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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The west field knew before Elizabeth did.

      That was how it had always worked: the land first, then her, then the slow translation of sensation into something she could act on. She had been waking before dawn since her father died, pulled out of sleep by a low-grade unease she could not explain to anyone in the house and had stopped trying to. Jane thought it was grief. Her mother thought it was the cold. Elizabeth had let them think these things. They were not entirely wrong.

      She crossed the kitchen garden in the November dark, boots on the frost-stiff grass, her breath making small brief clouds that the air swallowed immediately. The kitchen garden was her mother's domain and her mother's grief had rendered it temporarily useful: Mrs. Bennet had thrown herself into the autumn harvest and the preserving and the general business of the house with the furious energy of a woman who knows that stopping means feeling things. The beds were cleared and banked and orderly. The kitchen garden was fine.

      It was the west field that was not fine.

      Elizabeth went through the gate in the kitchen garden wall and across the track and into the field proper, and felt the fraying immediately, the way you felt a headache the moment you stopped being busy enough to ignore it. The working here was a thing she could only describe in the terms available to her, which were imprecise: a texture to the air above the soil, a quality of attention in the ground beneath her feet, as though the field itself were trying to hold something together and could feel the losing of it. She had felt it for the first time four days after her father died and had not felt anything quite like it before in her life, which was the strangest part. She had always had a feeling for the land. She had not known until now what that feeling was for.

      She crouched at the western boundary where the old ditch met the lower corner of the field. This was where the fraying was worst, had been worst since the beginning, the place where the working showed its wear the way fabric showed it at the seams. She pressed both hands into the soil, which was cold enough to ache through her gloves, and she did the thing she had been doing every morning for six weeks without anyone's instruction or permission.

      She could not have said what the thing was, precisely. She could say what it felt like: concentration, and effort, and a kind of listening that was nothing like ordinary listening. She could say that it was not nothing, because without it the western boundary deteriorated measurably overnight and with it the deterioration slowed. She could say that it was exhausting in a way that sleep did not entirely repair. She could not say what it was, because nobody had ever told her what it was, and she had no words for it that were not borrowed from the agricultural pamphlets Collins had been reading or the weather reports from Meryton or the entirely inadequate vocabulary of a woman who had grown up on this land and loved it and had not known, until she started losing it, that she had been maintaining it all her life without knowing that was what she was doing.

      Her father had felt it too. She knew this now in the way you came to know things about the dead, which was that you found them in your own doing. He had walked the boundaries every morning in good weather and poor, and she had thought it was his way of thinking, his excuse for solitude, the same reason she walked the lanes. She understood now that it was not. He had known something, or had known the shape of something, without knowing how to name it or pass it on. He had not been the right person to hold it in any case, because the working was not his, though she understood this, though the understanding was instinctive rather than learned, and his maintenance of it had been a kind of borrowed tending, affectionate and genuine and not quite sufficient. He had kept it from declining. He had not been able to restore it. She did not think, now, that she could restore it either.

      She could only hold it.

      The first light came over the eastern hedge, grey and thin, the specific light of a Hertfordshire November that suggested the sun was present somewhere without making any promises about itself. Elizabeth sat back on her heels and assessed the west boundary. Better than yesterday. Not good, but better. The fraying was less acute in the lower corner than it had been at the same time last week. She was doing something, at least. Whether the something was enough was a question she was not ready to answer.

      She stood and brushed the soil from her gloves and walked the boundary east toward the lane, checking what she had learned to check: the quality of the field's attention, which was her imprecise word for a thing she had no better word for. The north section was holding. The eastern boundary was the most stable, had been since the beginning, and she was not entirely sure why. The southern section, nearest the house, was the last she reached, and it was here she stood for a moment in the early morning and felt Longbourn as it currently was: present, degraded, fighting in its patient ground-level way against the fact of its wrong steward.

      Collins had been in the house for three weeks. He had arrived the week after the funeral with his wife Charlotte, whose calm practicality had been a genuine comfort to Elizabeth in that week, and had set about understanding his new property with the energetic incomprehension of a man who had thought about this moment for years and had got everything wrong. He was not cruel. He was worse than cruel: he was oblivious. He looked at Longbourn and saw an estate to be improved, and his improvements were the improvements of a man who had read agricultural pamphlets and had not understood that pamphlets were written for different land in different conditions, and that every estate was its own particular case.

      He had decided the west field drainage was inefficient. She had explained why it was done as it was. He had listened with the tolerant patience of a man who had listened to a woman explain something practical and had weighed her knowledge against his pamphlets and had concluded the pamphlets were more authoritative. He had spoken to the steward about new drainage channels. The steward, who had served under Mr. Bennet for twenty years and understood his limitations perfectly, had looked at Elizabeth with the expression of a man who needed an instruction and had not been given one by anyone with the standing to give it.

      She was not Collins's wife. She was not the heir. She was the second daughter of the previous tenant, living at Longbourn on Collins's tolerance and her mother's determination that none of them would be displaced before Christmas and possibly not before Easter. She had no legal standing to give the steward an instruction about the west field drainage. She had every practical understanding of why the west field drainage was as it was, and the practical understanding counted for nothing in the face of the legal position.

      She went back to the house through the kitchen garden. The frost was beginning to lift. The beech hedge along the south drive was holding its leaves still, the dry brown colour of Hertfordshire November, not yet gone. She had grown up in this county, had walked every field and lane within three miles of Longbourn, knew the way the land lay and the way the seasons changed it. Meryton was a mile north; she could see the church spire from the upper field on a clear day. Netherfield was three miles northeast, where Mr. Bingley had taken his tenancy and then departed, taking Jane's happiness with him. London was twenty-four miles southeast: a day's journey in ordinary conditions, which she had made twice this year and did not intend to make again until the situation was less acute. Pemberley, she had heard, was in Derbyshire: a hundred and twenty-five miles north, as alien to her as the moon. She had no reason to think of Pemberley.

      She came into the kitchen through the back door and found Mrs. Hill already at the range, which meant it was later than she had thought. The house was beginning its morning sounds: Charlotte's voice in the hall above, Collins on the stairs with the heavy footfall of a man descending his own staircase.

      "Miss Elizabeth," Mrs. Hill said, looking at her mud-stained gloves with the expression she had been wearing for six weeks, which was the expression of a woman who has decided not to ask certain questions. "Breakfast is at eight."

      "I know," Elizabeth said. "I'll be ready."

      She changed before breakfast. She washed her hands in the basin in her room, which was still her room and was going to be her room until Collins decided otherwise, and looked at her hands for a moment before the water went cold: bitten by the frost, slightly reddened at the knuckles, the kind of hands that had been working in cold ground. Her mother had her mother's hands, smooth and managed. Elizabeth had her father's, or she had the hands her father had been growing into: earth-marked, capable, belonging to the land they tended.

      She was twenty-two years old and the second daughter of a dead man and she was holding together a seven-generation working with her bare hands in the November dark, and nobody in the house knew she was doing it, and she did not know how long she could continue.

      Breakfast was the usual performance. Her mother occupied her end of the table with the concentrated attention of a woman who had found purpose in feeding people and was deploying this purpose against grief. Charlotte was gentle and practical, pouring tea and managing Collins's more extravagant schemes with the quiet competence Elizabeth had always admired in her. Collins was discussing, again, the west field.

      "I have written to a man," he said, spreading butter across his toast with the confidence of someone announcing a significant decision. "A land management consultant. A Mr. Darcy of Pemberley in Derbyshire, who has expressed an interest in the preservation of old estates and has offered to review Longbourn's agricultural situation. He comes with an excellent recommendation."

      Elizabeth looked at her tea.

      "A consultant," her mother said, in the tone she used when she was not certain whether to be pleased or insulted by a thing.

      "Pemberley is a very large estate," Collins said. "Very well managed. I understand the Darcys have been in Derbyshire for generations and have considerable experience with the particular challenges of old property. He wrote very civilly. I expect him within the fortnight."

      Jane, beside Elizabeth, said nothing. Elizabeth looked at Jane and found Jane looking at her tablecloth.

      Darcy of Pemberley. Elizabeth had heard the name in connection with Bingley once or twice; some friend or other of Bingley's, a wealthy man from Derbyshire with a large estate. She had no particular impression beyond that. The name had not reached her in any form that had given it specific character.

      She thought about the west boundary. She thought about the consultant arriving to examine drainage channels and the efficiency of the harvest rotation, looking at the surface of the problem with the confident eyes of a man who had been to Eton and had read the same pamphlets as Collins. She thought about sitting across a parlour table from a land management consultant from Derbyshire and discussing the west field drainage while the working frayed beneath their feet and neither of them said anything about it.

      "That is very sensible, Mr. Collins," Charlotte said, in the tone she used when managing her husband toward a position he had already reached without knowing it needed management. "I am sure a fresh perspective on the estate will be most useful."

      "Most useful," Collins agreed, and returned to his toast.

      Elizabeth ate her breakfast. She thought: a consultant cannot fix this. Whatever Darcy of Pemberley knows about land management, and he may know a great deal, she was not prepared to dismiss him, he cannot fix this, because this is not a problem of management. This is a problem of blood and land and a seven-generation working that is unravelling because the wrong man inherited the estate, and there is no pamphlet written that addresses that.

      She thought: I will have to manage the visit. I will have to sit in the drawing room and be civil and discuss crop rotation and drainage while knowing what is actually wrong and saying none of it, because what is actually wrong cannot be said in a drawing room in Hertfordshire in 1812 to a man I have never met.

      She thought: the land knows something is coming. She had felt it this morning in the west boundary: a slight steadying that was not her work alone. As though something at a distance had shifted in relation to Longbourn, and the land had felt the shift and had responded to it.

      She did not know what to do with this. She put it in the category of things she could not explain and resolved to go back to the west field that afternoon.

      The morning continued. Collins went out to speak to the steward about the drainage. Elizabeth watched him from the library window: his broad back and his confident walk, the way he gestured at the west field as though describing a project. The steward stood with his hands behind his back and his face entirely neutral, which was the expression of a man who had learned not to have expressions in front of people with authority.

      She pressed one hand against the cold glass of the library window. From here she could feel the working running faint and attenuated through the ground under the house, the way you felt a pulse in someone who was sleeping rather than waking: present, reduced, not yet stopped.

      Not yet stopped, she thought. That was the thing she was holding on to.
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