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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      It is a truth not universally acknowledged, but widely enough observed to constitute practical wisdom, that a man in possession of a great estate will, at some point in his life, be made to feel the inconvenience of it. For Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy of Pemberley, Derbyshire, this inconvenience arrived on a Tuesday morning in November, carried by the post, and wearing the unremarkable exterior of a solicitor's letter.

      He read it once, with the attention he gave all correspondence of consequence. He then read it again, more slowly, which was not his habit. He set it down on the desk and looked out the window at the park, which was doing nothing in particular — the trees bare, the sky grey, the whole prospect admirably indifferent to his circumstances — and then he picked the letter up and read it a third time, in case he had misunderstood.

      He had not misunderstood.

      The substance of the matter was this: his late grandfather, the elder Mr. Darcy, had been a man of strong opinions and stronger family feeling, and had seen fit to express both in the codicil appended to his will some twenty years prior. The codicil, which Darcy's own father had apparently seen, apparently dismissed, and apparently neglected to mention to his son, stipulated that the unentailed capital of the Pemberley estate — a sum considerable enough to make its loss genuinely ruinous — along with a secondary estate in Derbyshire, would pass from Fitzwilliam Darcy to his cousin, Mr. Arthur Dalton, in the event that Darcy had not, by the age of eight-and-twenty, produced proof of an imminent marriage. Proof meaning: an engagement formally announced, witnessed by at least two members of the family, and registered with the family solicitor.

      Darcy would be eight-and-twenty in sixty-two days.

      He spent some time considering his grandfather, who had died when Darcy was twelve and whom he remembered chiefly as a man with an excellent cellar and inflexible opinions about the proper management of tenants. That such a man should have inserted this particular clause into his will — apparently on the theory that a grandson left too long unmarried would become dissolute, or eccentric, or otherwise an embarrassment to the family name — was not, in retrospect, entirely surprising. What was surprising was that it had remained undiscovered for sixteen years, buried in a codicil that no solicitor had thought to examine until Darcy's current man of business, a Mr. Pearce of impeccable thoroughness and unfortunate timing, had undertaken a review of all entailed and unentailed property ahead of a proposed land transaction.

      Mr. Pearce's letter expressed sincere regret. It also expressed, with the particular delicacy of men who deliver bad news professionally, that the matter admitted of a straightforward solution, should Mr. Darcy be in a position to avail himself of it.

      Darcy was not certain he was.

      He rose from his desk and walked the length of his study, which was a room of considerable dimensions and which he had, on previous occasions of mental agitation, found adequate to the purpose of thinking. It did not feel adequate this morning. He was not a man given to panic — panic being, in his estimation, a response to surprises, and he had trained himself to anticipate most things — but he was also not a man accustomed to finding himself cornered, and the sensation was sufficiently novel to be disagreeable.

      The solution, as Mr. Pearce had delicately suggested, was obvious enough: he required a fiancée. The engagement need not produce a marriage before the sixty days elapsed; it need only be announced and witnessed. He had only to present a woman, before the necessary persons, as his intended.

      He considered, with the methodical honesty that was among his better qualities, the women presently available to him for this purpose.

      There was Miss Bingley, whose interest in him had been an established fact of his social life for three years and who would accept the proposal before he had finished making it. She was elegant, accomplished, and possessed of an understanding of Darcy's position in the world that bordered on the encyclopaedic. She would be an excellent choice, on paper, if paper were all that was required. The difficulty was that Miss Bingley was not a woman who would accept the terms of a temporary arrangement in the spirit in which they were offered. She would accept them in the spirit of an investment: the engagement would begin as convenience and end, by her considerable effort, as something permanent and legal. He had observed her methods over three years and he did not doubt their eventual efficacy. He could not, in conscience, enter into any agreement with Miss Bingley that she would not understand to be an agreement.

      There were other candidates — women he had met in London, women his aunt Lady Catherine had been presenting to him with increasing frequency and decreasing subtlety over the past two years — and he dismissed them with rather less deliberation than they might, in fairness, have merited. The problem was not eligibility. The problem was trust. He required a woman intelligent enough to understand the arrangement, honest enough not to manipulate it, and possessed of sufficient independence of mind to withdraw from it cleanly when the matter was resolved, without bitterness or recrimination. He required, in short, someone who would enter the agreement as an equal and exit it as one.

      It was in considering this particular set of requirements that a name presented itself, quietly and with the slight air of inconvenience that had characterised its owner in all of his dealings with her.

      Miss Elizabeth Bennet.

      He stopped walking. He stood in the middle of his study and examined the thought with the thoroughness it deserved, looking for the objections that ought to be there. They were there, certainly. She was a gentleman's daughter of modest fortune and undistinguished connections. Her mother was a woman whose nerves were her primary occupation. Her youngest sisters were — he set aside his opinions of the youngest sisters, which were strong and unhelpful. Her family presented difficulties. Her position in society was not what Pemberley would ordinarily require.

      But he was not, at present, seeking a wife. He was seeking a temporary fiancée of good character and clear understanding. And Elizabeth Bennet — Miss Elizabeth Bennet, who had argued with him at Netherfield with perfect composure, who had refused to be impressed by him when every other woman of his acquaintance made a career of being impressed — was, he found himself acknowledging, precisely the sort of woman he had described. She was clever. She was honest to a degree he had found irritating and now found, under these particular circumstances, distinctly useful. And she disliked him enough, he judged, that she would entertain no romantic illusions about his motives.

      That last quality, he told himself, was the critical one.

      He sat back down at his desk and drew out a fresh sheet of paper, and wrote, not to Elizabeth Bennet, but to his cousin, Colonel Fitzwilliam, who was in London and who was the one person in Darcy's life to whom he could be entirely frank without the frankness being used against him at a later date.

      The letter took four drafts. This was unusual; Darcy was not, ordinarily, a man who required more than one. The difficulty was not the facts, which he could relay with precision, but the surrounding matter — the explanation of his reasoning, the acknowledgment that the reasoning might appear, from the outside, rather more extraordinary than it felt from the inside. He wrote, eventually, that he had a problem of some delicacy, that he believed he had identified a solution, and that the solution involved asking a particular young woman of his acquaintance to serve as a temporary fiancée for the purpose of satisfying a legal requirement. He wrote that the woman in question was Miss Elizabeth Bennet of Longbourn, Hertfordshire, that he had reasons — which he enumerated — for believing her suited to the role, and that he was asking for Fitzwilliam's confidence and, if necessary, his practical assistance, as the family witnesses required by the codicil might reasonably include a cousin.

      He sealed the letter. He then sat for a moment regarding the middle distance, which continued to offer nothing useful.

      The reply arrived in two days. Fitzwilliam's letters were generally a pleasure to receive, being written with more wit than formality and a frankness that matched Darcy's own. This one was no exception, though the wit had an edge to it that suggested its author had read the letter more than once and formed several opinions.

      Fitzwilliam wrote that he had read Darcy's letter with great interest and some concern for Darcy's sanity, that he was prepared to grant the required confidence, and that he would assist with the witnessing if it came to it. He also wrote — and this, Darcy suspected, was the portion that had required the most careful phrasing — that he thought Darcy ought to be very certain of his own motives before presenting a woman like Elizabeth Bennet with a proposition of this nature, because women like Elizabeth Bennet had a way of making a man revise his understanding of what he actually wanted, and that by the time the revision was complete, the original plan often looked rather different from the inside.

      Darcy read this paragraph twice, found it impertinent, and set the letter aside.

      He wrote to Bingley that evening — Bingley being among the most obliging men of his acquaintance and the current tenant of Netherfield Park, which was convenient to Longbourn — to say that he intended to visit within the week. He did not explain why. Bingley, whose own romantic history with the eldest Miss Bennet had concluded unhappily some months prior due to advice that Darcy was, on reflection, beginning to regret having given, did not press him for details.

      He made the journey to Hertfordshire on Thursday. He arrived at Netherfield in the late afternoon, was received with the warmth Bingley invariably extended to everyone and the cooler welcome that was all his sister could manage for a visit she had not been informed of in advance. He spent the evening in moderate comfort and the night in moderate sleeplessness, examining and re-examining his plan for points of weakness.

      There was one point of weakness he returned to more than the others: he did not know, with any certainty, whether she would agree. He had reasons to believe she might — the financial relief to her family was real, and he intended to present it honestly — but Elizabeth Bennet was not a woman who could be predicted by ordinary means. She had surprised him before. It seemed, he acknowledged, not entirely impossible that she might surprise him again.

      The following morning, he presented himself at Longbourn and asked, with the composure he had spent thirty years cultivating, whether Miss Elizabeth Bennet might receive him privately.

      He was shown to the sitting room. He waited. And when she appeared in the doorway — dark eyes alert, posture composed, wearing an expression that suggested she was already mildly suspicious of whatever he had come to say — he found that all the drafts and revisions of the past several days had left him with a single, clarifying thought.

      This was either the most reasonable thing he had ever done, or the most foolish.

      He had not yet determined which.
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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      It was decided among the Bennet daughters that Mr. Darcy's visits to the neighbourhood produced one reliable effect: Elizabeth became more entertaining. Not that she was ever dull — their mother would have said she was never quiet, which was a different complaint entirely — but there was something about the particular challenge of Mr. Darcy's company that sharpened her wit the way cold weather sharpens an appetite. One felt more alive, in opposition to him. It was not a comfortable sensation, but it was a vivid one.

      She was therefore in tolerably good spirits when Mr. Hill announced, on a Friday morning in November, that Mr. Darcy had called and was asking whether Miss Elizabeth might receive him privately.

      Privately.

      Elizabeth set down her book. She looked at the door. She looked at her mother, who had not yet heard the word privately and was already composing her expression into the particular configuration she reserved for wealthy callers. Elizabeth excused herself before the configuration could be completed and went downstairs with the measured step of a woman who was not, absolutely not, going to betray any curiosity whatsoever.

      Mr. Darcy was standing in the sitting room when she entered. This was not unusual; he rarely sat until invited, and invitations from Elizabeth had always been somewhat conditional. He looked, she thought, as he always looked — tall, composed, and faintly inconvenienced by the existence of other people — except that there was something in his bearing this morning that was not quite his usual manner. He was still. Not the stillness of arrogance, which she knew well, but the stillness of a man who has decided, very deliberately, to be steady.

      It made her, inexplicably, more cautious.

      "Miss Bennet," he said. "Thank you for receiving me."

      "I confess, Mr. Darcy, that receiving you privately is a novelty sufficient to secure almost anyone's attention. You have generally seemed to prefer the safety of a crowded room, where the necessity of conversation may be distributed among several people."

      Something shifted in his expression — not quite amusement, but its near relation. "I have generally found," he said, "that conversation distributed among several people produces rather less of it than one might hope."

      "Then we are agreed on something already. I shall note the date."

      He looked at her for a moment, with the particular look she had catalogued over many months of their acquaintance — the one that seemed to be deciding whether she was worth the effort of a response. He had, she had always suspected, a very high threshold for what he considered worth the effort. She had also, more recently, suspected that she cleared it more often than he found convenient.

      "Miss Bennet," he said again, "I have come to ask you something. I would like to do so directly, if you will permit it, rather than by the usual method of circling the subject until one or both parties lose patience."

      "You have my complete permission to be direct, Mr. Darcy. I have always found indirectness an exhausting way to spend a morning."

      "Very well." He clasped his hands behind his back — a gesture she recognised as habitual when he was composing something carefully — and told her about the codicil.

      She listened without interrupting, which cost her something. He was precise and unhurried, and she found, to her slight irritation, that his account of the situation had the ring of a man who was not accustomed to making excuses and was not making one now. He told her about his grandfather, the will, the sixty-two days. He told her what was at stake — the capital, the secondary estate, the tenants and staff whose livelihoods were bound up in both. He told her that he required a woman of good sense to pose as his intended for the duration necessary to satisfy the legal requirement, and that he had, after consideration, come to ask her.

      When he had finished, Elizabeth was quiet for a moment.

      "I see," she said.

      "I rather thought you might have more to say than that."

      "I am gathering my questions. There are several. I prefer to ask them in order, so as not to lose any." She folded her hands in her lap. "First: why me?"

      He had, she suspected, anticipated this. "Because I require someone I can trust to understand the arrangement as it is, and to hold to it without — without either romantic expectation or the intention of converting a temporary agreement into something permanent through the
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