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      I should say, before I begin, that I was not the interesting one.

      This is not self-pity. I had lived with Jane for twenty-two years and knew what beautiful was, and with Lizzy for the same length of time and knew what clever was, and I had spent a considerable portion of those years being the younger and less distinguished of the remaining three, which were the two cheerful ones and Mary. I had accepted this position with the equanimity of someone who has not been given many alternatives, and it had not made me particularly unhappy, because I had Lydia to be cheerful with and a neighbourhood full of officers to be cheerful about, and that had been quite enough.

      Then Lydia went to Brighton and came back Mrs. Wickham, and the neighbourhood's opinion of anyone connected to that name became complicated, and the officers moved on, and I found myself the eldest daughter remaining at Longbourn with a household that did not quite know what to do with me now that there was no Lydia to be part of.

      I had been the eldest daughter remaining at Longbourn for eight months when the letter came from Lizzy.

      I read it three times. The invitation was to Pemberley for the summer, which was three months, which was longer than I had been away from Hertfordshire in my entire life. Lizzy said: Georgiana needs company, and you would like the library, and I have been wanting to see you for an age. She said it warmly, the way Lizzy said everything, and I tried to receive it warmly, which was mostly successful.

      The part I could not quite receive warmly was the library. Not because I disliked libraries. I was deeply attached to our father's library at Longbourn and had spent a considerable amount of time in it over the past eight months in lieu of other occupations. It was that the word library in Lizzy's letter carried a quality I was not entirely sure I deserved. Lizzy's letters to Jane did not mention the library. Lizzy's letters to Mary mentioned the library precisely once, in the context of a specific theological text Mary had requested. Lizzy's letter to me mentioned it in the second sentence, as though it was an inducement she expected to work.

      I sat with this for two days and then I wrote back that I would come and began packing.

      My father saw me off on the Thursday morning. My mother had expressed her feelings about the visit at considerable length the previous evening and had gone to bed with her nerves, which meant the farewell was between my father and me and had therefore the quality of brevity and precision that characterised my father's approach to most things.

      He was at the door with his book when I came down. He closed it when he saw me, which was the equivalent, from my father, of a formal reception.

      "Pemberley," he said.

      "Yes, Papa."

      "Three months."

      "Yes."

      He looked at me for a moment with the expression he had when he was deciding whether to say the thing he was actually thinking. He generally decided not to. This morning he said it.

      "You are not Lydia, Kitty. You never were. It has simply taken everyone some time to notice." He opened his book. "Enjoy Pemberley. Write to me if you find anything interesting in the library."

      I was in the carriage and halfway to the main road before I was able to think clearly again.

      The journey to Pemberley from Longbourn was a day and a half, depending on the roads, and I spent the first half of it thinking about what my father had said and the second half of it thinking about what it meant that I had spent twenty years in his house and he had said it this morning rather than any of the mornings before. I did not arrive at a conclusion about this. I arrived at Derbyshire.

      Derbyshire was different.

      I do not mean different in the way that Lizzy had described it in her letters, which was the picturesque difference, all crags and rushing water and dramatic prospects. I mean different in the quality of the air, which was not Hertfordshire air, and in the way the hills sat against the sky, which was not how any hills I had previously encountered sat, and in the general sense that the ground beneath the carriage wheels had a character that Hertfordshire ground did not have, which was a character of age and intention. Hertfordshire was a worked county, pleasant and familiar and legible. Derbyshire felt like it had not asked anyone's opinion.

      I had my notebook with me, as I always did, and I found myself making notes about the topography in the margins of the page where I kept my lists of things to remember to pack. This was a habit I had developed so gradually that I had not noticed developing it. I noted the gradient of the approach road, the way the valley opened when we came around the eastern ridge, the specific angle at which the river could be seen from the carriage window just before the Pemberley gates. I did not examine the noting.

      Pemberley came into view from a rise in the road that was clearly the point from which Pemberley was supposed to be seen. The house was large in the way that established itself before you had quite finished looking: not ostentatious, not imposing in the manner of a house that wished to impress, simply present in the manner of a house that had been doing what it was doing for several hundred years and intended to continue. The park around it had the quality of land that had been managed well for a very long time. I noticed both of these things at the same moment and felt them as separate observations and also as one.

      Lizzy met me in the hall.

      She embraced me and held me for a moment and said she was very glad I had come, and I said I was very glad to be there, and both of us meant it, and then she held me at arm's length and looked at me with the expression she had been developing over the past year of being Mrs. Darcy, which was the expression of a woman who was very happy and was noticing other people with the specific attention of someone who has found what happiness looks like and can recognise its absence.

      "You look well," she said, which was Lizzy for something more than well.

      "I am very well," I said, which was me for: I am not entirely certain what I am.

      We had always understood each other, Lizzy and I, though it had not always looked like understanding from the outside. I think she had always known there was more of me than was visible. I think I had always known it also and not known what to do with the knowing.

      "I want to show you the house," she said. "But first: there is someone you should know is here. He arrived three days ago and he is in the library and I have been strictly forbidden to interrupt him before six." She paused. "His name is Mr. Ashworth. He is cataloguing the library for a scholarly publication. He is very serious and very exacting and he told me at dinner on Tuesday that the presence of additional family members would need to be managed carefully so as not to disrupt the work."

      I said: "He sounds insufferable."

      Lizzy said: "He is not insufferable. He is direct." A pause. "You will see the difference."

      She showed me my room, which was very fine, and the gardens, which were remarkable, and the south aspect of the grounds, which confirmed everything I had noted about the gradient from the carriage. At six o'clock she took me to the library.

      It was the largest room I had been in that was not a church.

      Floor to ceiling on every wall, two galleries above, the books in the specific order of a collection that had not been arranged for display but for use. There was a smell of old paper and better paper and the particular smell that very old books have, which is the smell of time applied to a surface. There were reading tables with good lamps and a fireplace that had been recently used. It was the kind of room that asked something of you simply by being what it was.

      A man was at the central table with his back to the door.

      He did not turn when we entered. He was writing something in a notebook and he finished the sentence before he looked up, which told me he was a man who finished sentences. He was perhaps twenty-six, dark-haired, with ink on two of his fingers and the quality of someone who had been in the same room for a long time and had made it his.

      "Mr. Ashworth," Lizzy said. "My sister, Miss Catherine Bennet."

      He looked at me with the directness of someone who did not see the point of looking at things indirectly. He said: "Miss Bennet. I hope you will not find the library too quiet for your purposes."

      He said it in the tone of a man who hoped very much that I would find it too quiet and go somewhere else.

      I said: "What is that you are cataloguing?"

      He blinked. It was the first unguarded thing I saw him do. He said: "A survey document. 1742. The original land grants for the eastern parcels."

      "What does a land grant survey look like?" I said.

      He looked at me for a moment, assessing something. Then he turned the document so I could see it and said: "Like this."

      I leaned forward. I looked at it carefully. It was a manuscript survey in the hand of someone who had known what they were doing, with notation marks I half-recognised from a text in my father's library and measurement annotations that I had never seen formatted quite that way. I said: "What does the notation in the margin indicate? The double-bracketed figures."

      He said: "Those are elevation corrections. The survey was conducted at different heights above the valley floor and the measurements needed adjustment." He paused. "Most people do not ask about the notation."

      "I find notation more interesting than most things," I said, which was true and which I had not said to anyone before in my life.

      Lizzy, behind me, made a sound that was not quite a laugh. I did not look at her. Ashworth looked at me with an expression I would spend the summer learning to read, and I looked back, and the library was very quiet around us, and outside the Derbyshire evening was doing its ancient indifferent thing.
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