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      I had seldom known Hertfordshire to be so thoroughly animated by a single subject as it was during the weeks following Mr. Bingley’s arrival at Netherfield. Though our neighborhood had never been deficient in curiosity, the introduction of a wealthy gentleman—particularly one accompanied by a friend whose fortune was rumored to be even greater—had produced a degree of conversation which seemed incapable of exhaustion.

      On the morning in question, Jane, Kitty, and I set out for Meryton under a sky of gentle gray, the sort which promised neither rain nor sunshine but allowed for agreeable walking. Kitty, who possessed an ear remarkably well suited to the collection of gossip, had already gathered half a dozen reports before we had reached the end of the lane.

      “I am told,” she announced with great importance, “that Mr. Bingley intends to give the grandest ball the town has seen in years.”

      Jane smiled at this declaration, though she kept her gaze modestly fixed upon the road before us. “That would indeed be very pleasant,” she replied. “But we must not suppose it certain merely because it has been repeated in Meryton.”

      Kitty waved a dismissive hand. “Mrs. Long heard it from her niece, who heard it from one of the Netherfield maids, and servants are never mistaken in such matters.”

      I laughed softly. “On the contrary, Kitty. Servants are most imaginative in such matters. Still, if a ball is indeed forthcoming, we shall soon hear of it from more reliable sources.”

      Jane cast me an affectionate glance. “You must allow Kitty her excitement, Lizzy.”

      “I allow it most willingly,” I said. “For if she did not repeat the rumors to us, we would have to speak to everyone in Meryton and collect them ourselves.”

      Kitty looked momentarily puzzled before realizing she had been teased, and her protest was interrupted by the sudden sight of a cluster of ladies gathered outside the milliner’s shop.

      Their voices rose eagerly above the general bustle of the street.

      “I declare, Mr. Wickham is the most agreeable gentleman I have ever met!” The taller of the ladies gathered announced loudly.

      “And so handsome!” Added a second lady standing near.

      “And such dreadful treatment he has suffered!” A lady at the back also made her feelings heard.

      The name alone was sufficient to produce a stir among us. Mr. Wickham had lately become the subject of almost universal admiration in the neighborhood, and though I had not yet heard the full account of his grievances, what fragments had reached my ears had already inclined me strongly in his favor.

      Jane’s expression softened with sympathy. “Poor gentleman,” she murmured.

      Kitty leaned toward the group, listening with undisguised eagerness.

      “It is shocking,” one lady declared, lowering her voice only slightly. “To be so cruelly deprived of what was promised to him! And by Mr. Darcy himself!”

      Another shook her head gravely. “I should never have suspected such arrogance in that gentleman, though I confess he did not appear particularly amiable at the assembly.”

      I felt my own recollection of Mr. Darcy’s proud reserve stirring in response to these remarks. Though I had little patience for exaggerated tales, there was something in Wickham’s manner—so open and engaging—that lent credibility to his claims.

      Before long we continued on our way to Mrs. Phillips’s house, where a small gathering had been assembled for the afternoon. The room was already comfortably filled with neighbors and acquaintances, and the cheerful warmth of the fire contrasted pleasantly with the cool air outside.

      Mrs. Phillips greeted us with enthusiastic hospitality.

      “My dear nieces!” she exclaimed. “You arrive at the very moment when the most interesting conversation is underway. We have been discussing Mr. Wickham.”

      Kitty brightened immediately. Jane offered a polite smile.

      I had scarcely taken a seat before Mrs. Phillips introduced me to a young lady seated beside the hearth.

      “Miss Elizabeth Bennet—Miss Marguerite Tilden.”

      Miss Tilden rose with eager politeness. She was perhaps a year or two younger than myself, with bright eyes and an expression so animated that one might almost fear her thoughts would escape her lips before she had decided whether to speak them.

      “I am delighted to meet you, Miss Bennet,” she said, clasping my hand with a warmth that surprised me. “I have heard you are most clever.”

      I bowed slightly. “I fear you have been misinformed.”

      “Oh no,” she insisted, settling eagerly into her chair again. “Everyone says you possess excellent judgment. Which is why I am certain you will agree with me regarding Mr. Wickham.”

      I could not help smiling at the earnestness with which she approached the subject.

      “And what opinion must I adopt in order to satisfy you?” I asked.

      “That Mr. Darcy is the most unjust and tyrannical man imaginable,” she replied fervently.

      Several ladies nearby nodded in solemn agreement.

      Miss Tilden leaned forward, her hands clasped tightly in her lap.

      “You must know what has been done to Mr. Wickham,” she continued. “How he was deprived of his rightful inheritance—how he was treated with such cruelty by Mr. Darcy’s family!”

      Her voice trembled slightly with indignation.

      Jane listened quietly, though I could see the sympathy in her expression.

      I tilted my head with mild curiosity. “And Mr. Wickham himself told you all this?”

      “Yes—though not boastfully,” Miss Tilden said quickly. “He spoke with such modest restraint that one could scarcely persuade him to mention it at all.”

      The image of modest restraint did not quite align with what little I had observed of Mr. Wickham’s lively disposition, yet I did not feel inclined to contradict her.

      “I cannot imagine a greater injustice,” she continued. “To be denied what was promised merely because another possesses greater wealth and power.”

      Her cheeks had grown flushed with emotion, and her voice had risen sufficiently that several other ladies had turned to listen.

      I regarded her with a mixture of amusement and curiosity.

      “You speak with admirable loyalty, Miss Tilden,” I said gently. “Though it is always wise to hear more than one account before reaching a final conclusion.”

      She shook her head with principalled conviction. “There can be no second account when the truth is so plain.”

      I was about to reply when a sudden movement near the doorway drew the attention of the room.

      Mr. Bingley had entered, smiling with his usual easy good nature—and beside him stood Mr. Darcy.

      The atmosphere shifted at once.

      Mr. Bingley greeted several acquaintances with cheerful familiarity, while Mr. Darcy remained slightly apart, his expression composed though unmistakably reserved.

      For a moment his gaze moved across the room—and met mine.

      The look was brief, yet it carried a curious tension, as if we both remembered the circumstances of our last encounter and found them difficult to forget.

      I inclined my head with polite acknowledgment.

      He returned the gesture with equal formality.

      Beside me, Miss Tilden stiffened visibly.

      She leaned closer and whispered with intense seriousness. “There he is.”

      I followed her gaze though I hardly required assistance in identifying him.

      She lowered her voice even further. “A tyrant in disguise.”

      I glanced at her in surprise.

      Her eyes were fixed upon Mr. Darcy with an expression of fierce indignation.

      “I wonder that no one challenges him,” she continued softly. “After all he has done.”

      I studied her flushed face and clenched hands.

      The strength of her feeling struck me as disproportionate to the matter at hand, yet I could not deny that the story she believed had stirred something deeply within her.

      Still, as I observed Mr. Darcy speaking quietly with Mr. Bingley—his manner grave but perfectly controlled—I could not help reflecting that appearances alone rarely provided a full account of any gentleman’s character.

      I felt an odd curiosity stir within me as I watched the two men across the room.

      For in Hertfordshire that autumn, every conversation seemed to begin with Mr. Wickham and end with Mr. Darcy—and I had the distinct impression that the true story between them had yet to be told.
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      If I had once imagined Hertfordshire merely tolerable, I could no longer pretend even to that indifference. The county had, in a very short time, acquired the singular power of disturbing my composure in ways I had not foreseen. Its roads were no finer than any other; its society was as mixed, as eager, and as immoderate in judgment as I had expected; yet I found myself observing what was said there with an attention I had never intended to bestow.

      Bingley, whose good opinion was not difficult to secure and whose spirits had suffered no injury from the scrutiny of a country neighborhood, proposed a ride into Meryton on the morning after our visit to Mrs. Phillips’s. He had business so slight as scarcely to deserve the name, but he pursued even trifles with such openness of pleasure that refusal must have appeared churlish. I therefore accompanied him.

      The day was brisk, with a clear light spread over the fields and road alike. Bingley rode a little ahead at first, greeting every acquaintance with his usual readiness, while I followed at a more measured pace, content to be less admired and less detained. As we entered the principal street, however, it was impossible not to perceive that the object of admiration was not my friend, nor even the prospects of the long-anticipated ball, but another man altogether.

      A knot of ladies stood before a shop window, their attention divided only between ribbons and conversation. As we passed, one voice, not lowered nearly enough for discretion, exclaimed, “I declare, Mr. Wickham has the sweetest temper of any gentleman in the militia.”

      Another answered at once, “And such feeling! I never heard of so cruel a case. To be denied his due by one who had everything already.”

      A third added, with mournful satisfaction, “It is the way of proud men. They cannot bear a rival in merit.”

      Bingley turned his head half toward them and then toward me, his expression no more than mildly amused. He checked his horse once we had gone some yards beyond the group.

      “You hear yourself discussed, Darcy,” said he, smiling. “Or rather you hear Wickham praised at your expense, which appears to answer nearly as well in Meryton.”

      “I hear folly repeated with confidence,” I replied.

      He laughed. “Country talk runs upon whatever is newest. It will spend itself in a week.”

      I looked back only once. The ladies had resumed their conversation with renewed animation, as if our appearance had merely confirmed the pleasure of their subject.

      “It may spend itself,” said I, “but not before it has done mischief.”

      Bingley’s brow altered slightly at that. He was too good-humored not to prefer peace, but not too foolish to mistake my seriousness when it was plainly meant.

      “You think Wickham capable of deliberate harm?” He inquired.

      I narrowed my eyes as old memories surfaced reflexidly. “I know him capable of it.”

      Bingley’s reins slackened a little in his hand. “He
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