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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      Jane said no on a Tuesday, which meant that by Wednesday the decision had been made and by Thursday Elizabeth was packing.

      She had not been consulted on the timeline. This was not unusual. Longbourn's household ran on the principle that Elizabeth's opinions were available for entertainment and her practical cooperation could be assumed, which had been true often enough that the principle had never been examined. She packed efficiently and without resentment, because the packing needed doing and resentment was not an efficient use of time, and because she had decided, in the twelve hours between Jane's quiet refusal and her mother's redirection of expectation, that she was going to make something of the season if she went.

      She was going. That had been clear before anyone asked her.

      Jane had been in the garden on Tuesday afternoon when their mother found her, and Elizabeth had been in the library with the door open, which gave her the full account of the conversation in real time. Jane's refusal was delivered in the tone she used for things she had already decided: warm, apologetic about the inconvenience, entirely immovable. She said she was not equal to a London season at present. She said she was sorry to disappoint. She said nothing else, because Jane knew when a thing was said and when adding to it would only complicate it.

      Elizabeth, in the library, thought: Bingley. She thought: of course.

      She waited until their mother had gone upstairs to express her feelings to their father before she went to find Jane in the garden. Jane looked up when she heard her coming and had the expression she sometimes had of someone who has done the right thing and is glad of it and is not going to explain it.

      "I will go," Elizabeth said.

      "You do not have to," Jane said.

      "I know," Elizabeth said. "I am going to."

      Jane looked at her for a moment with the warmth she brought to everything, the warmth that was not performance but simply how she was, and "You will be very good at it," she said.

      "At a London season?" Elizabeth said.

      "At being yourself in London," Jane said. "Which is the part that matters."

      Elizabeth thought about this for two days before she understood it was a compliment.

      Their mother's response to the confirmed arrangement oscillated between gratification at the prospect of a London connection and irritation that it was not Jane making the connection, since Jane was the one the connection would do the most good for. Elizabeth endured this with the patience she had developed over twenty-one years and the specific patience she had recently developed for her mother's opinions about the marriage prospects of daughters who were not Jane. Their mother was not wrong about the arithmetic. She was simply vocal about it in a way that made the arithmetic harder to think clearly about.

      Their father summoned Elizabeth to the library on the Friday morning, the day before the departure. He was behind his desk with a book he was not reading and the expression he had when he had something to say and was deciding whether it needed the full ornament of a prepared speech.

      "You are going to London," he said.

      "Yes, Papa."

      "Your aunt Gardiner is a woman of sense and I trust her judgment about most things. I trust her judgment about you, specifically, which is a more demanding test." He looked at the book. "She wrote to me about the arrangements. I have agreed to them."

      "What arrangements, specifically?" Elizabeth said.

      "The presentation arrangements," he said. "She explained them to me. I found them sensible and I told her so." He looked at her over the book with the quality he had when he was saying the important thing in the least alarming possible framing. "You are the most capable of them, Lizzy. The season will not be wasted on you. Come back with something worth reporting."

      "I will write," she said.

      "Write as if you mean it," he said, "and not in the style of someone composing a letter for their mother's benefit. I can tell the difference." He returned to his book. "Go and pack. You are making the house anxious."

      She was in the carriage by ten the following morning, which was early enough that the Hertfordshire roads were quiet and she could think without Lydia's running commentary on the passing countryside.

      Lydia had, in fact, been up since seven in order to see her off, which Elizabeth suspected was less about affection than about the intelligence that Lydia had heard there would be officers in London who attended the season's social events and wished to be reported upon. Elizabeth had promised to write. She had not promised to report on officers.

      The road to London was a road she had taken twice before: once to visit the Gardiners at Gracechurch Street, once on a journey that had not gone as anyone planned. Both times she had arrived in the city with a specific feeling of the world getting larger around her, which she associated with London itself rather than with the circumstances. The feeling arrived again as the houses thickened and the streets filled and the carriage turned north toward Portman Square.

      The house was good.

      She had been prepared to find it comfortable. Comfortable was what she had expected: a prosperous widow's house, well-kept, presentable. What it was was good in the specific sense of a house that had been furnished by someone with taste rather than money, which produced a different quality from the houses furnished by money alone. The rooms were large and the light was well-managed and there were books in the downstairs sitting room that were clearly read rather than displayed, which she took as the best possible sign.

      Her aunt came down the stairs as the luggage was being brought in and embraced her and held her at arm's length and looked at her with the expression of someone who has been thinking about a person and is confirming that the person matches the thinking.

      "Lizzy," she said. "You look exactly as I hoped."

      "I am not sure what you hoped," Elizabeth said.

      "Someone who could carry a room," her aunt said. "You can. Come in and have tea and I will tell you what I have planned."

      The tea was good and the sitting room was comfortable and Mrs. Gardiner sat across from Elizabeth with the quality of someone who was about to explain a sensible thing and wanted the recipient to hear it as sensible before any instinct toward objection arrived.

      "I am not going to present you as something you are not," she said. "I want you to understand that before anything else."

      "Tell me what you are going to present me as," Elizabeth said.

      "As yourself," her aunt said. "My niece, educated, of good family, a woman of some cultivation and moderate independent means. All of which is true." She set down her cup. "What I am not going to lead with is the specific shape of the family situation, which is to say the specific shape of the entail and the estate and the number of daughters and the county's general familiarity with the details. None of that is relevant to who you are and all of it is the kind of context that produces an impression before you have had the opportunity to produce one yourself."

      Elizabeth considered this. "You are presenting me without the Bennet situation," Elizabeth said.

      "I am presenting you before the Bennet situation," her aunt said. "Which is a different thing. The information is not false. It is simply sequenced."

      "And if someone asks?" Elizabeth said.

      "You answer honestly. You are Elizabeth Bennet of Longbourn in Hertfordshire, daughter of a gentleman, niece to Mrs. Gardiner of Portman Square. All of that is true and none of it needs to be said in the first five minutes of every introduction."

      Elizabeth looked at the sitting room, which was full of good furniture and well-read books and the specific quality of a house that had been lived in by someone who knew what they wanted. She thought about her father, who had told her he had agreed to the arrangements. She thought about Jane in the garden saying: you will be very good at being yourself in London.

      "I have three questions," Elizabeth said.

      "I expected more," her aunt said.

      "How long do we maintain the sequencing if someone makes a connection I cannot honestly deny? What do we do if the Hertfordshire connection surfaces through another party? And is Longbourn's specific situation to be withheld or merely not volunteered?"

      Her aunt looked at her with the expression she would come to associate with that specific meeting, which was the expression of someone whose assessment had just been confirmed. "Not volunteered," her aunt said. "Honestly answered if asked. And if the connection surfaces through another party, you tell the truth, at which point the sequencing has served its purpose and can be retired." She paused. "You are not deceiving anyone, Lizzy. You are giving yourself the chance to be seen before you are categorised. That is all."

      Elizabeth thought: that is not all. She thought: it is also something considerably closer to a plan than I had expected from an aunt with a grief-freshened fortune and a Portman Square address. She thought: I am going to need to pay close attention.

      "All right," she said. She said it in the tone she used for things she had decided to do well, which was the tone that meant the conversation was over and the work could begin.

      Her aunt smiled and poured more tea and the London evening continued outside the well-proportioned windows of the house in Portman Square, and Elizabeth sat in it and thought: all right, then.
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          DARCY

        

      

    

    
      The Ashford ball was the third event of the season and Darcy attended it in the manner of someone fulfilling an obligation he had agreed to before he had fully considered whether he wished to fulfill it.

      This was not a new condition. He attended a great many events in a manner that could be described as dutiful rather than enthusiastic, and he had long since made his peace with the fact that the London season, as a social institution, was designed for people with different requirements from his own. It was designed for people who wanted to meet a great number of new acquaintances in a short period of time and found the process invigorating. Darcy found it exhausting in the specific way of someone who was very good at a thing he did not particularly enjoy.

      Fitzwilliam had talked him into the Ashford event with the argument that Bingley would be there and Bingley was worse without supervision, which was not untrue. Bingley was there when Darcy arrived, already deep in conversation with a woman with fair hair whose expression suggested she found him delightful, which he probably was. Darcy exchanged a nod with Bingley and moved on into the room.

      The ballroom at Ashford House was a well-proportioned space that someone had recently furnished with bad taste and considerable money, the combination producing an effect that was visually busy in a way that made the eyes tired. Darcy spent seven minutes in it, accepted a glass of
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