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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The first thing Elizabeth Bennet had learned about running an estate was that everyone had an opinion about it and no one with an opinion had ever run one.

      The second thing she had learned was that the opinions arrived in inverse proportion to the evidence. The men who managed the least were the most certain about what she was doing wrong. The tenants, who had watched her for three years and whose livelihoods depended on her getting it right, had stopped having opinions and started having conversations, which was the arrangement she preferred.

      The third thing — and this had taken the longest to learn, because it required the specific patience of someone being told she was doing something improperly while simultaneously doing it correctly — was to manage her own irritation at the first two things with sufficient composure that it did not interfere with the work. She had not fully mastered this. She had mastered it well enough.

      Hartwell had been her father's estate. He had left it to her outright, which was unusual — unusual enough that the solicitors had mentioned it twice during the reading of the will, in the careful tone of men ensuring that everyone present understood the full legal weight of what was being done — and which the neighbourhood had found, and continued to find three years later, irregular. Not illegal. Not even, in the strict sense, improper. Simply not what was done, and therefore a category of wrongness that the neighbourhood applied to it with the persistent confidence of people who considered custom and law to be the same thing.

      Her father had known what he was doing. He had told her so, in the last months of his illness, in the library at Hartwell where they had always done their best talking. He had said: you are the one who understands this land. He had said: the entail on the property lapsed with your grandfather and I have never seen fit to renew it, and I see no reason to begin now. He had said, in the particular dry way that was his manner when he was being most serious: I expect you will manage the neighbours. She had said: I expect I will. She had been managing them ever since.

      It was November, and the lower fields had been sown and the drainage in the east pasture had been repaired and the Hendersons' cottage roof had been re-thatched before the first frost, which was three weeks earlier than her steward had advised and which she had insisted on because she had looked at the sky in October and known, in the way of someone who had been paying attention to this particular piece of Derbyshire for twenty-six years, that the frost was coming early. She had been right. She was, by her private accounting, right about most things of this kind, which was not a comfort she allowed herself to express out loud, because expressing it out loud would confirm the neighbourhood's suspicion that she was too confident, and confident women managing estates were already a sufficient affront to the natural order without adding the additional offence of being correct about it.

      Pemberley had a new master. This was the news that the neighbourhood had been producing at every social occasion for the past three weeks, in the tone of people reporting something significant that was also, depending on the person, either welcome or alarming or simply interesting. Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy, newly inherited earl — his father had died in September, the title passing to a man of thirty-two who had been, by all accounts, already managing his own affairs with considerable competence — had arrived at Pemberley in October with solicitors and stewards and a general atmosphere of purposeful reorganisation that the neighbourhood found either reassuring or unsettling, again depending on the person.

      Elizabeth found it neither. She found it, in the practical terms she had learned to apply to most things, relevant.

      The water rights dispute between Hartwell and Pemberley was forty years old and had been managed, for most of its existence, by the particular English method of not managing it — of allowing a gentleman's agreement to function as a substitute for a legal resolution and trusting that no one would push hard enough to require the resolution to be actual rather than implied. Her father had understood this. He had maintained the gentleman's agreement with the previous earl and had been, she suspected, as relieved as his counterpart when it was never tested. She had inherited the agreement along with the estate and had maintained it along with everything else, but she had also, in the first year, read the deeds carefully, and she had been aware, since that reading, that the agreement was doing considerable work on very uncertain foundations.

      A new earl who arrived with solicitors was a new earl who was reviewing his foundations. She had written to her own solicitor in June — before the previous earl died, in the clear-eyed way of someone who manages in advance of problems rather than in response to them — and had been informed that the relevant documents were ambiguous and that the matter was likely to come to a head at some point. She had said: how likely, and how soon? He had said: very, and when the estate changes hands. The estate had changed hands in September. She was, as she had told herself she would be, ready.

      The dinner at Lucas Lodge was the first social occasion at which the new earl appeared, which meant it was the first occasion at which Elizabeth appeared in the same room as the new earl, which meant it was the occasion at which she would form the impression that would have to serve until she had better information. She did not put excessive stock in first impressions — she had formed too many that required revision — but she did not discount them either. An impression, properly examined, was data.

      He arrived with Bingley, who had taken Netherfield again for the season and who was, as always, the room's most immediately pleasant presence — easy, warm, glad to be wherever he was. Darcy arrived with Bingley in the way of a man who is attending a function he considers manageable rather than one he is looking forward to, which was its own piece of data. He was tall, dark-haired, well-dressed in the way of a man who wears good clothes without being occupied by them, and possessed of the specific quality Elizabeth had learned to identify in men of consequence who had not yet been required by circumstance to talk to anyone they did not already know: a composure that was also, underneath, a kind of readiness, held still.

      Sir William Lucas introduced him to the room with the enthusiasm Sir William brought to introductions, which was considerable. Lady Lucas received him with warmth. Mrs. Bennet, who had arrived with Elizabeth and Jane and who was in the particular state of social excitement that new eligible men of fortune reliably produced, produced it. Elizabeth watched her mother speak to him with the fond exasperation she had developed over twenty-six years for this specific maternal behaviour, and watched Darcy receive it with the composed correctness of a man who had been on the receiving end of this kind of attention before and had developed a method for managing it without causing offence, which she noted as a point in his favour.

      He was introduced to Elizabeth across the room by Sir William, who considered himself a social engineer of some accomplishment and who had clearly decided that the new earl and the woman who managed the neighbouring estate ought to be acquainted. He said: Miss Bennet, who manages Hartwell — remarkable thing, quite remarkable, she has done wonders with it. Elizabeth had spent three years learning not to wince at the tone of that particular compliment, which was the compliment of a man who found the thing being complimented surprising, which was not, strictly speaking, a compliment.

      Darcy looked at her. The look lasted approximately three seconds and had the quality she had identified in him already — the readiness held still, the assessment occurring behind a composed surface. She looked back with the same quality, because she had it too, and because she had nothing to hide and no inclination to perform having nothing to hide, which were different things.

      "Miss Bennet," he said.

      "Mr. Darcy," she said.

      They were interrupted almost immediately by Sir William, who had more introductions to effect, and by Mrs. Bennet, who had circled back with the persistence of a woman on a specific social mission. They were not introduced again that evening. They were not, in the course of the dinner, seated near enough to speak directly. She observed him across the table with the attention she brought to things she had identified as relevant: he spoke thoughtfully and listened carefully and did not perform either, which was rarer than it ought to be; he treated the people around him with a consistent quality of regard that did not distinguish between the consequential and the less consequential, which was rarer still.

      She also observed, twice, that he looked at her from across the table. Not in the way of someone making a social calculation. In the way of someone who had filed something and was returning to it, which was the look she suspected she was also giving him, and which she found, on reflection, unsurprising. They were neighbours with a dispute in progress. Of course they were both paying attention.

      She told herself this on the ride home, in the carriage with Jane and Mrs. Bennet, while her mother spoke at length about the new earl's appearance and fortune and prospects and while Jane listened with the warmth she brought to everything, which included their mother's more elaborate social projections. Elizabeth looked out the window at the Derbyshire night and thought about the dispute and the solicitors and the ambiguous deeds and the spring irrigation season, which was four months away.

      She thought: he has already started. His solicitors are already reviewing the documents. He is going to come at this with the full weight of an earldom and thirty years of men telling him his opinion is the correct one.

      She thought: good. She would rather know where she stood than manage a gentleman's agreement for another forty years.

      She thought, briefly and without examining it particularly, about a look across a dinner table that had lasted three seconds and had not been a social calculation.

      She did not examine it further. She had an irrigation season to prepare for.
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      The deeds were, as his solicitor had described them, a problem.

      Darcy had been reviewing Pemberley's legal foundations since September with the methodical attention of a man who had known for some time that the inheritance was coming and had decided that when it came he would not be caught in the position of discovering problems rather than resolving them. His father had been a good manager in the broad sense and an imprecise one in the particular, which meant the estate was fundamentally sound and specifically complicated, and the complications were the kind that accumulated quietly over decades and announced themselves all at once when someone finally looked at the documents in sequence.

      The stream was the most complicated.

      The original deed of 1764 described the boundary as running along the eastern bank — which bank was the eastern bank depending on which direction you were facing, a question the deed's author had apparently not considered worth clarifying. The 1798 amendment described a diversion that altered the stream's course without specifying the legal implications of the alteration for the original boundary description. There was a survey from 1801, referenced in a subsequent letter between the two estates' solicitors, that could not currently be located in Pemberley's records, which meant it was either lost, misfiled, or — and this was the possibility that concerned him most — in someone else's possession.

      His steward had told him the stream fed two of the eastern fields at the critical point in the spring. His steward had also told him, with the particular care of a man delivering information he anticipates will be complicated, that the current arrangement — such as it was, which was to say a gentleman's agreement of long standing and no legal force — had held because neither party had pushed. His steward had then said: the new — meaning himself — might want to consider whether pushing was wise, and had said it in the tone of someone who considered pushing unwise and was hoping his employer would arrive at the same conclusion through the appearance of independent reasoning.

      Darcy had considered it. He had concluded that an agreement with no legal force was not an agreement but a courtesy, and that a courtesy was a pleasant thing in the context of a mutual disposition to be courteous and an unreliable thing in any other context, and that the mutual disposition could change with circumstances or ownership and that therefore the courtesy was not something an estate could depend on. He wanted a resolution. He intended to pursue one.

      He also wanted to see the stream itself, which was something no document could show him and which was, in his experience, always worth doing before engaging in an argument about something: look at the thing. Understand its physical reality. The abstractions could follow.

      He rode out on a grey November morning with the cold sitting in the air the way it did in November in Hertfordshire, which was differently from how it sat in Derbyshire — damper, somehow, more present — and followed the boundary line east until the stream came into view between the trees, running low in November but clear, with the specific quality of a thing that knew where it was going.

      There was someone already there.

      She was on the other bank — the Hartwell side — in a dark riding coat and practical boots, crouched at the water's edge examining something in the stream bed with the absorbed attention of someone who had come here with a purpose and was pursuing it. She looked up when she heard his horse. She did not look startled. She looked — and this was the first revision, immediate and involuntary — exactly as though she had expected this.

      He brought the horse to a stop at the water's edge. They regarded each other across a stream that was, depending on the document you consulted, approximately eight feet wide and the subject of a forty-year argument.

      "Mr. Darcy," she said. She stood, straightening from the crouch with the ease of someone who had been doing this kind of thing for long enough that the physical inconvenience of it had stopped registering.

      "Miss Bennet." He looked at the stream and then at her. "You came to inspect it."

      "I come here regularly," she said. "I have been coming here regularly for three years. The flow rate affects the lower pasture irrigation in March, and March arrives whether one has attended to it or not."

      It was not, he observed, an aggressive statement. It was a statement of fact delivered in the tone of a woman reporting something she knew to be true and was not going to pretend she didn't know. He had encountered this tone before — in men of business who had managed their affairs long enough to have no patience for the performance of uncertainty — and had always found it useful. He found it useful now and was also, which was less expected, finding it something else, a quality he did not immediately name.

      "The flow rate," he said.

      "It drops in November and February and recovers in March. If the recovery is insufficient, the lower pasture doesn't get the water it needs before the first sowing. Last year the recovery was marginal. I widened the intake channel in August. This year should be adequate." She looked at the stream with the expression of someone checking a thing they have been attending to. "Your eastern fields draw from the same source, I believe."

      "They do," he said. "The two most productive fields on the estate."

      "I know." She said it without apology. She was not being aggressive. She was simply in possession of information about his estate and saw no reason to pretend otherwise, which he found — the second revision, following the first with uncomfortable speed — considerably more interesting than he had prepared himself for.

      He dismounted. He did it without particular decision, in the way of a man whose body has concluded that this conversation was going to require being at the same level as its other participant. He stood at the bank and looked at the stream — the flow, the depth, the way the current moved over the rocks in the bed — and thought about the 1764 deed and the 1798 diversion and the missing survey, and thought about the woman on the other bank who knew his eastern fields drew from this stream and had been attending to the flow rate for three years.

      "Your records," he said. "For the stream. Are they extensive?"

      "Thorough," she said. "My father began them in 1801. I have maintained them since his death." She paused. "Yours?"

      "My solicitor is reviewing what we have." He said it with the particular precision of someone not overstating his position. "The relevant documents appear to be incomplete."

      She looked at him across the stream with the expression he was beginning to identify as her characteristic one: the frank, unhurried attention of a person who is taking something in and does not need to perform the taking in. She said: "There was a survey in 1801. My father mentions it in his records. It does not appear to be in Pemberley's documentation."

      He was still. "You are certain of that."

      "I am certain my father mentions it. I have not located it in my own records, but I have not finished looking." She looked at the stream. "It will need to be found."

      "Yes," he said. "It will."

      They stood on opposite banks in the November cold and looked at the
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