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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The music room at Netherfield was better than the one at Longbourn in every respect that mattered: the pianoforte was in tune, the light fell across the keys from the east window rather than directly onto them, and nobody came in to ask Elizabeth what she thought she was doing.

      She had been using it for three mornings. The Bingleys had not objected. Mrs. Bingley had, in fact, expressed pleasure that someone was getting use from the instrument, which had been purchased the previous year and played infrequently since. Elizabeth had thanked her with the genuine warmth she reserved for people who gave her what she wanted without making her ask twice.

      On the third morning, the room was occupied.

      She noticed him before he noticed her, which gave her a moment to look.   He was perhaps twelve, slight, dark-haired, with the focused attention of someone doing serious work. He was bent over a sheet of manuscript paper on the music stand rather than over the keys. He had not touched the instrument at all. He was writing, crossing out, rewriting, and then holding the pencil still while he read the notation back to himself in his head. She could see his lips move slightly. He was hearing it.

      Elizabeth watched him for a moment. He was completely absorbed. He had the quality that people absorbed in real work had of being temporarily unavailable to the ordinary world, the world of rooms and time and other people. She had felt that quality herself, at the instrument, when the playing was going well. She recognised it.   Because watching people without their knowledge was a form of taking advantage, she cleared her throat.

      He startled badly. The manuscript paper slid from the stand and he grabbed it with both hands and the pencil went behind the bench and he straightened up looking mortified, which he concealed with the specific inexpertness of someone who had not yet learned to conceal things properly.

      "I beg your pardon," he said. "I did not hear you come in."

      "I know," Elizabeth said. "You were working."

      "I should not have—this is not my instrument to use without—" He stopped. "I am Fitzwilliam Darcy. We are visiting from Derbyshire. I apologise for using the room without permission."

      "So did I," Elizabeth said. "We are probably equally without permission. I am Elizabeth Bennet. My family are neighbours."

      He seemed to find this reassuring. Some of the mortification left his face, replaced by something more considered. He was, she thought, a serious sort of boy. Not the kind of serious that was pomposity badly disguised, which she had encountered and found tiresome. The kind that was genuine: he was actually thinking about what she had said and deciding what it meant. He was perhaps twelve and he was already doing it properly.

      "May I ask what you were writing?" she said.

      He hesitated. Then he held out the manuscript paper, which she took and read.

      It was the opening of a piece for two voices, treble and bass, notated correctly and with a clarity that spoke of real instruction. The first voice had a quality of statement: here is the subject, here is what it does, here is where it goes. The second voice was marked in places with question marks, some bars sketched and crossed out, the direction clear but the specific notes unresolved.

      "You have the first voice well," she said.

      "Thank you." He said it without the self-deprecation she was accustomed to from people who were uncertain of their work. He said it as acknowledgment, not relief.

      "The second voice is giving you trouble."

      "The second voice is not yet cooperating," he said.   It was a precise distinction, cooperating versus giving trouble, and she looked at him with slightly more attention than before. Giving trouble suggested an obstacle. Not cooperating suggested a relationship that had not yet arrived at terms. She was fifteen and she noticed this kind of thing.

      "May I?" she said, gesturing at the instrument.

      He moved aside without speaking, which she appreciated. She sat down, placed the score on the stand, and played what was there. The first voice she read cleanly. The sketched second voice she interpreted as she went, making choices where the notation was ambiguous and noting which choices felt wrong. Two of them felt wrong immediately. One felt close but not right. She played through without stopping because stopping mid-phrase to correct was a habit that obscured the larger shape of the thing.

      When she finished she sat for a moment.

      "The second phrase," she said. "Your sketched notes work but they work obediently. They follow the first voice rather than responding to it."

      "That is what I thought," he said, from behind her. "What does responding rather than following sound like?"

      Elizabeth played the second phrase again with the sketched notes, then a second time with what she thought responding required: a slight delay in the second voice's entry, the notes rising where the first voice fell, the end of the phrase landing a third higher than his sketch. She played both versions consecutively and turned to look at him.

      He was thinking. She could see it. He was not producing an automatic response; he was actually working out whether she was right.

      "Play the original again," he said.

      She played it. Then he came and stood beside the bench in a way that suggested he wanted to play something himself, and she moved to make room, and he sat half-beside her and played her version and then his and then something that was neither, a third possibility that incorporated her delay and his original ending.

      She listened to this and thought about it.

      "That is better than both," she said.

      "I think so," he said. He said it with the same quality as before: acknowledgment, not pride. He was writing it down before she had finished the sentence.

      This was how the first morning went. It lasted until the hall clock struck eleven. In that time they had worked through the first movement's second section, revised the sketched bars to something they both considered an improvement on what had been there, and produced a disagreement about the transition to the third section that neither of them had resolved when they stopped. They stopped because the cook was beginning to make the sounds that meant luncheon was coming, and because both of them had the sense that stopping mid-problem was the correct decision, better than arriving at a hasty resolution they would only have to undo.

      Elizabeth gathered her things. He gathered his manuscript paper with the careful attention of someone handling something that mattered.

      "Tomorrow morning?" she said.

      He looked up. The question had surprised him, which surprised her, since the question seemed obvious. "Yes," he said. "If that is agreeable to you."

      "It is," she said. "And I think you are wrong about the transition, so we should settle it."

      He almost smiled. It was a precise, contained expression, not quite a smile, and it had the quality of something that did not often appear. "I think I am right about the transition," he said. "But I am willing to be shown otherwise."

      Elizabeth thought: I have not met many twelve-year-olds who talk like this. She revised this: she had not met many people of any age who received a correction with that specific quality of engagement rather than defence. She had met a few. They were, without exception, worth knowing.

      She went to luncheon. She said the right things to the right people, which she could do without much effort. She thought about the transition problem for the rest of the afternoon. This was, in her experience, the particular quality of a good problem: it did not sit in the mind like a locked door but like a room one had not yet entered, the door already open, the light coming through.
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      Darcy spent three days thinking about the transition problem before he solved it.

      This was not unusual. He had always found that problems left alone for sufficient time produced their own resolutions, provided the mind was still engaged with them at a low level, the way a fire required no attention once it was well-banked. The solution came on the third evening while he was reading something entirely unrelated, and he went immediately to his manuscript paper and wrote it down before it could leave.

      What was unusual was that he had not, in the three days, been thinking about the problem alone. He had been thinking about it in relation to her version of it, which sat alongside his like a counterpoint, and the solution that arrived was not entirely his. It incorporated her delay. He was not sure how he felt about this, so he set the feeling aside and wrote the notes down.

      He went back to the music room on the following morning.

      She was already there, as he had expected she would be. She was at the instrument but not playing; she had manuscript paper on the stand and was writing something, frowning at it with the expression she had when she was not satisfied with what she had produced. She did not hear him come in, as he had not heard her the first time, and he stood in the doorway for a moment before speaking.

      "Good morning," he said.

      She looked up. The frown cleared immediately, replaced by something more interested. "You solved the transition," she said. It was not a question.

      "Yes," he said. "You were partly right."

      "How partly?"

      "The delay was correct. The landing was not."

      She considered this. "Play it," she said.

      He sat down and played the transition as he had written it that evening: her delay incorporated, but the final note landing a fifth rather than a third above the first voice, which produced a different quality from her version, less resolution and more question, the second voice asking rather than answering. He played it twice and looked at her.

      "That is not what I heard," she said, "but I think it is better than what I heard."

      He had not expected this. He had expected either agreement or a counterproposal, not the specific quality of someone saying their version was worse without being asked and without apparent difficulty. He filed this about her, in the way he had already begun to file things about her: the noticing that something was worth noting, without yet knowing what to do with the note. The file was already fuller than three days of acquaintance strictly warranted.

      The second morning established something the first had not quite established: that this was a project they were both engaged in fully, not a temporary arrangement of convenience but a thing being built, which required decisions and disagreements and the willingness to arrive somewhere neither of them had started.

      They worked through the
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