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            Dramatis Personae

          

        

      

    

    
      At Pemberley

      
        
          	
        Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy — master of Pemberley, lately resolved to undo a wrong before anyone can require it of him.
      

      	
        Miss Georgiana Darcy — his younger sister, newly and anxiously mistress of his table.
      

      	
        Mrs. Annesley — Georgiana's companion, who observes a good deal more than she says.
      

      	
        Mrs. Reynolds — the housekeeper, who has run Pemberley since Darcy was a boy and approves of very little in a hurry.
      

      	
        Tom — a manservant grown gray in long service: grave, dependable, and equal to every duty at Pemberley but the absurd ones — which he performs anyway, and without comment.
      

      

      

      The Bennets, of Longbourn in Hertfordshire

      
        
          	
        Miss Elizabeth Bennet — second of the five Bennet sisters, in possession of a secret she did not ask for.
      

      	
        Miss Jane Bennet — her elder sister, whose gentleness has cost her more than she will admit.
      

      	
        Mr. Bennet — their father, come north chiefly for the Pemberley library and to be amused.
      

      

      

      The Bingley Party

      
        
          	
        Mr. Charles Bingley — Darcy's friend, restored to good spirits and to Jane's side.
      

      	
        Miss Caroline Bingley — his sister, whose hopes of Pemberley have outlived their welcome.
      

      	
        Mrs. Louisa Hurst — his other sister: married, watchful, and beginning to calculate.
      

      	
        Mr. Hurst — her husband, who regards Easter chiefly as an interruption of his breakfast.
      

      

      

      The Family from Matlock

      
        
          	
        Lord and Lady Matlock — Darcy's uncle and aunt; her ladyship reserves her verdicts, his lordship gives his warmly.
      

      	
        Colonel Fitzwilliam — their son and Darcy's cousin, whose candor is not always the same thing as good judgment.
      

      

      

      In the Neighborhood

      
        
          	
        Mr. Harding — the Lambton apothecary, much consulted.
      

      	
        Mr. Selwyn and Mr. Carteret — gentlemen of the county, the latter a connection of Lady Matlock's.
      

      	
        — and, when Pemberley gives a ball, the Elmsleys and the better part of Derbyshire.
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Previously, in His London Shame

          

        

      

    

    
      The first book of the When Mr. Darcy Atones trilogy ended where this one begins. For those joining the story now—or returning to it after some time away—here is where matters stood.

      In the autumn, Mr. Darcy had done Jane Bennet a wrong. Persuaded, and persuading himself, that her heart was not truly engaged, he had helped to carry Mr. Bingley away from Netherfield and from her, and had thought the matter closed.

      It was not closed. That January, in London, he came upon Miss Bennet at the Hursts' house in Grosvenor Street, at tea — pale, composed, and far too well-bred to reproach him. There, in that drawing room, with his friend's sisters looking on, she asked him whether he had lately seen Mr. Bingley, and bade him carry her regards; and in the steadiness of it Darcy understood at last what he had refused to see—that he had taken her reserve for indifference, and been wrong. He said nothing of it to Bingley. The silence became its own offense, and he kept it through the winter.

      He had offered, at least, his carriage, to set her down in Gracechurch Street, where her aunt and uncle Gardiner had taken her in. On the drive he asked after her sister Elizabeth—and said a thing of her he wished unsaid the moment it was out. So Jane stepped down at her own door carrying a secret she had not gone out that morning to acquire: that Mr. Darcy's regard for Elizabeth Bennet ran a good deal warmer than he meant anyone to know.

      He did not keep his own silence alone. Colonel Fitzwilliam, meaning no harm and doing a great deal, let slip to Elizabeth—at the crowded Somerset House exhibition—that her sister's unhappiness had been Mr. Darcy's work. Elizabeth told her aunt Mrs. Gardiner, and no one else; from Jane she kept it entirely, carrying it as a cold certainty beneath everything, each time the man proved unexpectedly good.

      Other things came right, or began to. Bingley and Jane found one another again. The Gardiners took Darcy's measure in their own drawing room and were not easily fooled. Lady Matlock observed her nephew across a theatre and reserved her verdict. And Darcy, who had spent his pride freely all his life, set himself at last to the one repair that mattered: to undo what he had done and restore Mr. Bingley to Jane — without, if he could manage it, ever being made to confess the part he had played.

      To that end, the whole party was invited north, to Pemberley, for Easter.

      Which is where Elizabeth Bennet—who knows precisely what he did, and has not said so—steps down from her carriage at his door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          A GENTLEMAN, UNFORTUNATELY USEFUL
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      It was the morning's first mercy that the Bennet carriage came up the drive behind the Bingleys', for it gave Elizabeth a quarter-minute to look upon Pemberley without the indignity of being seen to look.

      The house was worse than she had prepared for. Not vulgar, which would have given her a foothold; not showy, which she might have laughed at; not cold in its grandeur, which would have allowed her to dismiss it as proper to its owner. It stood where the ground had been waiting for it, a stone front the color of old honey set against trees planted to flatter it by people very long dead. Mr. Darcy had the unfair advantage of inheriting taste already exercised by three generations of better men.

      She had not expected to mind it. She minded it a great deal.

      "If his forebears have been so ill-bred as to build beyond my patience," said Mr. Bennet, who had not troubled to look up from the volume open on his knee, "I shall oppose him with an essay."

      "It may be only a house, Papa," Jane said.

      It was the largest claim she had made on Pemberley's behalf that morning. Jane had said almost nothing of Mr. Bingley across three days of bad roads, and Elizabeth had therefore heard him in every silence.

      "My dear, every great house is only a house to its owner," Mr. Bennet said, "and never once to a visitor. A man does not lay out an avenue of limes that his own family may admire them. He lays it out that strangers may feel the want of one."

      "Then we are undone before we have set foot to gravel," Elizabeth said. She found her sister's hand where it lay in the fold of their skirts and pressed it. Jane's fingers closed once and let go, her eyes never leaving the window.

      Ahead, the Bingleys' carriage had stopped before the steps. Mr. Bingley stood beside it, hat in hand, apparently attending to nothing with any success.

      When Jane descended first, with a steadiness too studied to be ease, he saw her and forgot, for one happy instant, that he was not the host.

      "Miss Bennet — this is better than anything I promised you. Was I not right? You must say I was right."

      "You were right, Mr. Bingley," Jane said.

      Elizabeth came down after her, her expression collected enough for civility and short of encouragement. Her father followed with his book still in his fist and offered Mr. Darcy a bow perfectly correct and not in the smallest degree confiding.

      Mr. Darcy stood below the steps, the pale stone behind him making his stillness look almost severe. Elizabeth had thought of him often enough in London to be vexed by the immediacy of him now: the same height, the same composed expression, the same air of holding himself apart from common commotion. Only here, at Pemberley, that composure looked less like pride than possession—of the house, of the moment, perhaps of himself. She disliked very much that she noticed the difference.

      Mr. Darcy returned the bow. "Mr. Bennet. Miss Bennet. Miss Elizabeth. You are very welcome to Pemberley."

      His manner had neither warmed into familiarity nor stiffened into ceremony. It was merely exact, the right degree of everything, measured out as if welcome were a duty he had resolved to perform without error. That it should be less provoking than coldness was its own offense.

      Miss Darcy stood half a step behind him—exactly that distance, more composed than Elizabeth remembered from London, though still in the deliberate position of a young woman who had been rehearsing not to retreat.

      "You are very good to come so far," she said. The words were nothing; the effort of producing them before so many strangers was not lost on Elizabeth. "I hope your journey was not very fatiguing."

      "No more than journeys are obliged to be," Elizabeth said, and was rewarded by the loosening of something in Miss Darcy's face.

      "We descend upon you like an army, Darcy," Bingley said. "Louisa— Caroline— mind the step, it is a long one. Hurst, rouse yourself, you are wanted."

      From the dim of the carriage Mr. Hurst put out his head and looked as though the request to be wanted had constituted an injury.

      Miss Bingley came down last, her face already lifted to the windows above the door, that she might admire and be admired in the one motion.

      "You see, Mr. Darcy, how impossible it is for any of us to keep away from —"

      She cried out. Her foot came down hard against the edge of the carriage block with a scrape of kid on stone. She caught at the door, missed her balance, and would have gone full length upon the gravel had the footman not caught her arm. There was a small ugly sound to the near-miss, the slither of the shoe and the grit under the man's boots as he caught her, and it held the party where it stood.

      For one instant the order of the arrival came apart. Bingley sprang forward and stopped, as eager good nature will when a service is actually required and three persons are already nearer to perform it. Mrs. Hurst exclaimed at a pitch that would have answered for a graver calamity. Miss Darcy drew back. Miss Bingley hung upon the carriage door with one foot drawn up useless beneath her.

      Mr. Darcy was across the gravel before the cry had finished. "Do not put it down. Can you bear weight upon it?"

      "I am not an invalid," Miss Bingley said, though her voice had mislaid some part of its command.

      "No one has supposed it. Can you bear weight?"

      Her attempt lasted exactly long enough to settle the question against her.

      He did not pause to consider; he disposed. "Tom, the chair from the hall. Morris, send to Mrs. Reynolds, and a man to Lambton, at once, for Mr. Harding. Georgiana, the blue dressing-room is nearest the lower stair; have the fire lit." Each order went off the instant it was given, into hands already reaching to obey it.

      It was, Elizabeth thought, the least romantic thing she had ever witnessed, and the more effective for it. There was no bustle in him, no flourish. He was simply obeyed.

      "A chair?" Miss Bingley said, with the horror of a woman invited to be carried publicly into her own disgrace. "Mr. Darcy, I am quite dead."

      "Then we must make you comfortable until Mr. Harding contradicts you."

      Tom came at a measured walk with the chair, gray at the temples and grave with long service, and set it down at her side.

      "I am perfectly able to walk," Miss Bingley said, "if I am not made a spectacle of."

      Tom waited only so long as respect required, and not the breadth of a second longer. "Best not, ma'am."

      Between the protest and the necessity she was given no room but to yield, and two men had her settled with so much propriety that to object further would have been to object to good manners themselves.

      "I am ashamed to make such an entrance," Miss Bingley said as they bore her within.

      A man might command his servants because the house was his; but to spare a disagreeable woman a public mortification while she struggled against the sparing — that belonged less conveniently to character.

      Elizabeth had come north prepared to distrust Mr. Darcy: pride confirmed, coldness undiminished. She had made no provision for competence, and felt something in her chest pull to the wrong side of the argument before she had leave to stop it. Pride could be kept at arm's length and reasoned with at leisure. Usefulness had crossed the gravel before she had so much as arranged an opinion against it.

      Beside her, Mr. Bennet made a low humming noise — that of a man whose private theory had received its first faint encouragement.

      "Come, Lizzy. I begin to think I shall be very much diverted by Pemberley."

      She went in, and the house closed its cool quiet over the noise of the arrival as if it had been waiting to.

      Mrs. Reynolds had given the Bennet sisters a chamber two doors and a corner from Miss Bingley's: neither so near as to seem an instruction nor so distant as to be a slight. Pemberley, Elizabeth gathered, was managed by exact equity.

      "Mr. Bingley looks very well," Jane said, drawing off her gloves with the deliberation of a woman resolved not to be agitated. The operation had the tender familiarity of something attempted a hundred times and never quite brought off.

      "He looked very happy to see you, which is not the same article at all."

      "You are not being fair to him."

      This was true, and Elizabeth was not yet disposed to mend it. Jane's careful composure had shifted by a hand's breadth, too little to remark, too much to ignore.

      "He is much in countenance. Do you not think so? He is quite himself."

      "He is quite himself," Elizabeth agreed, and could not, in honesty, deny it.

      That was the whole difficulty. Mr. Bingley, restored to his own easy temper, made the matter less secure rather than more; hope had become too plain to be safely ignored.

      She did not say the rest. Her own silence with Jane was older than this morning's. What Colonel Fitzwilliam had let fall last winter at the Somerset House exhibition, of Mr. Darcy's hand in removing his friend from a connection he had judged imprudent, had lain between the sisters ever since, unspoken because Elizabeth had never found the hour in which the speaking of it would do Jane any good. The knowledge troubled her afresh each time he was civil to Jane, and he had been civil to Jane all day. The letters could be folded away; the tears, when they came, were saved for an empty room and a pillowcase.

      Along the corridor the house was assembling, for Miss Bingley, the attentions it had not yet had occasion to assemble for any guest of the name of Bennet: a soft traffic of trays and cushions, and beneath it the governing voice of Mrs. Reynolds. Pemberley did not stint hospitality on account of its being deserved.

      "She is badly hurt, I am afraid," Jane said.

      "She is hurt, and she will contrive to suffer it beautifully. The beauty of it will tire her long before the ankle does."

      Jane gave her the look that meant she had been unkind, and Elizabeth felt the rebuke, and on reflection had earned it.

      The afternoon went by in the muffled industry of a house arranging itself around an invalid, and the dinner that followed observed Good Friday in everything. The cloth had been laid with restraint and the dishes were Lenten: cold fish, a dish of eggs, nothing with more spirit than the day allowed. The candles gave off a thin smoke that caught at the back of the throat. Mr. Darcy presided with the same impersonal attention he had paid to Miss Bingley's ankle: a host who had decided that nothing in the room required his amusement, only his care.

      Miss Bingley had been brought to table by a compromise of pillows and a footstool that let her share in the conversation without confessing herself well enough to do without them.

      "I shall be a most useless guest until Mr. Harding releases me," she said, in a tone that invited contradiction.

      She received none worth the having, her brother and her host being an audience disinclined to perform.

      Elizabeth watched Mr. Darcy work. He addressed Miss Bingley first, and no longer than her due. He gave Mrs. Hurst the absolute correctness she required and not a syllable past it. To his sister he put a question made easy on purpose: "Georgiana, you went by the Lambton road on Thursday. Was the bridge mended yet?" Miss Darcy, handed a small triumph she had not looked to be given, said that it was, and that the fresh stone still showed pale where the bridge wall had been repaired.

      And then — Elizabeth could have wished he had let it alone — he turned to Jane. He distinguished her by nothing. He remarked upon the road from Hertfordshire, the merest civility any host might offer, except that he had chosen it to spare her every reference to the winter and the city. She wanted it to be calculation. It would have been so much easier if it had been calculation. But Elizabeth knew, with a certainty she could not have defended and did not doubt, that he had chosen it out of consideration; she read the choosing in the half-beat before he spoke, the gap between the question available and the question used.

      Jane answered him easily. The ease was the whole of it.

      He went back to Mrs. Hurst before anything might be concluded from his having spoken at all.

      Elizabeth set down her fork. She had been prepared to find Mr. Darcy proud. She was less prepared to find him careful in the very place where he had least right to be.

      "Mr. Darcy is determined," Mr. Bennet observed as the cloth was drawn, "that no one beneath his roof shall be allowed to feel neglected. A virtuous principle, and one we shall have a great deal of before breakfast."

      The gentlemen did not linger over their wine, and the company removed together. There were no cards; the day forbade them. Miss Bingley had been established, by the consent of a room that had no graceful alternative, upon a sofa drawn close to the fire, her ankle preserved upon a footstool whose angle had lately occupied two maids and the under-butler.

      The tea things had begun their slow assembly when Mr. Darcy turned to his sister.

      "Miss Bennet is too kind to let a young hostess struggle alone in so grave a crisis as the tea. You ought to enlist her."

      Miss Darcy, who had been glancing between the tray and the company as if hospitality had become an examination she had prepared for but never quite sat, colored at once.

      "If Miss Bennet would not think it very bold of me."

      "Not in the least," Jane said, rising. "I should be very glad."

      Mr. Bingley drifted toward the tea table in their wake and leaned a degree nearer to Jane than the passing of cups had any need to require.

      "I am ashamed your welcome should open in this fashion," he said to her.

      "It is only an accident. I hope Miss Bingley will think very little of it by the morning."

      "Then I am easy. I have a hundred questions I have been saving the whole journey, and now I dare not ask one of them."

      "You may safely begin with the road," Elizabeth offered. "It is an unimpeachable subject, and we have lately become great authorities upon it."

      "I know every mile of it by report," he said, his eyes not leaving Jane. "But if you command it, I will admire the road for a full half-hour together."

      Jane smiled. The reserve held, but it did not refuse him.

      Mrs. Hurst, who had appeared on the point of reclaiming Jane for the service of her sister's sofa, settled again where she was and did not. Elizabeth understood the civility, and would rather not have.

      Mr. Bennet brought his tea to her side. "This is a house of resources. I have never before seen one sprained ankle furnish so many small tables."

      "Hush, Papa."

      "I am perfectly grave. There is nothing in the world so suited to the day as suffering well attended."

      Elizabeth subdued an unworthy wish to laugh. Good Friday was assisting Miss Bingley at every turn; the whole party was engaged to lower its voice and treat an ankle as though it had been added to the solemnities of the calendar.

      Her first office survived, Miss Darcy came presently to ask Elizabeth whether she liked better to be read to of an evening or to have music.

      "Whichever spares the reader from Fordyce."

      Miss Darcy laughed, with surprise enough at herself to make the sound twice worth the having.

      Miss Bingley's attention came round to them directly. "Miss Eliza. Would you be so kind as to fetch me the smelling-bottle?"

      Elizabeth brought it with every appearance of concern. "Pemberley seems admirably furnished against every emergency."

      "Against every emergency," Miss Bingley said, receiving it, "but the one of being observed in it."

      "An emergency best met by holding very still," remarked Mr. Hurst, who had not been supposed to be attending to anything.

      Through all of it Mr. Darcy kept his place at the mantel and said little. Elsewhere his silence had struck her as disdain. Here, where the servants moved at a word from him and his sister turned to him whenever anything practical arose, she could no longer quite call it that. Pemberley had the ill nature to make a difficult man intelligible.

      When at last Elizabeth was in her chamber, the great house had gone silent beneath her window, a silence with substance in it, broken once by a settling timber below and the wind at the casement. She stood a while at the candle, her fingers cold on the glass and the wax close and sweet in the still air, and considered how very disagreeable a first day could contrive to be that gave one nothing so restful as a confirmed dislike.

      He had not been acquitted; she held to that. Jane had suffered too much, and at his hand, for one day of competence to settle the account. Mr. Bingley was here, and Miss Bingley under the same roof and already the center of it, and no quantity of honey-colored stone could make Jane safe by standing handsomely about her.

      And yet, each time she set herself to remember Mr. Darcy as proud, and overbearing, and not to be relied upon, the house put forward some quiet contradiction on the other side: the chair, the unhurried orders, the road chosen to spare her sister a wound. Protecting Jane would have been a far simpler undertaking if the man chiefly answerable for Jane's unhappiness had not also proved, on the very first day, so unsettlingly useful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          THE HOST MAKES AN EXCEPTION
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      Darcy had been at his desk since before the house had any opinion of the hour, the grate beside him still dark and the window holding the particular gray that comes before a fasting house consents to wake, and he had settled nothing.

      The work was simple. The morning's questions were the ordinary questions of a full house on a day still governed by Easter restraint: which carriage at what hour, which dishes the calendar permitted, which rooms wanted fires, and he could have answered every one of them in his sleep. The difficulty was that he kept answering one question and finding a second standing behind it, wearing the first one's coat.

      Mrs. Reynolds came in with her account book closed upon one finger and her cap as settled as the laws of England.

      "Miss Bingley passed a fair night, sir. Mrs. Hurst rang for the second girl twice, though Tom believes the second time was more for company than for need."

      "Tom's opinions of the bell are not required of him."

      "No, sir. He offers them only to me."

      He let that stand, which was as near to amusement as the morning had yet brought him. "She will wish to come down."

      "She has said so."

      "Then the sofa in the morning room may go nearer the fire. Not so near that the rest of the party must sit upon the hearth to keep her company. A firm footstool. Mr. Harding to see her before she attempts the stairs, and his verdict to govern, not hers."

      "Very good, sir."

      He gave her the church arrangements, and the order of the day, and the thousand particulars by which a house carries a party through Holy Saturday without anyone being asked to feel the labor of it; and somewhere in the giving he arrived at the breakfast room, and stopped.

      Mrs. Reynolds waited. She was a woman who could wait without making the waiting a comment.

      The seating was the trouble. It was not, in itself, a difficult thing. By every law of precedence Bingley sat at his right and Mr. Bennet at his left, and the elder Miss Bennet, being the elder, sat beside Bingley as a matter of course, and Elizabeth beside her father. The arrangement made itself. He had only to say the usual order and it would be done, and it would put Bingley next to the woman Darcy had spent the winter teaching him to forget.

      He found he could not say the usual order without hearing, underneath it, the thing he would formerly have meant by it.

      "By precedence," he said.

      "As we always do, sir."

      "Yes." He set down the pen. "As we always do."

      She inclined her head and went out, and he heard her give some quiet direction in the passage, and the house began, without further reference to him, to do what he had told it.

      In the quiet after, he examined what he had nearly done. It was a seating plan, the most innocent paper in England, and it exposed the larger fault in miniature: the wish to set two people where his judgment thought they belonged, and to call it hospitality. He had told himself, riding north with the invitation half-formed, that he would put Bingley and Miss Bennet under one roof and then proceed naturally. He no longer knew what natural conduct was, in their case. He had unlearned it the winter he arranged them apart, and a man does not get the instinct back by wishing for it.

      And there was the matter no seating plan could touch. Since January, Mr. Bennet had known, by Mr. Gardiner's hand, the substance of what Darcy felt for Elizabeth; so the man who would presently sit at his left had come to Pemberley already holding the one piece of intelligence Darcy had no right to have him hold. By the time he went down he had formed three or four sound resolutions and trusted none of them.

      By the time he entered, the breakfast room had already done without him, which was proof enough that his management had been unnecessary. The table wore the spareness the calendar permitted — covered dishes, nothing with more spirit than the day allowed, the morning light coming off the lawns. Miss Bingley was already established in a chair drawn near enough to share in everything and far enough from the windows to spare her ankle the cold, the pillows good, the footstool firm. Bingley came in with the kind of unguarded gladness that a more careful man would have rationed across a longer breakfast.

      "Caroline has borne the descent like a soldier," he announced.

      "One does not bear a descent," she said. "One endures a removal."

      "Then you have endured it like two soldiers."

      Mr. Hurst, already at the covered dishes, observed that she had at least endured it with witnesses.

      "Mr. Bennet." Bingley turned his goodwill on the whole table impartially. "I hope the road used you kindly. I confess it nearly finished me."

      "On the contrary," said Mr. Bennet, who had not yet raised his eyes from his plate. "The road behaved sensibly, which is more than I expected of any of us."

      The small smile that went with it was not for Bingley. It was aimed, without the courtesy of a glance, at Darcy. Since the second course of last night's dinner, Darcy had been aware of being looked at in a particular way — not the way of a guest forming an opinion, but of a man checking an opinion already formed against the evidence in front of him. There was no answering it. A man who is being verified cannot protest the verification without confessing he knows the charge.

      Miss Bennet sat with the composure she had carried the whole length of the road from Hertfordshire and seemed prepared to carry as long as dignity required. He had seen her wear it before, in Miss Bingley's drawing room in town, asking after Bingley with a steadiness that had shamed every easy thing in the room while he held his tongue and let her go home not knowing he had understood her. The only mercy he could claim was that his was a kinder house than the one she had last worn it in.

      "Miss Bennet," Bingley said, with all the caution he could find, which was not much, "you take your tea without sugar. I had forgotten."

      "You had not forgotten. You declined to believe me."

      Bingley laughed.

      "Charles has been astonished by every household preference since he arrived," Miss Bingley said from her chair. "He means to be the most amazed guest at every breakfast table in the kingdom."

      "I am only attentive."

      "It is attention that has an opinion of itself."

      Bingley smiled, sustained, and let her have it; and Darcy looked at his coffee, because watching his friend be happy was, this morning, more than he had a right to enjoy.

      When the things were cleared the party moved through to the morning sitting room, and Miss Bingley was helped to her place near the fire — borne with great public patience and directed with great private exactness. The room had the air of an apartment opened for the season and resolved to do its duty. Miss Bennet took up her work near the further window, where the light was good and where conversation might reach her without her being seen to want it. Bingley made some remark to Mrs. Hurst, accepted a cup he did not want, set it down, and rose, because stillness had never been a thing he could keep.

      He started across the room toward the window.

      "Charles," Miss Bingley called, "do come and tell me whether the air does not look perfectly tolerable. I am to be shut in all day; I should at least know what I am being deprived of."

      Bingley stopped where he stood, one foot ahead of the other.

      What Darcy wanted, in the space before he knew he wanted it, was to speak. Some question of his own, on the drainage of the west field, anything that wore the face of business, pitched to Bingley across the room, so that his friend might answer his sister with a word and come to rest, by the natural drift of the thing, at the window where Miss Bennet sat with her needle.

      It would take ten seconds and cost no one anything. It would be, to the inch, the manner of help he had given Bingley for so many years, and the manner of help that had once carried him a hundred and fifty miles in the wrong direction. He had the question half in his mouth.

      He kept it there.

      Bingley, after the smallest hesitation a man can make and still be seen making it, turned and went to his sister. Miss Bennet raised her work a degree and bent to it. Mrs. Hurst drifted toward her sister to lend the conversation its proper weight, and the corner where Miss Bennet sat went quiet, and stayed quiet.

      He had done the right thing, and the right thing had emptied a window.

      Across the room, Elizabeth did not look at him. There were a great many directions a woman might choose at such a moment, and she chose the one that passed his face on either side without resting on it. He understood, with the delayed clearness of a man shown the cost of something he had done long ago, that her declining to do so told him more than any glance could have. She had seen the question come up in him and go back down, and read the whole of it, and given him, in place of any remark, the courtesy of pretending there had been nothing to remark on. It was the one form of comment he could not answer.

      He had no time to settle it. Georgiana had risen.

      She went without being told to the chair nearest Miss Bennet, near enough to fill the empty seat beside her, and looked down at the embroidery with the careful attention she gave to anything not yet sure of itself.

      "That is very fine," she said. "I can never tell whether my own stitches are too small, or not small enough."

      Miss Bennet's face eased. "I have come to think that is the chief torment of the whole occupation."

      Elizabeth turned her chair to bring herself into it, and the three of them made, in a quarter of a minute, the easy thing Darcy had failed to make with a seating plan and a winter's reflection. He stood at the mantel, grateful to his sister and ashamed in roughly equal measure. She had done it by walking across a room.

      "Do you prefer the library to the music room, Miss Elizabeth?" Georgiana had warmed enough to venture it.

      "That depends entirely on the library. Is it one where books are read — or only one where they are kept where they may be seen to be improving?"

      "My brother reads them."

      "A grave recommendation. It establishes only that they are serious."

      Georgiana laughed lightly. Miss Bingley caught the sound the way one catches a draft.

      "How fortunate, Miss Eliza, to be so easily entertained. Pemberley's library has been known to oppress a duller spirit."

      "I am very often grateful for my dullness," Elizabeth said. "It has carried me through dangers a sharper woman would not have survived."

      Mr. Bennet turned a page.

      Darcy said nothing, and the saying of nothing was, this time, a discipline of a different order. To step between Elizabeth and a compliment with a pin hidden in it would have told the room she could not draw the pin herself, which she plainly could, and had. He had begun to learn the difference between the silences that protect a person and the silences that insult her. It was a finer distinction than he had supposed, and he had not made it for most of his life.

      By the middle of the afternoon the rain had given over and left the air washed and the terraces wet and bright, and the question arose of a turn out of doors. The decision required very little from him, which he had begun to recognize as the surest sign it would go well.

      Mr. Hurst declared for the indoors, on the grounds that someone of consequence ought to remain to keep it company. Mrs. Hurst discovered an obligation to stay with her sister. Miss Bingley observed that she could attempt nothing, that this was the entire cruelty of her situation, and that they were on no account to deny themselves the south terrace for her sake; and so the rest of them went out, which was the precise outcome she had labored to produce while appearing to forbid it.

      On the terrace the party loosened. Georgiana fell in beside Elizabeth and showed her a Latin motto cut into the balustrade, set there by her father for the gardener who had laid the lower walks, and translated it without once glancing back to see whether her brother approved the translation. His sister's ease in Elizabeth's company undid something in his chest — she had trusted her own Latin, and his approval had quietly stopped being the weather she lived in. It was the nearest thing to pleasure the afternoon afforded.

      Mr. Bennet attached himself to the stonework with the contentment of a man who has found something undemanding to consider. And Bingley remarked, to no one in particular and to Miss Bennet in particular, that the western end had a prospect she had not yet seen; and she said she should like to see it; and the two of them went on a little ahead before Darcy had thought of any way to assist them, because none had been required.

      He walked behind with Mr. Bennet, who did not seem to want conversation, and watched his friend be wholly himself for the first time since Hertfordshire.

      "That is Curbar, I am almost sure," Bingley was saying, somewhere ahead, with the magnificent confidence of a man certain to be corrected. "Darcy has named these hills to me for years and I have never retained one of them."

      "Perhaps," Miss Bennet said, "a gentleman may be right rather often, among his friends, and still leave them the keeping of their own opinion about a hill."

      "I shall try to deserve the allowance. Will you teach me the country?"

      "If you begin by allowing Derbyshire its own hills, you will do very well. But I am a stranger to it myself."

      "So much the better. We shall be wrong together, and trouble Mr. Darcy with none of it until we are past saving."

      Behind them, Mr. Bennet examined the prospect with the gravity it had not asked for. "I find I like a country," he observed to no one, "that two strangers may name wrongly between them and leave none the worse for it. It is the only sort I have ever been comfortable in."

      Darcy heard his name carried back on the clear air, and understood, with no pleasure and a good deal of clearness, the thing the day had been at pains to teach him.

      He had set the table and the seating and the hour of the carriage. He had set none of this. The best half-hour of the day had grown in the one place where he had not pressed his hand. His winter's work had parted these two with great care; his spring's work had reunited nothing; they were doing that themselves. If he now undertook, alone and unwatched, to mend what he had broken, he would only break it again in a politer fashion, the old error returned calling itself repair.

      And there was the harder thing, which he made himself look at while it stood in front of him. He had judged Jane Bennet once, with the whole of his confidence, and been wrong in a way that cost a year. He would not trust that judgment again — and the only reading of her he would now take over his own belonged to a woman who had watched her sister across more rooms than he ever would, and who had no reason in the world to flatter him.

      She was a few paces off, her head bent toward Georgiana. She was laughing at something the girl had said, the wet light on her, and she owed him nothing.

      It was not a comfortable thing to learn about oneself, that the help one most needed could be had only from the one person one had no standing to ask. He put it where he kept the rest of what he could not yet act upon.

      The footman came across the terrace. "Miss Bingley's compliments, sir. She wishes to know whether the company means to abandon her entirely."

      He paused.

      Darcy waited.

      "Or only," the footman went on, with admirable steadiness, "for long enough to make the abandonment look accidental. Her words, sir."

      From his place at the balustrade Mr. Bennet murmured, "There is a lady who understands the value of precision."

      Darcy gave the order for their return, and walked on.

      He had resolved, in the matter of Bingley and Miss Bennet, to keep his hands to himself from this morning forward, entirely and without exception. Somewhere on the walk back the resolution acquired an exception — unless the two of them should prove genuinely to need him — and he caught the clause in the act of attaching itself, considered it, and let it stand. He was honest enough to know what it was. He was not, it appeared, yet reformed enough to mind.
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