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          ELIZABETH

        

      

    

    
      The thing about being poor, Elizabeth had discovered, was that it required a great deal of careful management to ensure that nobody could tell.

      Not poor in the way of people who were truly without resources — she was not that, and she was aware enough of what that looked like, from years of managing Longbourn's tenant accounts, to know the difference. She was poor in the specific way of someone who had once had more and had less now, and who was surrounded by people who remembered the more, and who had the particular kind of poverty that was not about having nothing but about having less than the narrative of your own life required. Her widow's portion was modest and was hers. Her situation was difficult and was also hers, in the sense that she was living in it and had not found a door out of it in six months of looking.

      Gracechurch Street in February was, at least, honest about what it was. The house was comfortable, the Gardiners' household well-run, and nobody on Gracechurch Street expected her to pretend she was anything other than what she was, which was a young widow of limited means living with her relations because she had nowhere else to be. The fashionable streets of Mayfair and Portman Square were not honest in this way. They required performance. Elizabeth was tired of performing.

      She was at the parlour table when Jane came in from the morning errands, bringing cold air and the particular expression she wore when she had something to say and was deciding how to say it. Elizabeth had become expert in Jane's expressions over six months of proximity, in the way one became expert in anything that mattered and required close observation.

      "Mrs. Long was at the draper's," Jane said, sitting down and beginning to remove her gloves.

      "Was she." Elizabeth did not look up from the letter she was writing to the landlady in Cheapside who had indicated some interest in taking her as a companion. The interest had cooled in the past two weeks in a way that Elizabeth suspected was connected to a conversation someone had had with someone else about the Hayward name. She was writing the letter because writing it was better than not writing it, and because the discipline of continuing to try was the only thing she had found that was reliably useful.

      "She asked after you," Jane said carefully.

      "I see."

      "She was kind about it."

      Elizabeth set down the pen. She looked at her sister, who was looking at the table with the careful expression of someone choosing words. "Jane. What did Mrs. Long say?"

      Jane said: "She said she hoped you were managing well and that she was very sorry for your trouble."

      "That is kind," Elizabeth said.

      "She also said—" Jane paused. "That she had heard from Mrs. Nichols that the Hayward family had informed several of their connections that they had been quite misled about the management of certain funds, and that they had recently been made to understand the full extent of it."

      Elizabeth was very still for a moment. The Hayward family had been informing their connections. Of the full extent of it. She thought about what the full extent of it was, which was that George Hayward had borrowed money in trust from his social connections and had applied it to a speculation without their knowledge, and that the speculation had failed, and that she had been in the country nursing her father when the application had been made and had not known anything about it until the creditors appeared at the door. She thought about what the full extent of it meant in the mouths of the Hayward family, who had every reason to redirect the story toward a direction that was not themselves.

      She picked up the pen again. She finished the letter to the Cheapside landlady. She sealed it.

      "Lizzy," Jane said.

      "I know," Elizabeth said. "It is all right."

      It was not all right. It was, however, the thing she could say that would require the least from Jane, who was already carrying too much on her account.

      The Gardiners kept a table that was better than the house's address suggested they should be able to keep, which was one of the things Elizabeth valued most about living there. Mrs. Gardiner managed the household with the competent warmth of a woman who had grown up in Derbyshire and had strong opinions about comfort and good food and neither wasted resources nor apologised for making things pleasant. Elizabeth had not fully appreciated, before six months on Gracechurch Street, how much of her energy she had spent on performance. Here she did not perform. Here she ate well and was not required to pretend she was anything other than what she was, and in the mornings sometimes she sat in the kitchen with Mrs. Gardiner and drank tea and felt, briefly, like herself.

      She had been counting what she had, because counting it was better than not counting it. The widow's portion, which the Hayward estate had paid because it was legally required to pay it, which came to ninety pounds a year and was entirely hers. The things she had carried from the Hayward house in Kensington: her own clothes, her books, the small writing desk that had been a gift from her father, the miniature of her parents that she kept on the mantelpiece in her room. The Gardiners' kindness, which she accepted and which cost her something to accept, because kindness accepted indefinitely became dependency, and she was not yet ready to be dependent.

      She had been trying, for six months, to find an occupation. The Cheapside companion. Before that, a position as a governess for a family in Marylebone, which had ended in interview when the mother of the family had apparently recognised the name and the interest had cooled. Before that, a enquiry about a situation teaching French to the daughters of a merchant family, which had been going well until it was not going well, for reasons that were not stated and did not need to be.

      The name was the problem. Or rather, the name was the vehicle for the problem, and the problem was a story, and the story was circulating in the particular way of stories that had no good reason to stop circulating because the people circulating them had not been given a better one.

      Mrs. Gardiner mentioned Darcy at dinner on a Wednesday evening in February, in the tone she used for things she was passing along as information. She said that she had heard Mr. Darcy was in town, that she had it from the Darcys' housekeeper's cousin, who was acquainted with one of the Gardiners' domestic staff, which was the way news moved on the domestic networks that the fashionable world did not know existed and could not have functioned without.

      Elizabeth received this information without expression. She had met Mr. Darcy once, at Netherfield when he had been visiting Bingley in Hertfordshire, before her marriage. She had found him proud and her own situation too fraught for any social assessment to feel worth making. They had spoken twice, briefly, and she had formed the impression of a man who was accustomed to being the most significant person in any room and was not unaware of this. She had also formed the impression, which she did not examine particularly closely at the time, that he was the most intelligent man she had spoken to that evening. She had married Hayward three months later and had not thought about Darcy since, except in the way that one thought occasionally about people who occupied no particular significance in one's life and yet arrived in one's mind at moments of no obvious relevance.

      She thought about him now, briefly, and set the thought aside. She asked Mr. Gardiner about the shipping news, which was what Mr. Gardiner always had opinions about and which required her to do nothing more than listen intelligently, and the dinner continued.

      The card arrived on Thursday morning with the rest of the post. It was a calling card, which was not unusual, addressed to Mrs. Hayward at Gracechurch Street in a hand she did not recognise. She turned it over. Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy requested the honour of calling at Gracechurch Street at Mrs. Hayward's convenience and remained her obedient servant, which was the form.

      She sat with the card for longer than a calling card usually required. She thought about why Mr. Darcy of Pemberley would request the honour of calling on a widow of no current social standing at a Gracechurch Street address, and could not produce an answer from the available information. She thought about Mrs. Gardiner mentioning him at dinner last night, which was either coincidence or was not.

      She went to find Mrs. Gardiner in the kitchen, because the kitchen was where Mrs. Gardiner had information.

      Mrs. Gardiner looked at the card with the expression she had when she was not going to say everything she knew. She said: "Mr. Darcy is a good man. He grew up near Lambton where I am from and I can tell you that the people there speak well of him, which is a more reliable indicator than the people in drawing rooms do."

      "That is not an explanation of why he has sent this card."

      "No," Mrs. Gardiner agreed. "It is not."

      "Do you know why he has sent it?"

      Mrs. Gardiner said: "I think he may have information that is relevant to your situation. That is what I have been led to believe."

      Elizabeth looked at her. "And you did not think to tell me this at dinner last night when you mentioned him?"

      "I thought you would not sleep well if I told you last night," Mrs. Gardiner said, with the calm of a woman who had been right about this kind of thing for thirty years and knew it. "And I was right, because you slept, and the card arrived this morning, and now you can make a decision with a rested mind instead of lying awake speculating."

      Elizabeth looked at the card again. Information relevant to her situation. From Mr. Darcy of Pemberley, who had known George Hayward through the same merchant banking circles that George had moved in, which she knew because George had mentioned it once in passing before they were married. Who had apparently been in possession of something since long enough for Mrs. Gardiner's domestic network to have heard about it and for Mrs. Gardiner to have had time to arrange a good night's sleep.

      She wrote back that she would receive him on Thursday.

      Then she went upstairs to her room, sat at her father's writing desk, and permitted herself, for approximately five minutes, to feel the specific quality of hope that arrived when something unexpected presented itself: not certainty, not relief, but the particular careful quality of a door that had not been there yesterday appearing in a wall she had thought was solid. She did not lean on it. She did not open it yet. She sat with it for five minutes and then she went back downstairs to finish the letter to the Cheapside landlady, because the letter still wanted finishing and a possible door was not a door until it opened.
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      The Haggerston assessment had been sitting in the second drawer of Darcy's writing table for six weeks, which was six weeks longer than it should have taken him to do something about it.

      He had reasons for the delay. He had examined them with the honesty he brought to things he suspected himself of managing, and he had found that the reasons were real and that they were also, in one significant particular, insufficient. The real reasons were: the situation required delicacy, the woman in question did not know him, a proposal from a near-stranger required careful framing or it would be received as an insult rather than an offer, and the legal and social mechanisms needed to be thought through before he acted. These were all true. They were also the kind of reasons that a man with genuinely pure motives would have produced, and he was not certain his motives were purely what he was representing them to be.

      He had encountered Elizabeth Bennet once, at Netherfield in Hertfordshire, three years ago. She had been at a local assembly with her family, the second daughter of a small country gentleman, and she had told him, in the course of a brief and entirely unremarkable conversation about the neighbourhood, that his assessment of the local families was condescending. She had said it pleasantly, which had been worse than if she had said it with heat, because pleasantly meant she had considered it and decided it was simply true and worth saying, not that she had been provoked. He had found this considerably more interesting than anything else that happened that evening. He had also found her generally more interesting than the situation required and had not pursued the interest because she was the daughter of a gentleman of modest means and he was Darcy of Pemberley and the distance between those two things had seemed, at the time, dispositive.

      She had married Hayward three months later. He had heard about it through the same circles. He had met Hayward professionally — the man moved in merchant banking circles that occasionally intersected with Darcy's investment advisors — and had found him agreeable and unreliable in the specific way of men who were very good at the early stages of things and less good at the rest. He had not invested in the consortium, because the leverage ratio had struck him as unsustainable. He had not warned anyone. He had not thought it his place.

      That last fact sat with him now in a way it had not sat when the consortium was still running.

      He opened the drawer. He took out the Haggerston assessment and read it again, which he did not need to do because he had read it eight times and knew it. The clean separation of accounts. The trust fund applications dated to periods when she was documented as being in Hertfordshire. The household accounts managed with the precision of someone who took the responsibility seriously. The conclusion, stated
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