your pardon, Mama. I was only thinking.”

      “Then pray do not let your thoughts fix upon Miss Turner in such a manner,” she huffed. “It is very ill-bred. If the girl has a headache, she cannot help it.”

      “I do not believe it is a headache.”

      My mother gave me a look which suggested that whatever I believed was of very little consequence, and turned her attention elsewhere. I, however, found it impossible to do the same.

      Miss Turner’s gaze had shifted again, but this time it did not wander.

      It fixed—suddenly, entirely—upon someone across the room.

      I followed the direction of her attention.

      Mr. Wickham stood near the window, engaged in what appeared to be an easy conversation with Mrs. Jackson. 

      The gentleman had been in Meryton only a short time, one of several new officers who had joined the militia at the turn of the seasons. Yet already he had contrived to make himself known to nearly everyone of consequence.

      His manners were open, his countenance was admittedly pleasing, and even I could admit that his conversation possessed a lively quality which invited immediate confidence.

      He smiled as I looked toward him, though I could not say whether the expression was intended for me or for his present companion. It was a very ready smile, one that seemed to belong as much to the air about him as to any particular person.

      Miss Turner’s fingers tightened upon the ribbon.

      The change in her was immediate and unmistakable. The restless motion ceased and her shoulders lowered slightly, as if some invisible tension had been released. Even at a distance, I thought I saw the faintest color rise in her cheeks.

      When Mr. Wickham moved—only a step, no more—her eyes followed.

      It was not admiration. That, I should have recognized easily enough. Nor was it mere interest. It was something more singular. For Miss Turner, it seemed as though the room, with all its noise and company, had been reduced to a single point—and that point was him.

      I felt, then, a distinct stirring of unease.

      It is a disagreeable thing to suspect one’s own imagination of excess.

      I have, on occasion, been accused—unjustly, I think—of allowing my opinions to outrun my evidence.

      I am not insensible to the danger, yet neither can I persuade myself to ignore what I plainly observe.

      Mr. Wickham spoke to his companion once more, but though I could not hear his words, but I saw the effect of them upon Mrs. Jackson, who laughed with evident delight. He inclined his head toward her, the picture of easy attention.

      There was nothing in the scene to justify alarm.

      And yet⁠—

      “Is he not the most agreeable gentleman you ever beheld?”

      Lydia’s voice broke in upon my thoughts with her usual lack of ceremony. She appeared at my side without warning, her eyes bright with animation as she wrapped her arms around my waist.

      “Who?” I asked, though I knew her meaning well enough.

      Lydia released me and let out a dramatic gasp. “Why, Mr. Wickham, to be sure! I declare he is the finest officer in all the militia! He danced twice with me this afternoon, and I am quite determined he shall do so again whenever the opportunity presents itself.”

      “I do not doubt your success,” I returned.

      She laughed, taking this as encouragement, and leaned closer. “He has the most charming way of speaking, Lizzy. One feels at once that he understands everything—every thought, every feeling. It is quite extraordinary.”

      I looked at her then, more closely than I had intended.

      Lydia had always possessed a liveliness that defied any attempt at restraint. Her spirits rose quickly and fell just as fast, and her affections were given freely and without calculation. There is, in her, a kind of heedless confidence which rendered her both delightful and, at times, exhausting.

      Now, however, I observed something new.

      She watched him.

      Not constantly, as Miss Turner had done, but often enough that I could not mistake it. Each time he moved, her attention shifted.

      And when he glanced her way—only briefly—she smiled in a manner that was almost triumphant.

      “Lydia,” I said in a tone that was as light as I could manage, “you have only just been introduced to Mr. Wickham. The Regimental Ball was only a fortnight ago—. It is perhaps too soon to form such decided opinions.”

      Lydia tossed her head. “Nonsense! I know him perfectly well. Besides, what harm can there be in liking him? Everyone does.”

      “Everyone does,” I repeated.

      It was meant as nothing more than an observation, yet as I spoke the words, they seemed to settle into something heavier.

      Everyone does.

      Even those who had only met him but once spoke of him with warmth, as though he had been among us for years.

      It was, I told myself, entirely natural. A pleasing manner will always find favor, particularly in a place such as Meryton, where novelty is in short supply.

      And yet⁠—

      I found my gaze drawn again to Miss Margaret Turner.

      She had moved closer to the window now, though I could not say when or how.

      Mr. Wickham had not addressed her. Indeed, he appeared not to notice her at all.

      Still, she stood within his orbit, as though proximity alone were of great importance.

      Her fingers tightened once more upon the ribbon.

      I wondered, suddenly, how she had come by it.

      “Lizzy,” Lydia huffed, “you are not paying attention to me at all!”

      “Forgive me,” I said. “Pray, continue.”

      But Lydia had already turned away, her attention claimed elsewhere, and I was left with my thoughts.

      It is a small thing, perhaps, to observe that one person watches another. Smaller still to remark upon a ribbon, or a smile, or a tone of voice. None of it amounts to proof of anything beyond the ordinary movements of society.

      And yet I could not escape the sense that something in these movements was not, in fact, ordinary.
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      I had not intended to return to Meryton with any stronger feeling than reluctance.

      The place had never held particular interest for me, except insofar as it contained Netherfield Park and, through Netherfield, a series of obligations which friendship made difficult to refuse. 

      Charles Bingley, having heard with pleasure that the neighborhood had regained all its former sociability, had accepted an invitation to a supper party at the invitation of Mrs. Jackson. He had been eager to return to the countryside and prevailed upon me to accompany him to this event with a persistence so cheerful that resistance would have appeared unreasonable. 

      I submitted, as I often did where he was concerned, with no expectation beyond the ordinary exertions of civility.

      Had that been all, I might have passed the evening in tolerable composure. I was content to stay silent, offer small conversation where necessary, and then retire.

      Instead, before we had been twenty minutes in company, I heard George Wickham’s name spoken with admiration from two separate quarters of the room.

      The first mention came from Sir William Lucas, who praised the young man’s address in terms so warm as to suggest the discovery of a rare treasure concealed for years from Hertfordshire society. 

      The second came from Mrs. Jackson, who laughed over some anecdote of his with the excessive gratification of one newly persuaded of her own discernment. 

      I do not know that my countenance betrayed anything.

      Years of practice had taught me some command over it. But I felt, in that instant, the old and unwelcome tightening of thought that Wickham’s presence had long been sufficient to produce.

      It was not merely anger. Anger, however justified, has something clean in it.

      What George Wickham inspired in me was of a more complicated design: the certainty of damage already begun, accompanied by the near impossibility of proving it before the damage was complete.

      George Wickham excelled in beginnings.

      There are men whose vice announces itself early, with such noise and vulgarity as to protect sensible people from all serious injury. But George Wickham had never been one of those men.

      He entered a room as if he meant no disturbance to it, asked for very little, and gave exactly that degree of attention which vanity mistakes for understanding.

      His ease was his weapon. His cheerfulness, his honesty.

      Meryton, it seemed, had presented him with advantages I had not wished him to possess: a confined society, eager conversation, little novelty, and many young women raised to think admiration a compliment rather than a danger.

      There were others here in attendance that I had some wish to see, a certain young lady whom I had given much thought to in my time away from Meryton.

      Against my will, it seemed that Miss Elizabeth Bennet’s fine eyes had not departed my memory.

      I did wonder if she had been similarly plagued by thoughts of me—but I could not bear the possibility of learning the truth. If she despised me, perhaps that would make the separation all the easier.

      I heard Wickham’s laugh before I saw him. Clear as a bell in the crowded room.

      I turned, at last, and located him at once.

      He had not yet seen me. 

      He stood beside the far window, one elbow set carelessly against the frame, in conversation with our hostess and a pair of militia officers whose regard he appeared already to command. 

      Nothing in his posture had altered since the last time I had been forced to endure his company. 

      He still carried himself with that infuriating appearance of openness, as if the world had only ever dealt kindly with him and he repaid it in equal measure. 

      Time had improved him, if anything. And he seemed very comfortable in his regimental uniform.

      An officer.

      So, he had found enough money to purchase a commission.

      Since I had last seen him, George Wickham had learned moderation in his expressions, and a dangerous species of self-restraint which gives false character the appearance of depth.

      Bingley, who had been greeting acquaintances with his usual unaffected pleasure, returned to my side.

      “You are grave, sir,” he said. “Have I brought you into worse company than I intended?”

      “Not worse,” I replied. “Only more troublesome.”

      His glance followed mine and settled without suspicion upon Wickham. “Do you know him?”

      “Yes.”

      There must have been something in my tone, for Bingley looked at me more closely. “Is that all?”

      “It is enough.”

      Bingley, who had the happy instinct of avoiding pressure where none would serve, asked no more. For this I was grateful. 

      To explain my connection to Wickham in any public room was impossible; to attempt it in Meryton, where I was already neither well known nor particularly beloved, would have been foolish. 

      The story, when told whole, had the disadvantage of sounding too pointed, and too much like the account of one man determined to ruin another. It required patience, evidence, and a listener willing to suspend the immediate testimony of charm. Such listeners are rare, and I did not seek them out.

      I had been content to forget Wickham—it was as Georgiana would have wished, and I would much rather push all of that history where it belonged.

      Far behind me.

      I should have left the house—but Bingley was engaged in conversation once more, and my departure would be noticed by our hostess who had made much of our arrival.

      But I could not run—it was Wickham who should not wish to be in my company. The ill will I harbored toward him was like a bitter gall in the back of my throat. If he had any sense, he would stay far away.

      I turned with the intent to fetch a fresh glass of port, but there was another person who caught my eye.

      I saw her before she saw me.

      She stood near the pianoforte, though not in the manner of one who has positioned herself to listen. Unlike most attendees who merely displayed themselves advantageously while observing nothing of consequence, she was engaged in genuine scrutiny of the room.

      On a previous acquaintance, I had taken Miss Elizabeth Bennet’s liveliness for mere inclination to laugh; I had underestimated her.

      There was now in her expression something more exacting. She was watching not the center of the room, but its edges.

      I followed the direction of her gaze and understood at once what had arrested it.

      A young woman I did not recognize stood several feet from Wickham with the rigid stillness of one who wishes to appear calm and is failing. Her fingers twisted a narrow strip of blue ribbon. She looked toward him too often, and away from him with too much effort. It was, perhaps, the sort of thing most people would have called girlish admiration. It was not that.

      At least, it was not merely that.

      I had seen the same concentrated attentiveness in others before her. In my own sister.

      But it was not always in women, and not always with the same object in the hand—sometimes it was a ring, sometimes a letter, once a prayer book marked with a phrase he had recommended. He had given Georgiana a little card that had been painted with a likeness of her favorite flower.

      He liked visible signs of his influence, particularly when they might be dismissed as sentiment.

      Miss Elizabeth Bennet had noticed the young lady’s motions as well.

      I knew she had, not because she looked alarmed—she did not—but because her attention remained fixed where politeness would have directed it elsewhere.

      Unfortunately, she then turned and saw me.

      Whatever perceptiveness had sharpened her features a moment before gave way at once to reserve. Not confusion; not embarrassment. Displeasure, rather, and of a kind I had no difficulty recognizing. 

      It was clear enough that Miss Bennet’s opinion of me had not improved since our earlier acquaintance, and I could not say I had furnished her with much reason to revise it. My manners toward her had been… insufficient, which is often more offensive than outright antagonism.

      Though I had made my penance for keeping her sister and Mr. Bingley apart, I could not bear to make my own feelings known to her—not in a way which she could accept.

      She inclined her head. I bowed in return.

      There the matter might have rested, had Lydia Bennet not rushed to her side in a flutter of animation and spoke with such force that even from a distance I caught Wickham’s name.

      Miss Elizabeth’s countenance changed slightly—resistance. She answered her sister; Lydia laughed; then Miss Bennet looked again across the room, not toward me, but toward Wickham, and in that second look there was more judgment than before.

      I began to wonder what precisely she had seen.

      It would not do to assume too much.

      Perception is one thing, interpretation another.

      A discerning mind may still be prejudiced by temperament, and Miss Elizabeth Bennet possessed, I believed, an active dislike of me sufficient to contaminate any conclusion in which I might be a feature.

      Even if she did suspect Wickham of anything, she might still reject any warning that came through my mouth. Yet she watched him with the wary concentration of a person collecting evidence against her own inclination to dismiss it.

      There was sense in that.

      Wickham had seen me now.

      I recognized the instant of recognition in the slight stilling of his expression before he recovered it.

      No one else would have marked the change. He inclined with perfect propriety from across the room, neither too readily nor too coldly, leaving the company to infer whatever history they pleased.

      I returned the acknowledgement, though every instinct urged me to leave at once.

      He would not have expected to see me in Meryton; of that I was certain.

      The thought gave me some small satisfaction. Surprise is of value when one deals with a man who relies so completely upon arranging the scene before others enter it.

      Yet my satisfaction did not last. Lydia Bennet, unchecked and radiant, crossed the room to him almost immediately and drew another young lady with her. Wickham turned toward them with a readiness that was too smooth to appear eager. He did not monopolize her attention. That would have been clumsy. He distributed his civility among all three, and allowed Lydia to believe herself distinguished without giving observers enough singularity to condemn.

      Except, perhaps, an observer trained by repetition.

      Except by an observer who had seen him at work before.

      Georgiana had been taken in by his whiles— She had been so young.

      Wickham seemed to listen to everything Lydia Bennet had to say with a degree of seriousness entirely disproportionate to whatever nonsense Lydia was certain to be speaking. He asked a question and she answered more quickly than before. He laughed, but not at her—never at the subject, always as though delighted by the very fact of her existence. Then, after only a few moments, he allowed his attention to shift to the other young lady, creating at once the conditions for renewed pursuit.

      A vulgar flirtation exhausts itself by excess. But Wickham understood the greater advantage of restraint.

      “I think Miss Lydia is quite captivated.”

      The remark came from Miss Bingley, who had approached unnoticed and whose satisfaction in making such observations was seldom concealed. “Though, to be fair, she is not alone. The whole town appears disposed to adore him.”

      I said nothing.

      “Do you know the gentleman?” she continued.

      “Yes.”

      She sipped her claret expectantly. “And do you approve of him?”

      “No.”

      The plainness of the answer silenced even her for a moment. She looked toward Wickham with a fresh kind of interest, not generous enough to be concern and not disciplined enough to be caution. She liked scandal where it could be enjoyed at a distance.

      “How very decided you are,” she said at last.

      “I have cause.”

      This, too, put an end to it. Miss Bingley had no desire to press where she could not comfortably command the result. She retreated to safer conversation with Miss Jane Bennet. I remained where I was, vexed anew by the knowledge that even truth, if not properly staged, may serve only to amuse.

      When next I looked toward Elizabeth, I found that she was already looking toward me.

      There was, in that brief meeting of eyes, no softening at all. If anything, her suspicion sharpened. She had heard enough, perhaps, to conclude only that I was engaged in some private hostility. I could hardly blame her. Nothing about my position recommended itself. Wickham looked like ease, while I, in all probability, looked like disapproval.

      And disapproval, however justified, is rarely loved.

      Still, she did not look away at once.

      That was what fixed my attention. Most people, having formed their first conclusion, are content to preserve it by avoiding any fresh observation. Miss Bennet did not possess that laziness.

      For the first time that evening, I allowed myself the possibility that she might prove useful.

      The thought was ungraciously phrased, and perhaps unjust. Yet usefulness, in such matters, is not a contemptible quality. To perceive danger while it is still small—to distrust what others praise—to watch before speaking: these are not common talents. 

      I had no reason to think Miss Bennet would thank me for observing them in her. She certainly would not like me better for it. But I found, against my inclination, that I cared less for her opinion at that moment than for the accuracy of her instinct.

      Dancing had begun, and Bingley had renewed his acquaintance with Jane Bennet quite admirably enough to claim her hand for a dance. The room shifted; conversation rose and broke around me in waves of triviality. 

      Wickham moved again among them with practiced ease, but never lingered long enough to invite remark and never withdrew enough to lessen interest. Lydia followed him with her eyes while Miss Turner stroked the ribbon with a nervous motion.

      Miss Elizabeth Bennet saw both.

      So did I.

      And because I had seen such beginnings before, I understood with a certainty bordering on dread that this admiration might soon become something far more difficult to interrupt.

      I did not yet know how much Miss Bennet suspected.

      Only that she suspected something.

      And that, in a room determined to be pleased, made her the only person there whose attention I trusted.
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