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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The 1798 Dorset charts were wrong in four places, and Elizabeth had been thinking about how to say so in the quarterly report for the better part of a week.

      The problem was not the wrongness itself — charts were frequently wrong, especially older ones, and the correction of errors was precisely the work she had been hired to do. The problem was the 1798 charts had been produced by Sir Robert Grantham's predecessor as the Society's chairman, a man who was apparently still regarded with sufficient reverence that pointing out his professional shortcomings required a degree of diplomatic management that Elizabeth found both understandable and tedious. She had been composing sentences. She had been discarding sentences. She had settled, provisionally, on: the tidal data for the Purbeck coast reflects spring tide conditions throughout, which introduces a systematic overstatement of navigable depth in neap tide periods, and recommends correction at the earliest opportunity.

      It was accurate. It was, she thought, not unkind. She wrote it out for the fourth time, checked the figures against her own survey records, and set the pen down.

      The Portsmouth office was hers at this hour. The other field staff — Hodgins, who did the inland work, and young Peters, who was learning — had gone to the public house at half past seven, and Agnes had taken herself off to the lodging house to manage the laundry situation that had been requiring management since Tuesday, and Tom was at the yard seeing to the rowboat's caulking, which had been weeping at the bow since the Weymouth passage and which he claimed to find personally insulting. The room was quiet except for the fire and the wind off the harbour and the specific silence of a space that contained good work.

      Elizabeth was fond of this room. She had been working in it, on and off, for eight months and it had acquired the particular quality of a place that knew her: the chart table positioned at the window for the best light, the reference volumes arranged in the order she had arranged them rather than the order the Society's secretary had originally imposed, the smell of ink and paper and the faint mineral note of the harbour coming through the gap in the window frame that she had reported to the office manager three times and stopped reporting after the third time. The room was not grand. It was useful, which was better.

      She pulled the Devon survey towards her and opened it to the section she needed, the north coast soundings between Hartland Point and Bideford Bay, and had her finger on the relevant figure when the door opened.

      She did not look up immediately, because the door opened with the specific quality of someone who had been here before and knew the room, which meant it was Tom back early from the yard or Hodgins having forgotten something, and neither of those required immediate attention. She said, without looking up: "The Hartland soundings are still not matching the 1801 data and I think it is a current variation rather than a measurement error. I am going to need another set of spring tide observations before I can finalise the section."

      There was a pause.

      It was a slightly longer pause than Tom or Hodgins would have produced. It had in it a quality that was not Tom or Hodgins. Elizabeth looked up.

      The man in the doorway was tall, dark-haired, well-dressed in the manner of someone who was well-dressed without particularly attending to it, and looking at her with the specific expression of a person who has entered a room expecting one thing and found something that requires a complete revision of all available categories. He had the bearing of a man accustomed to rooms arranging themselves around him, which they did not, presently, seem to be doing.

      Elizabeth set down her pen. She turned to face him fully. She said good evening in the tone of a woman who intended to have whatever conversation was coming with the same quality of attention she brought to the Hartland soundings.

      He said: "You are E. Bennet."

      Not a question. She noted this.

      "Yes," she said. "And you are Mr. Darcy. You were expected tomorrow."

      Something shifted in his expression, not alarm exactly, more the quality of a man recalibrating. He said: "A meeting in London was cancelled. I had a free afternoon." He looked at the chart table, at the surveys spread across it, at the reference volumes in their rearranged order. He looked at the name plate on the document in front of her — E. Bennet, Dorset Survey, Season 1810. Then he looked at her again with the expression that was still engaged in its revision.

      She did not look away from it. Looking away would have been a different kind of conversation than the one she intended to have, and she had been composing this conversation, in one form or another, since she took the Society's commission eight months ago and understood clearly that it would eventually have to occur.

      He came into the room. He did not sit, not immediately, but he moved to the far side of the chart table and looked at the Devon survey that was open in front of her and then at the Dorset compilation to its left, and his looking had the quality of a man who was reading the documents rather than merely registering their presence.

      He said: "The Hartland soundings." He said it as though continuing a thought rather than beginning a conversation. "You mentioned a current variation."

      "Yes." She pulled the relevant section toward him. "Here — the 1801 data shows seventeen fathoms at this point. My September observations showed fourteen. The variation is consistent across three separate measurements, which argues against instrument error. I think there is a seasonal current that deflects the tidal inflow and reduces the effective depth in late summer. I want the spring tide data to confirm before I revise the charts, because revising the charts without confirmation would be worse than leaving the error."

      He leaned over the table. He was reading the figures, actually reading them, with the focused attention of someone who understood what they were looking at. After a moment he said: "The 1801 survey was conducted in April. Your September observations were taken six months later. If the variation is seasonal rather than permanent, a winter survey would be the definitive test."

      "Yes," Elizabeth said. "I have been thinking the same thing. I was planning to recommend it in the quarterly report."

      He looked at her across the chart table. She looked back. The lamp between them cast the kind of light that flattened shadows and made it difficult to read expressions at an angle, but she was not having difficulty reading his expression, which had moved through its revision and arrived at something she could not immediately name except that it was paying full attention.

      He said: "The 1798 Dorset charts."

      "Sit down," Elizabeth said. "This will take a moment."

      He sat down. She pulled the Dorset compilation from the left side of the table, found the relevant section, and turned it toward him.

      "The problem is here, and here, and here, and here." She placed her finger on each point in turn. "All four are on the Purbeck coast, between St. Alban's Head and Durlston. The 1798 survey was conducted at spring tide throughout, which produces an overstatement of navigable depth in neap tide periods of approximately six feet. For most vessels this is a sufficient margin. For deeper-draughted ships it is not. The discrepancy is not dangerous in fine weather and ordinary conditions. In poor visibility or an onshore wind it becomes dangerous."

      He was looking at the charts. He was looking at them with the focused quality she had expected from his letters, which had been the quality of a man who read documents rather than received them.

      "You wrote to me about this," he said. "In September. You said the correction should be noted in the Transactions."

      "I wrote to you about it, yes. The committee has not acted on the recommendation. I understand there are sensitivities around the provenance of the 1798 survey."

      A very slight pause. "Sir Robert's predecessor."

      "Yes."

      He looked at the chart for a moment longer. Then he said: "The correction will be in the winter Transactions. I will see to it." He said it in the flat tone of someone stating a fact that has just been decided rather than the performative tone of someone making a promise.

      Elizabeth noted the distinction. She said: "Thank you."

      "It is a safety issue," he said. "Not a courtesy."

      She found she respected this. She had expected, when she eventually had this conversation, a variety of responses ranging from outrage at the deception to elaborate social management of an awkward situation. She had not expected a man who arrived a day early, found something he had not planned to find, and asked about the Dorset charts.

      He leaned back in the chair. He looked at her with the expression that was still paying full attention, and she had the sense of being examined in the same way he had been examining the survey data, which she found neither comfortable nor uncomfortable, simply accurate.

      He said: "How long has this arrangement been in place?"

      "Eight months," she said. "My uncle Mr. Gardiner introduced me to the Society's field work three years ago. He taught me the surveying methods and provided the formal introduction to the Society under his name when the coastal programme began. The arrangement has been — " she considered the word " — effective."

      "I am not disputing its effectiveness," he said. "The surveys have been the best work the coastal programme has produced." He said it without the quality of a compliment, in the same tone he had used about the safety issue: a fact, not a courtesy. "I am asking about the mechanics of it."

      She told him the mechanics. Mr. Gardiner's name on the official record. Agnes and Tom as the field team who knew and said nothing. The letters directed to E. Bennet, field assistant, at the Portsmouth office, which she had answered because they contained questions that wanted answering and she was the one who could answer them. She told him all of it in the plain manner she used for things that needed to be said accurately, and he received it in the same plain manner, and at the end of the telling there was a silence that had the quality of a decision being formed.

      He said: "I will need until morning to think about the options."

      She said: "So will I."

      He nodded. He stood. He looked at the chart table once more with the expression that had started as revision and arrived at something she still could not entirely name, and she thought, looking at him looking at the surveys, that she had spent eight months corresponding with a mind she had found increasingly worth engaging with, and that the mind, in person, was consistent with the letters, which was either the best or the most complicated news she had received in some time.

      At the door he stopped. He said: "The winter survey on the Hartland current. Is there adequate daylight in December for sounding work?"

      "Sufficient," she said. "If we begin at first light."

      "Good," he said. He said it in the tone of someone noting a logistical detail rather than drawing a conclusion, which was, she thought, a very specific kind of optimism. Then he left, and she heard his footsteps on the stairs, and the street door, and then the Portsmouth evening settling back into its ordinary harbour sounds.

      She sat for a moment. Then she picked up the pen, turned to a fresh page in her field notebook, and wrote: October 1810. Options. She underlined the word twice, which was what she did when a problem required thinking about rather than calculating through.

      Below it she wrote: He asked about the charts first.

      She looked at this for a long time. Then she closed the notebook and went back to the Devon survey, because the Hartland soundings were still there and still needed resolving, and some things could wait until morning and some things could not.
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      The inn nearest the Society's Portsmouth office was adequate in the specific way of establishments that served a port: clean, functional, uninterested in its guests beyond the basics of bed and board. Darcy had stayed in worse. He had stayed in considerably better. He unpacked the minimum required for a night, sat down at the writing table, and did not write anything.

      He had known E. Bennet for eight months in the way that one knew a correspondent: through argument, through correction, through the specific quality of a mind engaged with a problem. He had known, from the third letter, that E. Bennet was worth corresponding with seriously. He had known, from the sixth, that E. Bennet was right about the Portland tidal model and the existing literature was wrong, and he had gone to some lengths to confirm this independently rather than simply accepting the correction, because he did not accept corrections without verification as a matter of professional habit, and the verification had confirmed it entirely. He had known, from the September letter about the 1798 Dorset charts, that E. Bennet understood not only the technical error but the institutional difficulty of raising it, and had found a form of words for it that was honest and not unkind, which was a rarer combination than it should be.

      He had not known that E. Bennet was a woman. He examined this fact at the writing table and found it produced two distinct responses. The first was simple surprise, which was reasonable. The second was a quality of recalibration, not of his assessment of the correspondence, which did not change, but of his understanding of what the correspondence represented: not a fellow professional conducting routine field work, but a woman conducting field work that no institution in England would have hired her to conduct, under a cover that could dissolve the moment someone opened the wrong door, which was precisely what had just occurred.

      He thought about the letters differently now. The precision of them. The confidence with which she had corrected the Portland model and the 1798 charts, neither of which were small corrections, neither of which had been made with any apology for their significance. The observation in the November letter about the Chesil Bank formation, which had sent him back to three reference volumes to check and had proven, on checking, to be an original insight rather than a received one. He had praised it. He had praised it to E. Bennet, assuming he was praising a young man, and the praise had been returned with a brief acknowledgment that suggested E. Bennet found the observation unremarkable, which was the response of someone who considered accurate observations a professional minimum rather than an achievement.

      He stood up and walked to the window. The Portsmouth harbour was doing what harbours did at night, which was to be full of sound and darkness and the movement of water against wood. He was not looking at it.

      The options. There were
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