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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The weather had been threatening since midday, and Elizabeth had been ignoring it since midday, which was a transaction she considered reasonable until the coachman knocked on the carriage window and explained that it was not.

      She leaned out. The sky was the colour of pewter pressed flat, and the snow that had been a suggestion at noon had become a conviction at three, and the road ahead had the quality of a road in the early stages of becoming impassable. She asked how far to the next posting inn. The coachman said four miles, if they kept on, and that he thought they should keep on, because there was nothing behind them that was better.

      Elizabeth told him to keep on and sat back and looked at the country she had known all her life being rendered strange by weather, which was a quality of snowfall she had always found interesting and which she was finding less interesting now that she was in it.

      She had left Longbourn that morning in good spirits, which she would not revise downward simply because the sky had. The Gardiners were in London; she was going to them; the visit had been planned since November and she had been looking forward to it in the specific way she looked forward to things that removed her temporarily from home. This was not a complaint about home. Home was Longbourn, which she loved, and her father, who was the best company she had, and Jane, who was the best person she knew. It was also her mother's nerves, which were a full-time occupation for everyone in their vicinity, and Lydia's declarations, and Kitty's whole-hearted agreement with Lydia's declarations, and the residue of the Netherfield business that had been sitting in the house since November like a weather system that had not quite moved on. Jane had stayed behind, for admirable reasons Elizabeth had not been able to replicate, and Elizabeth was going to London.

      She thought about what she would do in London. She thought about the theatres and the bookshops, and a specific bookshop in the Strand where she had been before and which had a section of natural philosophy she had not finished examining. She thought about the dinners and the conversations she would have with her uncle, who had a quality of directness that she valued and that the neighbourhood in general did not provide in the same quantity. She thought about these things and not about the snow and not about Wickham and not about the assembly at Netherfield in November where a man had looked at her across a set and she had observed that his looking was the particular kind that a woman learned to notice and had resolved not to be gratified by it on the grounds that his behaviour had not earned the gratification.

      She was still not gratified. She simply thought about it more than she thought about things she was not gratified by.

      The inn appeared through the snow at a quarter past four. It was a substantial building of the sort that had been serving travellers on this road for a hundred years, a yard with an ostler, a sign above the door, light in the windows. The coachman pulled in. Elizabeth waited while the steps were let down and then descended into approximately six inches of new snow, which was more than she had expected, and made her way across the yard to the door.

      The innkeeper, a Mr. Pratt of neat appearance and considerable efficiency, received her. Yes, he had rooms. Yes, he had a private parlour. There were, in fact, two private parlours, and she was welcome to the second. Was she dining? She was. Had she a maid? She had, and a footman, and could he arrange for her coachman to be accommodated and the horses to be⁠—

      He could arrange all of this. He was arranging it. He was also, she observed, managing the competing arrangements of the inn with the quality of a man conducting several conversations simultaneously and missing none of them, and she appreciated this because it was cold and she would like to be somewhere warm.

      "The first private parlour," Mr. Pratt said, "is already let. A gentleman arrived this afternoon, ahead of the worst of it." He paused with the quality of a man choosing whether to say something further and deciding to say it. "You are acquainted with Mr. Darcy, I believe. His man described the party as coming from Hertfordshire."

      Elizabeth stood for a moment in the hall of the Barnet posting inn, snow melting off her pelisse, and thought about the particular quality of January.

      "We are neighbours," she said. "In a general sense."

      Mr. Pratt received this. "The second parlour is at the end of the corridor," he said. "I will have a fire laid directly."

      She was shown to her room first. It was clean and adequate, the bed looked warm, and she was glad of all three in the precise order of their importance. She changed out of her travelling clothes and pinned her hair into something presentable and gave her maid instructions for the evening. She was considering whether to go directly to the parlour or to wait until the fire was established when there were footsteps in the corridor, a door opening, and the sound of someone in the adjacent room moving with the deliberate quality of someone aware of the proximity and conducting themselves accordingly.

      She was therefore not surprised, coming out into the corridor to find the parlour, to encounter him. She had two or three seconds of advance notice from the sound of his door, which she used to arrange her expression into something she was satisfied with. He emerged from his room with the quality he always had in her observation, which was composed to the point of studied, and then he saw her. The composure had a moment of being something other than composed before it was composed again. She noted this and did not decide what to do with the noting.

      "Miss Bennet," he said.

      "Mr. Darcy," she said.

      They stood in the corridor of the Barnet posting inn in the early evening of a January blizzard and looked at each other, and then both of them did the same thing simultaneously, which was to look away, which told her something she was not ready to account for.

      "Good evening," he said.

      "Good evening," she said.

      She went to the parlour. The fire was being laid. She sat in the chair nearest the grate and thought about five days, which was what Mr. Pratt had told her the roads would need before they were passable, and five days was not an evening, and five days at an inn in January with no exit and no society but what the blizzard had provided was not a thing she had any framework for. She thought about the Gardiners, who would not be alarmed for another day at least. She thought about Wickham, whose account of Darcy she had been holding for six weeks as settled fact, and which was not less settled now, but which sat alongside the moment in the corridor with a quality she would need more than five seconds to address. She stared at the fire until it caught and the room became warm and she was, at least, no longer cold.
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      Darcy had been at the inn for two hours before Elizabeth Bennet arrived, and the two hours had not been well spent.

      He had taken the private parlour, established his things, attempted the correspondence he had been carrying since London, and produced nothing of use. The fire in the parlour was adequate for the size of the room but not generous, and he had spent the better part of an hour at the desk pulling his coat closer at intervals, which was not a condition that produced legible sentences. He had eventually moved to the chair nearest the fire and was reading, which required less precision than correspondence, and was doing tolerably at this until the sounds from the yard announced a second arrival.

      He looked out the window. A second carriage, a good one, Hertfordshire livery. He knew the livery. He remained at the window for the specific number of seconds required to confirm what the livery told him and then returned to his chair and his book and was aware, with the clarity of a man who had been managing something difficult for two months, that the management had just become significantly harder.

      He had last seen Elizabeth Bennet at the Netherfield ball, six weeks ago. He had been managing the situation since approximately the third week of October, when he had understood that what he felt about her was not a temporary condition. He had been at this management with the tools available to him: occupation, reason, distance. Distance had been the most effective tool and was now unavailable. The blizzard had removed it along with every other option.

      He stayed in his parlour until dinner. It was the correct course of action. There was no reason to present himself in the corridor before the social occasion of the common meal created the natural requirement to be in the same space, and he was a man who conducted himself correctly in situations that required him to conduct himself correctly.

      He had known she was there for forty minutes when he came out of his room and found her coming out of hers.

      Forty minutes had not been sufficient preparation.

      She had two or three seconds on him; he saw her see him and arrange something in her face. He had two or three seconds himself and used them less well than she did, which was not a condition he was accustomed to. He said good evening. She said good evening. They went in opposite directions.

      The common parlour for dinner had the quality of a room arranged by weather: Captain Reeve, a retired naval officer who had introduced himself to Darcy in the yard when they were both watching the snow thicken, and Mrs. Alderton and her daughter, who were travelling to a wedding that would not now take place on time, and Mr. Pratt's wife who came and went from the kitchen. Six people at a table that was meant for eight, with the fire at one end doing its best.

      Mrs. Alderton was a woman of perhaps forty-five who had decided, in the first three minutes of dinner, that Darcy was interesting. This was not uncommon. He had learned to manage it. She asked about his journey, his destination, his family, and he answered correctly and without encouragement, and she asked about his connection to Miss Bennet, and he said they were acquainted through a mutual friend, and she produced an expression that said: acquainted, and he looked at his plate.

      Across the table, Elizabeth was talking to Miss Alderton about the road conditions. She was not looking at him, which was itself something to observe: she was not looking at him with the deliberate quality of someone placing their attention precisely in order to leave a particular location unattended. He recognised it because it was what he was doing. They were both, apparently, doing it very competently, and the competence was its own kind of acknowledgment.

      Captain Reeve sat at the corner of the table and ate his dinner with the specific contentment of a man who had eaten in worse conditions than this and was accordingly appreciative of the present ones. He said things, at intervals, that were useful to the general conversation without being about anything in particular, and Darcy found he was grateful for both this and for Reeve's larger quality of sitting in a room without requiring anything of it. It was a quality Darcy had always valued and had
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