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      The road from Meryton to Netherfield is two miles and I have walked it more times than I can count, in every season and every variety of English weather, and I have never once found it as long as I find it today.

      This is not about the weather, though the weather is not helping. It is December, and Hertfordshire in December has opinions about people who travel on foot, and it is expressing them thoroughly through the medium of a wind that finds every gap in my coat and a sky the colour of old pewter that has been promising snow since I left Longbourn an hour ago. My half-boots are already complaining. I ignore them, which is the correct response to complaining half-boots, and to most complaints generally.

      The valise is heavy. I have packed for a long stay because Jane's note, which arrived yesterday evening while we were at supper and which my mother read aloud three times in increasing registers of alarm, was not the note of a woman expecting a short illness. Jane does not dramatize. This is one of her most reliable qualities, and it means that when her letters are urgent they are genuinely urgent, and this one said: Charles is very ill, Lizzy, and I am not well myself, and I confess I am frightened, and I would be so very glad if you could come.

      So I am coming.

      I am not thinking about Netherfield.

      I am thinking about Jane, who is frightened, which she almost never is. I am thinking about Charles Bingley, who is one of the genuinely good-natured people I have encountered in my life, and who is ill enough to frighten my unfrightable sister, and who deserves to recover completely and promptly. I am thinking about the valise, which grows heavier with every field I pass, and about the snow that has finally decided to make good on its promise and is beginning to fall in the thin, determined way of snow that intends to accumulate.

      I am not thinking about the last time I was at Netherfield, which was two years ago, and which ended in a way I have no intention of revisiting on a cold road in December when I have practical matters to attend to.

      I am thinking about it anyway.
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        * * *

      

      The house comes into view at the top of the long approach, and I stop for a moment without meaning to.

      It is the same house. This is not a surprising observation — houses do not generally transform themselves in two years — but there is something in the first sight of it that requires a moment of simple acknowledgment before I can continue walking toward it. The same proportions. The same way it sits in the landscape with the particular confidence of a house that has been handsome for a long time and knows it. The grounds are bare and winter-stripped, the trees along the drive reduced to their essential architecture, and the house stands at the end of them in the grey December light looking entirely, unhelpfully itself.

      Charles has bought it. Jane wrote this in the spring, the letter arriving at Longbourn with the pleased tone of a woman who is very happy and knows she is very happy and does not feel the need to understate it. Charles has bought Netherfield, Lizzy — he says he cannot imagine being anywhere else, and I find I agree with him, which surprises me rather less than I expected.

      So it is theirs now. Not the rented house of a young man of good fortune who may decide to move on, but a home — permanent, chosen, settled. I am glad of this. I am genuinely glad of it, in the uncomplicated way that I am glad of all of Jane's happiness, which is the best and most real happiness I know.

      I pick up my valise and walk on.
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        * * *

      

      Mrs. Nicholls opens the door before I reach it, which means someone has been watching from the window, and her expression when she sees me is the expression of a woman who has been managing a frightening situation alone and is very relieved to see reinforcement.

      "Miss Bennet." She takes the valise from my hand with the decisiveness of someone who has been waiting to be useful. "We are so very glad you've come. Mrs. Bingley has been asking for you since yesterday."

      "How are they?" I step inside. The hall is warm after the road, and smells of beeswax and woodsmoke and the particular closed-in smell of a house that has been keeping its windows shut against the cold. "Tell me plainly, Mrs. Nicholls."

      She tells me plainly, which I appreciate. Mr. Bingley has had a cough since November, which they took at first for the ordinary winter variety, but which worsened two weeks ago into something that brought the apothecary, and then the apothecary again, and finally a physician from London who used the word consumption with the careful qualification of a man who means possibly and knows that the word itself will do its work regardless of the qualification. Mrs. Bingley caught the cough a week ago and is not as ill as her husband but is ill enough, and is furthermore exhausted from nursing him, and the combination has produced the frightened note that brought me down this road in the December snow.

      The quarantine is the physician's instruction: no one in, no one out, until the situation is clearer. The staff are managing. Everything is under control.

      Mrs. Nicholls says this last with the expression of a woman for whom under control means not yet a catastrophe, which is a definition I recognize and respect.

      "Take me to Jane," I say.
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        * * *

      

      Jane is in the small sitting room adjoining the main bedroom, installed in a chair by the fire with a blanket and a book she is clearly not reading, and when I come through the door her face does the thing it does — the luminous, unguarded thing, the thing that has been making rooms warmer since we were children — and I cross to her and take both her hands and look at her properly.

      She is pale. Thinner than when I saw her in October. The cough, when it comes, is the kind that makes you wince on behalf of the person producing it. But her eyes are clear and her grip on my hands is firm, and I feel the knot in my chest that has been there since yesterday evening loosen by one precise degree.

      "Lizzy," she says.

      "I'm here," I say. "I'm here, and I'm not leaving, and everything is going to be managed."

      She closes her eyes briefly. Opens them. "Charles is sleeping. The nights are the worst — the cough is worse at night — but the physician says if we can keep the fever down⁠—"

      "We will keep the fever down."

      "You have only just arrived."

      "I am very efficient," I tell her, and she smiles, and the room is warmer.
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        * * *

      

      I am shown to my room — the same room I had two years ago, because of course it is, because Netherfield is that kind of house — and I stand in it for a moment after Mrs. Nicholls leaves with my unpacked valise and look at the familiar dimensions of it, the window that faces east toward the home farm, the fireplace with its slightly uneven mantelpiece, the view of the bare winter garden below.

      The same room.

      I sit on the edge of the bed and I think, with the precision I try to bring to things I would rather not think about, about what it means to be back in this house. Not the sentimental account of it — I am not, by temperament, given to the sentimental account of things — but the practical one. I am here because Jane and Charles need me. The illness is real and the fear is real and my purpose is clear and specific. I will nurse them, and I will manage the household, and I will be useful, and I will not spend my time in a fruitless examination of things that are two years past and resolved.

      He is in London. He is always in London, or at Pemberley, or in Derbyshire, or somewhere that is categorically not Netherfield in December. There is no reason for him to be at Netherfield in December. There is no reason to think about him at all.

      Outside the window the snow is falling properly now, settling on the garden with the quiet thoroughness of snow that has made up its mind. The grounds of Netherfield are disappearing under it, boundary by boundary, the familiar shapes softening into something white and new and unrecognizable.

      I watch it for a moment.

      Then I stand up, smooth my dress, and go to see about the fever.
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      I am not supposed to be in the hall.

      I am supposed to be in the kitchen discussing the matter of beef broth with Mrs. Nicholls, which is where I was twenty minutes ago before Jane asked me to find the particular book she wanted — the one with the blue cover, Lizzy, I think I left it in the library — and I found the book and I am carrying it back through the house when I hear the knock at the front door.

      It is a heavy knock. Unhurried. Three beats, evenly spaced, the knock of a man who does not doubt that the door will be opened.

      I know, in the half-second before I open it, that I know that knock. This is absurd. I have heard him knock on precisely one door in my life and that was two years ago and I was on the other side of it on that occasion, being proposed to badly in a parsonage in Kent, and there is no rational mechanism by which I could have retained the specific rhythm of it.

      I know it anyway.

      I open the door.

      He is exactly as I remember him and completely different, which is the most disorienting thing about seeing someone after two years. The height is the same. The set of his shoulders. The dark coat, snow-dusted across the shoulders and the brim of his hat, which he removes the moment the door opens with the automatic courtesy of a man whose manners are so deeply installed they operate independently of his other faculties.

      His other faculties are, at this precise moment, very still.

      He looks at me.

      I look at him.

      The hall is warm and the outside is cold and the snow is coming in around him in small drifts and neither of us says anything for a moment that is either very short or very long and I genuinely cannot determine which.

      He is different in the way that two years makes a person different — something in the face that was not there before, a quality I cannot immediately name. Not older, precisely. More — settled. As though some internal argument has been resolved and the resolution has changed the architecture slightly. He looks like a man who has made his peace with something, and the something is not, I think, entirely comfortable, but it is his.

      I am aware that I am still holding Jane's book.

      "Miss Bennet," he says.

      His voice is the same. This is deeply unhelpful.

      "Mr. Darcy," I say, and my voice is my own, level and ordinary, which I consider a significant personal achievement given the circumstances.

      A beat. Snow drifts in. Neither of us moves.

      "I — " He stops. Begins again with the precision of a man selecting his words from a larger available set and discarding most of them. "I had not — Bingley did not tell me you would be here."

      "Jane did not tell me you would be here either," I say.
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