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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The ledger was the first thing she looked at in the morning and the last thing she thought about at night, which was not, Elizabeth reflected, how she had imagined widowhood.

      She had not imagined widowhood at all, as it happened. She had imagined a great many things about the marriage — had thought about it with the particular thoroughness of a woman who is making a decision she knows is irreversible and wants to be certain she has examined all of its dimensions before signing her name to anything. She had imagined the income and the relief it would bring to Longbourn's accounts. She had imagined her father's expression when she told him the debts were managed. She had imagined, in the darker hours of her engagement, the long business of being married to Joshua Weston and what it would require of her. She had not imagined the ledger. She had not imagined that the income would never materialise, that the Weston family would dispute everything, and that she would find herself six months after her husband's death in a three-room cottage in Hertfordshire with a widow's portion of ninety pounds a year and more debt than she could clear in a decade.

      The cottage was comfortable. She said this to herself with some regularity because it was true and because it was important to be accurate, even about small things, when the larger things were this disordered. The cottage was comfortable, adequately furnished, set at the edge of the Longbourn property where her father had once kept a gamekeeper. It had a good fire, a decent kitchen, and a parlour window that looked east so that the morning light came in at a useful angle and made the ledger easier to read. She had arranged it herself, with the help of Mrs. Hill, and she had declined every offer of additional furniture from Longbourn on the grounds that Longbourn needed its furniture more than she needed the appearance of comfort she no longer had to maintain.

      The ledger this Tuesday morning said what it had said every Tuesday morning for six months: not enough, and the gap growing.

      Joshua Weston's debts — she still thought of them as Joshua's debts, because they were, whatever the Weston family's solicitor had written — amounted to three hundred and forty pounds that she could document and an unknown further sum that she suspected existed but could not yet prove. The Westons had declined to honour them on the grounds, stated in their solicitor's letter, that the debts had been incurred by Mr. Weston independently and that as his widow she had no claim against the estate for amounts not covered by the marriage settlement. Mr. Phillips had read this letter twice, set it down carefully, and told her the letter was creative in its interpretation of the law and would not survive a challenge. She had asked how much a challenge would cost. Mr. Phillips had been quiet for a moment and then had told her, kindly, that the answer was considerably more than ninety pounds a year.

      So the ledger said what it said and she looked at it on Tuesday mornings and considered her options, which were: find a position as a governess, which would require leaving Hertfordshire and leaving Jane with the full weight of Longbourn; apply to the Gardiners, who had already done enough and whose own household had four children; or persist in the attempt to find a legal resolution that she could not currently afford to pursue. She added a fourth option some mornings, which was to marry again, and then crossed it out, because she was twenty-two years old and she was not going to think about that yet.

      She closed the ledger at half past nine and put on her coat and walked to Longbourn.

      The walk was a mile, which she had done ten thousand times since childhood and which had a different quality now. Then, it had been the walk between home and the rest of the world. Now it was the walk between the cottage and home, which was a distinction she had not anticipated feeling as sharply as she did. The fields were November-bare, the hedgerows stripped, the sky the particular flat grey of Hertfordshire in autumn. She walked quickly, which she always had, and she did not look at the hedgerows long enough for them to produce melancholy, which she was careful about.

      Jane was in the kitchen garden when she arrived, consulting with Henderson the steward about something involving the north fence, which apparently required immediate attention and Henderson's most concerned expression. Jane looked up and smiled — the warm uncomplicated smile that was the best thing about coming to Longbourn — and said: the parlour fire is lit and Mama has been asking for you since eight.

      Mrs. Bennet had been subdued since Mr. Bennet's death in June. Not silent — she was not constitutionally capable of silence — but subdued, the nervous energy redirected from the business of getting daughters married into a more general anxiety about the future of Longbourn and the entail and what Mr. Collins intended to do about it. She sat in the parlour in black, which had become her permanent costume, and looked up when Elizabeth came in with the expression she had been wearing since the summer: a mixture of her old irritability and something newer and softer that Elizabeth recognised as genuine worry.

      "You look thin," Mrs. Bennet said, by way of greeting.

      "Good morning, Mama."

      "I have said to Jane that you should eat here. There is no reason to be eating alone in that cottage when there is perfectly adequate food at Longbourn and I cannot see why⁠—"

      "I eat perfectly well, Mama." Elizabeth sat down and accepted the tea that Mary brought from the corner of the room where she had been reading with the quiet usefulness she had developed since their father's death. Mary was better in a crisis than anyone had expected. "How are you this morning?"

      "How am I? I am cold and I have had another letter from Mr. Collins's solicitor about the repairs to the east wing which apparently cannot be deferred and which I am expected to manage as though I know anything about east wings, and your father is not here to deal with it, and I do not know what we are to do." She put down her teacup. "I had a letter from Charlotte. She asks after you particularly."

      "Charlotte is very good." Elizabeth thought about Charlotte's last letter, which had been warm and practical and had contained, in its third paragraph, a piece of information that Elizabeth had been sitting with all week. She thought about it and set it aside for later, for the cottage, for when she was alone with the ledger and could think about things without managing her expression.

      Mary said, without looking up from her book: "Kitty had news from Mrs. Long this morning."

      Elizabeth looked at her. "What news?"

      "Netherfield," Mary said, with the precision of someone delivering information they know will land heavily, "has been taken."

      There was a small silence in the Longbourn parlour. Mrs. Bennet set down her teacup with a deliberateness that suggested she had been waiting for the moment to set it down. Elizabeth looked at the fire.

      "By whom?" she asked, though she had a reasonable suspicion and found that the suspicion sat in her chest with a small complicated weight.

      "Mr. Bingley," Mary said. "Again. Mrs. Long had it from his steward, who was in Meryton on Thursday arranging the household. He is expected by the end of the week." She paused. "With his party, presumably."

      His party. Elizabeth thought about the composition of Mr. Bingley's party, which was a thing she had not had to think about for three years and which she was now thinking about with the specific attention she brought to things she would prefer not to examine too closely. Mr. Bingley was an uncomplicated prospect: amiable, sheepish about his departure, and the source of Jane's long-suppressed unhappiness, which Elizabeth had opinions about. His party was another matter.

      Mrs. Bennet, who had conducted the same mental arithmetic in approximately four seconds, said: "Mr. Darcy will come. He always comes with Mr. Bingley."

      "That is not a certainty, Mama."

      "It is very nearly one. They are inseparable. And Mr. Darcy—" she stopped herself with the discipline she had been exercising more regularly since July, when she had noticed that certain of her observations produced an expression on Elizabeth's face that she did not like to produce. "Well. It will be good for the neighbourhood to have Netherfield occupied again. And good for Jane." She said this last firmly, as a woman who has decided what she thinks and is not going to be moved from it.

      Elizabeth drank her tea and thought about Mr. Darcy, which was something she had been doing less deliberately ever since she had decided, at some point in the past three years, to stop doing it deliberately. She had met him twice: at the Meryton assembly where he had — in absentia, through Sir William Lucas's enthusiastic reporting — declined to dance with her on the grounds that she was tolerable but not handsome enough to tempt him, and at Netherfield's private ball, where they had danced and argued and she had found him exactly as disagreeable as expected except for the moments when she had found him unexpectedly otherwise. That had been three years ago. She was Mrs. Weston now. He was still Mr. Darcy of Pemberley, £10,000 a year, unmarried, and apparently coming to Hertfordshire.

      She thought: well. She thought: we will see. She thought: I have enough to manage without adding that to the ledger.

      She finished her tea, talked to Jane about the east wing and the solicitor, reassured Mrs. Bennet about the north fence with slightly more confidence than she felt, and walked home through the flat grey November morning with the particular quality of a woman who has closed one set of books and is already making notes in the margins of the next.

      The cottage fire was still burning. She sat down at the parlour table and opened Charlotte's letter again — not the warm parts, not the inquiries after her health, but the third paragraph, which she had been not-reading since it arrived.

      Charlotte had written, with the directness she had always had and which Elizabeth valued more every year: I have heard something, Lizzy, from a source I trust, about the way your marriage is being discussed in certain London drawing rooms. I do not like to put it in a letter but I think you should know. If you write and ask me directly I will tell you directly. I am sorry to add this to everything else.

      Elizabeth folded the letter and put it on top of the ledger and sat for a while in the east-facing light, which was already going thin at half past eleven, and thought about what it might mean to have her marriage discussed in London drawing rooms. She had been discussed in Hertfordshire drawing rooms for twenty-two years and had survived it. London was a larger room. She was a smaller person in it than she had been six months ago.

      She picked up her pen. She wrote: Dear Charlotte. Tell me directly. I would rather know.

      She sealed the letter and set it to one side and picked up the ledger again, because the ledger was still there and it still said what it said, and knowing the shape of a difficulty had always been, in her experience, better than not knowing it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      The road from London to Hertfordshire was neither long nor particularly interesting, and Darcy had exhausted its scenery before they reached the second toll. Bingley talked the entirety of the way. This was not unusual.

      "—and Mrs. Nicholls writes that the chimneys have been swept and the east wing aired, and she believes the cook is the same woman who served the previous tenants, which I think is a very good sign, don't you? Darcy? The cook."

      "An excellent sign."

      "You haven't heard a word."

      "Mrs. Nicholls. East wing. Cook." He turned from the window. "I heard everything, Bingley."

      Bingley looked unconvinced but too cheerful to press the point. He returned to his letter. Across from him, his sister Caroline sat with a novel open in her lap and her eyes fixed on Darcy with the patient, measuring quality of a woman who considered patience an investment.

      Darcy looked back out the window.

      He had not wanted to come. That was not quite accurate — he had not not wanted to come; he simply had not wanted anything in particular, which had lately become his customary condition. His London rooms were comfortable. His work at Pemberley could be conducted by correspondence as well as in person. There was no urgency, no necessity. There was only Bingley's enthusiasm, and the faint but persistent counsel of his own better nature, which reminded him that Bingley's enthusiasms tended to require a steadying hand nearby.

      Netherfield was much as he remembered it: well-proportioned, a little proud of itself, the kind of house that had been handsome for so long it had forgotten to be anything else. They arrived in the late afternoon, the light going gold across the park, and Darcy stood in the drive for a moment before going in, looking at the familiar lines of it and thinking of nothing in particular.

      That too was becoming a habit.

      

      The dinner at Lucas Lodge came upon them faster than was quite convenient. Bingley had accepted the invitation before Darcy had known there was one to accept, and so there was no graceful means of declining, and Darcy had long since made his peace with that particular variety of fait accompli.

      Sir William Lucas was a man who wore his former distinction like a cravat — carefully knotted, frequently adjusted, produced at intervals for the admiration of the room. He welcomed them with great ceremony and greater volubility, and Darcy stood through the introductions with the expression he kept for such occasions: attentive enough to be courteous, composed enough to discourage intimacy.

      The room was full. Hertfordshire families, most of them — comfortable, curious, possessed of that particular country frankness which he had never quite learned to receive without stiffening. They looked at him. He was aware of being looked at. He was always aware of it, and he had never found a satisfactory way to be indifferent to it, though he had become proficient at appearing so.

      He was speaking — or rather, listening to Sir William speak — when he saw her.

      She stood near the window with Lady Lucas, a little apart from the nearest cluster of guests. That was what he noticed first: the black. It was not the dramatic, consuming black of fresh grief, but the settled, matter-of-fact black of a woman who had worn it long enough to cease thinking about it — a dark gown, simply cut, no ornament at the throat except a small brooch that caught the candlelight. She was young. That surprised him, though he could not have said why it should. Young and slight and very upright, with dark eyes that were presently engaged in some private amusement at whatever Lady Lucas was saying.

      A widow, then. Someone had died — a husband, presumably — and she was here at a dinner party in Hertfordshire looking quietly amused by Lady Lucas.

      He realized he was staring.

      He looked away. Sir William had moved on to the particular honor England represented among nations, and Darcy returned his attention there, where it belonged.

      But twice more in the next half hour he found his gaze traveling back to her — once when her laugh broke briefly free, low and unguarded, quickly recovered; and once when she glanced across the room and their eyes met for a fraction of a second before she looked away with perfect unconcern, as though she had noticed a doorframe and found it unremarkable.

      He was not accustomed to being found unremarkable.

      Bingley had found Miss Bennet — one of the widow's sisters, he gathered, a gentle-looking blonde woman who seemed genuinely pleased by everything Bingley said, which in Darcy's experience was either a virtue or an act of extraordinary charity. They were dancing. Bingley danced with the ease of a man who never questioned whether he was wanted, which was perhaps the most useful quality Darcy had never managed to acquire.

      "She is handsome, is she not?" said Caroline Bingley at his elbow.

      He did not turn. "Miss Bennet? Yes. Your brother seems to think so as well."

      "I meant Mrs. Weston." A brief pause, precisely weighted. "Though of course it is a sad situation. So young to be widowed. And the circumstances—" She let it trail, in the way that was not quite gossip and not quite concern and was entirely deliberate. "One hears things."

      "One generally does," Darcy said, "in the country."

      Caroline smiled. It was a very accomplished smile. "I only mean that she is not perhaps quite what she appears. But then, who is?"

      Darcy said nothing. He had found over the years that saying nothing in response to Caroline Bingley was the conversational equivalent of closing a door: it did not give offense, it simply declined to open a room.

      He looked across the room again. Mrs. Weston was now in conversation with a red-faced man who seemed enormously pleased with himself, and she was listening to him with a polite attentiveness that, if you watched closely, had something wry at its edges — as though she were filing the performance away for future consideration.

      Her mourning was real. He was certain of that, though he could not have explained his certainty. There was something in the composure that was not armor but simply the shape of a person who had absorbed a blow and continued to stand. He recognized it, dimly, from his own mirror in the year after his father died.

      He also recognized, with some discomfort, that he had been watching her for the better part of an hour.

      "I believe I shall get some air," he said to no one in particular.

      Behind him, he was quite sure, Caroline Bingley was watching him go with an expression he had no desire to see.

      The garden was cool and dark and blessedly quiet. Darcy stood on the terrace for a long moment, listening to the muted sounds of the party inside — the music, the overlapping voices, Bingley's laugh rising briefly above the rest.

      He was not a man who examined himself carelessly. It was the one vanity he permitted: that he knew his own mind. And his mind was telling him, with some precision, that he had just spent an hour in a room full of people and been made genuinely curious, for the first time in longer than he cared to calculate, by a woman in a black dress who had looked at him as though he were a doorframe.

      He was not sure if that was interesting or inconvenient.

      He suspected it might be both.

      Inside, the music began again. Darcy straightened his coat, turned, and went back in.
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