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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The letter from Charlotte arrived on a Thursday, which was the day Elizabeth Bennet had set aside for writing to Jane and mending the blue wool dress and reconsidering, for the fourth time that month, what she was going to do with herself.

      The reconsidering had not been going well. The options available to a gentlewoman of five-and-twenty with a good education, a sharp mind, and a father recently buried were fewer than they ought to be and considerably less interesting than she would have liked. She could go to Jane, who was to be married in April and whose future husband was kind and accommodating and who had, in the particular way of people deeply in love, stopped quite noticing that there were other people in the room. She could remain at Longbourn, which was hers until the entail resolved it, which would be soon, which was a fact she was managing with the practical attention it required and the emotional weight she was not entirely ready to assign it. She could, in theory, marry — there were several candidates in the neighbourhood who had indicated a willingness to be considered — but theory and practice had always been different things where Elizabeth was concerned, and the candidates in question did not survive a great deal of close examination.

      She was, in short, in need of something. She had known this for some months and had been waiting, with the patience she kept for situations that required it and the slight impatience she felt about needing to keep it, for something to present itself.

      Charlotte's letter presented itself.

      She read it twice at the breakfast table, which was a habit she had when the content was interesting enough to reward a second reading and insufficient to reward a third. Charlotte wrote well — with the clear, sensible affection of a woman who said what she meant and meant what she said, which Elizabeth had always valued more than elegance. The letter was three pages. The relevant portion was in the second.

      There was a position, Charlotte wrote, at Pemberley in Derbyshire — the estate of a Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy, who was seeking a music mistress for his younger sister, Miss Georgiana Darcy, age eighteen. The position was residential. The terms were generous — Charlotte named them, because she knew Elizabeth would want to know and would not be too proud to consider them, which was one of the things Elizabeth appreciated about Charlotte. The household, Charlotte had heard from a mutual acquaintance, was an unusual one. Mr. Darcy was not married. There were apparently other residents of an unconventional nature. The estate itself was, by all accounts, magnificent.

      Elizabeth set the letter down and looked at the window, which gave onto the Longbourn garden and the bare November hedgerow and the grey sky beyond, and thought about the name.

      Fitzwilliam Darcy.

      She knew it. She had met him — briefly, at the Meryton assembly, nearly two years ago now. She had been twenty-three and rather too pleased with herself and in very good looks and enjoying the evening with the particular pleasure of a young woman who is sensible enough to know when a room suits her. He had arrived late, in Bingley's party — tall, dark, expensively dressed, possessed of the kind of face that would have been handsome if its owner had shown any inclination toward being pleasant, which he had not. He had stood at the edge of the dancing for the better part of an hour, speaking to almost no one, looking at the room with the expression of a man attending a function he considers beneath him as a matter of aesthetic principle.

      She had noticed him noticing her, once. Or she had thought she had. The look had lasted approximately two seconds and revealed nothing, which she had found — if she was being honest, and she generally was — more interesting than it should have been.

      Then Bingley had pressed him to dance, and he had declined, and she had been near enough to hear something of what followed — not clearly, not directly, the words coming through the noise of the room at the imperfect angle of things overheard rather than attended to — but she had caught enough. Tolerable, and not handsome enough. Or something near enough to that to be indistinguishable from it. And the laughter in his voice, or what she had taken for laughter.

      She had told herself, walking home that night, that it did not matter. She had told herself this with more firmness than the situation strictly required, which was perhaps a signal she had not attended to with sufficient care.

      She had thought about it again, on and off, over the following weeks — not obsessively, she was not a woman given to obsession, but in the way of something that had landed with a slight sting and had not entirely healed. She had catalogued him as proud, cold, and possessed of the particular social blindness of men who had been told too long that their opinion of a room was the only opinion of consequence. She had assigned him to a mental category labelled not worth the consideration and had proceeded accordingly.

      She had occasionally, she admitted privately, wondered whether she had heard correctly.

      The letter sat on the table. Charlotte had not, of course, known about the assembly — it had been too minor an incident to travel as far as Hunsford, and Elizabeth had never mentioned it. The recommendation was made in good faith, based on the terms and the situation and the fact that Charlotte knew Elizabeth needed something to do and was too good to waste on idleness.

      Elizabeth picked the letter up and read the second page again.

      The terms were very good. The position was residential, which meant Longbourn and its looming entail and the particular quality of grief that attached itself to familiar rooms could be managed from a distance while she decided what to do about all of it. The work itself was work she could do — she played well, not brilliantly, but with genuine feeling and enough technique to teach an eighteen-year-old whose principal difficulty was, according to Charlotte's source, anxiety rather than aptitude. There would be a room. There would be a salary. There would be, perhaps, something to occupy her mind that was not the slow accumulation of an uncertain future.

      She thought about the name for a while longer.

      She thought about tolerable, and not handsome enough. She thought about the laughter she may or may not have heard. She thought about the fact that she had now spent nearly two years assigning a man she had met once to a category based on something she had half-heard across a noisy room, which was — she was honest enough to see this — not her most rigorous piece of character assessment.

      She thought about the terms.

      She thought about the alternative, which was Longbourn in winter and her mother's well-meaning presence and the blue wool dress still unmended.

      She got up, found a fresh sheet of paper, and wrote to Charlotte.

      The letter she sent was one page. It said that she was grateful for the recommendation, that she would be glad of the introduction, and that she was prepared to travel to Derbyshire at whatever date suited Mr. Darcy's household. She wrote it with the brisk efficiency of a woman who has made a decision and is not interested in second-guessing it now that it is made.

      She did not write that she was uncertain whether she was being practical or reckless, because Charlotte would know the answer to that better than she did and would probably say so. She did not write that she had been thinking about a man she met once at a ball for two years without quite admitting she was thinking about him. She did not write that there was something in the prospect — some specific quality to the idea of walking into the household of Fitzwilliam Darcy with her own competence and her own character and her own assessment of what she found there — that felt, obscurely but persistently, like the beginning of something she could not yet name.

      She sealed the letter. She sent it with the morning post. She went back to the blue wool dress, which she mended with more attention than it strictly required, because her hands needed something to do while her mind did what it was going to do regardless.

      Six days later, the position was confirmed.

      She was to arrive at Pemberley on the twelfth of October. Mr. Darcy's housekeeper, a Mrs. Reynolds, would meet her carriage. The terms were as Charlotte had described. The letter of confirmation was brief, precisely worded, and signed not by Darcy himself but by his secretary, which she found she was forming an opinion about before she had quite decided to.

      She packed two trunks, said goodbye to Jane with the particular difficulty of someone who is leaving a person they love and knows it and does it anyway, and told her mother that the position was very respectable and the salary was excellent and the house was supposed to be one of the finest in Derbyshire, all of which were true and all of which were also, in their way, beside the point.

      The point was that she was going. The point was that she had made a decision and it was hers and she was going to see what she found.

      She had always found it the most interesting part.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      Darcy had interviewed three candidates for the position before Elizabeth Bennet's name arrived via Charlotte Collins, and he had found fault with all of them in ways that were legitimate enough to act on and specific enough to suggest he knew what he was looking for, which was not entirely true.

      The first candidate had been accomplished but nervous — the particular nervousness of someone who would spend her tenure at Pemberley waiting to be dismissed, which would exhaust her and irritate everyone else. The second had been confident to the point of indifference, which was the opposite problem. The third had been both competent and pleasant, and Darcy had found a reason to decline her that he would not have been able to defend under sustained examination. He was aware of this. He had filed it under instinct and moved on.

      He had not been looking for a particular person. He had been looking for someone suitable for Georgiana, which was not the same thing and which he knew was not the same thing, and he was not going to examine the distinction more closely than that.

      The name Elizabeth Bennet arrived in a letter from Mrs. Collins, whose husband was one of Darcy's less interesting acquaintances and whose own good sense he had noticed on the two occasions he had been required to sit near her at dinner. Mrs. Collins wrote that the candidate was accomplished, intelligent, and in need of a position — her father had died some months prior and her family's circumstances were reduced. She had excellent references from her former music master and would, Mrs. Collins believed, suit Georgiana particularly well, as she had a gift for teaching people rather than merely subjects.

      He had almost set the letter aside. He had read the name again instead.

      Elizabeth Bennet. The Meryton assembly. Two winters ago.

      He had a very precise memory for certain things, and a nearly total inability to forget others, and Elizabeth Bennet had installed herself in the second category within approximately twenty minutes of his arriving at the Meryton assembly ball, which had been Bingley's idea and which Darcy had attended with the resigned tolerance he brought to all social obligations in unfamiliar neighbourhoods. He had stood at the edge of the dancing and observed the room with the thoroughness that was his habit in unfamiliar company — cataloguing exits, assessing the quality of the musicians, identifying the people he would need to acknowledge and those he could reasonably avoid — and then she had laughed at something her partner said, two sets away, and he had looked over and had not, for a moment, looked away.

      She had been dancing with someone whose name he had not retained. She had been wearing something pale — a green, he thought — and she had been entirely unconscious of being observed, which was itself unusual, as most people in rooms where Darcy was present made some accommodation for being observed, however subtle. She had simply been enjoying herself with the uncomplicated absorption of someone who found the evening genuinely pleasurable and saw no reason to conceal it.

      He had noticed her noticing him, once. The look had lasted two seconds. She had shown no particular response to him, which he had found, absurdly, more interesting than any response would have been.

      Bingley had pressed him to dance. He had declined, because the evening had already produced its sufficiency of new acquaintance and he was not equal to managing more of it with equanimity, and because there was something about the specific situation — asking to be introduced, making conversation, performing the rituals of a crowded room — that had felt, in that particular moment, both required and impossible. He had said something to Bingley by way of deflection, the precise wording of which he did not now remember, only that it had been sufficient and that Bingley had accepted it with the good nature he accepted most things.

      He had thought about her afterward. On and off, over the following three weeks. He had catalogued what he knew — which was very little, only a laugh and a pale dress and two seconds of direct, uncalculating attention — and had concluded, with the methodical honesty that was among his better qualities, that he was thinking about someone he did not know on the basis of evidence that would not sustain the weight he was assigning it. He had stopped. He had been sensible about it. He had not sought another introduction, because Hertfordshire was Bingley's project and not his, and because seeking out a woman on the strength of a laugh and a look required a degree of intention he was not prepared to name.

      He had filed her, like the third candidate, under instinct, and moved on.

      And now here was her name in a letter on his desk, attached to references and a situation and the practical necessity of a decision.

      He wrote to confirm the position that same afternoon. He told himself this was efficient. It was, partly.

      She arrived on a Tuesday in early October, a day of pale autumn light and the particular smell of the Derbyshire air that Darcy associated with the estate at its best — clean and cold and faintly wooded, the smell of a place that had been cared for over a long time by people who understood what they were caring for. He was in the entrance hall when the carriage came up the drive, not because he had arranged to be there but because he had been crossing it at the relevant moment, which was true and also not the complete account.

      She descended with two trunks and an expression he recognised immediately: the expression of a person arriving somewhere new who is already forming opinions and has no intention of pretending otherwise. She looked at the house first — a long, assessing look that moved across the facade with the attention of someone who took buildings seriously — and then at Mrs. Reynolds, who had come out to receive her, and then, as he came down the steps, at him.

      The two seconds were, this time, somewhat longer.

      "Mr. Darcy," she said. Her voice was exactly as he might have predicted, if he had spent any time predicting it, which he had not. "Thank you for the position."

      "Miss Bennet." He inclined his head. "I hope the journey was comfortable."

      "Entirely." She looked at him with the frank steadiness he remembered and had not forgotten. "It is a very fine house."

      "It is," he said. He did not add anything to this, because Pemberley spoke for itself and he had never seen the point of explaining it to people. Either they understood it or they did not, and he had learned over the years that no amount of description accelerated the understanding.

      She looked at it again — a brief second look, the look of someone revising an initial impression rather than replacing it — and then followed Mrs. Reynolds inside with the self-possessed ease of a woman who had decided to take a new situation at its own pace rather than being taken by it.

      He showed her the household over the course of the afternoon, which was partly courtesy and partly, he acknowledged privately, an excuse to observe how she received each introduction. Mrs. Reynolds first — the housekeeper received her with the warm efficiency that was her particular gift, and Elizabeth responded with the attentiveness of someone who understood immediately that Mrs. Reynolds
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