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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The letter to F was finished by half past nine, which left Elizabeth with enough time to change her dress before the carriage.

      She read it through once, which was her habit: not to revise, but to hear whether the voice was right. The voice was right. It was the voice she used only in these letters, the one she did not use at home or at assemblies or in the garden with Jane, the voice that said what she actually thought rather than what was useful to say in the company she happened to be in. She had not known she had this voice before the lending library exchange. It was possible, she thought sometimes, that she had not had it. That it had developed in the correspondence, in the specific way that things developed when one had the right conditions.

      F had provided the right conditions. F asked the right questions and pushed back when she was wrong and said so when she was right, and the combination had produced, over fourteen months, a correspondence that she would have been embarrassed to describe to anyone in Meryton because describing it would have required admitting how much she looked forward to it.

      She sealed the letter and addressed it to the Meryton lending library, care of Mrs. Goulding, who would remove the outer cover and send it on. She had never questioned the mechanics of this arrangement, which had always seemed to her both ingenious and slightly absurd: that two people could correspond for fourteen months in a county small enough that they might already know each other, without ever being quite certain they did not.

      The carriage was at seven. The assembly was at the Meryton assembly rooms, which she had attended every month for three years and which she anticipated with the specific quality of something one attended because one's family required it, rather than because one required it oneself. She liked dancing. She did not always like assemblies. The distinction was too fine to explain to her mother.

      Jane was ready before her, which was usual. Jane was almost always ready before everyone, a quality that seemed to require no effort and which Elizabeth admired in the way she admired things that were genuine rather than performed.

      "You will like Mr. Bingley," Jane said, in the carriage. "I think you will like him."

      "I have not met him," Elizabeth said.

      "He is everything agreeable," Jane said. "Mrs. Long described him as the most amiable young man and I believe she is right."

      Elizabeth had heard this. She had heard it several times, from several sources, and had produced the appropriate expressions of interest at each repetition. Bingley of Netherfield was twenty-two, single, wealthy, and had taken the estate on a lease that her mother considered, for reasons Elizabeth had chosen not to examine too closely, personally relevant.

      "I am sure I shall like him very much," she said, which was the answer that required the least further conversation.

      The assembly rooms were full. Bingley was immediately visible, which was partly because he was handsome and partly because he was the kind of person who made himself visible without appearing to try: easy, warm, moving through the room with the quality of someone genuinely interested in each person he spoke to. Elizabeth, observing this, thought: Jane will like him enormously. She was right within the first quarter of an hour.

      Bingley's party was larger than she had expected. There was a Miss Bingley, and a Mrs. Hurst, and Mr. Hurst, and a friend, introduced as Mr. Darcy of Pemberley in Derbyshire, who was tall and dark and moved through the room with a quality that was almost the opposite of Bingley's: controlled rather than open, composed rather than warm, his attention selective in a way that made it clear he was aware of the room and had assessed it and found it adequate but not interesting.

      She would not have thought about him further except that, near the end of the first set, she was standing with Charlotte near the punch table and overheard him say something to Bingley about the lending library.

      Bingley had asked, apparently, whether Darcy had been into Meryton during the week. Darcy said he had. He had gone to the lending library, which had recently acquired some volumes he had ordered forwarded from London. Bingley said: oh, and was it a reasonable sort of library? And Darcy said, in the tone of a man producing a fair assessment rather than a complaint: adequate for the purpose. One could not expect much, in a country lending library, beyond improving works and last year's novels. The literary appetite of a market town was necessarily limited by what the market town could sustain.

      Elizabeth put down her glass.

      "Excuse me," she said to Charlotte, and stepped into the range of the conversation with the specific quality of someone who has decided to enter a situation before she has quite decided what she intends to do once she is in it. "I could not help overhearing. I wonder if you might be describing a different library from the one I am acquainted with."

      Darcy looked at her. His expression did not change, precisely, but something in it adjusted, the slight recalibration of a person who had not expected to be addressed. "I described the Meryton lending library," he said. "Are there several?"

      "Only one," Elizabeth said. "Which is why I was interested to hear it described as limited by local appetite, since Mrs. Goulding acquired a substantial poetry collection last spring and has been running, for two years, a letter-exchange programme that matches readers across the county by interest. These do not suggest an institution of limited ambition."

      "They suggest an institution attempting to exceed its natural scope," Darcy said, "which is not the same thing as succeeding."

      "And you can determine the success of a letter-exchange programme from a brief visit to acquire some volumes you had sent from London?"

      "I can determine," he said, "that the most prominent display in the lending library is three volumes on agricultural theory that have displaced a poetry collection, which suggests the acquisition policy is driven by practical demand rather than literary ambition. That is not a criticism. It is a description."

      Elizabeth was briefly silenced, because the agricultural volumes were in fact prominently displayed and she had also found this slightly unfortunate, and being accidentally right about something in the middle of being wrong about everything else was the most irritating quality an argument could have.

      "The collection was not displaced," she said. "It was moved to the east shelves, which have better light. And the agricultural volumes were specifically requested by four tenant farmers in the surrounding area who had been asking Mrs. Goulding for practical reading for eighteen months. Serving a community's demonstrated need is not limited ambition."

      He looked at her for a moment with the quality she could not quite categorise: not dismissal, not agreement, something more considering. "You are a regular patron of the library," he said. It was not quite a question.

      "I am," she said.

      "Then you know it better than I do," he said, "and my description was incomplete." He did not say she was right. He said his description was incomplete, which was a distinction, and she spent the rest of the evening working out whether it was a meaningful one.

      She danced twice more and spoke to Charlotte and listened to her mother and ate something she could not afterward remember and went home in the carriage with the argument still unfinished in her head, which was always the sign of a good one.

      At her desk that night, she got out the letter she had already sealed and addressed and looked at it for a moment. It was about a book she had been reading, and the question it had raised about the difference between satire that was kind and satire that was merely clever. It was not about an assembly. It was not about a man who had called her library adequate for the purpose.

      She set it aside and got out a fresh sheet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            E TO F | OCTOBER 1813

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dear F,

        I have had a singular evening. There was a man at the assembly. I will not name him (as this is not that kind of letter), but I will say he has opinions about lending libraries that I found presumptuous, a manner I found composed to the point of studied, and a way of indicating that one is not worth talking to that manages to be both very clear and entirely without rudeness. I argued with him. I was, I think, correct.

        He was not persuaded, or not fully persuaded, or was persuaded about one thing and not another, which is perhaps the most honest version of what happened. I find I am still arguing with him in my head, which is the surest sign that I have not finished. There was also a Mr. Bingley who was very agreeable and danced with my sister, which I report purely as local intelligence. Your most unfinished correspondent,

        E.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      Darcy had not intended to argue about the lending library.

      He had, in fact, intended to say nothing about the lending library at all. The comment to Bingley had been an observation rather than a position, the kind of thing one said when making conversation about a place one had visited, and he had not expected it to be overheard or to produce a response from a woman he had not yet been introduced to. He had not expected it to produce anything.

      He was still thinking about it the next morning.

      This was not useful. He was at Netherfield to help Bingley, who was enthusiastic about everything and required a tempering influence, and to spend October in Derbyshire's absence without feeling it too keenly. He was not at Netherfield to think about an argument with a woman at a country assembly. He noted this and continued thinking about it anyway.

      She had been right about the agricultural volumes. He had noticed them in the display and formed the impression he had formed, and she had given him the accurate account: tenant farmers, eighteen months of requests, a community need. The accurate account was more interesting than the impression. His description had been incomplete. He had said so. He was not certain she had heard it as the concession it was.

      Bingley appeared at breakfast in the state he had been in since the previous evening: the state of a man who had danced twice with the most beautiful woman
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