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Editor’s Foreword 

$| 

J ane Austen, who gave the world six beloved novels, 
was a  self-avowed, addicted  letter-writer; many of 
her letters have been preserved and provide valuable 

insight into the author’s mind, character, and private life. Al-
though biographers have often pondered the question as to 
whether or not the author kept a memoir or a journal, no sign 
of any such documents had ever been found. Until now. 

Chawton Manor  House—one of the many homes owned 
by Jane Austen’s brother, Edward Austen Knight (who was  
adopted by his father’s cousins, and inherited many valuable 
properties)—has been in the Knight family since the late six-
teenth century. Jane Austen lived for many years in a cottage 
in the village nearby and was a frequent visitor. 

A workman recently employed to repair the roof of the manor 
house, in an attempt to trap an errant family of mice, discovered 
an old seaman’s chest bricked up behind a wall in a far corner of 
the immense, rambling attic. The chest, to the befuddlement of 
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the entire work crew, was filled with what appeared to be old 
manuscripts. Incongruously, at the bottom of the chest, in a tiny 
velvet box, lay a delicate  gold-and-ruby ring. 

The current own er of the residence, Chawton  House 
Library—a charitable organi zation that has restored and re-
furbished the manor  house, gardens and park to operate as 
a centre for the study of early English women’s writing— 
brought in experts to appraise the ruby ring (of fi ne work-
manship, dating from the late eighteenth century), and 
scholars to review the documents. Upon even cursory review, 
the scholars immediately sensed the enormous historical 
value of this discovery. 

The chest, which is the type a seaman might have used to 
store his gear during the Napoleonic wars, may have belonged 
to one of Jane Austen’s other brothers, Frank or Charles, both 
of whom  were in the Royal Navy. To the astonishment and 
exhilaration of the scholars who  were first privileged to review 
its contents (myself included), the numerous documents 
stored inside appear to have been written during the late eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries, and have been formally 
authenticated as being the work of Jane Austen herself. 

Although only one of the manuscripts has as yet been fully 
reviewed, they appear to be none other than Jane Austen’s 
long-lost memoirs, relating stories and events that occurred 
either to the author herself or to her family members, friends, 
and acquaintances. 

Desiring no remunerary compensation for their fi nd, the 
Chawton  House Library graciously donated the chest and all 
its contents to the Jane Austen Literary Foundation for au-
thentication and preservation. 

The physical aspect of the memoirs is interesting; they 
were composed and assembled in a similar manner to the 
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manuscript of Jane Austen’s last, uncompleted work, Sandi-
ton; that is, they  were all written on ordinary sheets of writing-
paper which had been folded in half, then assembled into 
small booklets ranging in size from  forty-eight to eighty pages, 
and neatly  hand-stitched along the spine. They appear to 
have been written in a variety of formats; some are  day-to- day 
entries, as in a diary; most are divided into chapters, resem-
bling her novels. A few have been damaged by mould and 
decay, but most (thanks to the  air-tight nature of the chest, 
and inherently dry conditions of the attic in which they  were 
stored) have survived in a nearly pristine state. 

These manuscripts are now being painstakingly preserved 
by a team of experts; they will each, in turn, be reviewed and 
edited for a modern audience. Although there are undoubt-
edly a great many other Jane Austen scholars equal to or more 
worthy of the occupation than I, the enviable task of editing 
these precious works has fallen to me. 

The memoir you have before you, although it covers an  
earlier period in Jane Austen’s life, was apparently written 
sometime between 1815 and 1817, when the author began to 
suffer from the illness that resulted in her death. Although it 
seems to be the final volume of her memoirs, it was selected 
for publication fi rst, partly because of the immaculate physi-
cal state of the document itself and partly because of its sur-
prising and revealing subject matter. 

Several theories have been put forward as to how the man-
uscripts came to be bricked up and forgotten behind an attic 
wall at Chawton Manor  House. Many of the bricks used were 
fired in 1816, but the dates of the remaining bricks are more 
difficult to determine. It is possible that Jane Austen herself, 
ill and knowing that she might die, arranged for some trusted 
family member or hired hand (with or without her brother 
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Edward’s knowledge) to hide these documents in his attic, 
feeling that they were of too personal a nature to be read by 
others at the time but unwilling to destroy them. 

It is also quite possible that the chest was placed there, 
years later, by Jane’s sister Cassandra. It is well-known that 
the sisters  were very close, shared every thought and confi -
dence, and exchanged frequent, lengthy letters when they 
were apart. Cassandra, who lived to be seventy-two, kept all 
the letters Jane had written her, and she may have been the 
keeper of Jane’s memoirs as well. However, a few years be-
fore Cassandra died, she admitted to her niece, Caroline 
Austen, that she burnt the greater part of Jane’s letters 
(thought to be many hundreds in all), and cut out or other-
wise expunged parts of those remaining. This loss to history 
is incalculable. 

The reason for Cassandra’s censorship was, no doubt, a de-
sire to preserve her sister’s privacy, as well as an act of diplo-
macy. It is unlikely that Cassandra could have foreseen a time 
when her sister’s work would be so popu lar, and public interest 
in her so great, that her letters would be published; it is more 
likely that she feared Jane’s letters might have contained criti-
cisms of people and descriptions of persons and events of a 
very personal nature, which Cassandra did not wish the 
younger generations of her family to read. 

Jane does say, in the first pages of this memoir, that she is 
writing to “. . . make some record of what happened, to pre-
vent that memory from vanishing into the recesses of my  
mind, and from there to disappear for ever from history . . .” 

Perhaps Cassandra, after burning the letters, could not bring 
herself to destroy her sister’s memoirs as well, (resembling, as 
they did, the manuscripts of her revered novels) and so decided 
to “entomb” them instead. The plan was quite successful; if 
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not for an extensive roof renovation, an inquisitive workman, 
and a wayward mouse, the manuscripts might have remained 
undiscovered for many more centuries to come. 

This memoir is of remarkable interest, not only because it 
offers a new, particularly intimate window into the workings 
of Jane Austen’s mind and heart, but in that it reveals, for the 
first time, the existence of a love affair that she was apparently 
determined, during her lifetime, at least, to keep secret. It may 
also shed light on one of the most infamous stories in Jane 
Austen  lore—a subject that has been endlessly discussed and 
debated amongst historians, concerning a “seaside gentleman” 
with whom Jane reputedly fell in love. 

As the story goes, Cassandra told her niece Carolyn (many 
years after Jane’s death) that Jane met a curate in the early 
1800s while on holiday at a seaside resort, and that they be-
came attached and agreed to meet again; she later learned 
that he had died. Cassandra never named the man, the place, 
or the date of the meeting, but insisted that this mysterious 
gentleman was the “only man Jane ever truly loved.” 

Considering that Cassandra was so particu lar about the 
type of information she allowed to be disseminated about her 
sister, it is possible that the “mysterious, nameless, dateless 
romance” that she described was only a partial truth, inten-
tionally vague and  misleading—a theory that is backed up in 
this memoir by Jane Austen herself. Apparently, Jane did meet 
a man at a seaside resort; they did indeed fall deeply in love; 
but, according to Jane, he was not a  clergyman—and he did 
not die. 

To conjecture further would be to give too much away; the 
reader is left to draw his or her own conclusions from Jane’s 
romantic and poignant tale. 

One final note, regarding the editing of this text: 
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There  were many idiosyncrasies in Jane Austen’s manu-
script, including abbreviations, misspellings, alternative spell-
ings such as “chuse” and “choose,” the use of capitals where 
they would not be expected by rule, and the use or disuse of 
paragraphs and quotation marks, which would no doubt have 
been changed, had the work been made ready for publication 
during her lifetime. I have made such corrections as I thought 
necessary (while maintaining most period and alternative 
spellings), to ensure a smooth and fluent reading experience 
by a modern audience; but for the most part, this is the mem-
oir exactly as Jane Austen wrote it. 

All editorial comments are my own. 

Dr. Mary I. Jesse 
Ph.D. English Literature, Oxford University 
President, Jane Austen Literary Foundation 



Chapter One 

$| 

W 
hy I feel the sudden urge to relate, in pen and ink, 
a relationship of the most personal nature, which I 
have never before acknowledged, I cannot say. 

Perhaps it is this maddening illness which has been troubling 
me now and again of late—this cunning reminder of my own 
mortality—that compels me to make some record of what 
happened, to prevent that memory from vanishing into the 
recesses of my mind, and from there to disappear for ever 
from history, as fleeting as a ghost in the mist. 

Whatever the reason, I find that I must write it all down; for 
there may, I think, be speculation when I am gone. People may 
read what I have written, and wonder: how could this spinster, 
this woman who, to all appearances, never even courted—who 
never felt that wondrous connection of mind and spirit be-
tween a man and woman, which, inspired by friendship and 
affection, blooms into something deeper—how could she 
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have had the temerity to write about the revered institutions 
of love and courtship, having never experienced them her-
self? 

To those few friends and relations who, upon learning of my 
authorship, have dared to pose a similar question (although, I 
must admit, in a rather more genteel turn of phrase), I have  
given the  self-same reply: “Is it not conceivable that an active 
mind and an observant eye and ear, combined with a vivid 
imagination, might produce a literary work of some merit and 
amusement, which may, in turn, evoke sentiments and feelings 
which resemble life itself?” 

There is much truth in this observation. 
But there are many levels of veracity, are there not, between 

that truth which we reveal publicly and that which we silently 
acknowledge, in the privacy of our own thoughts, and perhaps 
to one or two of our most intimate acquaintances? 

I did attempt to write of love—fi rst, in jest, as a girl; then 
in a more serious vein, in my early twenties, though I had 
known only young love then;1 in consequence, those early 
works were of only passing merit. It was only years later that 
I met the man who would come to inspire the true depth of 
that emotion, and who would reawaken my voice, which had 
long lain dormant. 

Of this gentleman—the one, true, great love in my life—I 
have, for good reason, vowed never to speak; indeed, it was 
agreed amongst the few close members of my family who 
knew him, that it was best for all concerned to keep the facts 
of that affair strictly to ourselves. In consequence, I have rel-

1 Jane Austen may be referring  here to her relationship with Tom Lefroy, 
her “Irish friend” with whom she shared at brief flirtation at age twenty. 
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egated my thoughts of him to the farthest reaches of my heart; 
banished for  ever—but not forgotten. 

No, never forgotten. For how can one forget that which 
has become a part of one’s very soul? Every word, every 
thought, every look and feeling that passed between us, is as 
fresh in my mind now, years later, as if it had occurred only 
yesterday. 

The tale must be told; a tale which will explain all the oth-
ers. 

But I get ahead of myself. 
It is a truth (I believe, universally acknowledged) that, with 

few exceptions, the introduction of the hero in a  love-story 
should never take place in the first chapter, but should, ideally, 
be deferred to the third; that a brief foundation should initially 
be laid, acquainting the reader with the principal persons, 
places, circumstances and emotional content of the story, so as 
to allow a greater appreciation for the proceedings as they un-
fold. 

Therefore, before we meet the gentleman in question, I 
must go further back to relate two events which occurred 
some years  earlier—both of which altered my life, suddenly 
and irrevocably, in a most dreadful and painful way. 

In December 1800, shortly before the  twenty-fi fth anniver-
sary of my birth, I had been away, visiting my dear friend  
Martha Lloyd. Upon returning home, my mother startled me 
by announcing, “Well, Jane, it is all settled! We have decided 
to leave Steventon behind us for good, and go to Bath.” 

“Leave Steventon?” I stared at her in disbelief. “You can-
not mean it.” 
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“Oh, but I do,” said my mother as she bustled happily 
about the small parlour, pausing to study the pictures on the 
wall with a look of fond farewell, as if making peace with the 
thought of leaving them all behind. “Your father and I talked 
it over while you  were gone. He will be seventy in May. It is 
high time he retired, after nearly forty years as the rector of 
this parish, not to mention Deane.2 Giving up the post, you 
know, means giving up the  house, but your brother James 
will benefit by it, as it will go to him; and as your father 
has always longed to travel, we thought, what better time 
than the present? Let us go, while we still have our health! 
But where we should go, that was a matter of great debate, 
and we have at last come to conclusion that it should be  
Bath!” 

My head began to swim; my legs crumpled under me, and 
I sank heavily into the nearest chair, wishing that my beloved 
sister was there to share the burden of this distressing news. 
Cassandra, who is three years older than I, and far more 
beautiful, is possessed of a calm and gentle disposition; I can 
always depend on her to rally my spirits in even the worst of 
situations. But she was away at the time, visiting our brother 
Edward and his family in Kent. 

“Jane!” I heard my mother cry. “Why, I believe the poor 
girl has fainted. Mr. Austen! Do come help! Where are the 
smelling-salts?” 

I had been born at Steventon, and had passed all the happy 
days of my life there. I could no more imagine leaving that 

2 George Austen served a long and distinguished career in the clergy, fi rst 
as a curate at Tonbridge School, then as rector of Steventon, in Hamp-
shire County (often abbreviated as Hants), from 1761, adding the living of 
Deane (a neighbouring parish) to his duties in 1773. A “living” as a cler-
gyman generally included a  house or parsonage and a modest stipend, 
both of which had to be relinquished upon retirement. 
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beloved place than I could sprout wings and fly. I loved the 
trellised front porch of the parsonage  house, the perfectly bal-
anced arrangement of sash windows in its flat front façade, 
and the unadorned,  white- washed walls and  open-beam ceil-
ings within. I had grown to cherish every elm, chestnut and 
fir which towered above its roof, and every plant and shrub in 
the back garden, where I strolled almost daily along the turf 
walk, bordered by strawberry beds. 

The rectory had been considerably enlarged and improved 
over the years to meet the needs of my father and mother’s 
growing family, which included my sister Cassandra, myself 
and six sons, as well as a parade of young boys who came for 
long months at a time to be schooled by my father. The seven 
bed- rooms up stairs and three attic rooms had always been 
full during the days of my childhood, and the halls had re-
sounded incessantly with the sounds of boyish laughter and 
the stomping of boots. 

To be so suddenly uprooted, and parted for ever from my 
home—to never more stroll the lanes of the neighbourhood, 
where each thatched cottage nestled amongst the trees was 
familiar, and each face was known; to never again visit a 
dear friend, enjoy a  dinner-party or attend a ball at one of 
the imposing brick manor  houses; to never more walk up the 
hill to Cheesedown Farm, beyond the village, with its cows 
and pigs, and fields of wheat and barley; to never again walk 
to church of a Sunday, through woodlands of sycamores and 
elms, to hear my father’s weekly sermons. How was it to be 
borne? 

At Steventon, I had enjoyed the perfect blend of loving 
family and pleasant society, which only a small country vil-
lage can afford; in later years, as each of my brothers moved 
away, I had found refuge in my own little study up stairs, 
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which had provided me with the blessed solitude I required to 
write. 

How could I leave all that behind, I wondered in alarm—to 
remove to a tall, narrow rented  house on a  stone-paved street, 
in the white glare of dreaded Bath? My spirits sank at the very 
thought. I had enjoyed Bath as a visitor several times but had 
no desire to live there. 

I understood the reasoning behind my parents’ choice; to 
them, after a lifetime of living and working in the country, 
they must have looked forward to the cheerfulness and soci-
ety of city life; at their age, to take advantage of its health-
ful waters and excellent doctors could only be an added 
compensation. But to me, Bath was a city of vapour, noise, 
shadow and smoke, populated by the itinerant and the in-
sincere; its celebrated concerts and balls could never substi-
tute for close friends, a home, and the beauty of natural 
surroundings. 

I suspected that there was another reason for our removal to 
Bath, although it remained unspoken, and it was this thought 
that was particularly mortifying. In addition to its status as a 
fashionable resort, Bath was known as a reputable place for 
securing a husband for unattached young ladies. My own 
mother’s parents, on retirement, had moved to Bath in pre-
cisely the same manner, taking their two unmarried daughters 
with them, and both my mother and her sister had, indeed, 
found husbands there.3 

Undoubtedly my parents thought they  were doing Cassan-
dra and me a service by bringing us to Bath, to parade us in 

3 Jane Austen’s mother and father, Cassandra Leigh and George Austen, 
met in Bath, and  were married there several years later, on 26 April 
1764. 
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the Assembly Rooms or at the Pump Room before a succes-
sion of single gentlemen; what worked for one generation, they 
must have hoped, might work for another. If that was their  
aim, however, they could only have been severely disappointed; 
for the next four years did not produce a suitable marriage 
prospect for either of us. 

Of the painful circumstances of our removal from Steventon, 
and my anguished feelings connected with the  sale—or 
should I say the giving away—of my father’s library of fi ve 
hundred volumes, as well as my own much-loved books, the 
piano on which I had learnt, my large collection of music, and 
all the furniture and family pictures which had become so 
dear to me, I will not breathe a word. Of the years we spent in 
exile (of which I have previously written elsewhere)4, I will say 
only that, in spite of my dislike of Bath itself, I did have several 
interesting adventures, made some memorable acquaintances, 
and very much enjoyed the daily company of my father, my 
mother and my sister. I found particu lar pleasure in our trav-
els to the resort towns of the Devon and Dorset coast, which 
my father was keen on seeing at the time. 

Which brings me to the second, even more  heart-breaking 
event which irrevocably altered my life, as well as the fortunes 
of my mother and my sister: the day my beloved father died. 

At four-and-seventy years of age, George Austen was still 
quite spry, with a shock of fine white hair, bright, intelligent 
eyes, a sweet, benevolent smile, and a grand sense of humour 

4 I assume she refers to one of her other memoirs, recently discovered, 
which I have not yet read. 
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that inspired the admiration of all who knew him. Although he 
had suffered from a fever and forgetfulness on several occa-
sions, he had always rallied and recovered, and his enjoyment 
of retirement and our itinerant years had been considerable. 

On Saturday, the 19th of January, 1805, my father again 
took ill, suffering a renewal of his feverish complaint. The 
next morning, he was so much recovered, that he was up and 
walking about our Bath apartments at Green Park Buildings 
East with only the help of a stick; but by evening, the fever 
grew stronger, and he lay in bed with violent tremulousness 
and the greatest degree of feebleness. My mother, Cassandra 
and I took turns ministering to him throughout the night, 
greatly alarmed by his condition, and making every possible 
provision to assure his comfort. 

I shall never forget the last words he spoke to me. 
“Jane,” said he that night, as I sat at his bedside, gently 

wiping his feverish brow, “I am sorry. So very sorry.” His 
voice was but a hoarse whisper, his breathing short and very 
laboured. 

“Do not be sorry, papa,” said I, believing, nay insisting that 
he would improve, and if not, hoping that he would not con-
cern himself, in his final hours, with what might become of 
those he left behind; for he must have been aware, that when 
he did in fact depart this earth, his wife and daughters would 
be left in the most dire of financial circumstances. But thank-
fully, his mind was not occupied with such lowly matters; he 
did not even seem aware of the severity of his condition, or 
that he might, at any moment, be about to quit the objects so 
beloved, so fondly cherished, as his wife and children ever 
were. 

“I am sorry, Jane,” said he again, “that I have not been of 
more help to you, as yet, with your books.” 
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“My books?” said I in great surprise. He referred to the 
three manuscripts I had written years earlier, manuscripts 
which  were but early efforts, and, I knew, unworthy of pub-
lication. I had proof of that; my father had submitted one, 
First Impressions, to a publisher some years past, but it had 
been rapidly declined by return of post; my brother Henry 
had managed to sell another (Susan) for £10, but their 
promise of publication had never materialized. They all 
now resided (very much in need of alteration), along with a 
collection of other youthful works, in a sturdy box which 
traveled with me everywhere I went. “Please, papa, do not 
think of my books.” 

“I cannot help but think of them,” said he with effort. “You 
have a gift, Jane. Do not forget it.” 

I knew he meant well; but in truth, it was a father’s pride 
and love speaking. My brothers  were all excellent writers; my 
work was not that special. “Nothing I have so far written, 
papa, seems to me of any worth, except perhaps as a diver-
sion for my family. I have given it up. Hereafter, I have vowed 
to restrict my efforts with a pen solely to correspondence.” 

My father closed his eyes briefly and shook his head. “That 
would be very wrong. Your work, it should be published.  
When I am better, I will take it upon myself to see that it is 
done.” 

By morning he was gone. 

My father’s passing, in addition to being the cause of much 
sorrow to his entire family, had a most disastrous effect on 
the fi nancial situation of the three women in his  household. 
His living at Steventon, upon retirement, had gone to his 
successor, my oldest brother James; and his small annuity 
died with him. 
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“For forty years, he was the light of my life; my love, my 
anchor!” sobbed my mother, dabbing at her red, swollen eyes 
with a handkerchief, as we sat in the parlour of our rented 
rooms with my brothers James and Henry, after the funeral at 
Bath’s Walcot Church. “To be taken from me, and so sud-
denly! How am I to go on without him?” 

“It is a very heavy blow; he was a most excellent father,” 
said James, as he set down his cup of tea. A solemn, serious, 
dependable curate of forty, James had rushed from his wife 
and children at Steventon to share in our hour of grief. 

“But we must find comfort in the suddenness of the event,” 
said Henry. At three-and- thirty, he had always been the most 
witty, ambitious, charming and optimistic of my brothers, 
and I thought him the most handsome. “It means his suffer-
ing was brief.” 

“Indeed,” said I, struggling to contain my tears. “I think 
he was quite insensible of his own state.” 

“As such, he was spared all the pain of separation,” said 
Cassandra stoically. “For that I am grateful.” 

“To have seen him languishing long, struggling for  hours— 
it would have been dreadful!” I agreed. 

“Oh! But what are we to do?” wailed my mother. “I am so 
ill, I can hardly speak. You know the church does nothing for 
widows and children of clergymen! To think, that in the midst 
of my despair, I must be weighed down by such matters, but 
we are homeless and nearly penniless, girls. With the ending 
of your father’s stipends, my income will fall to less than  
£200. Jane has nothing. Even with the interest on Cassandra’s 
legacy, there is not enough to support the three of us. How 
ever shall we survive?” 

I felt my cheeks go crimson at this declaration. The fact 
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that I had no money of any kind was a source of great morti-
fication to me. 

Cassandra had a legacy, from a tragic source; she had 
been engaged, at two-and- twenty, to the young Reverend 
Thomas Fowle; since Tom’s income was small, they had 
waited to marry. Two years later, Tom agreed to act as chap-
lain to a regiment bound for the West Indies, with the prom-
ise of a good living upon his return; but a year after setting 
sail, he caught yellow fever off St. Domingo and died. He 
left a legacy of £1000 to my grieving sister, the interest of 
which, invested in Government stocks, brought in £35 a 
year; a tiny sum, but it gave her some sense of consequence. 
I, on the other hand, was completely dependent on others for 
my support. 

My mother was right; we were in dire circumstances, and 
should be subject to a life of the most miserable, abject pov-
erty if we did not receive help. 

“Do not despair, mother,” said James. “My brothers and I 
will not let you starve. I myself will be glad to pledge you £50 
per annum from my own earnings.” 

“Spoken like a man of feeling, and a true son,” said Henry, 
rising from his chair and clapping James on the back. “I will 
match that pledge.” 

This, I thought, was a kind offer; Henry and his wife Eliza 
lived in London in good style, but he had a habit of changing 
occupations rather frequently, and had made it known that 
his income, at the time, was precarious. 

“Oh! You are both goodness itself!” cried my mother. 
We knew that Charles, my youngest brother and a 

Commander in the Royal Navy, who was away patrolling the 
Atlantic, could do nothing for us. But my brother Frank, a 
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naval Captain on blockade, had written to Henry from Spit-
head with an offer of £100 a year, insisting that it be kept a 
secret. Henry, in his enthusiasm, could not hide the news 
from my mother, who was moved to tears. 

“Never were there children as good as mine!” cried my 
mother rapturously. “Write and tell Frank that I feel the mag-
nificence of his offer, but I will accept only half.” 

We had yet to hear from my brother Edward, who was, by 
a fortunate twist of fate, far wealthier than all my other broth-
ers combined. At age sixteen, my parents had agreed to let 
Edward be adopted by my father’s childless, distant cousin, 
Thomas Knight II; from him, Edward had inherited a for-
tune and three large and prosperous estates: Steventon Manor 
and Chawton in Hampshire, and Godmersham Park in Kent. 
At Chawton alone, Edward owned a manor  house and a vil-
lage of some thirty homes. 

“Let us hope that Edward offers us the use of one of his  
houses,” said my mother. “Even a small cottage would do.” 

To our disappointment, when we heard from Edward the 
next morning, he did not make such an offer; instead, he  
agreed to contribute a yearly stipend of £100 towards our 
support. 

“What can he be thinking?” cried my mother, waving Ed-
ward’s newly arrived letter in dismay, as she joined me and 
Cassandra at the  breakfast-table. Henry and James  were up 
stairs, packing to depart. “I am his mother; you are his sisters! 
He is so very rich, and they live in such wealth and splendour 
at Godmersham. With so many houses at his disposal, surely 
he could spare the income from one tenant!” 

“Still, his offer of £100 a year is very generous, mamma,” 
said I. 

“Not generous enough by half, to my way of thinking.” My 
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mother seized a large slice of toast from the toast rack and 
spread a great dab of butter upon it. “It is a drop in the bucket 
for Edward. I cannot believe this is his doing. It must be that 
wife of his! Elizabeth wants to keep all their income for her-
self and her children. She would not think of sparing a penny 
for her husband’s poor mother and sisters!” 

“It is Edward’s property to do with as he wishes,” I re-
minded her, as I poured her a dish of cocoa. “Elizabeth can 
have no say over it.” 

“Indeed she can!” cried my mother, biting into her toast 
and chewing furiously. “You do not know the sway that a wife 
may have over her husband, Jane, particularly when they are 
as close as those two. Edward is so yielding, so opposed to con-
tention of any kind, if Elizabeth raised even the slightest objec-
tion to any thing, he would go out of his way to appease her.” 

“Mamma, I am certain Elizabeth would never be so un-
feeling,” said Cassandra. “She is a sweet and lovely woman.” 

“A sweet and lovely woman with airs,” replied my mother 
with a sniff, “proud of her high upbringing and education, 
but without many natural abilities, and no regard for those of 
us who are blessed to possess them. Oh yes, a little talent goes 
a long way with the Goodnestone Bridgeses, but too much 
goes a long way too far.” 

I could not agree with my mother’s assessment of the situ-
ation. Edward had married  eighteen-year-old Elizabeth 
Bridges of Goodnestone Park in Kent in 1791, a  union based 
on love, and blessed with many children. An elegant and 
pretty woman, Elizabeth had been educated at the most pres-
tigious girls’ boarding school in London, where the curricu-
lum included French, music, dancing and social etiquette, 
but very minimal academic content. Elizabeth was a woman 
of solid principles, a devoted wife and mother who adored 
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her husband, and always treated us with great affection. I 
thought my mother’s sentiments had more to do with her 
own discomfort at the vast difference in material wealth be-
tween herself and Elizabeth than any thing Elizabeth had 
ever said or done. 

“Even if Elizabeth has influenced our brother in this mat-
ter, mamma,” said I, “and we cannot be certain that she has, 
we must still be grateful for Edward’s offer.” 

“You are right,” said my mother with a sigh, just as James 
and Henry entered the room, setting their valises by the door. 
I quickly acquainted them with the contents of Edward’s let-
ter, which seemed to please them both immensely. 

My mother rose and kissed my brothers on the cheek with 
a grateful look. “Thank you, boys. You have saved us from 
the poor house. If we observe strict economies, I am certain 
we shall be able to get by. But where we shall live, I am sure I 
do not know, for even with £450 pounds a year, we cannot af-
ford our own  house.” 

“I believe you and the girls will do quite well and be very 
happy, mother,” said Henry. 

“Yes, we have talked it over,” added James as he glanced 
out the window, scanning the traffic in the foggy streets be-
low, no doubt hoping for a glimpse of his expected carriage. 
“You may pass your winters in comfortable rented lodgings 
here in Bath, and the remainder of the year, you may spend in 
the country, amongst your relations.” 

Cassandra and I exchanged a dismayed glance; from the 
discomfited expression on my mother’s countenance, I knew 
they both felt the humiliation of our circumstances as keenly 
as did I. To be parceled out amongst our relations! Without a 
permanent home, we would be wholly dependent on my 
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brothers’ kindness, obliged to accept whatever living arrange-
ments they chose to make for  us—and dependent on them for 
transportation to and fro as well. 

We would never again, I feared, be able to call our lives 
our own. 



Chapter Two 

$| 

A
t t first we divided our time, as James suggested, be-

tween temporary lodgings in Bath and extended 
visits to friends and relations, including stays with 

James and his wife and children at Steventon, and with Ed-
ward and Elizabeth and their brood at Godmersham Park. 

I always enjoyed my visits to Godmersham; one could not 
help but feel pampered there. Edward lived in elegance, ease, 
and luxury, as befitted his income and the upbringing of his 
wife. The large, handsome,  red-brick mansion was situated in 
splendid isolation, set in a landscaped park with wooded  
downland rising behind it. The  house, which was maintained 
by dozens of servants, contained an excellent library and a 
beautifully appointed hall and  drawing-room, decorated with 
superb plasterwork and carving, and marble chimneypieces; 
the rest of the rooms, though numerous,  were rather simply 
furnished. It was pleasant to stroll through the manicured 
gardens and orchard, or to the Greek garden temple set on a 



The Lost Memoirs of Jane Austen | 23 

knoll across the grounds. There was always activity and en-
tertainment and fine dining; while at Godmersham, I ate ice, 
drank fine wine, and enjoyed being above vulgar economy. 

I particularly enjoyed playing with the children, who num-
bered nine or ten at the time. We went boating on the river; I 
made paper ships with the boys, which we bombarded with 
chestnuts; I played school with the girls, as well as cards and 
spillikins and charades, and we made up riddles. On several 
occasions, I sequestered myself in one of the  up-stairs bed-
rooms and read aloud from one of my old manuscripts for the 
amusement of their eldest daughters, Fanny and Lizzie. 

Cassandra was especially welcome at Godmersham, and 
was invited to help with the children during Elizabeth’s many 
confinements. But although Elizabeth was very sweet to all of 
us, my mother and I  were always keenly aware of our status 
there as the poor, widowed and spinster relations, and of the 
burden that we had become. 

Our itinerant, dependent life mercifully came to an end 
some two years later, when my brother Frank made an unex-
pected proposition. Frank had recently fallen in love with a 
Ramsgate girl, Mary Gibson, whom he’d met while com-
manding the Sea Fencibles on the North Foreland. At  two-
and- thirty, Frank was eager to be married, and with prize 
money in hand and a good income, he could at last afford to 
do so. It was his suggestion that we should live with him and 
his new bride at Southampton. 

Although Cassandra and I protested that we did not wish 
to intrude on the new couple’s happiness, Frank insisted it 
was the ideal arrangement; he would be away for many months 
at a time at sea, and we could keep his Mary company. The 
sharing of living expenses would greatly ease both his burden 
and ours. When I requested that our dear friend Martha 
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Lloyd should also join us, as she had been rendered homeless 
since the death of her mother, Frank was most agreeable. 
Such a merry, receptive, sympathetic presence as Martha 
would be most welcome in any  household. A  pleasant-looking 
woman ten years my se nior, Martha had been my most inti-
mate friend since girlhood; she was also family, as her sister 
Mary was married to my brother James. 

We were all delighted at the thought of a home of our own, 
and we left Bath with happy feelings of escape. I was not so 
keen, at first, on removing to Southampton; Cassandra and I 
had been sent away to school there when I was just seven years 
of age, and there we had both nearly died of an infectious fever. 

I soon discovered, however, that Southampton, with its cas-
tellated folly in the square, and its old  houses newly equipped 
with fashionable  bow-windows, was a very picturesque and 
pleasant town indeed. The location, situated as it was at the 
mouth of the River Itchen, on the confluence of two large wa-
ters, and surrounded by mediaeval walls and open walks beside 
the sea, was ideal for Frank’s purposes, as he might often put 
into port at Portsmouth; and there was the added benefi t of its 
being in Hampshire, only  twenty-three miles from Steventon. 

Arrangements were soon made. After temporary lodgings, 
we moved in March of 1807 into a rented  house on a corner of 
Castle Square, and engaged the services of two maids and a 
cook. The  house was old and not in the best repair, but it had 
a pleasant garden, and was bounded on one side by the old 
city wall; the top of the wall, reached by steps, was wide 
enough to walk upon, and offered a delightful view of the 
river and its wooded banks. 

No sooner had we moved in, than Frank received his next 
appointment, to command HMS St. Albans. I believe it was a 
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great comfort to him that while he was away, fitting out the 
ship for a long voyage, we were there to attend the birth of his 
daughter; for Mary had quite a difficult time of it. 

As grateful as I was to be settled for a time, and as much as I 
enjoyed the society of my family, I soon found that the com-
pany of so many people, confined to one city household, left 
little room to breathe—particularly when we had visitors, as we 
did one memorable day in late June, when my brother Henry 
came to town. 

Imagine the scene, if you will: eight of us gathered in the 
parlour, perched on the sofa and an assortment of chairs. 
Henry, looking smart in his light brown full-dress coat, sat 
reading the newspaper. My mother, Cassandra, Martha and 
Frank (home for his daughter’s christening, and his last month 
of home life before setting sail)  were occupied by knotting 
fringe onto some curtains. Mary held her baby, Mary Jane, 
then two months old. I sat at my little mahogany writing desk, 
a gift from my father on my nineteenth birthday and my most 
prized possession, composing a letter. 

“You are looking well, Frank,” said Henry, “for a  weather-
beaten old sea Captain.” 

“Weather-beaten, indeed,” said Cassandra with a wry smile. 
“Our Frank is as young and handsome as ever.” 

“If any one is weather-beaten, it is I,” exclaimed my mother. 
“I declare, I have never seen a June so hot. It makes one feel 
very ill. I cannot sleep, I have a heat in my throat and my 
chest, and my appetite is never what it used to be.” 

Since my mother had consumed nearly half a boiled chicken 
and a large slice of apple pie at dinner, I found her pronounce-
ment rather startling. “I am sorry you are not well, mamma,” 
said I, looking up from my letter and stifling a yawn, for I had 
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not slept well, either; the little infant’s cries had kept me up 
half the night. “Perhaps you would feel better if you  were to 
lie down.” 

“It is too hot to lie down,” replied my mother crossly, as she 
continued with her knotting, “and I could not get a moment’s 
rest, knowing there is all this work to be done.” 

My mother was of middling height, spare and thin, with 
handsome grey eyes, dark hair that still retained its colour, 
and an aristocratic nose (of which she was quite proud, and 
which she had had the pleasure of transmitting to a great  
many of her children). Although a  quick-witted woman of 
sparkle and spirit, she suffered from a variety of maladies 
which could not always be diagnosed by a physician.5 

“Frank, tell us: how does Her Majesty’s Ship, the St. Al-
bans?” enquired Henry, by way of changing the subject. 

“She is fit as a fiddle, and ready to set sail for the Cape next 
week, and from there, on to China.” 

“China! Are we at war with China?” enquired Mary in 
some alarm. 

“No, my dear. Our duty is to convoy and protect a ship-
ping fl eet.”6 

“Thank goodness. I hope you will not be near any fi ghting. 
Do take more care with your knots, dear. You want knots to 
be of equal size, and fringe of equal length.” 

“There is nothing wrong with my knots, Mary,” rejoined 
Frank calmly. “I have heard it said, in certain circles, that my 
knotting ability is unparalleled, and among the best in the 
Royal Navy.” 

5 Mrs. Austen outlived her daughter Jane by ten years, attaining the ripe 
old age of  eighty-seven. 
6 In 1807, England was still embroiled in the long, drawn-out struggle 
against Napoleon. 
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“No one would say such a thing, unless it  were your own 
mother,” replied Mary. 

“And so I would,” said my mother proudly. “My Frank has 
always been clever with his hands, and his time at sea has cer-
tainly prepared him well for this occupation.” 

“It would knot be a lie,” said I, “to say that Frank knots 
fringe on curtains better than any man I ever saw.” 

The others laughed. “A fi ne honour, is it knot?” said Mar-
tha, giggling. 

“Indeed,” added my mother, “for I have knot, in all my 
days, seen any other man with such a talent.” 

More merry laughter ensued, and the conversation contin-
ued on in this vein for some time longer, as I struggled to put 
words on paper. 

“What are you so busy writing, Jane?” asked Henry of a 
sudden. “Is it a new novel, I hope?” 

“No. Only a letter to Fanny.” 
“You are for ever writing letters,” said Mary as she gently 

rocked her sleeping infant in her arms. “I think you write 
more letters than any body I ever met.” 

“Letter-writing is a worthy occupation,” I replied, as I 
dipped my pen in the inkpot. “I think there is nothing quite 
so satisfying as the receipt of an excellent letter, full of inter-
esting news.” 

Cassandra glanced up from her  fringe- knotting with an 
avid nod. “When Jane and I are parted, I know not what I 
should do, without her regular communications.” 

“I enjoy writing a letter now and then myself,” said my 
mother, “but I prefer, on the  whole, to put my efforts into po-
etry, when I find the time.” 

“We have all enjoyed your verses since childhood, mamma,” 
I replied sincerely. 
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“You are a talent, mother,” said Henry. “The poem you 
wrote when you recovered from your illness at Bath, under 
Bowen’s care—that was particularly good.” 

“Oh! It was!” cried Martha. At which  point—on catching 
Cassandra’s eye—she put down her needlework, and the two 
both proceeded to recite in merry unison: 

“Says Death: I’ve been trying these three week or more 
To seize an old Madam  here at Number Four, 
Yet I still try in vain, tho she’s turned of three score; 
To what is my ill- success owing? 

I’ll tell you, old Fellow, if you cannot guess, 
To what you’re indebted for your ill success— 
To the prayers of my husband, whose love I possess, 
To the care of my daughters, whom Heaven will bless, 
To the skill and attention of Bowen.” 

Laughter followed, along with a succession of very pretty 
and  well-deserved compliments on behalf of my mother’s wit, 
which thrilled her no end. 

“Your brother James is also an excellent poet,”7 said my 
mother modestly. 

“Jane’s poetry does credit to the Austen name, as well,” 
said Henry, “but she, I think, has an even greater talent for 
prose. It irritates me no end that Crosby has never published 
her book Susan, after all their promises.” 

7 James Austen was at one time considered to be the writer of the family, 
with both serious and amusing poetry to his credit. In 1789 he began 
producing his own professional weekly magazine, The Loiterer, which 
was widely distributed and greatly admired, but lasted only fourteen 
months. 



The Lost Memoirs of Jane Austen | 29 

“I cannot understand why a publisher would pay good 
money for a manuscript, and then not print it,” said my 
mother. 

“Clearly, it was not good enough,” said I.8 

“I cannot agree,” said Martha. “Susan is great fun! Although 
First Impressions9 is my favourite. I adore Mr. Darcy and 
Elizabeth—and I think it most unfair that you only allowed me 
to read it three times, and that a great many years ago.” 

“I could not risk a fourth reading,” said I with a smile. 
“With one more perusal, I fear you would have stolen away 
First Impressions and published it from memory.” 

Martha laughed. “As if I would do such a thing.” 
“That book should be published,” said Henry. 
“Papa tried,” I reminded him. “It was refused.” 
“Refused unread,” insisted Henry. “That is no refl ection 

on the book’s merit; only that one publisher could not be 
bothered to read something sent in by an unknown clergy-
man. I wish you would allow me to submit it for you now. We 
might have better luck than we did with Susan.” 

“I doubt it. Ten years have passed since I wrote First Im-
pressions. The world has changed, so have its tastes in litera-
ture, and so have I. It would require a great deal of alteration, 
I am certain, before I would deem it ready.” 

“What about that other book you wrote about the two 
sisters, Elinor and Marianne?” enquired Henry. “What was it 
called?” 

8 Susan was published after Jane Austen’s death under the title Northanger 
Abbey. Because it was a satire by an unknown writer ridiculing the pop u-
lar “Gothic romances” of the time, the publisher may have had second 
thoughts after purchasing it, concerned about offending his established 
authors, and/or losing money if the new book failed to sell. 
9 Years later, Jane Austen revised First Impressions and sold it under the ti-
tle Pride and Prejudice. It is considered by many to be her masterpiece. 
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“Sense and Sensibility. That was a revised version of an 
epistolary novel. I am not at all satisfied with the attempt.” 

“I remember it as a nice little story,” said Cassandra. 
“A nice little story,” I agreed, “which is enjoying a nice, 

quiet little life at the bottom of my writing-box, where I am 
convinced that it belongs.” 

“How you have managed to keep track of that writing-box 
all these years, Jane, is beyond me,” said my mother. “I be-
lieve that trunk has travelled with us every single place we 
have gone, ever since you  were a child. Do you recall the time 
we stopped at Dartford, on our return from Godmersham, 
and it was accidentally packed into a chaise that drove off 
with it? Where was it headed again?” 

“To Gravesend, on their way to the West Indies,” I replied, 
with a shudder. That box, which held all my manuscripts, 
seemed at the time to contain all my worldly wealth; no part 
of my property was ever so dear to me. 

“Thank the good Lord they were able to stop the chaise 
before it had got more than a few miles off,” said my mother, 
“or we should never have set eyes on those manuscripts again 
in this lifetime.” 

“Indeed,” said I, as I returned my attention once again to 
my letter; but I had written no more than two words, when 
Mary Jane awoke and began to cry. 

“There, there,” exclaimed her mother, as she stood and 
paced about the room, bouncing the infant against her chest. 
“Don’t fret, now. Don’t fret.” 

“I think she is tired,” said my mother. 
“She just awoke from her nap,” replied Mary, greatly vexed. 
“Perhaps she is wet,” said Martha. 
“She is dry as a bone. Oh dear, dear; whatever is the mat-

ter?” 
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“She might stop crying if you did not jostle her about so,” 
admonished Frank. 

“Are you the expert on caring for babies now?” replied 
Mary with some annoyance. “I have been with her every mo-
ment since her birth, while you have been  here but three 
weeks.” 

“A naval officer need never apologize for his time at sea,” 
answered Frank. “May I remind you that it is that very living 
which buys your gowns and bonnets, and feeds our family. 
Furthermore, and a hundred years at home could not con-
vince me otherwise, a child can derive no comfort from being 
shaken about like a butter churn.” 

“She might be hungry,” remarked Cassandra. 
“You might give her some molasses,” suggested Martha. 
“She is too young. Molasses will only cloy her stomach,” 

said my mother. “Oh! Dear! All this heat and noise has given 
me a headache.” 

The ladies immediately proceeded to debate all known 
cures for a headache, as well as every possible cause of the 
infant’s misery. The baby let out an ear-piercing shriek; I 
started, and the nib of my pen broke, splashing ink across the 
page. Mary, beside herself, burst into tears. 

“I know what I need,” said my mother. “There is a nice ale 
in the larder. Jane, you are not doing any thing. Be a dear and 
fetch me some.” 

I put my pen down and wiped ink from my fi ngers. “Yes, 
mamma. Right away.” 

“Mamma,” said I that evening, as I sat upon my mother’s bed 
and brushed her hair, “how long do you think we shall live 
here, with Frank and Mary?” 

“A very long time, I hope,” replied my mother. “For I have 
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done with moving about. There is great comfort in waking up 
every morning in the same bed, in the same room.” 

“I could not agree more. But does it seem right to you, for 
us to trespass on Frank’s generosity?” 

“What do you mean, trespass? We contribute our share to 
household expenses. We were here for that child’s birth, and 
we shall be here for Mary during Frank’s long absences. It is 
quite an equitable arrangement for all concerned.” 

“I understand. But Frank is paying the larger share. And 
he and Mary are sure to have more children. One day they 
will have done with putting up with us.” 

“I pray that will not be so. For then, what is to become of 
us? We cannot afford separate accommodation. Are we to go 
back to long visits to friends, and shifting between your broth-
ers? I could not bear it.” 

“Neither could I.” I sighed. “Oh! Mamma! I do not wish to 
sound ungrateful; Frank and Mary have been so welcoming, 
and we do have our amusing moments. But there is so little 
quiet  here, and no privacy. Do you never dream of a home of 
our own?” 

“Every night and every day,” said my mother, in a wistful 
tone. “But I try not to think of such things. It is not profi table. 
Mary is not a bad sort, and that baby is as pretty as a picture. 
We are fortunate to have a roof above our heads, and that is 
that.” 

“If only there was some way I could earn my own money. It 
is so unfair. Men may chuse a profession, and with hard work, 
acquire wealth and respect, while we are forced to sit home, 
completely dependent. It is a great indignity.” 

“It is the way of the world, Jane. Better to accept it and live 
within it, for nothing can be done to change it.” My mother 
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met my gaze in the  looking-glass above her  dressing- table. 
“Of course, things might be different for us, if only—” 

“If only what?” said I quietly, knowing only too well what 
she was about to say. 

“If only you or Cassandra  were to marry.” 
I lay down my mother’s hairbrush and stood. This was a 

well-worn topic, and it never ceased to vex me. “Please, 
mamma.” 

“Your poor sister, of course, had it very hard. But she was 
still young and beautiful when Tom died.” 

Cassandra was indeed the beauty of the family; with her 
pale complexion, lovely dark eyes,  high- arched nose, and sweet 
smile, she continued to be admired by many of the gentlemen 
of our acquaintance, yet she turned her head away. “She has 
professed that she could only love but once,” said I. 

“What a lot of nonsense that is. With the world full of so 
many fine men! Well, if she chuses to spend her life mourning 
her one true love, I suppose no one will think the worse of her, 
for at least she had a prospect, and her happiness was snatched 
away by forces not within her control. But you, Jane, you re-
main single, and you have nothing like her excuse.” 

I knew she referred to an offer of marriage which had been 
made to me some years previously by a young man of wealth 
and property, an offer which I had declined.10 “Surely you 
would not have liked me to marry for convenience, mamma, 
when there was no love in the connection?” 

“A mother always hopes her daughters will marry men they 
love, or come to love the men they marry. As you may recall, I 

10 Jane refers here to a proposal made by a family friend in December  
1802, the details of which are recounted later in this journal. 
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was disinclined to marry; but I took your father, because I 
needed a home for my widowed mother. And all came out 
well, did it not?” 

“Yes, mamma. But you chose well in my father. He was the 
very best of men. If I ever meet such a man, and if I love him, 
I shall happily accept him.” 

“You girls  to- day, you are too romantic in your expecta-
tions; it is not always possible to find both love and a decent 
husband, Jane. Let us speak in truth, my dear: you are not 
getting any younger.” 

She spoke in such a serious tone, and seemed so full of 
genuine concern, I could not take offence at the remark. 
“Indeed, I am one-and- thirty,” I agreed, “well beyond all 
hope.” 

“All is not yet lost,” said my mother consolingly, not sens-
ing the irony in my voice. “You still have your beauty, and 
lovely hazel eyes, and a very fi ne complexion.” 

“And all my teeth. And do not you think my hair, which 
curls so naturally, is quite a lovely shade of brown? I have 
heard it, more than once, called auburn. Why, at market I 
might fetch as high a price as one of Edward’s best  horses.” 

“You always jest, Jane. This is a serious matter. Plenty of 
women past the age of thirty have found happiness with a nice, 
eligible widower. What about Mr. Lutterell? He has a fi ne 
house, a good income, and he is very kind.” 

“He is an imbecile, and fat, and twice my age.” 
“Poor women do not have the luxury of choice, my dear.” 
“Choice is all we do have, mamma,” said I emphatically. “If 

I ever marry, it will be for love. Deep, true, passionate love, 
built on respect, esteem, friendship, and a meeting of the 
minds. Never, never for economic security.” I then made my 
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way from my mother’s chambers, my emotions battling be-
tween righteous indignation and despondency. 

The next morning, I was walking out in the garden, delight-
ing in the fresh air and the warmth of the sun which dared to 
peek at intervals from behind the clouds, when I caught sight 
of Henry hurrying down the gravel walk to join me. 

“Good morning!” cried Henry. “Is not it a beautiful day?” 
“It is indeed. Look at our roses blooming so nicely. And 

do you see what we have planted there, under the terrace 
wall?” 

“Some sort of shrubs?” 
“Currants! And gooseberry bushes and raspberries. And 

what do you think of our new syringas?” I pointed out the two 
small, newly planted trees. “I had our man put these in by 
special request. I could not do without a syringa, you know, 
for the sake of Cowper’s line.” 

“Ah! Yes. The Winter Walk at Noon. Laburnum rich—” he 
began, and I finished with him: 

“—in streaming gold; syringa, iv’ry pure.” 
“You are such a romantic, Jane.” 
“And you are not? You, who married for deepest love, and 

are always gallivanting about the countryside, looking for ad-
venture?” 

Henry had married Eliza de Feuillide, our beautiful, styl-
ish, widowed cousin, whose first husband, a French count, 
had been guillotined during the French Revolution. Although 
ten years his se nior, Eliza was Henry’s match in lively tem-
perament and disposition. 

Henry stopped and turned to me. “Do I detect a melan-
choly note in that remark?” 



36 $ Syrie James 

“Do not be silly. Who can be melancholy, on a morning as 
glorious as this?” 

“You can, I think.” Henry frowned and studied me a long 
moment with his bright hazel eyes, eyes that reminded me of 
our father, and matched my own. “Jane, you have been cooped 
up in this house too long. You require a change. What do you 
say? Would you like to come away with me tomorrow?” 

“Thank you, Henry. But I am in no mood for the noise and 
confusion of London at present.” 

“I was not thinking of London,” said Henry. “I was think-
ing of Lyme.” 



Chapter Three 

$| 

I 
had visited many seaside towns of the southern and 
westerly coasts with my mother and father during our 
years at Bath; Lyme, with its mild climate, delightful 

walks and beautiful scenery, had remained my favourite. We 
had returned there, with great pleasure, several times—but it 
had been a refuge then, from a city which I despised. 

“Henry, I have no need to travel all the way to Lyme,” said I 
as I admired the gracefully waving branches of the trees in our 
back garden. “I have all the seaside walks and breezes I could 
want here.” 

“Yes, but they are Southampton breezes. The  sea-bathing 
here is nowhere near as good as at Lyme—I would not put my 
foot in Southampton  water—and this is a town of some 8,000 
people. Lyme is but a village.” 

“You are forgetting the summer crowds.” 
“Even so. I would suggest Brighton, but it is not within my 

budget at present, and I know how you love Lyme, Jane. It has 
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been three years since our last visit; I have never seen you so 
happy any where  else. I want to take you there and help you 
find your smile again, for it has been a great while since it has 
gone missing.” 

I did love Lyme; all at once I could envision myself strolling 
beside its pretty little bay and out onto the Cobb, marvelling at 
the view of its bright, pebbly beaches, sparkling waves and ma-
jestic surrounding cliffs. Still, I shook my head. “Mary needs 
us now. Frank sets sail in a se’en night. We cannot leave her.” 

“She will have mother and Cassandra and Martha.” 
She would indeed, I thought. It was a highly tempting offer, 

and I realised, of a sudden, that I would dearly love to get 
away. “But how can I leave them all behind, for a holiday at 
Lyme? And what of Eliza? And your business? Can you be 
gone so long?” 

“I was not thinking of a lengthy stay; a week perhaps, a 
fortnight at most. Eliza will applaud my mission. Just think 
of it! We shall take long walks. We shall bathe every other 
day. We shall make new acquaintances, and provide fascinat-
ing company for others at the Assembly Room balls.  Here, 
you are forced to keep the same society, day in and day out. 
You have no time for yourself, no respite from a wailing 
baby.” 

“Mary Jane is a delightful infant. I believe there was an 
entire hour Tuesday last when she did not cry at all.” 

Henry laughed. From my expression, he knew that I re-
quired no more convincing. 

Some days later, after an uneventful journey, I gazed out the 
window of Henry’s carriage with happy anticipation as we 
passed through the cheerful village of Uplyme, and then de-
scended the long, craggy, precipitous downward slope towards 
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Lyme, finally entering upon the still steeper street of the town 
itself. 

I have written of Lyme in earlier journals, and may feature 
it again in the book on which I am now working,11 but I shall 
risk repetition for the sake of the pleasure that the town has 
afforded me, on each and every visit. 

Lyme may not be as fashionable as Brighton or Weymouth, 
but for those who seek to replenish their exhausted or wounded 
spirits in lodgings not calculated to ruin their fortunes, the 
sea-air, the pleasant society and delightful scenery of this 
humble town will surely mend many a constitution. The little 
town’s charm is not attributable in any way to the buildings 
themselves, but to its remarkable situation along the sea. 
Lyme’s charming harbour is formed by a kind of rude pier,  
called the Cobb, behind which ships may lie in safety, and 
upon which it is pleasant to walk in fi ne weather. 

On previous visits of a month or more, my mother and fa-
ther had always rented a cottage; since there  were only the two 
of us this time, and our stay would be of much shorter dura-
tion, we secured lodgings in a quaint little  boarding-house in 
the upper part of town with a large, red- faced, cheerful woman 
who was rather appropriately named Mrs. Stout. 

“I trust you’ll find everything to yer liking,” said Mrs. Stout, 
as she threw open the window in my room, letting in a cool, 
fresh breeze. I stood transfixed for a long moment, gazing out 
with pleasure over the fine view before me, of the town’s roof-
tops, and lines of waving linen, in a gradual descent towards 
the harbour and the sea, which danced and sparkled in the 
summer sunshine of late afternoon. 

11 A reference to Persuasion, which Jane Austen wrote from August 1815 
to August 1816. This crucial comment helps to fix the time period during 
which this journal was composed. 
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“You can take yer meals  here, as you like, or you can fi nd 
a decent dinner at the Royal Lion, although they do get a bit 
crowded this time of year.” 

We happily accepted Mrs. Stout’s offer to dine in, as we 
had arrived so late in the day, and retired for an early night. 

Next morning, we awoke to find the July sun shining in a 
bright blue sky filled with puffy clouds. I felt such a surge of 
excitement in expectation of the day’s excursions, that I fear 
I took very little time to consider my appearance. Women of 
greater fortune might have shuddered to be seen in any thing 
less than the new, short-hemmed seaside bathing dresses 
which revealed the ankle, and had become fashionable of late; 
but I thought them quite ugly, and would not have been caught 
dead in one, had they been distributed at the beach free of 
charge. 

My interest in fashion had always been curtailed by a fru-
gal allowance, and my choices  were limited. I had with me 
three gowns, all still respectable, but none of them very new. I 
pulled on one of my favourites, a simple, white sprigged mus-
lin with three-quarter-length sleeves, a small tail at the back, 
and a front that was drawn in and sloped round to the bosom. 
My belt was of dark blue satin, which, I may refl ect without 
embarrassment, matched the trimmings and flowers of my 
straw bonnet, to a very good effect. I styled my long brown 
tresses as quickly as I could (in actuality, plaiting and shoving 
them up under my hat) and pulled a few loose curls free about 
my face. Grabbing my reticule12 and parasol, I pronounced 
myself ready, and dashed off to breakfast with Henry. 

Following our morning repast, Henry and I strode down-
hill along the busy principal street which seemed to hurry to-

12 A small drawstring purse. 
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wards the water, just as the River Lyme flowed on a bed of 
rocks and emptied itself into the sea. When we reached the 
Walk, which skirts the pleasant little bay of Lyme from the 
town to the harbour along the foot of a green hill, we paused 
to admire the scene before us. 

Several ships  were anchored in the harbour, and a very 
beautiful line of high cliffs stretched to the east. The seaside 
path bustled with fashionably attired men and women taking 
their morning stroll. The bay itself was animated with com-
pany and bathing machines, the rows of little horse-drawn 
wooden chambers on wheels backed up into the sea. The  
horses stood patiently by, waves lapping at their fl anks, as 
bathers in their flannel gowns eagerly or timidly plunged into 
the water from the rear of their machines1, with the help of 
their stalwart guides. The sun shone brightly, although a few 
threatening grey clouds had gathered. 

“I do not think Lyme belongs on the Dorset coast at all,” 
said I, delighting in the fresh-feeling breeze which cooled my 
cheeks. 

“Where, pray tell, does it belong?” asked Henry. 
“It seems to me a very outpost of heaven.” 
Henry agreed. 
Deciding to leave the shore for later, we proceeded directly to 

the Cobb, the long, semicircular stone jetty on the far side of the 
harbour which projects out into the sea, and upon which stretch 
two broad causeways on different levels. We had walked part of 
the way along the Lower Cobb when we reached a fl ight of 
stairs leading to the Upper causeway. The Upper Cobb is very 
breezy and has a sloping surface, which makes it diffi cult to 

1 Bathing machines were portable dressing rooms that allowed occupants 
to undress without being seen by passerby. 
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walk upon for some; but I had always found it a stroll of delight, 
affording a magnificent view of the coast, the sea and the sur-
rounding cliffs. 

“Let us go up,” said I eagerly. 
“Are you certain?” said Henry, with a glance at the rough 

blocks of stone which projected, like the teeth of a rake, from 
the wall behind, and offered no handholds or railings. “The 
stairs are very steep.” 

“I can manage the stairs, I assure you.” 
“I should go behind, in case you need a supporting hand.” 
“Please go ahead,” I insisted. “With my skirts, I am too 

slow; I shall only frustrate you.” 
With a doubtful look, Henry proceeded up the stairs fi rst, 

and I followed carefully, keeping hold of my gown and parasol 
with one hand, and the stone wall to the side with the other. 
There  were a great many other people about; I was aware of a 
small party approaching behind us, but although my climb-
ing efforts prevented me from looking back, I was concerned 
that my halting progress would impede them. I increased my 
pace, and had nearly attained the topmost step, when a gust 
of wind caught me by surprise; I inadvertently trod upon my 
skirt and lost my footing and, with sudden terror, felt myself 
wavering backwards above a treacherous drop.13 

I would have surely fallen to the hard pavement below, result-
ing in my death, or at the very least, considerable physical harm, 
had not two strong arms, of a sudden, caught hold of me. 

“Steady,” said a deep voice into my ear, as I felt those strong 

13 Jane’s near tumble from these steps, now called Granny’s Teeth, may 
have inspired Louisa Musgrove’s treacherous fall from the Cobb in Jane 
Austen’s Persuasion, one of the most famous events in the history of Lyme. 
Indeed, when the poet Tennyson visited Lyme, he exclaimed: “Don’t talk 
to me of the Duke of Monmouth. Show me the exact spot where Louisa 
Musgrove fell!” 
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arms gently and firmly propel me up the final step to the safety 
of the Upper causeway, where Henry waited and watched in 
great alarm. Once there, the man released me from his grasp 
and stepped back. My mind still reeling from my misadven-
ture, I turned to face my rescuer and found myself looking up 
into the liveliest, most intelligent pair of deep blue eyes I had 
ever seen. 

“Forgive me. Are you hurt?” enquired the gentleman, doff-
ing his hat. He was a tall,  dark- haired,  vital-looking man of 
perhaps  three-and- thirty years of age, dressed in a perfectly 
tailored dark blue coat and  cream-coloured breeches, which 
did nothing to disguise his fi ne fi gure. 

“No, no. I am perfectly fine.” My heart beat rapidly and I 
struggled to catch my breath, a result, I convinced myself, of 
the danger of my interrupted fall, and not by the proximity of 
the very handsome man before me. 

“Jane! Thank God, for a moment I thought you would 
surely fall,” cried Henry in concern while hurrying to my 
side. “Pray tell me, sir, to whom we are so much obliged?” 

The man bowed graciously. “Frederick Ashford, sir, at your 
service.” 

“A pleasure to meet you, sir. I am Henry Austen. And 
may I—” 

Before Henry could complete his introductions, a  well-
dressed couple appeared at the top of the steps, and the newly 
arrived gentleman cried: “Good work, Ashford. I always say 
there is no quicker way to win a lady’s admiration than to save 
her in distress.” 

I felt myself blush deeply at this remark. Thankfully, no 
one seemed to notice; they  were occupied by a far more star-
tling circumstance. Henry, it seems, was acquainted with the 
newcomer in question. 
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“Charles Churchill?” said Henry, gazing at the gentleman 
in some astonishment. “Is it really you?” 

The man, who was of middling height, good-looking, and 
sported a head of curly light brown hair, stared back at him. 
“Henry Austen? What an unexpected delight! It has been an 
age!” 

The two men embraced heartily. “Churchill and I  were at 
Oxford together,” said Henry, beaming. “We got into all man-
ner of scrapes.” 

“All his fault, of course,” rejoined Mr. Churchill with a 
laugh. 

Mr. Ashford’s gaze turned to mine, and he smiled. “Do 
introduce me to your lovely companion, Mr. Austen.” 

“With pleasure. Mr. Ashford, Mr. Churchill, may I present 
my sister Miss Jane Austen.” 

“Miss Austen: a pleasure,” said Mr. Ashford with a bow. 
“May I introduce my wife, Maria,” said Mr. Churchill, 

bringing forward his female companion. 
“How do you do,” said Maria, as bows and courtesies  were 

exchanged. A slight,  fair-haired woman of my approximate 
age, I thought her face might have been pretty had she not 
looked as though she had just bitten into something very sour. 
“It is too windy up here. And I do not like the look of those 
clouds, Charles. It is going to rain. We should go back.” 

“We cannot go back now,” declared Mr. Churchill. “I have 
only just met up with my old friend.” 

“It will rain, I shall catch my death, and it will ruin my 
shoes.” 

“If you die, my dear, it will not matter if your shoes are 
ruined,” said Mr. Churchill unsympathetically. “And if you 
survive, I shall gladly buy you another pair.” 
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“Oh! You are insufferable,” replied Maria with an irritated 
snort. Henry and Mr. Ashford laughed out loud. 

As I struggled, out of respect to the lady, to hold back my 
own mirth, Henry clapped his friend on the back. “Be nice to 
Churchill, Jane. He has a great big estate up in Derbyshire 
and is worth a fortune.” 

“I am nothing to my good friend and neighbor Ashford,  
here,” replied Mr. Churchill. “He is heir to Pembroke Hall 
and a baronetcy, and worth three of me.” 

“Three of you? And a future baronet?” Henry bowed to 
Mr. Ashford with a respectful flourish. “I am duly impressed 
and honoured, sir.” 

“Please, think nothing of it,” said Mr. Ashford with a  good-
natured smile. “It is barely a title, and an honour hardly 
worth coveting, I assure you.”14 

“Ask his father how he feels about that,” observed Mr. 
Churchill, laughing. “He, no doubt, would convince you oth-
erwise.” 

“What brings you good people to Lyme?” asked Henry. “I 
would have thought you to be more the Brighton type.” 

“I have never liked Brighton. It is too large and over-
grown,” said Mr. Ashford. “I had some business in Bath, af-
ter London, when my companions and I felt the sudden need 
for a few days of fresh  sea-air, before returning home. Lyme 
seemed the logical conclusion.” 

“A highly pleasing conclusion, as well,” declared Henry, 

14 A baronet, although a highly desirable title, is the lowest hereditary title 
of honour, ranking immediately below the barons, and above all orders of 
knighthood except the Garter; it is not a peerage. Baronets did not sit in 
the  House of Lords; they might be elected to the  House of Commons, but 
were more often preoccupied with local, county affairs. 
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“for I believe you may have saved my sister’s life, and allowed 
me to run into an old friend at the same time.” Turning to 
Mr. Churchill, he said with a smile: “So what have you been 
up to, you old goat?” 

“No good, if I could help it.” 
The two men walked on, chatting amiably, with Maria on 

her husband’s arm, leaving Mr. Ashford and myself alone be-
hind. We fell in step together. It was some moments before 
either of us spoke; when we did, our first attempts overlapped 
in a confusing manner. 

“I am sorry,” I began again, to which he replied, 
“Pray, continue.” 
“I have not properly thanked you, Mr. Ashford, for pre-

venting my fall.” 
“No thanks are necessary.” 
“Indeed they are. Reaching out as you did, you might have 

lost your footing and come to harm yourself.” 
“Had that been the case, I would have given my life—or 

limb—in a worthy cause.” 
“Do you mean to imply that it was worth risking your own 

life, to save mine?” 
“I do.” 
“A bold statement, on such a short acquaintance.” 
“In what way bold?” 
“You are a gentleman and the heir to a title and, appar-

ently, a vast estate. Whereas I am a woman with no fortune, 
and of very little consequence.” 

“If first impressions are to be believed, Miss Austen—” he 
began. 

“Never trust your first impressions, Mr. Ashford. They are 
invariably wrong.” 
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“Mine are invariably right. And they lead me to this con-
clusion: that you, Miss Austen, are a woman of greater for-
tune and consequence than I.” 

“On what grounds do you base this claim?” 
“On these grounds: if you  were to have perished just now, 

how many people would have missed you?” 
“How many people?” 
“Yes.” 
“I would like to think my mother, my sister, my friend Mar-

tha, and my six brothers would miss me. My brothers’ wives, 
my nieces and nephews, who number more than a dozen, and 
perhaps several dear old friends.” 

“Whereas I have only my father and one younger sister to 
regret my passing.” 

“No wife, then?” 
“No. So you see, although I may be rich in property, you 

are rich in family, and therefore the far more wealthy and im-
portant of us two.” 

I laughed. “If wealth were based on your principle, Mr. 
Ashford, the entire class system of England would fall apart at 
the seams.” 



Chapter Four 

$| 

O 
ur walk had brought us down from the Cobb to the 
sea-shore, when the clouds, as Maria had predicted, 
gathered and darkened, and a light rain began to fall. A 

shout came up from the bathers, who escaped into the safety of 
their machines. The profusion of visitors strolling the pebbly 
beach began to run, as one, back in the direction from which 
they had come; our party followed. Unfortunately, my parasol, 
designed to shield the sun, provided little protection from the 
rain; but only a minute or two later, before we reached the steps 
leading up to the Walk, the rain stopped as quickly as it had 
begun, and the sun reappeared. 

“I adore a little summer shower,” said I, with a deep, ap-
preciative intake of the damp, salty air. “It makes the world 
smell fresh and new.” 

“That was hardly a little shower,” cried Maria petulantly. 
“I am soaked through, and half dead with walking. Charles, 
you must take me back to the inn at once.” 
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“Yes, my dear. You will all come with us, I hope? We are 
staying at the Royal Lion.” 

“I would prefer to continue walking a bit longer,” I admit-
ted. “The sun will dry me. Would any one care to join me?” 

“I would be delighted to accompany you,” said Mr. Ash-
ford with a smile. Henry decided to go back with the others, 
and we agreed to meet later at the inn. 

Mr. Ashford and I strolled on down the beach, which was 
far less crowded now, and continued our conversation to the 
accompanying sounds of crashing waves and  sea-gull cries. 

“We moved to Southampton after my father passed away,” 
I explained, when he enquired into my place of residence. I  
told him where I had grown up, and of our removal to Bath. 
“The country life has always been my ideal.” 

“And mine. Your heart, I take it, belongs to Hampshire?” 
“Yes. Although I have heard the beauty of Derbyshire is 

unparalleled,” I added diplomatically. 
Mr. Ashford stopped, observing the spectacular line of dis-

tant cliffs and the surging movement of the tides. “On any 
other day I might agree with you. But is there a felicity in the 
world superior to this? Lyme seems to me a very outpost of 
heaven.” 

I stared at him in wonder at hearing my own sentiment on 
his lips, and followed his gaze. In the distant sky, the clouds 
had parted, and the sun was shining above a shimmering, 
perfectly formed rainbow. 

“My heart leaps up when I behold a rainbow in the sky,” I 
quoted. 

Mr. Ashford glanced at me in surprise, and said, “So was it 
when my life began. So is it now I am a man—” 

“So be it when I shall grow old,” I continued, “or let me die!” 
“You read Wordsworth,” said he with delight. 
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“I prefer Cowper and Scott.” 
“Have you read Walter Scott’s The Lay of the Last Min-

strel?” 
“It is a favourite of mine. Are you familiar with Dr. Samuel 

Johnson?” 
“His Rambler essays? They are among his best.” 
“I do not suppose you read novels?” said he with some 

hesitation. 
“My family and I are unabashedly enthusiastic novel read-

ers.” 
A wide smile lit his countenance. “And you are not ashamed 

of being so?” 
“Pray do not tell me, sir, that you hold the conservative 

view, that novels are the basest form of literature?” 
“On the contrary. I am a passionate novel reader myself. 

But there are few women of my acquaintance who share my 
interest.” 

Our eyes met and we smiled. I was entirely captivated, and 
sensed that he felt the same. I could not help myself; I felt 
compelled to ask the question that had been on my mind 
since the moment we fi rst met. 

“Tell me, Mr. Ashford, since you mention the women of 
your acquaintance. A man like yourself, of considerable prop-
erty and heir to a title, with all the manners and  good-breeding 
required of a gentleman”—(and, I added privately, a man so 
amiable and handsome, with a quick imagination and such 
lively spirits)—“you must have been the object of the greatest 
interest to every family in Derbyshire County for the past de-
cade, and considered the rightful property of any one or other 
of their daughters. How is it that you have never married?” 

His cheeks reddened, and he went silent for a moment; I 
felt that I had embarrassed him, and regretted my bold re-
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mark. But at length, he brought his gaze up to mine with a 
direct and earnest look. “Perhaps,” said he softly, “I prefer to 
be particu lar in my choice.” 

“Harriet in Sir Charles Grandison,” I said. 
We were at dinner at the Royal Lion. After a long and de-

lightful walk, Mr. Ashford and I had met the rest of the party 
at the inn, where we found Maria in dry clothes, very much 
alive, and sipping tea, while Charles and Henry traded remi-
niscences about their  school-days. Their lively conversation 
continued over roast fish and fowl at one end of the table, while 
Mr. Ashford and I spoke amongst ourselves at the other. The 
past few hours had passed as in the blink of an eye, and I felt 
a sense of magic in the air; I could not think when I had ever 
found the company of a gentleman so thoroughly engaging. 

“Of all the heroines in literature, Harriet is the one you 
most admire?” enquired Mr. Ashford. 

“One of the most.” 
“Why?” 
“For her intelligence and strength of character.” 
“Because she refused to marry a man she did not like?” 
“Because she refused to marry a wealthy man, despite her 

lack of fortune.” 
“Ah,” said he. “And in the same vein, do you find much to 

admire in its hero, Sir Charles?” 
“I find him as perfect as a man in fiction can be. Although 

he is, in my opinion, more virtuous than romantic.” 
“I do not find him quite so virtuous,” declared Mr. Ash-

ford with a frown. “He is inconstant. He is divided for the 
entire length of the novel between Harriet and the Italian 
Lady Clementina.” 

“Only because he has given Lady Clementina his word, 
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and honour prevents him from breaking that vow. But he is 
constant; he saves Harriet from abduction and ruination, and 
remains in love with her throughout seven volumes.” 

“A true measure of his character, indeed,” said he with a 
laugh. 

“I have never seen you so engrossed, Mr. Ashford,” cried 
Maria of a sudden, her face appearing somewhat contorted in 
the flickering candlelight across the great table. “What ever 
are you two talking about?” 

“Heroes and heroines. Virtue and devotion. And the cour-
age to follow your own convictions.” 

“That sounds more like a sermon than eve ning conversa-
tion,” said Mr. Churchill with a laugh as he finished his coffee 
and set down the cup with a clatter. 

“Not if you know our Jane,” said Henry, smiling. 
Mr. Churchill went quiet, staring briefly at Mr. Ashford 

and myself; then he emitted a small cough, followed by a sud-
den, loud yawn. “Ashford, it is getting late. Are you not tired, 
Maria? 

“I am quite exhausted,” admitted she. “That long walk and 
the damp air nearly did me in.” 

“We had best be getting on,” said Mr. Churchill, pushing his 
chair back and rising to his feet. “Are you coming, Ashford?” 

A regretful look crossed Mr. Ashford’s face as he turned to 
me. “Perhaps we could continue our discussion tomorrow? If 
you and your party are not otherwise engaged?” 

We all stood. “I believe we are quite at liberty tomorrow, 
are we not, Henry?” 

“No plans whatsoever,” replied Henry. 
“Let us make a day of it, then,” said Mr. Ashford. “A ride 

to the countryside, and a picnic. I understand there is a lovely 
valley nearby, between the hills.” 
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“Yes, Charmouth,” said I. “It has a delightful view.” 
“Charmouth it is. What say you, Charles, Maria? Are you 

in?” 
Mr. Churchill and Maria exchanged what I thought was a 

rather odd look, which I could not account for at the time. At 
last, Maria said, “We are always in for a picnic.” 

“Shall I send my carriage to your cottage at eleven o’clock?” 
asked Mr. Ashford. 

“We shall be ready and waiting,” replied Henry. 
Mr. Ashford turned,  and—how shall I describe the look he 

gave me? It was so warm, so filled with feeling, it seemed to 
me the same look that Romeo must have given Juliet the night 
they parted on the balcony. 

“Until tomorrow, then,” said he. 
“Until tomorrow,” was my reply. 

We never picnicked at Charmouth. 
I was dressed, ready, and flushed with anticipation the next 

morning, as Henry and I waited in Mrs. Stout’s tiny parlour 
for Mr. Ashford’s carriage to arrive. I eagerly looked forward 
to spending the day together, and to becoming better ac-
quainted with him. 

“I wish I had brought my blue gown,” said I, attempting 
fruitlessly to smooth out the wrinkles in my pale green mus-
lin, which, although presentable, had seen better days. 

“Mr. Ashford will not care if you wear blue, pink or puce,” 
said Henry. “It is your company he seeks.” 

“Surely he hopes to enjoy both our company,” I replied 
quickly. “And I did not dress hoping to please him specifi -
cally.” 

Henry laughed, a twinkle in his eyes. “And I am not sitting 
here, and I am not your favourite brother.” 
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A knock sounded at the door. Henry and I started in sur-
prise. “Who can that be?” said he, glancing out the window. 
“I see no carriage.” 

Mrs. Stout answered the door; as the room was no more 
than four yards across, and the open doorway in our direct 
view, we could perfectly see and hear the caller; he asked for 
Mr. Henry Austen. Henry darted up; the man handed him a 
letter, which he said he had been asked to deliver from a guest 
at the Royal Lion. Henry tried to pay him, but the man in-
sisted that the matter had been taken care of, and quickly de-
parted. 

“Who is it from?” I asked, as Mrs. Stout vanished back into 
the kitchen, and Henry unfolded the letter. 

“Mr. Ashford,” said Henry, surprised, as he proceeded to 
read the letter aloud. 

Royal Lion, Lyme—5 July, 1807 

Dear friends— 

It is with deepest regret that I send this letter, but a 
family matter calls me back to Derbyshire at once. As 
my friends travelled with me, we must all leave  post-
haste. Please accept our deepest apologies for cancelling 
to-day’s engagement, and for any incon venience it 
might cause you. I hope and trust that we may have 
the opportunity to renew our acquaintance at some 
time in the near future. 

I am, most sincerely yours and  etc., 
Frederick Ashford 
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“A family matter?” said I, as Henry gave me the letter, and 
I read it through myself. “I wonder what happened? I hope it 
is nothing serious.” 

“As do I,” said Henry. “Well, Jane, this is most disappoint-
ing.” 

He could not have felt the disappointment half as keenly as 
did I. 

I returned to Southampton ten days later in a disquieted state 
of mind. The balls at the Lyme Assembly Hall had held no at-
traction for me; and even the  sea-bathing, which I had so en-
joyed in the past, had lost its appeal, so distressed was I by the 
sudden departure of my new friend, and the attending uncer-
tainty as to whether or not I would ever see or hear from him 
again. 

“Why has he not written?” I enquired of my sister as we 
prepared for bed one eve ning, some weeks after Henry had 
made his departure for London. 

“Do you expect him to write?” replied Cassandra in sur-
prise. 

I had related to her all the particulars of my meeting with 
Mr. Ashford, both in my letters from Lyme, and in several 
conversations since; but I had made her promise to say noth-
ing of it to Martha or my mother, knowing that if either of  
them gained the slightest suspicion that I had met a gentleman 
of even the remotest interest, they would not let another sub-
ject pass their lips for months. 

“I thought he might,” said I, as we sat, side by side, at our 
looking-glass, taking the pins from our hair and vigorously 
brushing our long brown tresses. “I did like him a great deal, 
and I think  that—I felt that he liked me.” 
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“I thought you said that you had no chance to give him our 
direction.”15 

“True. But he could have learned it from Henry, had he 
written to him. Henry said he exchanged directions with Mr. 
Churchill.” 

“Even if he had written to you, Jane, you could not have 
replied. It would hardly be proper.” 

“I realise that. But just to have heard from him, even a line 
or two. His leaving was so abrupt, and the nature of it so un-
clear. A family matter, is all he said. I would like to know if 
he—if all is well with him. And to know if there might be the 
possibility that—that we should meet again one day.” We 
climbed into our beds, and I settled back against the pillow 
with a frown. “Could it be that his friends disapproved of me? 
I noticed an odd look pass between them at the  dinner-table. 
Perhaps they consider me unworthy of his acquaintance.” 

“Perhaps,” said Cassandra gently, as she gazed at me with 
compassion from the bed next to mine, adding, “Jane. You 
passed a few pleasant hours with Mr. Ashford at Lyme, noth-
ing more. I fear you must not expect to hear from him 
again.” 

“I expect you are right.” I felt the sharp sting of tears in my 
eyes as my sister blew out the candle, enveloping us in dark-
ness. 

My earlier fears concerning the stability of our shared resi-
dence at Castle Square proved only too prescient. A twelve-
month later (during which time, I heard not a word from Mr. 
Ashford) my brother Frank wrote to his wife Mary, asking 
her to join him in September in Great Yarmouth when the 

15 Address. 
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St. Albans returned from its latest sea voyage and was being 
serviced, and from there to move to a place of their own. 

“I should like to find a snug little cottage, just big enough 
for three,” said Mary brightly, unmindful of the anxiety her 
announcement had engendered in the other four women of 
the  household. “Fish will be almost for nothing in Yarmouth, 
and I have always longed to live on the Isle of Wight.” 

I was relieved to hear of Frank’s safe return, and delighted 
that he and Mary should be together at last, after such a long 
separation. I did not begrudge them their desire to live alone; 
in addition to the favourable price of fish, they would have 
plenty of engagements and plenty of each other while he was 
in port, and I knew they would be very happy. 

My mother was inconsolable. 
“We are tossed to the winds again,” cried she as she paced 

between window and  fi re-place in the  drawing-room, wring-
ing her hands, after Mary went out for a walk with Mary Jane 
and Martha. “We shall be forced to pull up roots and leave 
this delightful town, to remove to God knows where! For with 
rents increasing, we surely cannot stay at Castle Square, once 
Frank and Mary leave.” 

“We can stay on for quite some time, mamma,” Cassandra 
reassured her. “Frank has agreed to continue paying his share 
of the rent, until we can find another place.” 

“How can I accept more money from Frank, now that he 
has his own family to support, and another  household to pay 
for?” My mother burst into tears and sank down heavily on 
the sofa. 

“Do not distress yourself, mamma,” said I, handing her my 
handkerchief. “Frank would not have made the offer if he 
could not afford it. In the mean time, we can make his burden 
lighter by practising greater economy. We shall get by.” 
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“But where shall we go in the end?” sobbed my mother. 
“All this moving about, it is so unsettling. I am sorry to com-
plain. I do not mean to be weak and unfeeling. But oh! Jane! If 
only you had married! If you had accepted Harris’s proposal 
all those years ago, as you ought, we would have all been liv-
ing in a great country  house these past six years, without a 
care in the world!” 

I sighed. My decision not to marry the man in question was 
a subject that had passed many times between us, and never 
failed to vex me. Indeed, it is still a painful memory. 



Chapter Five 

$| 

I 
n the waning weeks of 1802, when my father was still 
very much alive, and he and my mother  were enjoying 
their second year of city life at Bath, my sister and I 

escaped back to Steventon, to stay with my brother James and 
his family. While there, we received an invitation from our 
friends the Bigg sisters, for a visit of several weeks at Manydown 
Park, their stately ancestral home that lay four miles distant. 

I had been particu lar friends with the Bigg sisters since I 
was fourteen years of age, when their father, Lovelace Bigg, 
a wealthy widower with seven children, inherited Manydown 
from his cousins, the Withers, and moved into our neigh-
bourhood. The squire later extended Manydown Park by 
adding more than a thousand additional acres of farms and 
country land. In keeping with their inheritance, the men of 
the family chose to add “Wither” to their surnames, while the 
girls chose to simply keep the surname “Bigg.” 

The two eldest daughters soon married and departed, and 
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the elder son died young, leaving a shy little brother, Harris, 
and three sisters, Elizabeth, Catherine and Alethea, who  were 
close in age to Cassandra and myself, and became our dearest 
friends during those years of parties, balls, over-night visits, 
all-night conversations and shared intimacies, as we grew and 
matured from girlhood to womanhood. 

As Cassandra and I gazed out the carriage window on that 
brisk afternoon of the 25th November in 1802 on our ap-
proach to Manydown, we could not help but admire the 
home’s splendid surroundings. Although it was late autumn, 
and many of the trees  were leafless and bare, the  ride through 
the green park, forested with oaks, beeches and lush, verdant 
cedars was a delight to the eye, culminating in the regal pre-
sentation of the large, square, stone Tudor manor  house itself, 
with its spacious brick- walled garden. 

As we stepped down eagerly from the coach, the three Bigg 
sisters greeted us with animation and affectionate embraces. 

“Here you are at last!” cried Elizabeth Heathcote, as she 
kissed our cheeks. The eldest of the three, Elizabeth had re-
turned home a widow to her father’s house earlier that year 
with her young son William, following the tragic death of her 
husband. We reiterated our deepest sympathies, but she in-
sisted that there was no need to speak further of that event, 
which had been covered many times over in correspondence; 
she would rather be merry during our time together, and let 
nothing mar our congenial mood. 

“I cannot tell you how excited I am to see you!” exclaimed 
Alethea, the youngest sister at fi ve-and- twenty. “I have been 
counting the days until your arrival!” A vibrant, pleasant, 
cheerful person, Alethea took interest in every one and every 
thing about her. She and I shared many similar tastes, and 
(quite naturally) I thought her extremely clever. 
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Catherine, at seven-and- twenty, was but a few months older 
than myself. She possessed a calm, serene nature, much like 
Cassandra, and her long, thin face, although not considered 
beautiful, was enhanced by intelligent eyes, engaging manners 
and a warm smile. “We look forward to many long morning 
visits,” said she, “and as many evening fireside chats as you 
can stand. Promise me you will stay three weeks at least.” 

“We shall be glad to,” I replied, “provided we spend those 
weeks engaged in the most wicked, malicious gossip ever 
heard in the county of Hampshire; interrupted, of course, for 
our own edification, by one or two brief poetry readings.” 

As the servants brought our luggage up to our rooms, we 
hurried up the front steps to the inner courtyard, and from 
there climbed the grand  iron-work staircase up to the spa-
cious, handsome  drawing-room. 

“How are your mother and father?” asked Catherine, as we 
settled by the fire to warm our hands and sip refreshments. 
“Is Mr. Austen still engaged in collecting books?” 

“In a rather modest fashion now,” replied Cassandra. “We 
travel and move about so much, he has nearly had to give up 
the pleasure. But he is hale and hearty, and quite spry for his 
age.” 

“My mother professed herself to be quite well on three 
separate occasions in the past week,” said I, “which, I be-
lieve, is three times more than any se’en night in history, and 
a tribute to the pleasure she finds in living at Bath and tak-
ing its waters.” 

“She deserves to delight in her surroundings,” said Ale-
thea. “I am glad for her. I only wish, since you must live at 
Bath, that you could find something to be happy about.” 

“I am happy,” I replied with a smile. “Happy to be here, 
and not there.” Every one laughed. 
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We had been chatting amiably for nearly an hour, apprising 
each other of the details of our lives, and all the news regard-
ing our brothers and their families, when Lovelace  Bigg-
Wither entered the room, demanding, in a booming voice, to 
know what all the frivolity was about. A genial widower of 
one-and-sixty, the squire was a large, broad-shouldered man 
with a fringe of downy white hair that framed a red, jowled 
face, and a squat, stubby nose, giving him, I thought, a rather 
aristocratic look, as if a  horse had sat upon a very fi ne face. 

“Why, look who is here!” exclaimed he, crossing the room 
to greet my sister and myself with a broad smile and a warm 
embrace. “What a delight, to see two beautiful new faces in 
a room full of such lovely ladies. It has been far too long since 
we were graced with the presence of a Miss Austen, I can tell 
you. When I think of all the years that you girls practically 
lived in this house, and all the laughter going on up stairs at 
all hours of the night in those  bed-chambers after a ball, why, 
at times I quite forgot which one of you was mine, and thought 
of you all as my own daughters. I do hope you will stay on 
with us for a long while, now.” 

We promised him we would. The squire was a man of great 
character, respectability and worth who had served as an able 
and charitable county magistrate; and he was, in my opinion, 
one of the best and most generous men I had ever met. His only 
faults, if one could call them that, lay in a tendency towards 
verbosity when discussing a favourite subject, and a rather 
strict attitude towards his son. 

“You know Harris is home from Oxford,” said he. “Hard 
to believe it, but the boy managed to finish his education.” 

“Do not sound so surprised that Harris completed his stud-
ies, papa,” said Alethea reproachfully. “Harris is more clever 
than you think.” 
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“A more clever boy might do more with his time than 
lounge about all day in expensive Hessian boots, and  ride and 
hunt,” said the squire. 

“Harris is hardly a boy any longer, papa,” observed Cathe-
rine. “He reached his majority in May.” 

“Harris is one-and- twenty?” said I in surprise, wondering 
where the years had gone. I had not seen Harris in some time, 
as he had been away at school, but I remembered him as a shy, 
awkward and sometimes rude young man, who had often 
been ill, and suffered from a pronounced speech impediment. 
His father, concerned about his son’s health, and worried that 
he would be teased by other boys for his stammer, had edu-
cated him at home in his youth by a private tutor. 

“He has grown so, I daresay you will hardly recognise 
him,” said Elizabeth. 

“The one who takes the prize for growing is my grandson,” 
declared the squire, to which Elizabeth beamed with mater-
nal pride. “Have you met our William?” When we admitted 
that we had not, he called for the boy to be brought down 
from the nursery straight away. William proved to be a lively, 
good- tempered boy of nineteen months, with a captivating 
smile that went straight to my heart. “There is a lad who is go-
ing places,” said the squire. “One day, he will be the 5th Bar-
onet of Hursley Park, hold any number of public offi ces, and 
prove himself a credit to the family, mark my words.” 

After young William returned to the nursery, and the 
squire quitted the room, Cassandra and I convinced our 
friends to take a turn in the garden. Despite the crisp chill of 
the November afternoon, the sky was bright and clear. We 
bundled up in our cloaks, bonnets and gloves, and strolled 
along the winding paths and manicured hedgerows. 

“How beautiful are the evergreens!” I cried, deeply  inhaling 
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the heady aroma of a copse of nearby cedars. “Some may pre-
fer the tree that sheds its leaves, but on the eve of winter, when 
all the other groves stand so stark and grim, the evergreens are 
for ever regal, delighting the eye in all their splendour. Is it 
not wonderful that the same soil and the same sun should 
nurture plants differing in the first rule and law of their exis-
tence?”16 

“Only Jane would think to rhapsodize about the nature of a 
tree,” remarked my sister with a smile. 

“I cannot help it. Every day that we are forced to live at 
Bath makes me appreciate the sight and smell of the natural 
world all the more. I am sure there can be no scent more deli-
cious in a garden than that of a cedar.” 

“Are you forgetting the  rose?” enquired Catherine. 
“And the lilac?” said Elizabeth. 
“And a syringa in full bloom?” added Cassandra. 
As every one began, at once, to call out their favourite aro-

matic trees and flowers, I laughed and raised my hands in 
surrender. “I withdraw my statement, with particu lar regard 
to the syringa. I see there can be no competition between 
plants and trees; they are all my favourites.” 

“Oh!” cried Alethea, stopping of a sudden. “Do you re-
member the summer that we all attempted to draw Cathe-
rine’s portrait, here in the garden?” 

“I do,” replied Cassandra. “I believe we set up our easels 
on this very spot.” 

“Your drawings were rather good,” said I. “Mine, as I re-
call, so mortified me, that I threw it into the fire before any 
one could inspect it.” 

16 Jane Austen’s character Fanny Price rhapsodizes about evergreens in a 
similar manner in Mansfi eld Park, clearly echoing the author’s sentiments 
on the subject. 
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“You are too hard on your self,” remarked Cassandra. “You 
always were. You are quite as skilled at drawing and painting, 
as you are at needlework and dancing.” 

“I beg you, do not insult my skills at dancing and needle-
work, of which I am quite proud,” I cried in mock alarm, 
“by mentioning them in the same breath as drawing and 
painting.” 

“I do admire your satin stitch, and you  were always very 
light on your feet at our balls,” declared Alethea. 

“I remember one ball, in particu lar, at which I danced ev-
ery one of the twenty dances,” I said nostalgically. 

“Do you recall the time, Jane, that you danced with Har-
ris?” enquired Alethea. 

“I do. I was, I think, fully seventeen at the time, and con-
sidered myself quite a  grown-up lady.” 

“And our Harris was but a shy little boy of twelve,” said 
Catherine, smiling. “You took pity on him, seeing him alone 
and miserable in a corner, admiring all the dancers.” 

“It was a very sweet thing to do,” said Elizabeth. “I daresay 
he has not forgotten it.” 

“I shall never forget the time Jane posted her own fi cti-
tious marriage banns in her father’s parish register!” cried 
Alethea. 

“That was so delightfully wicked,” agreed Catherine. 
“Who was the groom to be, again?” 

“There  were three grooms,” said Alethea. “Jane was not 
content to marry just one.” 

“I never heard that story,” said Elizabeth. “Do tell us, Jane; 
what did you inscribe in the church registry?” 

“I think the fi rst was Henry something,” said I, smiling at 
the memory of that silly, youthful impulse, which was now 
recorded for all posterity to see. “Henry Howard, was it? Oh, 
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yes! I recall it now. I wrote: Henry Howard Edmund Mortimer 
Fitzwilliam of London, to be married to Jane Austen.” 

“Shortly thereafter,” said Alethea, when the laughter died 
down, “I believe she registered to marry an Edmund Arthur 
William Mortimer, of Liverpool.” 

“And finally,” I added, “I was betrothed to a rather com-
mon fellow called Jack Smith.” My companions found that 
entry the most comical of all. 

As we left the walled garden, and strolled along the main 
path through the park, Alethea said, “Did you hear? Emma 
Smith gave birth last week to her sixth child, a girl.” 

“Six children!” I cried teasingly. “Poor animal. She will be 
worn out before she is thirty.” 

“Jane!” exclaimed Cassandra, with reproach. 
“You know I adore children as much as you do, dearest. 

But six?” I spoke lightly, but there was truth behind it; I had 
observed the bloom fade from the cheek of too many women 
at too young an age, the result of endless years of child-
bearing. Yet my companions, it seemed, did not see any hu-
mour in the subject, and even less an evil; the ladies’ smiles 
vanished; they all gazed into the distance with identical ex-
pressions of the utmost wistfulness. 

“I have seen many a happy household with seven or eight 
children,” said Cassandra, referring, no doubt, to our own  
family, and to my brother Edward and his wife Elizabeth’s 
brood. 

“Yet perhaps four or five is more practical,” said Catherine. 
“Yes. Four, I think, would be ideal,” agreed Alethea with a 

sigh. 
I found, of a sudden, that I could not debate the point. In a 

few short weeks, I realised, I would turn seven-and- twenty. I 
had always hoped that I might, one day, marry and have chil-
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dren. “Four,” I heard myself say, in a voice so soft I did not 
recognise it, “would be a very handsome number.” 

We walked on in silence for some minutes, each lost in our 
own thoughts; when, across the way, I caught sight of a large 
man on  horse back heading our way, returning from the hunt 
with a pair of hounds. I thought him a new neighbour or 
hired hand, or perhaps a visitor, when Catherine cried out, 
“Look! Harris approaches. You will see now, how tall and 
handsome he has become.” 

I stared as Harris drew up and reined in his steed, his dogs 
dropping good-naturedly to the grass beside him. The small, 
ungainly boy that I remembered had indeed matured, at one-
and- twenty, into a big, broad-shouldered man; but there the 
change had ended. He was still very plain of face, and the 
angle of his body, as he regarded us from astride his  horse, 
could only be called  self-conscious and withdrawn. I found 
myself wondering, as I had so many times in the past, how a 
family with so many composed and disarming daughters, 
could have produced so awkward and unappealing a son. 

“How was the hunting?” enquired Elizabeth. “It looks as if 
you bagged a few.” 

Harris darted a brief glance at Cassandra and myself, but 
did not answer. 

“What a beautiful mare,” said I, in an attempt to help him 
overcome his shyness. “I do not recognise her. Is she new?” 

Still Harris said nothing, his furrowed brow indicating, 
presumably, an aspect of deep thought. 

“Harris purchased her a fortnight ago,” answered Alethea. 
“What do you call her?” asked Cassandra. 
Harris opened his mouth, shut it, and then opened it again. 

“F-f- f-felicity,” said he at last. 
“A lovely name,” said I. Hoping to put an end to Harris’s 
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suffering, I smiled, and said, “We all look forward to seeing 
you at dinner, Harris.” 

He frowned. “Le-le-le-le-let us hope that cook prepares 
something fi - fi - fi - fit to eat for a  ch-ch-ch-change.” He nod-
ded, but did not tip his hat as he rode away. 

Our party assembled that eve ning in the large, lavishly ap-
pointed  dining-room, where a delicious dinner had been pre-
pared in honour of our visit. The cook acquitted herself 
marvelously well, proving Harris’s critique unfounded. 

“The wine is excellent, squire,” said I. “I do not know  
when I have tasted a more  full-bodied red. Is it, by any chance, 
of Spanish vintage?” 

“Right you are, Miss Austen,” replied the Squire. “It is from 
Seville, a brand-new vintage, and very hard to come by.” 

“Father is very proud of his wines,” said Catherine. 
“Harris, once again, you have barely touched yours,” ad-

monished the Squire. 
“You know that I  ca-ca-ca-cannot abide Spanish w-w-

w-wine, sir.” Harris sat beside his father near the head of the 
table, his body slumped in his chair, appearing rather ill at 
ease. “I have ordered a little s-s-s-s- something that I think 
our guests may  pref-fe-fe-fer.” 

“Young man, may I remind you that one day my entire  wine-
cellar will be yours,” replied the squire in some annoyance. 
“You shall learn to appreciate it all. I insist that you drink up.” 

“I w-w- w-will not, sir. It is vi-vi-vi-vile.” 
The squire’s face grew red. I sensed that this sort of alter-

cation had occurred on more than one previous occasion. 
Fearing that he was about to force the young man to drink 
something he so despised, I interjected, “Pray give it me, 
Harris. If a lady may be indulged with a second glass.” 
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Harris quickly slid his glass of wine down the table in my 
direction, with a brief, silent look that bespoke his surprise. 

“To your health, squire,” said I, raising my new glass. 
“To your health,” repeated the company. Everyone (except 

Harris) drank. 
“What are you writing now, Jane?” enquired Alethea, as 

the next course, a filet of sole and a very nice fricando of veal, 
arrived. “Have you begun a new book?” 

The  Bigg-Wither family were the only people, other than 
Martha, a few close relatives, and the members of my imme-
diate  household, with whom I had shared my desire to write, 
and had allowed to read my novels. “Not at present,” said I 
regretfully. 

“We are kept so busy at Bath, and have travelled about so 
much,” said my sister, “I fear Jane has not been settled enough 
to write anything except her journal.” 

“That is a shame,” cried Elizabeth. “I enjoyed your books 
so much. I would love to read another.” 

“As would I,” said Cassandra. 
“How many long, happy hours did we pass merrily en-

sconced in one  bed-chamber or another,” said Alethea fondly, 
with a sigh, “reading aloud from your pages?” 

“I loved that story where the heroine finds herself at an ab-
bey, and terrifi es herself with all sorts of imaginary horrors,” 
said Catherine. “Susan I think it was called?” 

“Yes, yes! That book was quite wonderful!” exclaimed Ale-
thea. 

“Did you really think so?” I enquired, pleased that they 
remembered it, since it had been at least three years since we 
had read it. 

“It was very entertaining, and made excellent fun of Mrs. 
Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho,” replied Alethea. 
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“I fi nished Udolpho in two days,” I cried, “my hair standing 
on end the  whole time.” 

“You must try to get Susan published, Jane,” said Alethea. 
“Get Henry to help you. He has many contacts.” 

“But none in the publishing world, I am afraid.” 
“He must know some one who does. Promise me you will 

ask him.” 
“If you insist,” said I, smiling. 
“May I make one small but crucial suggestion,” said Cath-

erine, “which I think might improve that book, or am I being 
too bold?” 

“Not at all,” said I. “I fear my work is rudimentary, at best, 
and I welcome all critiques.” 

“It is the heroine’s name,” observed Catherine with mock 
solemnity. “There is nothing romantic about a girl called Su-
san. If she had any other name, Catherine, perhaps, I am cer-
tain the book would be a great success.” 

The ladies laughed. “I shall keep that in mind, Catherine 
dearest, should I ever determine to revise it.”17 

Harris, who had remained silent during this discourse, 
dropped his fork to his plate with a sudden clatter. “Is  th-th-
th-that all you ladies can  ta-ta-ta-talk about? S-s-s-silly n-n-
n-novels?” 

“Novels are far from silly,” insisted Alethea. 
“Indeed, Harris,” said the squire. “My taste in reading, I 

admit, tends to the more serious subjects, such as law, history, 
architecture, current events and, of course, on a Sunday, ec-
clesiastical matters. But the novel, the very name of which, as 

17 Years later, Jane Austen did revise the book, changing the heroine’s 
name from Susan to Catherine. It was published after the author’s death 
under the title Northanger Abbey. 



The Lost Memoirs of Jane Austen | 71 

you may know, is founded on the newness of the genre, con-
tinues to gain increasing respect in many circles.” 

“The novel is a most estimable work,” I agreed, “in which 
the greatest powers of the mind are displayed.” 

“What  po-po-po-po-powers of the mind?” enquired Har-
ris with a snort of disgust. 

“Why, only the most thorough knowledge of human na-
ture,” I replied, “the happiest delineation of its varieties, and 
the liveliest effusions of wit and humour, which are conveyed 
to the world in the best chosen language.” 

“Hear, hear!” exclaimed Alethea, as the ladies all broke out 
into applause. 

“In my op-p-p-pinion,” said Harris, “novels are read by 
the w-w- w-weak of mind, and are nothing but a great w-w-
w-waste of time.” 

“That is a most ungentlemanly comment, Harris,” said the 
squire with stern disapproval, “when you know full well how 
much your sisters enjoy reading these novels, and that Jane 
here has admitted she made several attempts in the writing of 
them. I feel a  new- found tolerance of late towards the person, 
be it gentleman or lady, who can fi nd pleasure in a good novel, 
and so should you.” 

Harris appeared more annoyed than embarrassed by this 
chastisement, but before he could reply, the butler appeared 
with a tureen. 

“Here is the p-p-p-p-punch I ordered, in y-y-y-y-your 
honour, fa-fa-fa-fa-father.” Harris stood up with a sardonic 
smile, as the butler dished out and served a red wine punch to 
the entire party. “D-d-d-d-drink up, father.” 

We all tried the brew, with wry faces; it had a dreadful 
taste, as if made from a combination of  ill-assorted wines. 
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The squire spit his out into his glass in revulsion. “What in 
God’s name is this, son?” 

“L-l- l-l- ladies—and gentleman,” said Harris, with a partic-
u lar nod to his father, “my p-p-p-p-punch is like you. In your 
individual ca-ca-ca-ca-capacity, you are all very g-g-g-g-good 
sorts, but in your co-co- co-co-corporate capacity, you are 
very d-d-d-d-disagreeable.” 

A stultifying silence followed this pronouncement, as Har-
ris sat down. Catherine, Elizabeth and Alethea looked morti-
fied. The squire’s brows bristled with fury. Although the 
remark was insufferably rude, when I considered the trouble 
Harris must have taken in designing the retaliatory scheme, I 
could not help but see the comedy in it; my lips began to 
twitch with amusement. I caught my sister’s eye, and found 
an answering look there; we could no longer hold back our 
mirth, and we burst out laughing. 

The Bigg sisters, sensing the absurdity of the event, were 
soon infected by our hilarity, and joined in the laughter; even 
the squire at last let out a loud guffaw. Harris sat back in his 
chair, looking very pleased with himself. 

A week passed most agreeably, giving me no preparation for  
the debacle which was shortly to occur. Harris ordered no more 
wine punches, and for the most part, kept to himself, although 
on several occasions, I noticed him engaged in whispered con-
versations with one sister or another, exchanges which abruptly 
ended whenever Cassandra and I entered the room. 

On Thursday, the 2nd of December, 1802, we were pass-
ing a quiet morning in the parlour with the Bigg sisters, when 
Harris strode, of a sudden, into the room, in an aspect of ner-
vous anticipation. In perfect unison the sisters  rose, each pro-
claiming that they had something to do which they had nearly 
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forgotten; and, with the pretext of needing Cassandra’s partic-
u lar advice, they spirited her away (to her great surprise) en-
semble. Before I knew what had happened, I found myself 
alone with Harris. 

Neither of us spoke. Harris stood before the fi re, resting 
one big hand uncomfortably upon the mantel, the other hang-
ing limply at his side, staring down at the hearth with such a 
fixed and serious expression that I wondered if he had found 
some defect there. He wore pale yellow breeches and, as his 
father had noted, a pair of the new, black, tasselled Hessian 
boots which came up to just below the knee, an attempt at 
style which was entirely defeated by his overgrown, ungainly 
stature, the sheen of perspiration on his brow, and the fl at 
look of his countenance. 

I sat upon the sofa in quiet surprise and the dawning reali-
sation that this meeting might have been orchestrated. Per-
haps Harris had something he wished to tell me, although I 
could not begin to guess what it could be. 

“Good morning, Harris,” said I politely, after a lengthy si-
lence, knowing that he often required assistance to begin a 
conversation. 

Harris nodded in my general direction, and then returned 
his gaze to the fi re. 

“It is a fine morning, is it not? Your sisters thought it might 
rain, but I proved them wrong.” 

Still he said nothing, but stood in discomfited silence. I cast 
about for a new topic, and had just decided to ask how he had 
enjoyed school, when he turned with sudden resolve and ap-
proached me, stopping several feet away, and said in a deter-
mined voice, “Mi-mi-mi-miss Jane.” 

“Yes?” I was relieved to find that he actually did intend to 
speak, and I would not be required to converse for two. 
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“Y-y- y-y-you know that I am the heir to  Ma- ma- ma-
manydown Park.” 

“Yes.” 
“As  su-su-su-su-such, I have a great  de-de-de-deal to offer 

the w-w- w-woman who consents to be my w-w- w-wife.” 
“Indeed you do, Harris.” 
“W-w- w-would you do me that honour, Mi-mi-mi-miss Ja-

ja- ja- ja- jane?” 



Chapter Six 

$| 

H 
e asked you to marry him?” cried Cassandra in as-
tonishment. 

Her stunned expression was a perfect refl ection of 
my own; I had been in a state of the utmost shock and confu-
sion ever since Harris made his startling declaration, at which 
time I had immediately quit the room. I had found Cassandra 
up stairs in the company of the Bigg sisters, whose averted 
eyes, hidden smiles, and eager, anticipatory air communicated 
their secret knowledge of Harris’s intended proposal. 

My sister and I  were now locked behind closed doors in the 
guest  bed- room we shared, and I had only just related the 
events which had transpired. 

“He made an actual proposal of marriage?” repeated Cas-
sandra. “Harris?” 

“He did.” I paced the room, my stomach clenched, my 
mind all in a whirl, uncertain what to think or feel. 

“What did you say?” 
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“I said—I hardly know what I said. I said I needed time to 
think.” 

“This is most unexpected. I confess, I am all astonishment.” 
“As am I.” 
“I had no idea he thought of you that way. As, as—” 
“As a wife?” 
“More than that,” replied Cassandra. “As a lover.” 
“Neither did I. Truth be told, I am not certain he does.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“He made no exclamation of love. Nor did he make a pre-

tence at any sentiment of affection.” 
“None?” 
“None whatsoever. The great emphasis was on the hon-

our, as heir to Manydown Park, that he was bestowing.” I  
sighed. “Let us be frank. Harris is one-and- twenty years of 
age, with few social skills, and very little to occupy his time. 
I think he may just want a  wife—any wife. His sisters, I am 
certain, had a hand in it. He had their urging and approval; I 
am well-known to him and the family; and I was  here, and 
convenient.” 

“Surely you are more than that. To ask you to marry him, 
he must admire you.” 

“If he does, he has never said so.” 
“He is not a man of many words.” 
“No. He is not.” Wickedly, I added, “When he proposed, I 

think it took him a full three minutes to utter the simple proc-
lamation.” We burst out laughing; then, feeling remorseful, 
we struggled to compose ourselves. “Forgive me. We should 
not laugh. His affliction has caused him and his family a great 
deal of distress. It is not funny.” 

“No. It is not. And his proposal, it is a very serious matter, 
Jane.” 
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“I understand. To receive an offer at my advanced age, of 
nearly  seven-and- twenty! A woman with no home, no money, 
no property; it is flattering, and rather reassuring.” 

Cassandra did not smile, apparently seeing no humour in 
the remark. “It is a most desirable match, Jane.” 

“Is it? Is it?” 
“You know it is. Harris is the heir to Manydown Park and 

all its holdings.” 
“I am fully aware of how rich he  is—or will be. But he is 

five years younger than I.” 
“What of it? Five years is nothing. Henry is a full ten years 

younger than his wife, and they are very happy. And women 
often do outlive their husbands.” 

“But he is so plain, so awkward and so uncouth in manner. 
There is no connection or feeling between us. Our minds are 
so dissimilar. Harris rarely speaks. And when he does speak, 
he is often rude, or he says nothing of interest.” 

“Silence, in a case like this, might be considered a blessing.” 
I saw, to my dismay, that Cassandra was completely seri-

ous. “How can you say that? You cannot believe it. Good, 
healthy communication is the foundation, the very touchstone 
of any close relationship.” 

“He is still young, Jane. Remember, he was schooled at 
home as a boy, and he never really knew his mother. Marriage 
is a great improver. With you at his side to instruct and guide 
him, his conversational skills may increase.” 

“They may. But what if they do not? You know I do not 
love him. In truth, I do not even like him very much. And he 
cannot possibly love me.” 

“There are many tracts of feeling between esteem, fond-
ness, amiability and love.” 

“But I have none of those feelings where Harris is concerned. 
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Oh, I suppose I might have a sort of fondness for him, or for 
the boy that he once was. But do I esteem him? No.” 

“Not now, but you will learn to care for him, perhaps, in 
time, just as he will come to care for you.” 

“Perhaps? In time? That seems a rather great risk to take, do 
not you think? To spend a lifetime tied to some one you do 
not  love—how trapped we should both feel. I cannot imagine 
it!” 

“I have come to believe,” said Cassandra, “that romantic 
love among the gentry is preached far more often than it is 
practised.” 

I stared at her composed face a long moment, then shook 
my head. “You would not say that, had your Tom lived.” 

“But he did not live. Not every one has a chance at true 
love, Jane.” 

“But every body has the right to seek it, to believe that she 
can and should marry for love, at least once in her life, does 
she not? Must I sacrifice all my hopes?” 

“You must be practical, Jane. At your age, you may never re-
ceive another offer of marriage, and certainly not one so advan-
tageous. Consider your future. As mistress of Manydown Park, 
you will oversee a grand estate and much property. You will 
enjoy every comfort and advantage in life. Your children will 
grow up in wealth and splendour, and attend the fi nest 
schools.” 

I nodded, troubled, and spoke the thought that had been 
weighing heavily on my mind, “And you and mother and fa-
ther can live here, if you wish.” 

“Do not think of us.” 
“But I must.” I sighed. “As long as father lives, we have 

security of a sort, however rootless we have become. But if 
father should die, our income will be so reduced that you and 
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mother and I might face penury, and we shall surely become 
a burden to our brothers.” I thought of my friend Martha, ten 
years my se nior, who lived at the time with her old, infi rm, 
widowed mother and her mother’s friend, poor Mrs. Stent. 
“One day, we might become Mrs. Stents ourselves, unequal 
to any thing, and unwelcome to every body. Marrying Harris 
would prevent that.” 

“Yes,” admitted Cassandra quietly. “But apart from the 
money. No family could be more beloved to us than the  Bigg-
Withers. Catherine, Alethea and Elizabeth are like our own 
dear sisters. Harris may be young and yet unformed, but you 
could be the making of him. The match could be advanta-
geous on both sides. And—” She paused, as if carefully se-
lecting her next words. “Since Tom died, I have often thought 
that perhaps you and I  were meant to spend our lives together. 
I cannot help but think, if you married Harris—” 

“We could remain together.” 
Cassandra nodded, her eyes alight with excitement. “And 

escape from dreaded Bath.” 
“To a real home, at last.” 
“A home in the country!” 
“In our beloved Hampshire!” 
Our eyes met. We clasped hands, enthralled. 

On entering the parlour that eve ning, I found Harris con-
spicuously alone, busily cleaning his gun, while the family 
was gathered in the adjoining drawing-room. My heart 
pounded as I crossed to where he sat, and declared, “I have 
considered your proposal. I wish to accept.” 

Harris quickly stood and faced me in awkward silence. Our 
gazes met in mute acknowledgment of my consent, and he 
briefl y smiled. 
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I wondered, did he intend to speak? Did he mean to kiss 
me? I felt some apprehension at this last prospect, and realised 
I did not welcome it. To my relief, he only took my right hand 
in his, and squeezed it gently. I realised it was the first time we 
had touched in any way since I had danced with him at a ball 
in that very house, when he was a boy of twelve. 

He seemed to be devising some kind of verbal response  
when Alethea appeared at the open door, and on seeing us 
standing so together, cried, “Did you say yes? Did you, Jane?” 

Harris dropped my hand, his face flushing as he quickly 
stepped aside. 

I nodded, glancing at Alethea. 
She squealed with delight, then turned back into the drawing-

room, and cried, “Jane said yes! She is to be our sister!” 
A noisy burst of activity followed. The Bigg sisters and Cas-

sandra all made their entrances, exclaiming with happy laugh-
ter and excitement as they embraced me and Harris in turn. 

“My dearest wish has come true,” said Catherine, taking 
my hands into her own with an affectionate smile. “You are 
truly my own sister now.” 

The squire, alone, seemed taken aback by the proceedings, 
but soon recovering from his surprise, his booming voice 
added to the air of celebration in the room. “I had no idea this 
was brewing right under my own nose,” said he, shaking 
Harris’s hand and smiling heartily. “Son, you shew a greater 
understanding than I gave you credit for. I hope you will be 
very happy.” 

“Th- th-th-thank you, sir,” said Harris. 
Giving me a warm hug, the squire said, “My heartiest con-

gratulations, my dear Jane. Welcome to the family.” 
I smiled, carried away by the sense of joy that pervaded the 

room. I was to marry Harris Bigg-Wither. I would have a 
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home. I would have the children I dreamt of. I would be part 
of a family I loved. My parents and sister and I would never 
want for any thing. 

As Cassandra said, it was a most desirable match. 

I did not sleep that night. I lay awake in the darkness, hour 
after hour, reflecting on the new life which lay before me. I sat 
up. I stood. I lit a candle and paced the room, filled with in-
creasing horror and revulsion at what I had done. 

The first rays of dawn were peeking from beneath the cur-
tains when Cassandra stirred and looked up at me in drowsy 
puzzlement. “Jane? What is the matter? Why are you not in 
bed?” 

“For six days,” said I in profound anguish, “I have been  
surrounded by our dearest friends. I have enjoyed the delights 
of Manydown’s lovely grounds and beautiful, spacious, wain-
scoted chambers, and Harris’s proposal bewitched me. But my 
acceptance was based too much on pecuniary reasons. I do not 
love him! I do not even have the potential to love him! I feel as 
if I have just made a bargain with the de vil; a life of ease and 
comfort in exchange for one of misery and loneliness!” 

“Jane. Be calm. Come to bed, and sleep. All will be well in 
the morning.” 

“It is morning!” I cried. “I cannot rest until I have undone 
what I did so rashly. Oh, Cassandra! When I think of the pain 
that I shall cause, the rash of bad feelings that will ensue, I am 
vexed and mortified and full of grief. But I cannot marry 
Harris. I cannot.” 

I believe that nothing I have ever said or done, before or since, 
has upset so many people as my retraction of my word that 
day. 
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I found Harris in the breakfast parlour. Through a blur of 
tears, I spoke the words that needed to be spoken: I was sorry, 
I had been too hasty, I had made a mistake and I was to blame. 
His response was entirely within his nature. His face dark-
ened, he stared at me in consternation, then he turned and 
fled the room without a word. 

The outpouring of grief expressed by his sisters was more 
than I could bear. I insisted that I could not stay in that house, 
nay in that neighbourhood, another minute longer. A carriage 
was called, servants rushed to and fro with our belongings, 
and amidst much. sobbing and many tremulous embraces, 
Cassandra and I left Manydown and were expeditiously re-
turned to Steventon, from whence I pressed my brother James 
into giving up the writing of his weekly sermon to deliver us 
straight away to Bath. 

Once returned to the safety of our parents’ shelter, I broke the 
news as gently as I could. My mother and father  were aghast. 

“You accepted him and then denied him?” cried my mother. 
“I was wrong to say yes. It was a momentary fit of self-

delusion.” 
“What delusion? It was an offer of marriage, and a most 

desirable one. What can you be thinking?” 
“I am thinking of his welfare, mamma, as well as my own. 

I am convinced I could never make him happy, and he would 
be not be happy with me. We are not suited to one another.” 

“I always thought him a decent young man,” said my fa-
ther. “He is not an acquaintance of to- day; you practically 
grew up together. He is like your own brother.” 

“That is the point, papa. I do not love him as a wife should 
love a husband, and he does not love me.” 

“Take him and trust to love after marriage,” insisted my  
mother. 
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“No, mamma.” 
“But to live at Manydown!” cried she. “Such a renowned 

family!” 
My father sighed, and said, “Jane, I know that you have al-

ways said, since you  were a girl, that you would never marry 
for any thing less than love. But do you realise what you do? 
You may live another eighteen years in the world, without be-
ing addressed by a man of half of Harris’s estate. You are 
throwing away from you an opportunity of being settled in 
life, eligibly, honourably, nobly settled, as will probably never 
occur to you again.”18 

“Perhaps not, papa. But I have done the right thing. I am 
only sorry that the way I did it has caused so much grief.” 

18 Interestingly, Jane Austen included an almost identical speech in Mans-
fi eld Park when Sir Thomas reprimands Fanny Price for her refusal to 
marry Henry Crawford. 



Chapter Seven 

$| 

A
s s my mother agitatedly paced the room beside us on 
   that hot August morning of 1808 in Southampton,
   she bemoaned my single state as grievously as if the 

news of my aborted ac ceptance of Harris’s proposal had only 
just occurred, instead of six years before. 

“I think you must have lost your senses that day, Jane,” 
said she. “I do not understand it, and I declare I never 
shall.” 

“Mamma,” scolded Cassandra, “it is high time that you  
stopped grieving over that affair. It happened so long ago.” 

“I have long since regarded my refusal of Harris’s proposal 
as a lucky escape,” said I. Privately, I added, particularly now, 
when I could reflect how differently I would have responded 
had a man like Mr. Ashford offered me his hand. Even if Mr. 
Ashford had not had a penny to his name, I believe I would 
have accepted him on the spot and been happy to be his wife, 
for we had shared, in only a matter of hours, a connection 
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which I knew I could never have achieved in a lifetime with 
Harris Bigg-Wither. 

Thankfully, our friendship with the Bigg sisters had not been 
altered by the incident, a tribute to the depth of our understand-
ing and affection for one another. Two years after he proposed 
to me, Harris married Anne Howe Frith, an Isle of Wight heir-
ess, and the  union was apparently a most congenial one; to es-
cape his father, Harris had moved away to a  house of his own, 
and so we were able to stay at Manydown whenever we liked. 
“Be happy for Harris, mamma,” I said. “He found a wife who 
suits him perfectly. They are very happily settled at Wymering, 
and she is bearing him all the babies he could ever want.” 

“Babies that should have been yours!” cried my mother. 
“You could have had five children by now!” 

“Five little  Bigg-Withers in six years, who all resemble 
Harris,” I replied, suppressing a shudder. “There is a frighten-
ing thought.” 

“And now Catherine is betrothed,” continued my mother 
with a sigh, as if I had not spoken. 

I had recently  hem-stitched some cambrick pocket handker-
chiefs as a wedding gift for Catherine Bigg, who was engaged 
to marry the Reverend Herbert Hill, a man some  seven-and-
twenty years her se nior. She had confided to me that she did 
not love him, but as Manydown would one day pass to her 
brother and his wife, she was forced to think of material com-
forts. 

“Mamma, what do you think of the verse I just wrote to ac-
company my gift of handkerchiefs for Catherine?” I enquired, 
reading aloud: 

“Cambrick! Thou’st been to me a Good, 
And I would bless thee if I could. 
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Go, serve my Mistress with delight, 
Be small in compass, soft & white; 
Enjoy thy fortune, honour’d much 
To bear her name & feel her touch; 
And that thy worth may last for years, 
Slight be her Colds & few her Tears.” 

“It is charming enough,” said my mother, “but too long. 
And if it  were my poem, I should never make reference to ill-
ness in a wedding present.19 Oh!” added she, as tears started in 
her eyes. “To think of Catherine at the altar! She was not so 
fastidious in her choice!” 

“If only I had met Mr. Hill, instead of Catherine,” said I, 
putting down my pen with a feigned sigh, “I could have set 
my cap at him. But Catherine has all the luck.” 

“Oh! You are impossible,” cried my mother. “With Frank 
and Mary leaving, we face removal from our home yet again, 
every one we know is getting married, and all you can do is 
make jokes.” 

The dilemma of how and where we should live weighed heav-
ily on us; but this worry was soon  eclipsed—and, ironically, at 
the same time  resolved—upon facing a much larger grief. My 
brother Edward’s wife, Elizabeth, died that October, a fort-
night after giving birth to their eleventh child. 

We were stunned and distraught by the news. Elizabeth 
was a beautiful, wealthy, well-born,  well-looked-after woman, 
who had married for love at eighteen and been with child 
nearly every day since. She had often looked and felt ill during 

19 Jane Austen did, in fact, revise her verse, and sent a shorter poem to 
Catherine (with no mention of Colds). She must have also liked the origi-
nal, though, since she retained copies of both. 
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her last pregnancy, but had appeared to be making a full re-
covery following her delivery. Then one night, shortly after 
consuming a hearty dinner, to the horror of her family and 
the complete bafflement of her doctors, she collapsed and 
died. Edward had loved Elizabeth, I believe, more than life 
itself. To lose her so suddenly and inexplicably was a dreadful 
tragedy. I grieved for him; for Lizzy, who had, at far too 
young an age, left the life she adored; and for the eleven 
motherless children she left behind. 

Cassandra, who was already at Godmersham, stayed on to 
assist and comfort Edward and the children, while I received 
two of my young nephews for a few days at Southampton and 
did my best to console and distract them before sending them 
off to school at Winchester. 

In the midst of this terrible grief, came a letter from Cas-
sandra with additional news of a most startling nature. After 
the first few paragraphs, which dealt primarily with the daily 
sufferings of the mournful party at Godmersham, she wrote: 

I have news to impart from Edward which may appear 
most unexpected, coming, as it does, at such a melan-
choly hour, but which, at the same time, may help re-
vive your spirits—and which I believe you, my mother 
and Martha will find extremely gratifying. Edward is 
making us the offer of a  house. He acquainted me with 
the particulars this morning, and requested that I de-
liver the intelligence myself, since he, at present, is not 
equal to the task. It is his wish that we should have the 
use of one of the cottages on his estates as a freehold, 
and he offers two for us to chuse from: a  house not far 
from Godmersham at Wye, which as you know, is a 
very pretty village; or his bailiff ’s cottage at Chawton, 
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close to the Great  House (his bailiff having recently 
died).—Edward says that Chawton Cottage, which is 
a good size, has a nice garden, six  bed-rooms and gar-
rets above for storage, and could be put in order for us 
without much expense. 

My sister then went into a few further details about the  houses 
themselves, as much as she could recall from her discussion 
with Edward. This report, which Cassandra (in keeping with 
her calm, composed nature) delivered in such a  matter-of-fact 
manner, was met with great rejoicing at Castle Square. 

“A house of our very own!” cried my mother, clapping her 
hand to her chest in astonishment when I had imparted the 
news, upon her return from an expedition to Miss Baker, the 
dress-maker, to have her black bombazine gown made over in 
a newer style. “Free of charge! To live in as long as we like! 
Oh! It is too good to be true!” 

“We have only to chuse which location we prefer,” said I, 
referring again to the letter in my hand, which I had already 
perused in wonderment a dozen times at least. 

“Oh! I am overcome! I am flushed, I cannot think!” ex-
claimed my mother, as she sat down in her favourite spot on 
the sofa with a dazed expression, fanning her face with her 
hand. “I feel as if I might faint with joy. But I suppose I like 
the idea of Wye. I do love Kent, and I should like to be near 
Edward and the children.” 

“There are many advantages to the cottage at Chawton, as 
well,” I observed. We had all visited Edward’s property at 
Chawton the previous summer. Although I did not remem-
ber the bailiff ’s cottage specifically, we had admired the an-
cient, rambling Great  House, which had been between 
tenants at the time, and the village, which comprised some 
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thirty houses. “We know the village. It is charming. Steven-
ton is only some twelve miles distant. And Chawton is within 
walking distance of Alton, a very good town. Remember, 
Henry’s bank is there.” 

“That is true,” mused my mother. “Henry would have rea-
son to visit there quite often, I imagine.” 

“And it is in Hampshire, mamma,” said I. “To live at Chaw-
ton would be akin to moving home.” 

“Does she say how large these cottages are?” asked Mar-
tha, in some trepidation. 

“Do not fear, Martha,” I replied with a reassuring smile. 
“They are both, apparently, large enough to  house all four of 
us, in addition to several servants.” 

“That is good news, indeed,” said Martha with relief. “Al-
though if it should prove otherwise, I can surely fi nd lodgings 
elsewhere. I would not wish to be a burden.” 

“You could never be a burden, Martha dear,” said I. “You 
are one of the family, and always will be.” 

Martha beamed at this, her eyes filling with tears, and she 
appeared incapable of speech. 

The sight of her dear, tremulous face prompted answering 
moisture in my own eyes, as I smoothed out my new gown of 
black silk, covered with crape. “Oh dear. To feel joy at such a 
moment, does not seem right. To think that Edward considers 
us, and our needs, at a time when he must be plunged into the 
greatest depths of despair of his life. He is too good.” 

“It is a generous offer,” agreed my mother, “and I could 
not be more grateful to that dear boy. But in truth, it is no 
more than he should have done three years past, when your 
father, God rest his soul, left this earth. And it only goes to 
prove what I said at that time: it was that wife of his who kept 
Edward from acting on his better judgment.” 
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“Mamma!” I cried, aghast. “You cannot still believe that!” 
“I do, indeed! Why  else would Edward be making us this 

belated offer, on the very heels of his wife’s demise?” 
“Surely it is because Edward’s great loss has engendered in 

him the desire to keep his family closer to him,” I replied. 
“I am certain that is part of it,” said my mother, “and equally 

certain that he would have given us a  house years ago, and an 
income, as well, had Elizabeth not voiced her objection.” 

My mother’s words inspired, of a sudden, a kind of reverie, 
in which I imagined what might have occurred, had Lizzy in-
deed attempted, through subtle verbal manoeuvring, to con-
vince Edward to substantially alter the amount of assistance 
that he intended to offer his mother and sisters.20 The little 
scene that ensued in my mind, I fear, caused me to laugh out 
loud. 

“I see no humour in the situation, Jane,” said my mother, 
frowning fi ercely. 

“Jane meant no disrespect, depend on it,” cut in Martha 
diplomatically, with an understanding glance at me. She had 
long ago learnt to recognise and tolerate those moments when 
my mind drifted unexpectedly. “I think she was writing in 
her head again.” 

“Who can think of writing at a time like this?” cried my 
mother. “We have a decision to make! Chawton, or Wye!” 

After much discussion, we chose Chawton Cottage, based 
on its proximity to our family and friends in Hampshire, and 
Henry’s enthusiastic report upon viewing the accommodation. 
However, the bailiff ’s wife could not leave until late spring, at 

20 Jane Austen brilliantly wrote just such a scene in Chapter 2 of Sense and 
Sensibility, in which the despicable Fanny Dashwood cunningly convinces 
her husband to disinherit his widowed mother and sisters; presumably, 
this is the conversation which inspired it. 
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which point Edward had several improvements he wanted to 
make, and so the move would not take place until July. 

The winter passed quickly. While Cassandra remained at 
Godmersham, my mother, Martha and I spent many cozy eve-
nings by the fire, reading aloud from the newest works, our 
unanimous favourites being Margiana and Marmion. 21 

When weather permitted, Martha and I went out, deter-
mined, in our remaining months at Southampton, to crowd in 
as many engagements, and go to as many balls as possible, 
before our removal to the country. I was, to my surprise, 
asked to dance on several occasions, and enjoyed myself well 
enough, although the dearth of wit, sense or good conversa-
tion in every gentleman I met always propelled my thoughts 
back to Mr. Ashford. I frequently and wistfully wondered 
what might have been, had we been blessed with more time to 
become better acquainted. 

Little did I know that I was to meet Mr. Ashford again, and 
soon, in the most unexpected of circumstances. 

21 Margiana, or Widdrington Tower, by Mrs. S. Sykes, 5 vols. (1808); 
Marmion: A Tale of Flodden Field, a poem by Walter Scott (1808). 



Chapter Eight 
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H 
ow very wet the weather is!” said my mother as she 
paused in her needlework with a sigh, watching the 
rain-drops of a late February storm beat a steady 

rhythm against the window panes. 
“Yet you must admit, it is delightfully mild,” I replied. “Af-

ter so many weeks of snow, I am thrilled to see rain. Even the 
store closet is behaving charmingly. It is very nearly dried out 
from last month’s fl ood.” 

“The rain in the closet nearly drowned us,” said my mother. 
“This entire  house is falling to pieces. I shall be very glad to 
leave it.” 

Once the idea of Chawton Cottage had become fixed in 
my mother’s mind, she had been anxious to get the move 
underway, and began to find fault with the very situation 
she had once been so loathe to leave. Martha had already 
left to spend the spring with a friend in town; Cassandra 
had just returned from Godmersham, and we were mak-
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ing plans to close up the Castle Square  house for an April 
departure. 

“There is nothing the matter with the  house, mamma,” 
said I. “The evil proceeded from the gutter being choked up, 
and we have had it cleared.” 

“A new evil will follow soon enough,” declared my mother. 
“It always does in a  house of this age. There will be a leak in 
this very drawing-room next, you wait and see. All this damp 
is very, very bad for one’s health, particularly for the lungs.” 
She put a hand to her chest and drew in a long slow breath, 
then whimpered, “I am quite certain I feel the onset of a con-
gestion. The last time I felt this poorly, I became very seri-
ously ill, and was thought to never recover.” 

“You always feel better in the country, mamma,” said Cas-
sandra. “Perhaps you should get away now, and not wait until 
April.” 

“The country air would do me good, after all this damp 
sea-air,” agreed my mother. “The place I should most like to 
be is at Steventon. But I could never leave now. There is so 
much packing to do before our removal.” 

“Do not trouble yourself about the packing,” replied Cas-
sandra. “Jane and I will take care of it.” 

“I would not think to leave all the work to you girls!” cried 
my mother. “I will shoulder my part of the burden.” 

“Please, mamma, it is no burden,” said I. “If you are ill,  
you know we would never let you lift a finger. Let us see to our 
belongings. Eliza can help us.22 I am certain James and Mary 
will welcome your visit. We can join you later at Steventon, 
and then travel on to Godmersham together, as we fi rst in-
tended, until Chawton Cottage is ready.” 

22 Their maidservant. 
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This plan was determined agreeable to all, and my mother 
soon made her departure with tearful hugs of gratitude. Cas-
sandra and I, left on our own, determined to put off the pro-
cess of packing as long as possible, and to enjoy what little 
time we had remaining in Southampton. 

The next afternoon being very fine, we ventured out for a 
walk along the High Street, admiring the displays in the  shop-
windows. I enjoyed the bite of the brisk, salty air which 
brought the roses to our cheeks; with the sea surrounding the 
town on three sides, a fresh breeze was always sure to fi nd us 
from one direction or another. 

“Is not that a pretty bonnet?” said I, all at one transfi xed by 
a charming hat in a milliner’s shop-window. Made of white 
straw with a smartly  swept-up brim, it was trimmed with 
white lace and scarlet ribbons, and crowned with the sweetest-
looking bunch of cherries. We had only just dispensed with 
wearing mourning for poor Lizzy, and after months of black, 
the sight of any thing brightly coloured and cheerful was like 
a panacea to the senses. 

Before I knew what I was about, I found myself inside the 
shop, with the smiling clerk taking the hat from its stand and 
giving it me. “Fruit is very much the thing again this year,” 
said she. “We have a  looking-glass in back, if you would care 
to try it on.” 

“Pray, what is the price?” I asked. 
The lady named the sum. “The colour suits you; it will go 

nicely with your complexion.” 
“So it may,” said I with a sigh, “but not with our  pocket-

book.” As I had no real money to call my own—every penny 
I did have was due to the generosity of my mother and 
brothers—I could hardly afford to purchase bonnets solely for 
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their beauty. I thanked her for her time, and Cassandra and I 
moved on along the busy street. 

“Our old hats are still quite serviceable, and will dress up 
nicely with some new ornaments,” said Cassandra, by way of 
comforting me. “We could get four or five very pretty sprigs 
of flowers from the cheap shop for the same money as one of 
those clusters of cherries.” 

“I am sure you are right,” said I, still lamenting the loss of 
the pretty red and white bonnet, until, of a sudden, my eyes 
were drawn to another hat of much larger and more costly 
proportions, which rested upon the head of a  formidable-
looking woman who was marching in our direction. Her gown 
was attractively styled in the newest fashion, and her hat so 
covered in every imaginable type of fruit, that it resembled  
more a salad than a head adornment. 

“I suppose it is more natural to have flowers grow out of the 
head than fruit,” said I, as Cassandra and I both struggled to 
suppress a laugh. 

At the same moment, we both let out a little gasp, realizing 
that we knew the woman who was approaching. 

“Mrs. Jenkins!” I cried. An acquaintance (although not par-
ticularly close) of our mother’s since our move to Southampton, 
Mrs. Jenkins was a widow of sixty years of age with no children, 
whose husband had earned his living in trade and left her very 
comfortably well off, with two  houses, one in London and one 
in Southampton. Although we did not generally travel in the 
same circles, we had been invited to a party at her home on one 
occasion, and it had been an elegant affair. Mrs. Jenkins was 
not, I thought, possessed of a particularly keen wit, but she was 
kind and well-meaning, with a warm and ready smile for every 
one she met. Her features brightened as she hurried to greet us. 
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“Miss Austen! Miss Jane!23 What a fortunate meeting! It 
has been far too long. I am only just this week returned from 
town, where I passed the greater part of the winter. How does 
your dear mother?” 

“She was feeling rather poorly of late, which she attributed 
to the rain and the damp  sea-air,” said I. “She left only yes-
terday to take refuge with our brother James at Steventon.” 

“Oh! I am sorry to hear she is ill. Do you expect her return 
at any time in the near future?” 

“I think not,” answered Cassandra. “My sister and I have 
just six weeks to pack, before joining her.” 

“That is right! I had nearly forgotten. So, it is all fi xed, 
then? You are all to go gallivanting off to the countryside, and 
quit our fair city altogether?” 

“We are,” I replied. 
“Well! You will be missed around  here, that is a fact. I 

would have dearly liked to say  good-bye to your mother. I will 
have to write and scold her for not even attempting to pay me 
a visit before her removal! You girls must promise to visit me 
some time, and not bury yourselves for ever in the country. 
But oh! How relieved you must all be feeling, to have a home of 
your own at last, and a freehold at that! There is nothing quite 
so comforting in life as the knowledge that your house is your 
very own, and cannot be taken from you. I should know, for I 
have been blessed with two very nice  houses, and had a good 
husband, God rest his soul. I have every thing a woman could 
wish for, excepting, of course, the company of children. But I 

23 It was the custom at the time, when sisters  were together, to single out 
the eldest daughter in a family by addressing her as Miss, followed by her 
surname; younger siblings were called Miss, followed by their Christian 
name, or both names. 
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cannot complain; I have never suffered from want of money, 
although I am not insensitive to the difficulties of those who 
do. You ladies, for example. I have long marvelled that you 
manage on so little, yet somehow your home is always present-
able, you do not seem to lack vital comforts or necessities, and 
you are always in good looks, with cheerful smiles upon your 
faces. I wonder, how ever do you do it?” 

“We survive, Mrs. Jenkins, by eating only once every third 
day,” I replied. 

Mrs. Jenkins clapped her hands together and laughed mer-
rily for what seemed a full two minutes. “A very pretty little 
joke, Miss Jane,” said she, when she had at last caught her 
breath. “You always did have a way with words. Oh! What is 
the time? I daresay I must go, I am late for the  dress-maker’s— 
but first: tell me, are you free on Thursday?” 

“Thursday? I expect so,” said I. 
“Excellent! I am having a small  dinner-party in honour of 

my dear niece and nephew and his wife, who are coming to 
visit from up north with a friend. They are such fi ne young 
people, interesting and accomplished; I know that you will 
find them most agreeable. You two ladies will round out my 
party quite nicely. The invitations go out tomorrow. I would 
so love for you to join us.” 

“We would be honoured,” said Cassandra. 
“Good. Then it is settled. Thursday! Do not disappoint 

me!” cried Mrs. Jenkins in parting, as she moved off down 
the street, her fruit hat bobbing in the wind. 

On the appointed Thursday eve ning, Cassandra and I, attired 
in our best white muslin gowns, walked the two short blocks 
to Mrs. Jenkins’s  house, escorted by our  man-servant Sam 
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and a lanthorn.24 In honour of the occasion, I paid more than 
usual attention to my hair; instead of covering it with a cap, as 
was often my custom, I wore it plaited up in what I hoped was 
an attractive style, with a band of bugle beads that matched 
the border on the hem of my gown. Cassandra wore her best 
velvet cap. 

Upon arrival (precisely at seven), we doffed our cloaks in the 
vestibule with another newly arrived couple in formal dress, 
who were a great deal older than ourselves, and whom we did 
not recognise. 

“I wonder if we shall have any acquaintance here,” whis-
pered Cassandra in concern, as we were led up the stairs. 

“We could live a full year for the price of that gown,” I 
whispered in return, taking care not to tread on the train of 
the stunning, beaded eve ning dress enveloping the el der ly 
lady preceding us. As Cassandra pressed her lips to hold back 
a smile, we emerged into the beautifully appointed  drawing-
room, where Mrs. Jenkins, a vision in cream-coloured silk 
and ostrich plumes, greeted us with enthusiasm. 

“Ladies! I am so delighted that you  were able to come!” 
cried she, adding privately, “Among such an el der ly crowd, we 
desperately required a few more young faces.” Taking us each 
by an arm, she drew us towards the  fi re-place, where a small 
group was chatting, several with their backs to us. “My niece 
Isabella fell ill and was unable to travel after all, it is such a  
pity, I know you would have got on famously. But do allow me 
to introduce you to my nephew and his wife. Charles! Maria! 
Come here and meet the daughters of a dear friend of mine!” 

The couple in question turned to face us, and I gasped in 

24 A lantern whose opaque side panels were made of animal horn rather 
than glass. 
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surprise. It was Charles and Maria Churchill, the couple I 
had met with Mr. Ashford at Lyme. 

“Mr. Churchill! Mrs. Churchill!” I cried. “What an unex-
pected pleasure.” 

“Is it possible that you know each other?” said Mrs. Jen-
kins, all astonishment. 

Mr. Churchill looked puzzled, but Maria said, “We do,” 
and produced a smile that (I thought I might be imagining it) 
did not quite reach her eyes. “We met at Lyme, the summer 
before last, I believe. Miss Austen, is it not?” 

At my nod, Mr. Churchill cried with sudden recognition, 
“So we did! Well I’ll be dashed! How extraordinary!” 

The gentleman who had been standing behind him sud-
denly whirled to face us; my breath caught in my throat. 

It was Mr. Ashford. 
“Miss Austen! How wonderful to see you!” exclaimed Mr. 

Ashford, his handsome features lighting up with what ap-
peared to be equal parts pleasure and surprise. 

“And you, Mr. Ashford,” was all that I could manage. 
Many months had passed since I had seen him, and I had be-
gun to wonder, should I ever be so fortunate as to meet him 
again, if I would even recognise him; but standing before him 
now, it was as if time had melted away. His hunter green  full-
dress coat and snowy white cravat were a pleasing contrast to 
the deep blue of his eyes and the natural wave of his dark hair, 
and his smile was warm and genuine. 

“My, my, is it not a small world!” cried Mrs. Jenkins, as I 
stood mute and  tongue-tied. 

The gentleman turned to my sister. “We have not met. I 
am Frederick Ashford.” 

“I beg your pardon,” said I, my cheeks reddening. “May I 
present my sister, Miss Cassandra Austen?” 
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“A pleasure to meet you, Miss Austen,” said Mr. Ashford 
with a bow, as the Churchills echoed the sentiment. 

“The plea sure is mine, I assure you,” replied Cassandra, 
giving me a private, meaningful look which conveyed at once 
her understanding of the gentleman’s identity, and her thrilled 
awareness of its importance. 

Turning to me behind her fan, Mrs. Jenkins said in a low-
ered tone, “To think, of all people you should know Mr. Ash-
ford, a most distinguished man from a very great family, the 
son of a baronet, and one of Charles’s intimate friends. They 
travelled down together, you know, and I am honoured that 
he chose to stay with me, and to join us at our little soirée.” 
Closing her fan with a flick of her wrist, she put her hand 
upon Mr. Ashford’s arm and gave him her brightest smile. “I 
do hope you will do me the honour of escorting me in to din-
ner, Mr. Ashford, at the head of the line.” 

“It would be my privilege, madam,” said he with a bow, 
although, as he straightened, his eyes met mine, and I felt cer-
tain I detected there a look of frustration and regret. 

“You must forgive me, Jane,” said Mrs. Jenkins, as, to my 
consternation and dismay, she quickly drew me and my sister 
away towards the other end of the room, “for depriving you of 
your acquaintance, but these little things are, as you know, so 
difficult to manage.”25 

In a matter of moments, she quickly and discreetly paired 
us off with the other single gentlemen in the room, who  were 
of appropriate status—in my case, the fat and perspiring 

25 It was the custom at the time to pair off and arrange guests at a dinner 
party in order of prece dence for the formal promenade in to dinner, a very 
tricky process which involved questions of status and rank, and was no 
doubt the most nerve-wracking moment of a hostess’s evening. Mr. Ash-
ford, as the son of a baronet, must have been the man of highest rank at 
the party, since he was chosen to escort the hostess. 
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widower Mr. Lutterell, a man who had long since passed the 
age of sixty, and who my mother had once suggested as my 
ideal mate in life; for Cassandra, a  bald-headed banker named 
Woodhole, with thick spectacles and a jutting tooth. 

A servant rang a bell and announced that dinner was 
served. 

We all proceeded down to the  dining-room, where a fi re 
blazed in the hearth and an elegantly laid table awaited us, 
with Dresden baskets of preserved fruits as décor and a bill of 
fare placed next to every setting. Mr. Ashford was, of course, 
seated beside Mrs. Jenkins at the head of the table, in the 
company of Mr. and Mrs. Churchill; my sister and I  were 
relegated to the lower end with our solicitous but rather wit-
less escorts, with whom, for the next two hours, we engaged 
in conversation of little sense and no real content. 

The dinner was excellent, and exactly as it should be on 
such occasions, with a succession of far too many courses, 
and more food than any one could possibly consume in a 
single sitting. As the eve ning progressed, I found my eyes 
drifting frequently to the other end of the table, as if to re-
assure myself that I was not dreaming, that it was truly Mr. 
Ashford sitting in the very same room, chatting amiably 
with our hostess and his friends. Several times, as I glanced 
in his direction, I found him looking at me. When our eyes 
met, he did not glance away, but rewarded me with a smile, 
and later with a slight apologetic shrug, as if to acknowledge 
his own frustration with the seating arrangements. 

When the desserts and wine had fi nally been served, Cas-
sandra and I made our way with the ladies back to the 
drawing-room for coffee and tea, where I waited for half an 
hour in anxious expectation for the men to finish their port 
and join us. They made their arrival ensemble just as the clock 
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chimed ten. Mr. Ashford’s eyes sought and found mine the 
moment he entered the room, and he quickly crossed to the 
sofa where I sat alone, finishing my tea. 

“Miss Austen,” said he with a relieved and rueful smile, as 
I stood to greet him, “at last, we have a chance to speak.” 

My heart began to pound; there was so much I wanted to 
ask him, I hardly knew where to begin. “You are looking well, 
Mr. Ashford.” 

“As are you, Miss Austen. I cannot tell you how delighted I 
am to find you  here.” 

“It has been a long time since our meeting at Lyme.” 
“Indeed it has. Too long. And I believe I owe you an apol-

ogy.” 
“An apology? Whatever for?” 
“For my hasty departure. My friends and I left Lyme that 

day with barely a word. I worried that you might think us 
rude, and I regretted, most sincerely, that we had not ex-
changed information, so that I might have written. I felt I 
owed you an explanation.” 

Unwilling to betray the intensity of my feelings on the sub-
ject, I said lightly: “You owed me nothing, I assure you, Mr. 
Ashford. Although it could be argued that you saved my life 
at Lyme, in truth, our acquaintanceship there was very brief 
and incidental.” 

He looked taken aback and fell silent for a moment, as if 
a little hurt by my reply. “I see. I am relieved to hear that in 
communicating no further, I have done you no harm. But for 
my part, I must  admit”—(here he shrugged with a charming, 
unpretending smile)—“I have often reflected with great plea-
sure on the afternoon we shared at Lyme, brief and incidental 
though you may have found it.” 

My cheeks flamed, even as an unexpected surge of happi-
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ness rushed through me. He had reflected on our meeting 
of long ago! He had not forgotten me! “Forgive me; I meant 
no offence,” I said quickly. “I only wished to relieve you of 
any feelings of obligation on the matter. I, too, have often 
found myself reflecting on our meeting that day, and the in-
teresting discussion which followed.” 

Before I could say more, Mrs. Jenkins tapped me on the 
shoulder with her fan. “Miss Jane! We could do with a little 
music. May I entreat you to play for us?” 

“Surely some one  else should have the honour,” I replied, 
forcing a smile at this unwelcome interruption. I had loved the 
pianoforte since I was a girl, and had hired one for the past two 
years, so that I might stay in practice; but I much preferred 
playing for myself or for my family, than a public show. “I as-
sure you, I have little talent for it.” 

“That is not how I remember it! You entertained us all 
most beautifully the last time you  were here. Come, do play 
for us.” 

“If you would be so kind as to indulge us with a few airs, 
Miss Austen,” said Mr. Ashford, “I would be honoured to 
turn the pages for you, if it would be of any help.” 

“It would be. Thank you.” I was immensely pleased by his 
offer, which (as we both acknowledged, with a smile) would 
allow me not only to appease our hostess, but afford us the 
opportunity to continue our conversation, as well. 

I took my seat at the instrument, found a sheet of music I 
recognised, and began to play. 

“I see you are too modest, Miss Austen,” said Mr. Ashford 
as he sat down beside me. “You play very well.” 

“You are too kind.” His nearness, I confess, sent my heart 
skittering into a little dance; it required my most concerted  
efforts to concentrate and follow the music. “I would be most 
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grateful, sir, to hear your account of the reason behind your 
sudden departure from Lyme, if you still wish to share it.” 

“I would,” replied he. “Early that morning, before we were 
all to meet, the innkeeper roused me from my sleep. A letter of 
some urgency had arrived for me, for which the messenger had 
been travelling for several days, and ridden through the night. 
The missive brought word that my father had been taken ill. I 
made a hasty departure as there was no time to lose. There was 
some question as to whether he would live or die.” 

“I am so sorry. I hope he has recovered?” 
“He has, completely, thank you. But while he was indis-

posed, he insisted that I stay by his bedside at every waking 
moment. Fearing for his life, he said he wanted to acquaint 
me, for the first time, with certain affairs of our family estate, 
which he had always kept closely guarded. To my dismay, 
when I began to look into the matters he described, I encoun-
tered numerous problems. It took a great deal of time to try to 
set things right.” 

“And were you successful?” 
“I hope so. I tell you all this, by way of explaining my pre-

occupation in the weeks and months following my departure 
from Lyme. When, at last, I had the leisure and presence of 
mind to think of writing to you, so much time had passed, 
that even if I could have learnt your direction, I felt foolish at 
making the attempt.” 

“I understand completely, and am flattered that you feel 
you can confide in me.” 

“I have long hoped for an opportunity to share that confi -
dence,” said he, as he turned a page of my music. “It is indeed 
wonderful that we should meet again.” 

“Your timing could not have been more opportune, for we 
are soon to quit Southampton, permanently.” 
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“Indeed? To go where?” 
I told him of our impending move to Chawton Cottage, 

and answered his many enquiries on the subject. 
“Well then,” said he, “I consider myself most fortunate 

that my business in Portsmouth brought me  here when it did. 
I had planned to travel on my own, when Charles announced 
his intention to visit his aunt nearby for a fortnight. I recalled 
you mentioning that you lived at Southampton, and had found 
it charming. I was, of a sudden, consumed by an intense de-
sire to see the place for myself.” 

“And what do you think of our town, Mr. Ashford? I hope 
you are enjoying your visit, and that I did not mislead you in 
my description.” 

“I hardly know. I am only just arrived this afternoon, and 
have seen very little. But as of this evening, I believe my 
chances of enjoying Southampton are greatly improving.” 

The lively sparkle in his eyes and tone, as he glanced at me, 
made me smile. “Do you, indeed? This presumption, I assume, 
can only be based on your appreciation of my remarkable skill 
at the pianoforte.” 

“That, and the fact that I intend to take advantage of my 
time here, by making good on a promise I made to you all 
those months ago, at Lyme.” 

“Pray tell, what promise was that?” I enquired. 
“To take you, and my friends, on a picnic.” 



Chapter Nine 

$| 

I 
told Mr. Ashford that a picnic in early March was an 
undertaking bordering on madness, particularly since 
it had rained nearly every day for the last fortnight; 

but nothing could dissuade him. The weather in the south, he 
insisted, was much milder than in the north, and he was de-
termined to enjoy the countryside while in the area. He pre-
dicted that the day would be lastingly fair. 

He enquired if I could suggest any place in the vicinity that 
might offer a restful respite from the city, and would provide 
that pleasing atmosphere of natural beauty which was so nec-
essary to a picnic; if the location could include a view of the 
sea, so much the better. I told him that I knew of the ideal 
place, Netley Abbey. 

An extensive, picturesque Gothic ruin, Netley Abbey lay 
only a few miles to the  south-east across Southampton Water, 
in the tranquillity of a wooded valley, not far from shore. The 
visitants of Southampton, I explained, seldom made any con-
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siderable stay without surveying the abbey’s ancient ruins. 
Cassandra and I had made several excursions there, both 
alone and in each other’s company, and I thought it would 
make for a most agreeable day, if we had good weather. 

There was no good road leading directly to the abbey. The 
ruins could be reached by water or on foot. The  three-mile 
walk began by crossing at the Itchen Ferry, followed by a de-
lightful wander through varied fields and woods, embellished 
with water-views. “The recent rains, however, will have turned 
the lanes and fields to mud, making for a very dirty walk. It 
would be best, at this time of year, to take a boat thither. It is 
the more direct route, and the tide should be right, I think, for 
our going immediately after noonshine.” 

Mr. Ashford expressed his enthusiasm for the prospect, 
seeming particularly pleased by the notion of going by sea. A 
plan was immediately made for a little  water-party the next 
morning which would include Cassandra, myself, and Mr. 
and Mrs. Churchill. Mr. Ashford promised to make arrange-
ments to bring along a supply of cold provisions, and any 
thing  else that might be required. 

Having long since resigned myself to the fact that I would 
never see Mr. Ashford again, the sudden expectation of 
spending a day with him was so thrilling that I spent the bet-
ter part of the night listening anxiously to the incessant drum 
of a heavy rain, lapsing into a brief sleep only a few hours be-
fore dawn. To my relief, when I awoke early the next morn-
ing, the clouds were dispersing across the sky, and the sun 
was making a frequent appearance. 

Cassandra, who had admitted the night before that she ap-
proved of the gentleman, at least in looks and general manner, 
did not appear surprised to find me up long before breakfast 
and dressed in my blue sprigged muslin gown, with my hair 
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tidily arranged. “I always liked that colour on you,” said she 
with a knowing smile. “I only hope you will be warm enough 
for a water crossing.” 

“Our wool cloaks will protect us from any  sea-breeze, no 
matter how frigid,” I insisted, eager to enjoy every aspect of 
the experience before us. 

When Maria first learned of the proposed journey, she had 
insisted that she would not go, so certain was she that the 
weather would be miserable. But when Mr. Ashford arrived 
in happy spirits at Castle Square at ten o’clock the next morn-
ing on  horse back, alongside his  carriage—a sleek, black equi-
page painted on both sides with the family’s coat of arms in 
gold—we  were pleased to find both Mr. Churchill and Maria 
on board. 

“I am prepared to be wet through, fatigued, and fright-
ened,” said Maria as we sat down opposite the couple in the 
coach for the short ride to the quay, “but I am determined to 
submit to the greatest inconveniences and hardships, if it will 
make you all happy.” 

The city of Southampton lies along a very pretty bay called 
Southampton Water, which is fed by the waters of the rivers 
Test and Itchen and resembles an arm of the sea, as it joins 
with the tide some miles distant at Portsmouth. The South-
ampton quay, as we arrived, was a bustle of activity, lined 
with barges, boats and ships of every size and description, 
countless crates of oysters, and nets bursting with fi sh. Upon 
leaving the carriage and  horses with Mr. Ashford’s coachman 
and  post-boy, we made our way to the docks. My nostrils 
were at once overcome by the pleasing tang of the salty air,  
overladen with the scents of fish, tar and hemp, while my ears 
rang from the raucous cries of gulls overhead, and the thud 
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and clatter of the sturdy seamen moving to and fro as they 
loaded and unloaded great drums and chests and barrels from 
the vessels docked nearby. Adding to the clamour was the 
banter of the seamen’s wives, who sat in huddled groups mak-
ing nets and shouting at the loiterers hanging about, the farm-
ers’ wives and kitchen maids come to buy their fish, and the 
cries of the fishmongers, vying for attention to sell their 
wares. 

Mr. Ashford had hired a skiff, which was to be guided by 
a gruff-looking sailor who introduced himself as Mr. Grady. 
In a merry mood, Mr. Ashford hopped down into the boat, 
stowed the picnic baskets he had brought, then turned and 
held out his hand to help us each climb aboard. As I raised my 
skirts with one hand and took his hand with the other, I felt 
great plea sure in the strength of his grip and the warmth of 
his touch, which I could feel through the soft leather of my 
glove. 

I took the bench beside my sister, and when all  were situ-
ated, with Mr. Ashford to the aft, the Churchills to the fore, 
and Mr. Grady at the oars, the seaman propelled us away 
from the crowds and noise of the docks, onto the dark, gently 
undulating sea. 

“I could not imagine a more perfect day, or more perfect 
weather for our excursion,” I said, breathing deeply of the 
fresh  sea-air and turning my face to the breeze, which was far 
milder than expected. Behind us was a fine view of South-
ampton, beneath a blue sky replete with puffy white clouds. 

“It is lovely,” agreed Cassandra. 
“The breeze is too strong,” said Maria, with a shiver, “and 

the air too chill. I shall most certainly catch my death of cold. 
I fear you will all be bringing hot soup to my sick-bed at this 
same time tomorrow.” 
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“If you die of the cold, my dear,” Mr. Churchill calmly told 
his wife, “we shall have no need to bring you soup.” 

“Do not be so tiresome, Charles,” said Maria, vexed. “You 
know full well what I mean.” 

“I believe that fresh  sea-air always does one good,” observed 
Mr. Ashford. “What say you, Mr. Grady? Is the saline air not 
beneficial to the health?” 

“Aye, but it is,” said Mr. Grady, as he guided the small boat 
past the mouth of the River Itchen, and out into Southampton 
Water. “A month at the seaside will cure more ills than any 
amount of medicine, and that’s a fact.” 

“Say all you like about the saline air,” said Maria, “but if 
I lived  here for a month, I would surely be ill the  whole time 
from the stink of fi sh.” 

“I am quite fond of fish, myself,” remarked Mr. Churchill. 
“Then this be the place for you, sir,” said Mr. Grady, “for 

these rivers abound with fine salmons and  wholesome oysters. 
Although, truth be told, not so many be sold in this neigh-
bourhood any more.” 

“So I hear,” said Mr. Ashford. “Apparently they are send-
ing all the best fish by land carriage now to the London Mar-
kets.” 

“Indeed they are, sir. But day was, not so long past, that 
Southampton was so fully supplied with these delicious fi sh, 
it was laid down in the indentures of apprentices that their 
masters should not oblige them to eat salmons oftener than 
thrice a week.” 

“Thrice a week!” cried Maria, aghast. “No one should be 
required to eat salmon three times in the same week.” 

“There are many, I am sure, who would not see it as a pen-
ance, and be grateful for the provision,” said Mr. Churchill. 

“Look! Porpoises!” cried Cassandra of a sudden, pointing 
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out a pair of the elegant creatures darting through the waves 
not twenty yards distant. 

“That’s fortune smiling on us,” said Mr. Grady. “This’ll 
indeed be a lucky day.” 

“How so?” asked Mr. Ashford. 
“Porpoises be common along the coasts of the Isle of 

Wight, but only on occasion do they come thus far into the 
estuary, in pursuit of their prey. Locals say as how it be a 
good sign to catch sight of one in Southampton Water.” 

This proclamation only served to increase the festive mood 
of our party, with the exception of Maria, who did not believe 
in good luck signs, and spent the next five minutes insisting, 
despite all our protestations to the contrary, that a porpoise 
was a fi sh. 

As we passed the village of Hythe and the woody district in 
its neighbourhood, Mr. Ashford enquired, “What is that cas-
tle there?” 

“That be Calshot Castle,” answered Mr. Grady. “And 
there, beyond the woods of Woolston  House, that manor 
which edges the river, be Netley Fort. Both built by Henry 
VIII, for the defence of the harbour. They are nothing re-
markable to look at, not compared to our great abbey, that is, 
even if it be a ruin, and none so interesting neither, as they be 
not haunted.” 

“Haunted?” I enquired, with great interest. “Is the abbey 
said to be haunted?” 

“Aye, to be sure. Folks foolish enough to go there at night 
have reported seeing many an apparition floating over the 
sacristy and elsewheres. The ghosts, they say, be protecting 
some treasure belonging to the abbey that has been long hid-
den there within the grounds.” 

I was delighted by this story, and even Maria began to shew 
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a dubious interest when, some minutes later, we landed at the 
shore. 

“Yer likely to find the place empty of folk, this time of 
year,” said Mr. Grady. 

His prediction proved to be true, when, leaving the able 
seaman to wait with the boat, we followed the path which  rose 
up from the grassy banks, and arrived after a few minutes’ 
walk in sight of the deserted abbey. Our companions, on see-
ing the ruins for the first time, gave a little gasp of pleasure. 
Its appearance was, as always, very striking. 

An immense,  ivy-covered ruin of fine white stone, sur-
rounded by bright green lawns and thickly intertwined with 
trees, Netley Abbey encompassed a variety of large, intercon-
nected buildings. Only the high walls  were still standing, 
roofl ess and open to the sky, but enough remained of the nu-
merous graceful, curving arches and delicate  rib-vaulting to 
display the structure’s former beauty and elegant design. 

As we strolled through the ruin from one spacious open 
room to another, I gave a little history of the place, as it had 
been explained to me. The abbey, I knew, had been built by 
the Cistercian monks in 1239 at the order of King Henry III, 
and had remained in use until the Dissolution by Henry VIII 
in 1536. The abbey was then granted to a man who was in 
favour with the king, who converted the nave and some of the 
domestic buildings into a luxurious private Tudor residence, 
which entailed the destruction of many of the abbey buildings 
in the process, but left the walls of the church and some of the 
windows still standing. Evidence of the abbey’s incarnation as 
a dwelling-house could be observed among the ruins in the 
front, where various traces of brick construction and the re-
mains of fi re-places still stood. 

“Is not that a Westminster Abbey  chapter-house motif?” 
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asked Mr. Ashford, as we stood before the east window in  
the church, which was fairly well preserved and beautifully 
proportioned. 

“It is,” I replied. “Netley, they believe, was built by the 
same mason who constructed Westminster Abbey.” 

“It is truly magnificent,” declared Mr. Ashford. “The 
whole place has a most romantic aspect.” 

“In my opinion, it is quite hideous,” said Maria. 
We all turned to her in unison, startled. “You cannot mean 

it,” cried Mr. Churchill. “Maria, look about you. This place is 
like a Roman temple, a thing of beauty.” 

“It is nothing but a sprawling old ruin,” insisted Maria. 
“Just a lot of roofless stone walls and windows embedded in 
the trees, with ivy all grown over.” 

“Maria has never had any respect for antiquity,” said Mr. 
Ashford, laughing. 

“That is not true,” said she. “I admire an old building as 
much as the next person, when it is in fine shape and suitable 
to live in. But when the roof goes and the walls begin to crum-
ble, some one ought to tear it down.” 

“Actually, some one tried to,” said I, “and died horribly in 
the attempt.” 

“Did they?” said Mr. Ashford, intrigued. “How so?” 
“In the last century,” I explained, “the abbey passed to a 

builder who intended to demolish it entirely and to sell off all 
the building material. One night, he had a dream that the 
arch keystone of the east window fell from its situation, crush-
ing his skull. His friends warned him not to proceed with his 
plan, deeming it sacrilegious to destroy the abbey, but he paid 
them no heed. In his exertion to tear down a board, he loosed 
the fatal stone, which fell upon his head, and produced a frac-
ture. The injury was not at first deemed mortal, but it seemed 
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that the decree had gone  forth—the spoiler of the holy edifi ce 
was  doomed—for he died shortly thereafter under the opera-
tion of extracting a splinter.” 

The men laughed. Maria gave a little gasp of astonishment. 
“Is that true?” 

“Upon my honour,” said I. “His death was interpreted as a 
sign not to proceed with the abbey’s destruction, and so the 
site was left as it is.” 

“Well then,” said Maria, “since every body seems so very 
fond of the place, I suppose his death must be seen an act of 
providence.” 

We retreated to the spacious lawn outside the east end of 
the abbey, where we found a spot that was not too damp  at the 
base of a great tree. Spreading our blankets, we enjoyed the 
picnic of cold meats, bread and cheese which Mr. Ashford 
had brought. 

“I love this place,” said I, staring at the roofless abbey with 
its endless display of open windows. “I love to think of the 
people who lived there, what their lives must have been like.” 

“Cold, I expect,” observed Mr. Ashford. 
Every one laughed. 
“I mean, before it was a ruin,” said I, smiling. 
“When it was a working monastery, you mean?” enquired 

Cassandra. 
“No,” said I, “for the monks must have led a very rigid and 

circumspect life, if they strictly conformed to the injunctions 
of the Cistercian order. I am thinking more of the period 
when the great Tudor mansion was still standing, when some 
earl or other lived  here with his lady.” 

A brief silence fell, as we all took in the beauty and roman-
tic atmospheric of the ruin. My mind began to drift. I had, in 
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the past, invented tales quite frequently for my young nieces 
and nephews, but I had not been inspired to tell a story, aloud 
or on paper, in quite some time. All at once, however, sights 
and sounds began to form in my mind; my imagination caught 
and sprouted wings. 

“The year was 1637,” I heard myself say, in a hushed, dra-
matic tone, “when the abbey was not as you see it now.” The 
eyes of my companions turned as one to me with interest. 

“The Fountain Court had all the aspect, then, of a small 
Tudor castle, with red-brick fascia, a turret, and a tower to 
the north. It belonged to a man who had lived  here for many 
years since the death of his young wife, with only his servants 
and hounds to keep him company; a man whose name was 
Phillip Worthington, the Earl of Monstro.” 

“The Earl of Monstro?” Mr. Ashford laughed. 
“There never was such a place!” said Maria indignantly. 
“Oh, but there is,” I insisted. 
“It exists, with absolute certainty,” agreed Cassandra, “in 

Jane’s imagination.” 
“Oh!” cried Maria, her countenance brightening for the 

first time since I had met her. “I see! It is a story! I do love sto-
ries!” With that, she turned her attention fully to me. 

“On the occasion of his fortieth birthday,” I went on, “Lord 
Monstro decided to take a bride. Her name  was”—(since 
Cassandra never liked her name in a  story)—“her name was 
Maria.” 

Maria clapped her hands with delight. “An excellent 
name.” 

“Maria, the beautiful daughter of a wealthy country squire, 
was fifteen years younger than Lord Monstro. She could have 
had any eligible young man in the county, but Lord Monstro 
wooed and won her in just a few short weeks. They shared 
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many similarities in tastes, interests and values, and fell very 
much in love. In the first months of their marriage, Lord 
Monstro shewed his wife the same tenderness and generosity 
of spirit which had won her heart during their courtship, 
reading aloud to her from her favourite books, showering her 
with gifts, and ensuring that all her favourite foods  were at 
her disposal, no matter what the season. In return, Maria was 
a most devoted wife, hoping to match that perfection which 
she saw in her mate.” 

“It sounds as if it  were the ideal marriage,” said Mr. Ash-
ford. 

“So it would seem,” said I. “But all was not well for long.” 



Chapter Ten 

$| 

W 
hat happened?” cried Maria anxiously, as I paused 
in my story. 

“Yes, do go on,” prodded Mr. Churchill. 
My companions  were all listening with rapt attention, 

which was a thrilling sight to behold. 
“As Lord Monstro’s love for his wife grew stronger each 

day, so did his fear that she might one day find him too old for 
her, and leave him. Although Maria did nothing to inspire 
this fear, Lord Monstro’s worries increased until one day, 
when she spoke to the  man-servant in a kindly tone, Lord 
Monstro flew into a jealous rage, leapt upon his  horse and 
disappeared.” 

“Disappeared!” cried Cassandra. “Where did he go?” 
“That was the great mystery. Days went by, and Maria 

heard nothing from her husband. She was greatly concerned. 
Where was her lord? Had something happened to him? Was 
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he even still alive? Then one night, she was awakened from 
a deep slumber by a terrible new sound: a violent pounding 
from the top of the north tower.” 

“Oh! My!” cried Maria. 
“Maria drew on a  dressing-gown, lit a candle, and made 

her way to the great oak door leading to the north tower. The 
door was locked. She knocked loudly, and called out: ‘Who 
goes there?’ No one answered, but the terrible pounding from 
above increased in intensity, so violent now that the very walls 
and floor of the  house trembled.” 

“Was this sound all in her mind? Or did the servants hear 
it, too?” enquired Mr. Ashford. 

“Every one heard it, from the footman to the stable boy. 
They all appeared in a frenzy and tried, in turn, every means 
at their disposal to open the door, but it was fi rmly bolted 
from within. There was nothing to be done, so the servants 
retired. The pounding continued all week long with very little 
respite. On the seventh day, the sound changed. It became 
lighter, like the chinking of a hammer upon chains. This con-
tinued for a fortnight. Maria could not sleep, she could not 
eat, she could not think, so filled was she with terror. Who or 
what was locked up in the tower? Was it human or spirit? If 
indeed her husband was dead, had his ghost come back to 
haunt her? Then a new fear struck. Perhaps it was not her 
husband’s ghost at all. Perhaps it was the ghost of his fi rst de-
parted wife, who, displeased by her husband’s new marriage, 
had come back to haunt his new wife, and drive her mad.” 

I paused, feeling the eyes of all the party on me. It was then 
that I caught sight of something new in Mr. Ashford’s gaze, a 
look of deep pleasure and admiration, directed at myself, such 
as I had never witnessed in another person before; and a hint 
of something else, something very like wonder. As our gazes 
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met and held, my heart began to skip about, and all at once 
I found my thoughts scattering to the winds. 

“What happened next?” asked Mr. Churchill eagerly. 
“Yes, what did Maria do?” enquired Cassandra. 
I tore my gaze from Mr. Ashford’s and cleared my throat, 

struggling to collect myself. “At last, when she could bear it 
no longer, afraid she might go mad, she—she—” For the fi rst 
time that I could recall in the telling of a story, words failed 
me. 

Mr. Ashford, apparently sensing my distress, interjected: 
“Did she fetch an axe?” 

“Yes!” I cried in relief. “Exactly so. She fetched an axe.” 
“And then what?” enquired Mr. Churchill. 
“And then what?” I repeated, turning to Mr. Ashford with 

a smile. 
“And then,” replied Mr. Ashford in a lively voice, “with 

great effort, and a strength borne of desperation, Maria took 
the axe and smashed through the wood of the tower door.” 

“After which,” I continued, “she reached in and threw the 
bolt—” 

“—whereupon she swung open the door—” 
“—and raced up the stairs—” 
“—to the turret room atop the tower—” 
“—where she burst through the open doorway—” 
“—only to fi nd—” Here Mr. Ashford paused, waiting for 

me to fi nish. 
“Lord Monstro himself,” said I. 
“You mean his ghost?” cried Maria in horror. 
“No, he was very much alive and well. Maria’s relief was 

great, as you might imagine; but even more wondrous than 
his miraculous reappearance was the sight of the object which 
stood beside him.” 
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“What was it?” breathed Cassandra. 
“In the center of the room was a magnificent marble statue 

of Maria herself, that Lord Monstro had been carving to 
shew his love for her.” 

Every one gasped with surprised delight, the ladies sighed 
appreciatively, and there was a general burst of applause. 

“Bravo!” cried Mr. Churchill. 
“Marvelous,” said Cassandra. 
“I was on the edge of my seat the  whole time,” exclaimed 

Maria. 
“Thank you—” I  laughed—“but I must share the honours 

with Mr. Ashford.” 
“Hardly,” said he. “The genius is all of your doing. I could 

no more make up a story than I could  single-handedly sail a 
frigate.” 

“Now there is a frightening image,” said Mr. Churchill 
with a laugh. “A  land- locked country gentleman, who has 
never so much as gotten his hands dirty in his life, at the helm 
of a ship in Her Majesty’s Royal Navy.” 

The smile briefly left Mr. Ashford’s face, the remark seem-
ing to cause him pain; but he quickly recovered and stood up. 
“I feel like a stroll. Who would care to join me?” 

The party all protested that they  were too tired, and too 
full, to do any more walking than was necessary to reach the 
boat that was to carry us home. 

“I would love to take one last stroll about the place,” said I, 
rising to my feet. 

“Charles, be a sport and keep the other ladies company,” 
said Mr. Ashford, offering his arm to me. 

Together we moved off across the lawn. Glancing back, I 
noticed a happy smile on Cassandra’s face, but a look passed 
between Maria and her husband which I could not identify; it 
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puzzled me, and I felt a stab of guilt. “Perhaps it is rude for us 
to abandon the others,” I said hesitantly. 

“Nonsense,” declared Mr. Ashford, as he drew me on to-
wards the abbey. “If they want to lie about all afternoon, then 
let them. I want to take a look at that east window up close 
again.” 

“There was an old ruin not far from Steventon Rectory, 
where I grew up,” I said, as we wandered through the abbey 
ruins. “It was nothing like  this—just the remnants of a stone 
foundation with a few crumbling  walls—but when I was very 
young, my brothers, Cassandra and I pretended it was a castle 
and played there for hours. We were knights of the Round 
Table and their ladies, or Robin Hood and his merry men.” 

“And you  were Maid Marian, I presume?” 
“Oh no, that was Cassandra’s part. She was three years 

older and always the good and virtuous one, in play, as well as 
in real life. I was generally cast as the handmaiden, or the 
serving wench with a limp. Although on several occasions I 
remember playing Little John, which I was told I carried off 
with great distinction by adopting a booming voice and dis-
playing a keen aptitude for archery.” 

Mr. Ashford laughed. “Archery? I see you are a woman of 
many hidden talents.” 

“I doubt I could hit the side of a barn with an arrow  to- day. 
It was purely a childhood pursuit. Along with home theatri-
cals, cricket,  tree- climbing and sliding down stairs.” 

“Sliding down stairs?” 
“Did you never practise it yourself?” At the puzzled shake 

of his head, I explained, “It was one of our favourite games. 
My sister and I would sit upon a sturdy tablecloth at the top of 
the stairs, as if it  were a magic carpet, and our brothers and 
my father’s pupils—my mother and father ran a boys’ school, 
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you see, so there was always a  house ful of noisy young men, 
clomping up and down the  halls—they took hold of the cor-
ners of the cloth and pulled it down to the bottom. We always 
shrieked with laughter and every one ended in a heap.” 

“It sounds as if you had a most agreeable childhood,” he 
said, with a wistful look. 

“I did. And you? It must have been pleasant, growing up 
on a vast estate.” 

Mr. Ashford hesitated before answering. “In truth, it was 
lonely. You  were fortunate, to grow up in a happy household 
of noisy, active boys. I was an only child for many years. 
Charles was my only companion, and he lived many miles 
distant. When I look back on my childhood, it seems as if I 
spent all my time at lessons, studying Greek and  Latin—or 
thinking of running away.” 

“Running away?” 
“I had this plan, you see. When I was fourteen I would steal 

away and join the navy.” 
“I have two brothers, Frank and Charles, who are both 

commanders in the Royal Navy.” 
“How proud you must be of them! That was my boyhood 

dream—to sail away on a great ship and see the world.” He 
shrugged ruefully. “But that was not to be. The heir to Pem-
broke Hall will never go to sea.” 

“Surely, Mr. Ashford, you cannot regret the life you lead; 
you are destined for greater things.” 

“Greater things? I do not look at it that way. I consider the 
navy a most noble profession.” He paused. “Please do not 
misunderstand me; I cherish my family’s land. I love my fa-
ther and my sister dearly. The work of managing an estate is 
interesting and fulfilling, and I am most grateful for all I have. 
But at the same time, it is a duty, rather than a choice. I was 
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born into a life that was prescribed for me since I fi rst drew 
breath.” 

“And you wish that you had been given more choices in 
life?” 

“Does not every one? It is human nature, I believe, to want 
something different from that which we have, no matter how 
fortunate we are.” We had left the far end of the abbey now, 
and emerged into a grassy field leading to some woods. “Tell 
me, what did you dream of, as a girl?” 

“A girl cannot dream of much beyond marriage and chil-
dren.” 

“A typical girl, yes. But you, I think, are far from typical.” 
I smiled at that. “I did have a dream once, but—” 
“But?” 
I caught myself, stopped and shook my head. “It was noth-

ing, it is too ridiculous.” 
“No dream is too ridiculous.” 
“This one is. I gave it up long ago. Please. Let us talk of 

something else.” 
“After I have bared my soul to you? Admitted that I wanted 

to give up my inheritance, and run away and join the navy? 
Surely nothing you would say could be more ridiculous than 
that.” When I did not respond, he said, “Let me guess: you 
wanted to  be—a strong man in a circus?” 

“There! You have guessed it,” I replied, laughing. 
“A commissioned officer in Her Majesty’s Royal Dra-

goons?” 
I laughed again. “Without my uttering a word, you know 

my deepest, darkest secrets.” 
“Seriously now. All your life, you dreamed of becoming— 

let me see—a magistrate?” 
“Impossible.” 
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“A physician?” 
“A female physician? Are you mad?” 
“You could be the fi rst.” 
“I have not the aptitude, nor the patience.” 
“An actress upon the stage?” 
“Never.” 
“A renowned novelist?” 
His guess caught me unprepared; my smile froze on my 

face, and I looked away, lapsing into awkward silence. 
“Is that it?” I felt his eyes on me, searching my face. “A 

novelist?” To my mortification, a laugh escaped his lips. I felt 
my cheeks grow hot. I turned, gathered up my skirts and 
darted away. 

“Miss Austen! Wait!” I heard his chagrined voice and quick 
steps behind me as I hurried across the field, into the woods. 

“Stop,” cried he. “Please. Forgive me! I did not mean—” 
He was fleet of foot, but so was I; although my stays pre-

vented me from achieving the full potential of my exertion, I 
managed to elude him as I darted into the cover of the trees; 
but after a short distance, upon reaching a large pond edged 
with undergrowth and overhung by leafl ess, fl ourishing oaks, 
I had to pause to catch my breath. Mr. Ashford darted around 
and in front of me and stopped. 

“My word, you can run!” said he, struggling between every 
word to breathe. “Please hear me out. I think you misunder-
stood me. I meant no disrespect.” 

“Is that so?” I replied, in a heated tone. “Your laugh im-
plies otherwise. It was that laugh, that very reaction, that I 
have, all my life, sought to avoid.” 

“I am sorry. But I assure you it was not a derisive laugh. It 
was a laugh of recognition, and of unqualified delight. Surely 
you agree with Dr. Johnson, that to write, ‘To be able to fur-
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nish pleasure that is harmless pleasure, pure and unalloyed, is 
as great a power as man can possess.”26 

I knew the quotation; it was one I had often cited myself. 
The sincerity and admiration in his voice was unmistakeable, 
and the mortification in my breast began to dissipate. 

“Having heard your talent from your own lips not half an 
hour past, it should have been my first guess,” said he. “Tell 
me, what do you write?” 

“Nothing of importance.” 
“And how long have you been writing nothing of impor-

tance?” 
I hesitated. He had a way about him—the kindness in his 

eyes, the directness of his gaze, the deep tone of his voice, 
which harboured both sensitivity and gentle amusement at 
the same  time—that made me feel as if I could tell him any 
thing. But very few people knew that my efforts with a pen 
had been directed at any thing but the writing of letters. “I 
would rather not discuss it.” 

“Why ever not?” 
“Because writing is not considered a respectable female 

occupation. Because I do not welcome ridicule, or censure, or 
the scorn that accompanies failure.” 

“What about the admiration that accompanies success?” 
“I have the approval of my family. It is enough.” 
He sat down upon a large fallen log not far from the pond’s 

edge. “I do not believe you. If you write, you must crave to 
share the fruits of your creation with the world.” 

26 Dr. Samuel Johnson, (1709–1784) was one of England’s greatest liter-
ary figures: a poet, essayist, biographer, lexicographer and often consid-
ered the finest critic of English literature. He was also a great wit and 
prose stylist whose bon mots are still frequently quoted in print today. Jane 
Austen greatly admired his work. 
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Once more, I felt heat rise to my cheeks and looked away. I 
felt as if he could see through my countenance, to glimpse those 
thoughts and feelings which lay buried in the private depths of 
my very soul. I had, indeed, always written for the pure enjoy-
ment of the endeavour, and for a love of language; I had never 
sought nor expected fame. But as a woman without income, 
dependent on the support of others, I also had to be practical. 
Some kind of financial remuneration for my efforts would be 
most welcome; and to be published—to see my work in print, 
for others to  read—that would indeed be a dream come true! 

“I would venture to guess,” said he, “that you have been 
writing ever since you played that serving wench with a limp, 
with her brothers in the  wood—and it is that occupation which 
gives you more joy than any other thing.” 

I could not lie to him, or to myself, any longer. “Yes. I have.” 
I sat beside him with a sigh. “But it has all come to naught. I am 
too unworldly, too ignorant.” 

“Nonsense. You are the most well read person of my ac-
quaintance, man or woman. And you have the most vivid 
imagination of any one I have ever met. Tell me,” he prodded 
gently. “What have you written? Stories? Plays? Essays?” 

“Some of each, in my youth. And since then—” 
“And since then, what?” 
“My journals. The occasional poem. Several short works. 

And—three novels.” 
“Three novels!” He could not have looked more aston-

ished, had I told him that I had swum the Channel to France 
and back. “Three novels!” he repeated. “I would think it a 
great triumph to have written one book, but three! You leave 
me speechless. What are they about?” 

“The subjects I know best: the trivialities and domestic 
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lives of families in small country villages; kindled romances, 
hearts joined or broken, love and friendship, follies exposed, 
lessons learned.” 

“They sound charming. What has become of them?” 
“Not a thing. They are youthful efforts, wanting, in need 

of alteration.” 
“Then alter them. What are you waiting for?” 
“My life has not been my own since I left Steventon, Mr. 

Ashford,” I said indignantly. “Writing is not an occupation 
which is easily picked up and accomplished on a whim.” 

He went quiet for a moment, and then said, “I am not a 
writer, I admit. But in my experience, I have found that 
there is never a perfect time or place for any thing. We can 
always find a reason to put off that which we aspire to do, 
or fear to do, until tomorrow, next week, next month, next 
year—until, in the end, we never accomplish any thing at 
all.” 

His words shocked me. I stood and walked some little dis-
tance away, feeling all at once a little ashamed. Had it indeed 
been fear that had prevented me from indulging in my most 
beloved pursuit for so many years, and that was holding me 
back from it even now? 

“I am sorry,” said he, crossing to where I stood, “if I have 
spoken too openly or harshly; I only wished to share my own 
observations on the matter.” 

“I appreciate your honesty,” said I at last. “Perhaps you are 
right. Perhaps I have been finding excuses not to write. And I 
do not wish to make further excuse now, but—even if I were to 
write my books afresh, and address all those faults which con-
cern me, where would I send them? I know not a single person 
in the literary world. No one.” 
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“What does that matter? In the end, talent will win out. Do 
you want to be a published novelist?” 

“It is all I have ever wanted.” 
His eyes locked with mine, as a sudden breeze stirred the 

branches of the trees above us. 
“Then a published novelist is what you shall be, Miss Jane 

Austen.” 



Chapter Eleven 

$| 

T 
hat night, when I was certain that Cassandra was asleep, 
I lit a candle, drew a shawl about my shoulders, and, as 
silently as I could, pulled out my writing-box from be-

neath my bed and rummaged quietly through the precious 
manuscripts within, regarding each one with affection. 

Some, I believed,  were superior in content; one or two  were 
no good at all; others (the three volumes of my juvenilia, pains-
takingly reproduced into copy-books, complete with title-
pages, to appear like a published work)  were merely silly, girlish 
efforts; and my journals had no value other than the nostalgic 
pleasure they afforded me. Yet they all felt like my children in 
one way or another, for I had given birth to them, and spent a 
significant portion of my life with them. 

“A published novelist is what you shall be, Miss Jane Austen,” 
Mr. Ashford had said. I was filled with both excitement and 
trepidation at the thought. For many long years, I had aban-
doned my dearest pursuit, convinced that my circumstances 
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were not amenable to writing, and that the work was, after all, 
to no purpose. All at once I understood that this very attitude 
had been at the root of my misery, and I knew, without ques-
tion, that I could not waste another moment. 

I must write again, no matter what the consequences. 
Which book to work on? That was the question. I set aside 

The Watsons, a novel I had begun while living at Bath, and 
had no wish to return to, and Lady Susan, a brief epistolary 
novel from my youth, which I had recopied. I barely glanced 
at Susan, which Crosby & Co. still possessed. 

I considered, for a moment, First Impressions, the novel which 
was perhaps dearest to my heart. I knew it was desperately in 
need of contraction. It suffered from a rather stagnant segment 
at the end of the second volume, in which Lizzy (some months 
after receiving Mr. Darcy’s letter) returned to Kent, to visit her 
aunt and uncle, Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner; and I was particularly 
troubled by a sequence in which Mr. Darcy invited Lizzy to tea 
at his estate at Eastham Park, in Kent. 

No, I was not ready, I felt, to tackle that tome just yet, not 
until I had arrived at a satisfactory conclusion as to how to 
remedy the evils. 

I turned my eyes instead to the manuscript at the bottom 
of the trunk: a novel I had titled Sense and Sensibility. That 
endeavour—to adapt an earlier, epistolary work called Elinor 
and Marianne—had proved very problematical; but I liked the 
characters, and believed the concept of the book yet had merit. 
All at once, an idea sprang to mind, a way in which I might 
improve the book with a radically new beginning. 

With a rapidly beating heart, I retrieved the first part of 
Sense and Sensibility, replaced the box beneath my bed, and 
stole from the room. 

The first light of dawn had begun to make its presence 
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known beneath the fringe of the  drawing-room drapes, when 
I heard the door creak open and my sister appeared,  sleepy-
eyed, carrying a candle. My own candle, I noticed, of a sud-
den, had burned down to its nub, and the fire in the grate was 
nearly out; how long I had been working in the frigid near 
darkness, I could not be certain. 

“Jane? Are you all right?” said Cassandra softly. “What are 
you doing? It is freezing in here.” She added more coal to the 
grate, then drew open the curtains, flooding the room with 
early-morning light. Taking sudden notice of the quill in my 
hand, my ink-stained fingers, and the stack of completed 
pages lying on my desk before me, she gasped with delight. 
“Oh! Jane! What are you writing?” 

I quickly finished the sentence I was scribbling, and said, 
“A brand-new version of a very old book.” 

“Which book?” 
“Sense and Sensibility. I have written a completely new be-

ginning.” 
“What was wrong with the old beginning?” 
“Everything.” I set down my quill and dried my fi ngers on 

a scrap of cloth. “The Digweed sisters lived in ease and com-
fort with both their parents in a country village, and Elinor 
met Edward Ferrars at a ball.” 

“What is wrong with that? As I recall, your description of 
Edward at the ball was most amusing.” 

“Well, I have thrown all that out. It was too similar to the 
opening of First Impressions, and there was no immediacy to 
it. Elinor and Marianne  were simply two sisters with dra-
matically opposing views, but they had no particu lar troubles 
or cares. Their lives  were in good order, so we did not worry 
about them. My new beginning, I hope, is vastly superior, as 
it immediately throws them into drastic circumstances. Their 
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father dies, you see, and they and their mother and younger 
sister are forced to leave the home they love to their older 
brother. They have nowhere to go, and very little income.” 

Cassandra stared at me. “How very familiar that sounds.” 
I felt a blush sweep over my countenance. “Yes. Well. It is 

a little based on what has happened to us. Since Marianne is 
such a feeling person, it seemed only right to tap the depth of 
pain I experienced when we left Steventon, and when papa 
passed away.” 

“What a good notion. To write of what you yourself have 
felt can only enhance your work, I should think.” 

“That is my hope.” I gathered up my new pages and thrust 
them at her. “Here. Read it for yourself, while I continue to 
work. I have fi nished the fi rst chapter, and am making excel-
lent progress with the second.” 

“You must have been up all night!” she admonished. 
“And I will not sleep a wink, until I hear your thoughts.” 
Cassandra sighed, smiling all the while, and took a seat 

beside me. “You know I have never been able to resist your 
writing, Jane. I will take a look.” 

Cassandra loved what I had written. Encouraged, I took a 
brief nap, awakening shortly before Mr. Ashford called, as 
promised, that afternoon. 

I was very pleased to see him, and told him so. That I 
looked forward to continuing our acquaintance, was a fact; 
that I had felt happier, more engaged, and lighter of heart in 
his company than I had with any other man of my acquain-
tance, I could not deny; but at that moment, my head ached 
from two consecutive nights of little sleep, and it was only 
with the greatest degree of difficulty that I managed to stifl e a 
continual urge to yawn. 



The Lost Memoirs of Jane Austen | 133 

We had not been seated in the  drawing-room fi ve minutes, 
engaged in conversation regarding the success of our outing 
the previous day, when I felt my eyelids droop and my head 
begin to sag and, to my horror, I began to plummet from my 
chair. I quickly caught myself and sat upright, but Mr. Ash-
ford leapt to his feet and glanced at me with great concern. 

“Are you quite well, Miss Austen?” 
“Forgive me, I am not myself, I did not sleep all night,” 

said I, adding with a smile: “And you, Mr. Ashford, are chiefl y 
to blame.” He looked dismayed, until I explained that his in-
spiration and encouragement had been so great, I had spent 
the entire night engaged in writing. 

“I admit, I did not sleep well, myself,” said he. “I was con-
cerned that what I said might have offended you, but you have 
set my heart at ease about it. I am thrilled to hear that you are 
at work again.” 

I acquainted him with some particulars regarding the book 
itself, and agreed, at his request, to let him read it when I felt 
ready. Then, insisting that I should take my rest, and satisfy-
ing himself that he might call again the next day, he took his 
leave. 

Mr. Ashford convinced the Churchills to extend their visit in 
Southampton to a stay of three weeks. During that time, Cas-
sandra was adamant that I should devote myself to writing, 
and to spending time with my new friend, while she and our 
maid took it upon themselves to pack up our belongings, leav-
ing only those basics required for our subsistence. 

The next few weeks passed in a happy blur. In the morn-
ing, I wrote. In the afternoon, Mr. Ashford came to call. 

Our impending removal precipitated invitations from sev-
eral neighbours, which my sister and I declined. We attended 



134 $ Syrie James 

no more  dinner-parties, and no more balls at the Dolphin Inn, 
preferring to keep to ourselves. On warm afternoons, we sat in 
the garden, or took a stroll along the top of the old city wall 
which bounded our property on one side, and admired the 
view out over the river and the water of the West Bay, all the 
while talking and discovering that we shared similar views on 
many topics, and entering into lively debate on those topics on 
which we did not agree. One fine day, Mr. Ashford, Cassandra 
and I took a lovely drive to New Forest. When it rained, we sat 
in the drawing-room by the fi re, and I read aloud to him and 
my sister from the new pages I had been writing, voicing the 
respective parts as best I could to comic effect. 

Mr. Ashford professed himself to be an immediate fan of 
my story and my work. Both he and Cassandra seemed to 
look forward eagerly to hearing me read, even if I had only 
finished a new page or two. 

“Your book is charming and witty and romantic,” declared 
Mr. Ashford with enthusiasm one afternoon, as we took a 
walk beyond the city walls in a wooded area beside the sea. 
“And, if I may be so bold, it is in a style entirely new. Your 
writing possesses an almost lyric quality, something intangi-
ble, I cannot put it into words. I have never read or heard any 
thing quite like it before.” 

“Surely it is not so unique as all that,” said I modestly. “It is 
only a story of two young sisters with differing views.” 

“It is more than a mere story,” insisted he. “Although I 
have heard but a small part, it seems to me a debate, brilliantly 
conceived, regarding how much emotion it is right and proper 
to feel and shew.” 

“Yes!” I replied excitedly. “That was always my intent with 
this book; I fear I did not succeed in expressing it in my previ-
ous attempts. I am delighted that it should come across now.” 
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“Your characters, I feel I know them as if I have lived with 
them all my life. Chapter two is exceptional; I believe it to be 
some of the most clever dialogue ever written.” 

“You are too kind,” said I, blushing at his praise. 
“I am not being kind. I speak the truth. You shall be pub-

lished, you must be. You have only to finish this book and  
submit it. I feel certain of it.” He turned to me with a hesitant 
glance. “Although—” 

“Although?” I smiled. “Is there something you are not tell-
ing me, Mr. Ashford? Some imperfection in my work, per-
haps, that you have perceived?” 

“There is one small suggestion I would make, if I may?” 
“Please.” 
“The family’s name, Digweed.” 
“Yes?” 
“It is a singularly unappealing name.” 
“But we have old friends called Digweed.” 
“Please. Do not make us suffer as they do.” He glanced at 

the nearby woods, thick with undergrowth, and his expression 
brightened. “How about Wood? Digwood? Dogwood? Dash-
wood? There you have it, Dashwood. Now there is a name.” 

“Dashwood,” I repeated, with a nod. It had a nice ring 
to it. 

The next day, as I read aloud my newly completed pages, I 
noticed a change in Mr. Ashford. He seemed in low spirits, 
which was unlike him, and appeared lost in thought several 
times. When I asked if any thing was the matter, he apolo-
gized, said his mind had only wandered for a moment, and 
pressed me to read on. 

I thought that perhaps Mr. Ashford’s melancholy stemmed 
from the thought of the necessity of his returning to  Derbyshire 
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at the end of the week, and of our intended removal to Chaw-
ton. Indeed, I could not contemplate this impending separa-
tion without the lowest of feelings. 

Although it had been only a few short weeks since Mr. 
Ashford and I had renewed our acquaintance, I could not be 
insensible of a sincere and mutual growing attachment be-
tween us. When we were parted, except for those hours spent 
in writing, I thought of little  else but him. My heart quick-
ened at the sound of his carriage drawing up outside, and his 
footstep approaching our door. In the hours we spent to-
gether, in our discourse, debate, and exchange of thoughts 
and feelings, I experienced a kind of complete happiness, 
which had, until that time, been foreign to me. 

I had given up the idea of marriage long ago, and had 
found contentment in my single status; but I could not help 
but think of marriage now. In Mr. Ashford, I saw grace and 
spirit united to great worth; his manners  were equal to his 
heart and understanding. He was, in every respect, a man 
with whom I believed I could share my life long and happily. I 
loved him. I loved him! How he felt about me, however, was a 
matter still in question. 

He had, in our time together, shewn every proof of his plea-
sure in my acquaintance; I had  little—scarcely  any—doubt in 
my mind that his feelings matched my own. But of those feel-
ings he had never spoken. I could hardly dare to raise the 
subject myself; he was, after all, a gentleman of great fortune 
and heir to a baronetcy, whereas I was a woman of three-and-
thirty, with nothing to recommend me but a wit he seemed to 
admire. If indeed he thought of me in any way stronger than 
friendship, I could not be certain. 

One afternoon, as we sat alone together on an old wooden 
bench in my back garden, with no thought but to enjoy each 
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other’s company and the beauty of the day, Mr. Ashford said, 
“What do you like most about writing, Miss Austen?” 

“Creating my own world, I suppose, filled with people who 
must think and act and speak as I tell them to.” His very prox-
imity, as he sat beside me, made my heart beat more rapidly 
than usual and brought a thrilled flush to my countenance, 
which I hoped he would attribute to the sun’s warmth. 

“In other words, playing God.” 
“Mr. Ashford, please. I am a clergyman’s daughter.” 
He laughed. “Which sister is based on you? Elinor or Mar-

ianne?” 
“Neither one, I should think.” 
“Oh come now. Surely every author and authoress reveals 

a measure of their own thoughts and feelings through their 
characters.” 

“Perhaps I do, a bit. I think of Elinor as the model of good-
ness, discretion and  self-control, the way every one should 
think and act, in any given circumstance. Many times since 
her creation, when I have faced an important decision, I have 
found myself asking: What would Elinor do?” 

“And does Elinor answer?” enquired he, amused. 
“She does. She is an infallible guide to correct and prudent 

behaviour.” 
“But surely you do not think of Elinor as perfect,” said he. 

“She is practical, she is admirable, she governs her emotions 
beautifully. But can any one truly live their life that way? Do 
not you find something very appealing in Marianne’s open-
ness and enthusiasm for life?” 

“Yes. Although at times, Marianne carries things too far.” 
“But she has such spirit and fire! If I  were to fall in love, 

sense be damned! I—”  Here he caught himself, paused, and 
glanced away, as if struggling to check his feelings. 
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He had opened the door. I saw no reason not to run through 
it. “If I  were to fall in love,” I replied, with rising emotion, “I 
would want to act as Marianne does.” 

He turned to face me with a fervent nod, sliding closer to 
me on the bench. “Yes. To speak spontaneously.” 

“From the heart.” 
“To feel love beyond reason.” 
“All wonder and amazement.” 
“An  all- consuming passion!” 
“Yes.” 
“Yes!” 
Our gazes locked. I saw deep, ardent affection in his eyes. 

Was this the moment? I wondered, my heart beating so wildly, 
I thought surely he must be able to see and hear its pounding. 
Was he about to say that he loved me? Did he intend to kiss 
me? Would he ask me to marry him? 

But all at once, to my dismay, his countenance clouded over, 
and he drew back, colouring slightly. A brief, awkward silence 
ensued in which he seemed distracted and agitated. At last, he 
said: “In your novel, you express those feelings very well.” 

My cheeks grew warm with disappointment. I hardly know 
what I said in reply. I was astonished at myself. For the fi rst 
time in many years, I had  desired—nay, I had longed  for—a 
man to kiss me. 



Chapter Twelve 

$| 

T 
ake care, Jane!” said Cassandra the next morning.  
“You must wrap each dish full round with the gauze, 
or it will never survive the journey.” 

“I thought I had,” said I, quickly rewrapping the dish in 
question. 

“To what do we owe this distracted air?” asked my sister.  
“Not to your book, I think.” 

I placed the wrapped dish in the crate and buried my face 
in my hands, struggling to contain the wealth of emotions  
coursing through me. “Oh, Cassandra!” I cried at length, 
throwing out my arms wide, “How can I tell you what I feel? I 
want to take the entire world in my arms and embrace it! I 
think—I think I am in love!” 

I seized Cassandra by the hands and spun her in circles 
around the  dining-room, laughing, until we careened into a 
chair and sent it crashing to the floor, which provoked further 
bursts of laughter. 
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“I have never known a man who is Mr. Ashford’s equal!” said 
I, as I stopped to right the fallen chair, and to catch my breath. 
“In my eyes, he is perfection. From the first moment we met, I 
felt such a connection between us, I can scarcely describe it.” 

“I am so happy for you,” cried Cassandra. “He is, indeed, a 
most engaging man.” The words had no sooner left her lips than 
she let out another laugh. “Pray, do not keep me in suspense 
another moment. Tell me all, and quickly. Are you engaged?” 

“Engaged? Do not be silly. Things have not progressed 
with that degree of rapidity. We have been together less than 
three weeks.” 

“Yes, but when feeling and inclination are in harmony, peo-
ple have been known to reach an understanding in a shorter 
time than that. Has he said that he loves you?” 

“He has not said the words. I believe he was on the point of 
it yesterday when we were in the garden, but he lost his nerve.” 
My smile faded as a sudden, niggling voice of caution called 
from deep within me. I sank into a chair. “The truth is, as 
much as I feel for him, I am by no means assured of his regard 
for me.” 

“Oh, but Mr. Ashford loves you, of that I am certain.” 
“I cannot be so sure. In the last few days especially, there 

have been moments when he seemed distracted, and at times 
even melancholy.” 

“I have noticed that, as well. Perhaps he has been con-
cerned with business matters, or received an unsettling letter 
from his father or sister.” 

“That is what I thought, but he does not seem to wish to 
speak of it, so I have not enquired further. His family, you 
know, may not approve of his forming an attachment with 
me,” I added with a frown. 

“There is that possibility. But he is a man of four-and-
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thirty who can surely make his own decisions. He has been 
here nearly every day, Jane, for more than a fortnight. That 
alone speaks highly of his regard for you. His manners, his 
attention and respect, his delight in every thing you think and 
say and do, all bespeak his interest and affection; and if that 
were not enough, I have witnessed what you could not. I have 
seen the look in his eyes as he listens to you read aloud. It is a 
glowing look, filled with such admiration and esteem, that I 
have felt certain for some days now that he is as much in love 
with you, as you are with him.” 

A burst of joy and hope coursed through me at her pro-
nouncement. “I pray that you are right. But I am growing 
most anxious. We cannot correspond unless we are engaged.” 

“Let us pray, then, that he declares himself before he leaves 
Southampton.” 

I sighed. “That does not leave much time. He departs to-
morrow.” 

At eleven o’clock the following morning, when Mr. Ashford 
called, he seemed distracted. He expressed his regret that he 
had only an hour remaining before his departure, and sug-
gested that we take a walk. I quickly donned my pelisse.27 

As we passed the castle in the tiny open  square—a fantas-
tic edifice built by the Marquis of Landsdowne, of a style and 
shape far too large for the contracted space in which it  stood— 
we were treated to the sight of the Marchioness’s phaeton28 as 
it departed on an outing. The equipage was drawn by eight 

27 A coat worn by women over the thin frocks of the time, usually about 
three-quarter length and buttoning in front. 
28 A phaeton was a  light-weight,  four-wheeled open carriage; with four 
horses, it was the sports car of the time. Eight  horses was unusual, and an 
affectation of the very wealthy. 
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little ponies, each matched pair decreasing in size and becom-
ing lighter in colour, through all the shades of brown from 
dark to light, as it was placed farther away from the carriage. 

“My nephew Edward loves to see these  horses when he comes 
to visit,” said I, as we watched the boyish postilions drive the 
phaeton away. “He says it is like something out of a fairy tale.” 

“It is indeed. Would that we could all drive ponies that are 
perfect, and live in a fairy tale.” As we walked on, he added, 
with a brief glance at me, “I am sorry to leave this place. I 
shall miss our daily readings.” 

“As shall I.” 
“Every morning I shall awake and wonder: what has be-

come of the Dashwood sisters? What new torments will Miss 
Austen put them through  to- day?” His smile seemed forced, 
and his voice and eyes held a rather grim and subdued look, 
which caused me much alarm. 

“We shall be moving, ourselves, soon,” said I, hoping to 
prompt him into a discussion regarding a possible corre-
spondence. 

“But not straight to Chawton?” 
“No, the cottage there will not be ready until July. We plan 

to first join my mother at Steventon for a few weeks, and from 
there to my brother Edward’s estate at Godmersham.” 

He nodded. We walked on for some minutes in silence, as 
my anxiety grew. He seemed equally agitated, as if turning over 
a matter of some great importance in his mind. At last he said: 
“Miss Austen. There is something I must speak to you about.” 

My imagination leapt forward, anticipating his next words. 
“Yes?” said I, hoping not to appear too eager. 

“These past few weeks  have—we have only been acquainted 
a short time, and yet—” 

“It is true that our acquaintance is not of long standing.” 
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“There is something which I should  have—you do know 
that my family estate is in Derbyshire?” 

“You have mentioned it.” My heart pounded. I knew little 
about his estate, only that it was large, and apparently very 
beautiful. 

“And you know the Churchills. My friend, Charles 
Churchill.” 

“Charles Churchill?” 
“Yes. My family, we have long been acquainted  with—with 

that family. They reside some six miles to the west.” 
“To the west?” I repeated uncertainly. 
“Our fathers have been the best of friends for years.” 
“Your fathers?” Why was I idiotically repeating every thing 

he said, like a parrot? Why was he talking about their fathers, 
instead of asking for my hand in marriage? 

“Exactly,” said he. “And you  see—what I mean to say, is  
that—” 

At that moment, a carriage turned into the narrow street, 
four horses trotting smartly in our direction. I recognised the 
black, gleaming equipage with its family crest immediately; it 
belonged to Mr. Ashford. We stopped in surprise as the driver 
pulled up beside us. Mr. Churchill, seated inside, called out 
from the open window: 

“Ashford! There you are. We have been all over town look-
ing for you.” 

“Why?” Mr. Ashford glanced at his pocket watch. “It is not 
half past eleven. I promised to meet you at noon.” 

“What? No! We said nine.” 
Maria Churchill poked her head out. “We have been packed 

and ready all morning. We could not imagine what had be-
come of you!” Nodding in my direction, she added: “Good-
bye, Miss Austen.” 
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“Good-bye,” I echoed softly, with mounting apprehension. 
Was this to be our good-bye? This enigmatic conversation, 
which had barely begun? Would I never see Mr. Ashford 
again? 

“Forgive me,” said Mr. Ashford in some confusion, a com-
ment which seemed to be directed at both the Churchills and 
myself. 

“No matter,” replied Mr. Churchill, with a farewell wave 
in my direction, as the postilion opened the coach door and 
pulled down the steps, “but do come, Ashford. All your lug-
gage is on board with ours, and we are most anxious to get 
underway.” 

“I so long to go home!” cried Maria. “We have a long jour-
ney ahead of us. Do not keep us waiting another instant!” 

Mr. Ashford turned to me with a look of intense frustra-
tion. “Forgive me,” said he again, with a formal bow. “I shall 
write to you.” With reluctance, he climbed aboard, the door 
slammed shut, and I watched in speechless dismay as the car-
riage rumbled off down the street. 



Chapter Thirteen 

$| 

I 
t is cruel to leave me in such suspense,” said Cassan-
dra unhappily, as we folded linens into a packing box. 
“If you will not give me new pages of your book to 

read, at least satisfy my curiosity, as it has been many years 
since I read that story, and this version is very different. Why 
did Edward not declare his love for Elinor before he left Nor-
land? Why was he so reticent to speak?” 

“I cannot tell you.” 
“Cannot? Or will not?” 
“I cannot tell you,” said I, “because I do not know.” 
In the four days since Mr. Ashford’s departure from 

Southampton, I had found myself unable to write a word. I 
had made the attempt. I had read over my old copy of Sense 
and Sensibility, seeking sections which I might alter or copy 
out, but nothing pleased me, and page after page found their 
way into the fire. I pored over the new chapters I had re-
cently written, which I believed to be an improvement over  
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my earlier effort, but the characters and the story’s plot had, 
of a sudden, become an enigma to me. I felt I did not know 
or understand Edward, in particu lar; and Willoughby, who 
was designed to be a charming rascal, had become so ap-
pealing to me of late, that I could not bear to let him break 
poor Marianne’s heart. 

“But you must know,” cried Cassandra. “It is your story.  
They are your characters. You invented them.” 

“I did. I had intended for Edward’s reticence to stem from 
the knowledge that his mother will disinherit him if he mar-
ries any one of whom she does not approve. But the more I 
have written of Elinor and Edward, the more I think that is 
not enough. A man of Edward’s character and principles 
would not care about the money, and he would never allow 
his mother to dictate his choice in a wife. To keep true lovers 
apart, I believe the reason must go far deeper. But what it 
is—what it should be—” To my dismay, my voice broke, and 
I felt unexpected tears sting my eyes. 

Cassandra turned to me with a look which bespoke her un-
derstanding of the pain that lay behind my words. She took 
me tenderly in her arms, and said, “Jane. Mr. Ashford would 
have declared himself the day he left, if he could have, I am 
sure of it. He was only prevented by the Churchills’ inoppor-
tune arrival.” 

“I wish I could believe that.” 
She stepped back, took my hands in hers, and looked me 

calmly in the eye. “He seemed agitated, did he not? And dis-
tracted of mind, you said?” 

“Yes.” 
“That was exactly Tom’s behaviour when he proposed to 

me. Mr. Ashford meant to make an offer, I promise you.” 
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“I do not think so. When I look back on our conversation, 
I cannot help but think that he did not have the aspect of a 
lover in his words or tone.” 

“Men are always nervous on such occasions, and fi nd 
themselves robbed by the power of speech. Did you not fi nd it 
so when Harris proposed to you?” 

I nodded. “But that was typical behaviour for Harris. He 
was rather permanently robbed of the power of speech.” 

“It is not typical behaviour for Mr. Ashford, is it?” 
“No.” 
“You see? Circumstances have only delayed events. You 

must be patient. He will write to you. He will come to visit 
us at Chawton, and every thing will be well in time.” She 
sighed. “And then you will be engaged, and married, off to 
live on a grand estate in Derbyshire, and  I—I shall lose my 
Jane, my dearest sister and companion, and I shall spend the 
rest of my days living with mamma and Martha, only to see 
you once or twice a year if I am very lucky.” 

She looked so forlorn, but said it with such a twinkle in her 
eyes, that I could not help but laugh. “Do not think so far 
ahead, dearest,” said I, my spirits recovering. “It will be three 
long months before we are settled at Chawton, and we have 
only ten days left to enjoy our acquaintance  here. So let us 
make the most of the bargain.” 

That very afternoon, we accepted an invitation from our 
neighbours, Mr. and Mrs. Smith, to a small musical party to 
be held the following eve ning, a party which proved to be un-
remarkable in and of itself, distinguished only by the shock-
ing circumstances which followed. 

As most of our clothes were already packed, Cassandra and 
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I were obliged to wear our second best gowns, a pretty pink 
muslin in my sister’s case, the spotted blue in mine—the very 
same gown I had worn on our excursion to Netley Abbey, I 
reflected with a sad little twinge as I dressed. 

We arrived, were pleasantly greeted, and shewn to the 
Smiths’  drawing-room, where all the furniture had been re-
moved and replaced with rows of chairs. At the appointed 
hour, when all the guests had been seated, an elegantly dressed 
woman made her way to the front, and, accompanied by a 
grand pianoforte, a harp, and a violoncello, sang very prettily 
for the better part of an hour. 

Like many such parties, the company in attendance com-
prehended a great many people who had real taste for the per-
formance, and a great many more who had none at all. I 
considered myself to be just musical enough to find true plea-
sure in the proceedings, although that enjoyment was some-
what diminished by an attitude on the part of the musicians 
themselves, who seemed to think that they  were, in their own 
estimation, the first private performers in all of England. 

“What a touching love song,” whispered Cassandra, at the 
end of the fi rst recital. 

“It would have been more touching,” I replied in a low 
voice, “had the performer not been so obviously singing to 
herself.” 

In one of my excursive glances about the room, I perceived a 
familiar face several rows to the fore: Mrs. Jenkins. I pointed 
her out to Cassandra, at which moment the lady herself turned 
and caught my eye, broke into an effusive smile, and began an 
urgent and quiet discourse with the attractive, fi nely dressed 
young woman seated next to her. 

“Who is the girl she is talking to?” whispered Cassandra. 
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“I have no idea.” 
The mystery was solved when, at the concert’s conclusion, 

Mrs. Jenkins marched through the crowd with the young 
woman in question upon her arm, and upon reaching us, 
called out, “Hallooo there, ladies! This is a piece of luck! I 
had no idea you  were still in town, I thought you had long 
since left for the country, and I did so want you to meet my 
darling niece. Miss Austen, Miss Jane, may I present Miss 
Isabella Churchill.” 

“How do you do,” said Isabella. A slender young woman of 
perhaps seventeen years of age, she was of middling height, 
with dark, stylishly arranged curls, a delicate porcelain com-
plexion, and brown eyes which studied us with an air of self-
importance. She appeared at first glance to be the epitome of 
a carefree young woman, untried by the stresses of life, ac-
customed to all the comforts and privileges that wealth, youth 
and beauty could provide. 

We exchanged courtesies, but  were prevented from further 
speech as Mrs. Jenkins went on, “Isabella was so disappointed 
that her recent illness caused her to miss out when her brother 
and his wife were in town, that I insisted she come down on 
her own as soon as her health improved. And what do you 
think, no sooner had we said  good-bye to Charles and Maria, 
than a letter arrived from Isabella that she was right as rain 
again, and ready to take their place. And  here she is! What do 
you think of her? Is she not the prettiest girl you have ever 
seen?” 

Cassandra and I readily agreed that she was. I glanced at 
Isabella, expecting her to blush or protest, but she did neither; 
she only giggled and smiled demurely, as if accustomed to 
such praise. 
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“It is four years now since my dear, dear sister—Isabella 
and Charles’s poor  mother—passed on, leaving us all quite 
inconsolable, particularly Isabella,” said Mrs. Jenkins. 

At this, the smile left Isabella’s face, and she endeavoured 
to appear inconsolable. 

“It is a hard, hard thing to lose one’s mother at such a 
young age,” continued Mrs. Jenkins, “and having no chil-
dren of my own, I was only too happy to provide solace 
where ever I could. Why, I do believe Isabella and I are as 
close  to- day as any mother and daughter could be. Do not 
you agree, Isabella?” 

“Indeed I do, Aunt Jenkins,” said Isabella, with a polite 
smile. 

“Ladies, you simply must join us for tea tomorrow,” cried 
Mrs. Jenkins, “so you can get better acquainted. It may be the 
last time I see you for a great, great while! I will not take no for 
an answer.” 

Feeling that we had little choice in the matter, we graciously 
accepted her invitation. 

The next afternoon, as promised, found us seated in Mrs. 
Jenkins’s parlour around her tea service, awaiting a break in 
that lady’s enthusiastic conversation, to utter a word. 

“Did you enjoy the concert last night, Miss Isabella?” I 
asked, when Mrs. Jenkins briefly paused between soliloquies 
to sip her tea. 

“Oh yes! Very much,” replied Isabella. 
“Isabella loves music,” said Mrs. Jenkins. “She has just 

taken up the pianoforte again. I expect she will become a pro-
ficient in no time.” 

“I have always found the pianoforte a most enjoyable pur-
suit,” said I. 

“It might be more enjoyable,” said Isabella in a petulant 
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tone, “if only it did not require so many hours and hours of 
practice.” 

“But the practice itself is a great part of the pleasure, is it 
not?” was my reply. 

Isabella looked at me blankly. “Is it?” 
“Isabella adores art as well,” declared Mrs. Jenkins. “She 

had a private tutor for years, of course, and studied both 
drawing and painting. She has dozens of unfi nished sketches 
with such promise, they would take your breath away.” 

“I would love to see them,” said Cassandra courteously. 
“You should have brought one or two of them with you, my 

dear,” said Mrs. Jenkins. “You could have worked on them 
here.” 

“Oh! No! I have given up art, Aunt Jenkins. It was not for 
me. I am far too busy these days calling on friends, to bother 
with a pencil or water-colours. And are we not going to Lon-
don again, soon? The season begins next month.” 

“So it does!” cried Mrs. Jenkins. “I have a  house there, you 
know, in Berkeley Square. Isabella has stayed with me many 
times, and we always have such a grand time. Do you remem-
ber that wonderful play we saw last year, Isabella?” 

“Which one, aunt? We saw so many.” 
“I was thinking of King John.” 
“Oh, yes! With Sarah Siddons playing Constance, the be-

reaved mother! Was she not to die for?” 
“To die for?” repeated Mrs. Jenkins. “The bereaved mother!” 

Whereupon the two burst into laughter. “Isabella! I declare! Is 
she not the world’s cleverest girl?” 

Cassandra agreed that she was. I nodded and smiled, striv-
ing to appear sincere. 

“I think London the most exciting place on earth,” cried 
Isabella, her eyes shining. “I would live there if I could.” 
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“Last year was particularly memorable, of course,” added 
Mrs. Jenkins, wiping away happy tears, “since it followed Isa-
bella’s coming out.” 

“You came out in London, Miss Churchill?” I enquired. 
“How wonderful that must have been.” 

“Well, no. I wanted to, desperately, of course,” said Isabella. 
“To be presented with the other debutantes to the sovereign 
at St. James, oh! It would have been the most thrilling mo-
ment of my life! But papa would not hear of it. He said there 
was no point in wasting money on a London season, when I 
was already engaged.” 

“Still, you had a very nice ball at home to mark the occa-
sion,” said Mrs. Jenkins consolingly. “I do hope you will not 
give up our trips to London once you are married, Isabella.” 

“Oh! I would not think of it, aunt.” 
“Are you to be married, Miss Churchill?” I enquired. 
“Why, yes,” answered Isabella, in a tone which implied 

that every one in the world should be well acquainted with the 
fact. 

“We expect the date to be set within the year,” said Mrs. 
Jenkins. 

“I know that I am very fortunate,” said Isabella, in a  matter-
of-fact tone. “He is a most honourable man.” 

“If you met a thousand men,” said Mrs. Jenkins, “you 
could not find one more decent or more honourable than Mr. 
Ashford.” 

Cassandra and I both froze with surprise at the same mo-
ment. “Mr. Ashford?” repeated Cassandra. 

“Yes,” nodded Isabella, with a heavy sigh. “My friends will 
keep remarking that he is very old, and it is true, for he is twice 
my age, and old enough to be my father. But I remind myself 
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that he has always treated me with the highest regard and af-
fection.” 

“Some of the world’s most successful marriages  were 
founded on an age disparity far greater than yours, my dear,” 
said Mrs. Jenkins. 

“He is still in good looks,” admitted Isabella, “for an older 
man. I can only hope that he will not grow infi rm too soon.” 

My sister and I sat in stunned disbelief. My heart pounded; 
I saw that the colour had drained from Cassandra’s face, and 
knew that I must look ghostly pale as well. At last I managed, 
in a halting voice: “Surely you are not speaking of Mr. Fred-
erick Ashford? Of Pembroke Hall, in Derbyshire?” 

“Why, indeed I am, Miss Jane,” replied Isabella. “Do you 
know him?” 

“I—we—we are a little acquainted with that gentleman,” 
said I. “We had the pleasure of meeting him again at your 
aunt’s house, just this past month.” 

“Why, that is so!” cried Mrs. Jenkins. “Dear me, I had quite 
forgotten! Then you know what a fine man Mr. Ashford is, and 
why her family is so delighted in the match, for he is so intelli-
gent, so modest and unassuming, without a trace of arrogance, 
qualities not often found in a man of title, with so large a for-
tune. Think of it! When the title and property pass from father 
to son, our Isabella will be Lady Ashford, mistress of the larg-
est estate in all of Derbyshire. Such a grand property, such an 
excellent  house and such beautiful gardens, and his woods! In 
all my travels, I have not seen such timber any where!” 

“No one really cares about timber, do they?” said Isabella. 
“And there are far too many gardens for my taste, although 
Mr. Ashford does seem to think so highly of them. Miss Jane, 
are you unwell?” 
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“I am fine, thank you,” said I, although it had suddenly 
become difficult to breathe. 

Cassandra, recovering her powers of speech, said, “My 
sister will not mention it, but in fact, she has not been well of 
late, and I see that she needs some air. If you will please ex-
cuse us, Mrs. Jenkins, Miss Churchill, we will take our leave. 
Thank you so much for the tea.” 



Chapter Fourteen 

$| 

M 
r. Ashford engaged?” I cried with great emotion, 
when we were safely on the street and on our way 
home. “To Isabella Churchill? It cannot be true!” 

“It must be true,” said Cassandra gravely. “Mrs. Jenkins 
backed up every word.” 

“How could he do this? I do not understand! Not six days 
ago, he was  here, calling on me, giving rise to  my hopes 
that—” I was so stunned, I could not go on. 

“Oh, Jane, Jane. I am so very sorry.” 
I burst into tears. For some moments, I was too consumed 

by shock and grief to speak. “Why did he not tell me?” I cried, 
at length, as I withdrew my handkerchief from my reticule 
and tried to stem my flow of tears. “There was, apparently, 
nothing secretive about their engagement. Isabella seemed to 
think that all the world knew.” 

“Perhaps that is what he was attempting, with such 
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difficulty, to explain on the morning of his departure from 
Southampton.” 

“If so, his admission came many months too late. He should 
have told me the truth of his circumstances the very fi rst day 
we met, at Lyme.” 

“We cannot be certain, Jane, that he was engaged when 
you met at Lyme. Isabella said that she was engaged last year, 
at her coming out; his offer to her may have come shortly be-
fore. You went to Lyme nearly two years ago.” 

“That is true,” said I, softening a bit. Perhaps Mr. Ashford 
had been unattached when we first met. But anger and morti-
fi cation soon returned full force. “Still, it does not excuse his 
behaviour in the past few weeks!” 

“No. In this, he has treated you very ill.” 
Pain seared through my chest, as I struggled to hold fresh 

tears at bay. “It seems too impossible to believe! Why would 
a man like Mr. Ashford choose a girl like Isabella? They are 
so unlike. Can he truly love her?” 

“I do not see how. And it seems clear that she does not love 
him.” 

“She called him old. Old! Mr. Ashford, a man of four-and-
thirty, and one of the most handsome, fit and virile men I 
have ever met!” 

“I found that quite offensive,” admitted Cassandra, “par-
ticularly since he is two years younger than myself.” 

“Perhaps he had reached an age when he was made to feel 
he must marry, to produce an heir.” 

“That is likely.” 
“But why, in that event, choose Isabella?” 
“She is the sister of his best friend. The family is  well-

known to him. Perhaps he was infatuated by her youth and 
beauty.” 
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“This must explain the strange look I saw pass between 
Charles and Maria on several occasions,” I cried. “They knew 
of his engagement, and yet observed his attentions to me. 
Why did they not say any thing?” 

“Mr. Ashford is the son of a baronet, and engaged to their 
sister. They would not dare say any thing which might offend 
him.” 

“Oh! It is too horrible! To think that I fell in love with him! 
To learn, in this manner, that he is not at all the man I thought 
he was!” 

“I do not think we were completely deceived in him,” said 
Cassandra softly. “Mr. Ashford seemed to me an honourable 
man. You said yourself that you could not be certain of his 
feelings for you. I am the one who insisted he was in love. Per-
haps he did come to us only in friendship. I still believe his 
regard for you was sincere.” 

“Sincere? How can you call him sincere, or a man of hon-
our?” I cried. “What man of honour would call on a woman 
day after day, affecting a deep interest in her, and cultivating 
an atmosphere in which she would come to feel affection for 
him, when he was already promised to another? No; I would 
not call Mr. Ashford sincere. Clearly, he is adept at presenting 
one face to the world, while all the time shielding his true na-
ture from view. He is nothing but a blackguard and a villain. 
I was only a dalliance, an amusement to occupy his time while 
he was in town.” 

“I cannot imagine that is so,” said Cassandra. “Still, I fi nd 
this very difficult to understand. It does not seem in Mr. 
Ashford’s character to behave in this manner.” 

“Oh how I wish I could hate him! But—” 
“You do not?” 
“To be tied for life to that  self-important girl—who is so 
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young and unaccomplished, and has no feelings for  him—it is 
a travesty! Can they possibly be happy together? I think not. 
No, I cannot hate him. I feel sorry for him.” 

“I feel sorry for them both,” said Cassandra, “and my heart 
bleeds for you, Jane.” 

“How could I let this happen? How could I have allowed 
myself to feel so much, and to be so deceived?” 

“Do not berate yourself. You have done nothing wrong. 
His every word, every action seemed to speak of his intentions 
to you.” 

“If any one should find out, I would die of shame.” 
Cassandra took my hand and squeezed it tightly. “We shall 

never mention his name again.” 

Misery, I discovered, is a great inducement to art. 
Whereas my previous confusion and sadness had inhibited 

my creativity, now my ability to write returned with a ven-
geance. Never before had I felt such a burning desire, nay, a re-
quirement to put pen to paper. For days, I wrote in a blind rage, 
pausing only when need overcame me to eat or drink or sleep. 

No longer did I feel any compulsion to soften my character 
of Willoughby. The world, I had been reminded, was not fair 
where love was concerned, and never would be. No matter that 
Marianne loved her Willoughby deeply, no matter that her 
heart would be broken. I could paint him as a cad and rascal, 
bereft of conscience, ruled by selfish interests, and be justifi ed. 
When he married another woman, Marianne could suffer all 
the pain of rejection and humiliation that I was now feeling. 

Of Edward and Elinor’s fate, I experienced a similar awak-
ening. At last, I knew what terrible secret Edward harboured, 
which kept him from declaring his love to her. 

“Good God!” cried Cassandra, when she had fi nished 
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reading the newest chapters of my book, in which I added two 
brand-new and quite unlikeable characters, the Steele sisters. 
“This secret engagement of four years standing, which you 
have introduced between Edward and Miss Lucy Steele—” 

“Do not you think it a brilliant and inspired touch?” 
“I do,” agreed Cassandra, “but it is so—” 
“Sad? Infuriating? Familiar? A case of life begetting art?” 
“I was going to say dark. Your story is much darker than 

before.” 
“Darker fits my mood,” I replied. 
A few days before we removed from Southampton, a letter 

arrived for me. I recognised the handwriting at once as Mr. 
Ashford’s, and, indeed, the direction indicated that it came 
from Pembroke Hall, Derbyshire. Whereas I might have once 
received such a missive with great joy, the sight of it now pro-
duced only pain and sickness of heart, followed by coolness 
and resolve. 

“I beg your pardon,” said I, as I turned to the postman and 
handed the letter back, “but there must be some mistake. 
This was not meant for me. Please return it to sender.” 

“Yes, Miss,” replied the postman, as he took the offending 
letter and disappeared down the street. 

“Whatever possessed you to send it back?” cried Cassan-
dra, when she heard what I had done. “Perhaps he meant to 
offer an explanation for what has passed.  Were you not inter-
ested in what he had to say?” 

“Not at all,” said I vehemently. “I know the truth already, 
and however prettily he chuses to word his explanation, it can 
make no difference. He is bound to another, that is a fact. He 
will marry her, of that we have no doubt. What can he offer me 
now, but apologies and a promise of friendship—which would, 
after the deep attachment I have felt, be quite impossible. No; 
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if my heart is ever to mend, if my mind is ever to be clear  
again, I must go back to what I was before I met Mr. Ashford, 
and banish him from my thoughts.” 

“I applaud your strength and resolve, dearest,” said Cas-
sandra, her expression replete with sympathy and kindness, 
“but not to think of some one for whom you have embraced 
such deep feelings, that is easier said than done.” 

She spoke the truth; but what other course was open to me? 
Indeed, not five minutes later, as I was engaged in assembling 
several dozen new manuscript pages into a sort of book, and 
sewing the seam to bind them, Mr. Ashford’s voice, and his 
pretty words from the preceding weeks, kept repeating in my 
head: “Your work is charming and witty and  romantic—in a 
style entirely new—I have never read or heard any thing quite like 
it before—You shall be published; you must be.” 

Was it all just idle flattery? I wondered. He had seemed so 
sincere in his praise. Well, I thought, in a sudden fit of temper, 
there is one way to find out. It would be a long while before 
Sense and Sensibility was finished, but I did have another 
book, complete, which should have been published years ago. 

I picked up my pen, deciding, at that very instant, to ad-
dress a subject which had been plaguing me for some time. 
Preserving my anonymity by adopting the name “Mrs. Ash-
ton Dennis,” I dashed off the following letter to the publisher, 
Crosby & Co., in London: 

Wednesday 5 April 1809 

Gentlemen 

In the Spring of the year 1803 a MS. Novel in 2 vol. 
entitled Susan was sold to you by a Gentleman of the 
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name of Seymour, & the purchase money £10 rec’d at 
the same time. Six years have since passed, & this 
work of which I avow myself the Authoress, has never 
to the best of my knowledge, appeared in print, tho’ an 
early publication was stipulated for at the time of Sale. 
I can only account for such an extraordinary circum-
stance by supposing the MS by some carelessness to have 
been lost; & if that was the case, am willing to supply 
you with another copy if you are disposed  to avail 
yourselves of it, & will engage for no farther delay 
when it comes into your  hands.—It will not be in my 
power from partic u lar circumstances29 to command this 
copy before the month of August, but then, if you ac-
cept my proposal, you may depend on receiving it. Be 
so good as to send me a line in answer, as soon as possi-
ble, as my stay in this place will not exceed a few days. 
Should no notice be taken of this address, I shall feel 
myself at liberty to secure the publication of my work, 
by applying elsewhere. I am 

Gentlemen &c &c 

MAD— 

The initials of my fictitious signature formed a word which 
perfectly reflected my sentiments and state of mind of the 
day. 

The reply, which arrived at the post office on the very 
morning of our departure, was as follows: 

29 Her copy of the manuscript was no doubt inaccessible, as the 
household was then packed up in expectation of their move from  
Southampton. 
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Saturday 8 April 1809 

Madam 

5
We have to acknowledge the receipt of your letter of the 

th inst. It is true that at the time mentioned we pur-
chased of Mr. Seymour a MS. novel entitled Susan 
and paid him for it the sum of 10£ for which we have 
his stamped receipt as a full consideration, but there 
was not any time stipulated for its publication, neither 
are we bound to publish it, Should you or anyone  else, 
we shall take proceedings to stop the sale. The MS shall 
be yours for the same as we paid for it. 

For R. Crosby & Co 
I am yours  etc. 
Richard Crosby 

I was both saddened and infuriated by this correspondence. 
I could, in no way, produce the sum required to buy back my 
book. Susan, I realised, was dead to me; the sooner I fi nished 
Sense and Sensibility, the better. 

But that task, I knew, could not be attended to for quite 
some time. All our furniture and possessions  were now packed 
and boarded upon several wagons, which had, earlier that 
morning, embarked for Steventon, where they would be stored 
until the cottage at Chawton was ready. With a heavy heart, I 
knew that I must yet again say  good-bye to inde pendence, 
privacy, and writing, for a time. 



Chapter Fifteen 

$| 

D 
ear, dear Steventon,” I said, gazing out the window 
of my brother James’s carriage, as we turned up the 
rutted drive towards the parsonage where I had 

passed all the happy days of my youth. Our drive through the 
familiar, rolling green hills and meadows, dotted with elms 
sprouting tiny new leaves of early spring, had inspired a  much-
needed sense of peace and quiet within me. “It will be good to 
be home again.” 

“Steventon is no longer our home,” Cassandra reminded 
me. “It belongs to James now, and has for quite some time. He 
may be pleased to host us, but I am not so assured of a gra-
cious welcome from Mary.” 

James’s second wife, Mary (my brothers seemed to make a 
habit of marrying women named Mary), was sister to our dear 
friend Martha Lloyd, and had been a favourite of my mother’s 
upon their marriage; but this Mary had proved herself to be a 
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less than a congenial wife and stepmother. Mrs. James Austen 
seemed permanently scarred by her  pock-marked face (ruined 
by smallpox) and by the knowledge that James had not only 
been married once before (his first wife had died, leaving a 
lovely daughter, Anna) but had also once had a passion for 
Eliza de Feuillide, now Henry’s wife. 

Although James seemed content enough in his marriage, I 
believe the rest of the family shared my opinion that Mary’s 
jealous insecurities had rendered her irritatingly tactless,  ill-
tempered and overbearing, and she was less than kind to poor 
Anna. (Not to mention her greatest fault, in my eyes: she dis-
trusted books, and read very few of them.) Still, despite com-
plaints from my mother in her recent letters, I had hoped for 
a kind reception from Mary, considering that my mother had 
been ill, and had hoped to rest and recover in the home that 
had been hers for nearly four decades. 

As we emerged from the coach, however, my mother swept 
through the front door and met us with open arms and a fore-
boding warning. 

“How glad I am that you girls are  here, at last! I have 
missed you so!” My mother embraced us in turn, wiping tears 
of joy from her eyes; then, glancing behind her to the open 
door, she added in a low voice, “Do not expect a hearty greet-
ing from that Mary; she has been in a most foul temper all 
month.” 

At that moment my young nephew Edward burst through 
the door, with all the energy and enthusiasm that a youth of 
nine can possess. “Aunt Jane! Aunt Cassandra!” cried he, 
throwing himself into our arms. “Wait until you see the fort 
that I have built in the garden! It is a marvel, and a most won-
derful place. You shall tell me stories while you are  here, will 
you not, Aunt Jane? There is a bird in a tree outside my win-
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dow, which I have never seen before. You must come, Aunt 
Jane, and tell me what kind of bird it is.”30 

I laughed, promising to tell him stories, and to look at the 
bird as soon as ever I could. My brother James welcomed us 
with his usual gravity, expressing concern that we had not 
been overtired by our journey. The other children soon ap-
peared to greet us. Anna, at fifteen years of age, was a lovely, 
intelligent young woman of whom I was especially fond, and 
Caroline was a shy, darling little girl of four. 

“La, and where are we to store all this,” cried Mary dis-
agreeably, as the wagons containing all our worldly posses-
sions drew up behind us. 

“It will only be for a few months, dear,” said James. “I am 
certain we can find room in the shed and barn.” 

As my mother expressed her great appreciation for their help 
during this interim period in our lives, Mary turned to my sis-
ter and me with a frown, and said, “You shall have to share one 
of the attic rooms, as your mother has already taken over An-
na’s bed- room, and all the other rooms are spoken for.” 

“I am certain we shall be very comfortable,” I replied. “We 
are indeed fortunate to have family to take us in so graciously.” 

“Look what Aunt Jane and I found in the meadow  to- day,” said 
Edward proudly at dinner that evening, as he opened his hand 
to reveal three tiny, empty robin eggshells for inspection. 

“A fine addition to your collection, son,” observed James. 
“Put those filthy things away!” cried Mary, her nose 

30 James-Edward Austen-Leigh (called Edward by his family) was one of 
Jane Austen’s favourite nephews. He inherited a  great-aunt’s estate in 
1836, taking the name of “Leigh” in addition to Austen. He became a 
country clergyman, and later a vicar; in 1869 he wrote A Memoir of Jane 
Austen, the very first biography of the authoress. 
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wrinkling in disgust. “We are at table! Last week, it was a dead 
mouse. Before that, the most grotesque beetle. The things that 
little boys will play with, it is absolutely appalling.” 

Edward’s face fell, and he quickly replaced the offending 
objects in his pocket. James fell silent and busied himself with 
the task of eating. 

“The boy delights in nature,” said I, with a reassuring  
smile to my nephew. 

“He delights in vexing me,” said Mary. (Turning now to 
her step-daughter) “Anna, stop frowning! And sit up straight 
when you eat.” 

“If she sits up any straighter,” declared my mother, “she 
will be standing.” 

“I am only trying to make a lady of her, which is not easy, 
given her proclivity for indolence and  self-indulgence.” 

Anna’s face went scarlet with mortification at this state-
ment; but before any of us could rush in to defend her (for 
Anna was, in fact, a very dutiful child, with a generous tem-
per) Mary turned to Edward, who was just then serving him-
self from the dish of potatoes, and sternly cried, “One potato, 
Edward! There will not be enough to go around.” 

There seemed to be plenty of potatoes. Edward faltered, 
then dutifully put one of his potatoes back, as Mary turned to 
my mother, my sister and myself with a tight, sweet smile. 
“How long did you ladies think you might be staying?” 

“I feel like an unwanted parcel,” said I that evening, in the 
privacy of my mother’s bed- room, as she sat softly weeping. 

“We all do,” replied Cassandra, unsmiling. 
“Would it not be best if we went straight away to Godmer-

sham, mamma?” I enquired. “Surely we would be more wel-
come there.” 
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“If only we could,” replied my mother, drying her eyes, 
“but I am not well enough to travel; my nerves would not be 
equal to the effort. I have been suffering from a fi erce throb-
bing in my head of late, and six leeches a day for ten days 
together has done nothing to relieve me. I feel so languid, 
some mornings it is all I can do to climb out of bed; I fear for 
my liver. In my present state, even five minutes in a coach 
would probably be the death of me. So we must make the 
best of it, and remain  here for another few weeks at least, I 
imagine. But a very, very hard thing it is, to stay where you 
are not wanted.” 

On Sunday morning, as Carolyn and Edward, attired in their 
best clothes, waited impatiently in the nursery for their mother 
to fi nish dressing in order to depart for church, I entertained 
their earnest request to tell them a story. Anna, on passing by 
the room and overhearing the other children’s laughter, 
slipped in quietly to listen in the doorway. I quickly added a 
character of her name and description to the tale, which elic-
ited from her a smile of quiet delight. 

“When Anna opened her eyes, she thought herself in a 
great forest. But what seemed like trees  were actually a bed of 
brilliant bellflowers. For the sorcerer’s potion had worked its 
wonders, and Anna was now no bigger than a dragonfl y.” 

Carolyn gasped. Edward laughed and shook his head. 
“Aunt Jane, that is impossible.” 

“All things are possible, Edward, if only you believe.” 
He fell silent for a moment, pondering that concept, and 

then enquired, “Do you mean to say, that if I believe in your 
story as you have told it, then it is as good as if it  were true?” 

“You understand my meaning precisely, Edward.” 
He smiled. 
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“When she saw that she was even smaller than a fl ower, 
was she frightened?” enquired Anna. 

“She was too amazed to be frightened. Most amazing of all 
was the tiny fairy prince she saw reclining in the fold of a 
bright green leaf, as if it  were a sofa. He was very handsome, 
with thick golden hair and dark blue eyes, precisely the colour 
of the bellflower which he wore as a cap.  “ ‘Welcome to my 
kingdom,’ said he in a deep, soft voice. ‘I am the Flower Prince. 
Will you join me in a cup of dandelion tea?’ ‘Join you in a cup of 
tea?’ enquired Anna in surprise. ‘Would that be to drink it, or 
to swim in it?’ ” 

The children laughed. At that moment, their mother burst 
through the nursery door, dressed in her Sunday best, with a 
sour look on her face. “What is going on in here? What is all 
this laughter?” 

“Aunt Jane is telling us a story,” answered Edward, at-
tempting, without success, to hide his smile. 

“It is the Lord’s day, not a day for stories and frivolity,” 
declared Mary sternly. “Come now, children. Let us to 
church.” 

“But Aunt Jane has not finished,” cried little Carolyn in 
dismay. 

“I shall finish it at  bed- time,” I whispered solemnly, “I 
promise.” 

At church, I was delighted to see Alethea Bigg and her sister 
Elizabeth Heathcoate in attendance. After the service (at 
which my brother James delivered a very fi ne sermon), while 
Elizabeth dashed off after her son William, who was hurling 
stones over the rectory wall at the grazing cows, Cassandra 
and I chatted amiably with Alethea. She reassured us that 
Harris and his wife and children  were doing well, and that her 



The Lost Memoirs of Jane Austen | 169 

sister Catherine, who had been married the previous October, 
was quite content in her newly betrothed state. 

“I am so pleased for them,” said Cassandra. 
“I cannot tell you how pleased I am that you two have re-

turned to the neighbourhood,” exclaimed Alethea, “even if it 
is only for a short time.” 

“The shorter the better,” said I, “for Mary has made it 
plain that she does not wish us here.” 

“I always thought her a most disagreeable woman,” replied 
Alethea. “I wish I could invite you to stay with us at Many-
down, but Elizabeth leaves tomorrow to visit friends in Sus-
sex, and my father and I depart not two days hence on a 
holiday of some weeks.” All at once she let out a little gasp, 
and cried, “Oh! I have had the most inspired idea. You must 
both come away with papa and me!” 

“Come away with you?” I replied in surprise. “Where are 
you going?” 

“We are touring to the north; papa is resolved upon a  sight-
seeing party, while he is still well enough to make the journey. 
The furthest destination is to be a stay of a week’s duration 
with my father’s cousin, Mr. Lucian Morton, a clergyman 
who resides in Brimington, in Derbyshire. I have never met 
the man, nor has my father, since he lives such a great distance 
away, but papa is anxious to make the acquaintance. From all 
accounts, Mr. Morton is a very decent sort of person and lives 
in a beautiful part of the country. I am certain he would be 
delighted to have two more ladies among the party.” 

“Thank you for the kind offer, Alethea,” said Cassandra, 
“but we have only just arrived at Steventon, and I would not 
like to leave my mother again. Jane, you go.” 

Although I was delighted by the idea of a  sight-seeing jour-
ney to the north, a place I had never visited, the mention of 
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Derbyshire was all the provocation I needed to decline the 
invitation; it was impossible for me to hear the name of that 
county without thinking of Pembroke Hall, and its own er. I 
had no wish whatsoever to travel anywhere within proximity 
of that place. 

“Alethea, this is a trip your father has planned, to be en-
joyed with you alone. I would not think of imposing on your 
company.” 

“Imposing?” cried Alethea. “On the contrary; you would 
be doing me a favour if you come!” In a lowered voice, she 
added, “Try as my father might to call this journey a holiday, 
he cannot disguise his true intent. I know what he is about. 
He means to parade me in front of his eligible cousin, Mr. 
Morton. Having married off one spinster daughter to a re-
spectable, older clergyman, he hopes to have a similar success 
with the other.” 

“I am sorry,” said I with sympathy, well aware of the hor-
rors of such a situation, recalling my parents’ hopes for Cas-
sandra and myself during our years at Bath. “But perhaps 
this Mr. Morton is a worthy gentleman, and you will like 
him, in which instance, you would surely not require my 
company.” 

“There is little chance of that, for he is forty years of age, has 
a good living, and yet has never married. There must be some-
thing wrong with a man, to remain so long unattached.” 

“Many good and amiable men chuse to marry later in life,” 
said I, trying not to think of Mr. Ashford, who, until recently, 
I would have placed in that category, but now could only 
think of with disdain, “and you risk nothing by going, as you 
cannot be forced to marry him.” 

“No, but I shall be obliged to endure his company for sev-
eral days at least. How much more pleasant it will be if you are 
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there! The journey itself, just think of it, Jane!” Alethea clasped 
her hands rapturously, her eyes lighting up with excitement. 
“The places we shall see, the experiences we shall share! Oh, 
how I have dreaded this trip up until  now—three weeks or 
more with my stodgy old  father—but it need not be so. Please, 
Jane, save me from that fate, or I will surely go mad.” 

I could not say no to such a heartfelt plea. I was anxious to get 
away from Steventon, the idea of travelling with my dear  
friends was very appealing, and the stops along the way  were 
of great interest to me. Although I would have preferred any 
final destination other than Derbyshire, I convinced myself 
that that county was large enough, that I would certainly be 
safe in making a brief visit to one of its smaller villages, with-
out Mr. Ashford’s perceiving me. 

Our northward journey was perfectly free from accident or 
event. Our route lay through such charming places as Ox-
ford, Blenheim, Warwick, Kenelworth and Birmingham, all 
of which we enjoyed exceedingly, taking in the main sights 
and enjoying generally good weather. The squire, although 
seven-and-sixty, and not as fit as my father had been at that 
age (and possessed of a rather loquacious and serious disposi-
tion), did have an enthusiasm for architecture and nature, 
and was most generous and solicitous of our comforts all the 
way. He insisted that we chuse our own dinners at the inns; as 
we traveled, he sat snoring in the opposite seat of the coach, 
while Alethea and I maintained a steady barrage of happy 
chatter. 

Alethea was her energetic, amiable self, quick to fi nd plea-
sure in every thing she saw and did, to praise that which she 
admired, and to poke fun at that which she found absurd. Our 
daily diversions worked wonders in improving my mental 
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disposition; I soon banished all thoughts of my recent disap-
pointment in a certain gentleman to the farthest corner of my 
mind, and enjoyed each new day with a purity of spirits and a 
willing laugh. 

One sunny afternoon towards the end of the second week 
of our travels, as I gazed out the window with delight at the 
beautiful wooded land through which we were passing, the 
driver announced that we had just entered the county of Der-
byshire. Alethea turned to me with quiet dread, and mur-
mured, “Here we are at last. Soon I am to be thrown to the 
wolves.” 

As promised, the squire’s cousin lived in a very pretty 
neighbourhood. We left the high road for the lane, and soon 
the parsonage came into view. The  house itself was a modest 
edifi ce of brick, not overly large, surrounded by a green lawn 
and a laurel hedge. Our carriage stopped at the gate, and in 
a moment we were all out of the chaise and crossing the short 
gravel walk to the front door, where we were met by Mr. Mor-
ton. 

A tall, heavy looking man of forty, Mr. Morton had beady, 
pale eyes in a round face, and an affected smile which re-
vealed a row of very crooked teeth. He had become most 
dreadfully bald, and in compensation, he had combed for-
ward several long, thin, curling clumps of brown and grey 
hair over his pate. 

“Welcome, welcome, to my humble abode,” said Mr. Mor-
ton, ushering us inside with an air of the utmost formal civil-
ity, as he directed our luggage to be sent up to particu lar 
apartments. “It is a great honour to make your acquaintance 
at last, squire,” said he, shaking that man’s hand effusively, 
“for I think that family connexions are the most important 
thing in the world. I am only too aware, squire, of your prom-
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inent position in Hampshire, of the size of your fortune, and 
the splendour of your estate, which fi lls me with silent awe. I 
have always thought it a great misfortune that we should have 
gone so many years without meeting, but as we are separated, 
in geograph i cal location, by such a very great distance, it can 
certainly be understood. I trust your journey was not too un-
pleasant?” 

All of this passed Mr. Morton’s lips as we stood in the front 
hall, before introductions had yet been made. Alethea and I 
exchanged a private look of horror at the appearance and os-
tentatious manner of the man; it was all we could do not to 
laugh. 



Chapter Sixteen 

$| 

T 
he squire assured Mr. Morton that our journey had 
been most satisfactory, in a speech which would, I fear, 
have been as long-winded as that of his cousin, had not 

Mr. Morton interrupted him to introduce himself to Alethea 
and myself. 

“Miss Alethea,” said he, with an enthusiastic bow, “it is 
indeed a pleasure. I have heard much of your beauty from 
your father’s letters, and I see that, in this instance, fame has 
not fallen short of the truth.” Bowing to me next, he added, 
“And may I extend the same compliments to you, Miss Aus-
ten, for the squire was good enough to write and inform me of 
your coming, and I find his tributes to you  were of equal 
merit. Be assured that any friend of my cousin’s is a friend of 
mine, and I am delighted to make your acquaintance; if there 
is any thing, however small, which I can do to make your stay 
here more comfortable, please do not hesitate to mention it.” 

I thanked Mr. Morton most sincerely for his kindness, after 
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which he invited us to sit before the fire in his parlour and 
take some refreshment. 

As the  serving-maid brought in the  tea-set, Mr. Morton 
gave us a detailed account of every article of furniture in the 
room, calling our particu lar attention to a mahogany side-
board, a piece of rather alarming size and no great beauty. “I 
purchased it myself at an auction, at far less expense than one 
might imagine,” said he with great pride, “and believe it will 
be a very useful piece. Why, my neighbour, the Lady Cordelia 
Delacroix—a most affable and condescending woman of great 
means and property, who resides at Bretton Hall, not two 
miles from  here, where I have been invited twice to tea—her 
ladyship, upon viewing the table, expressed her opinion of its 
fine workmanship and durability, and insisted that I had made 
a very good bargain.” 

I glanced at the squire, seeking to detect even the briefest 
smile on his countenance, to reflect his recognition of the ab-
surdity of the man before us, but he seemed quite insensible 
of it; rather, he expressed his admiration for the good propor-
tion of the room, its aspect and sturdiness of build, and asked 
several probing questions concerning the structure of the 
parsonage, a subject to which our host replied with the great-
est enthusiasm. For the next  three-quarters of an hour, Ale-
thea and I sat in silent wonder as the two men avidly discussed 
the minute architectural details of the rectory and church, as 
well as every other building, barn and cottage in the parish, 
with the possible exception of a shed or two, and several priv-
ies. 

Following this discourse, Mr. Morton led us on a very com-
plete tour of the  house, which, although an edifice of rather 
compact size, seemed very neat and comfortable, and held 
many delights for him. 
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“You have every thing  here that one could want in a  house,” 
declared the squire, “although I believe it could be even fur-
ther improved by the warmth that a woman’s touch would 
provide.” 

“Yes, indeed, squire,” said Mr. Morton, “I have given a 
great deal of thought to that very subject, and it is a matter of 
vital interest to me. I think it a right thing for every clergyman 
to set the example of matrimony in his parish, if he is in easy 
circumstances; which, until recently, was not the case in my 
instance, owing to the small living I had been afforded. But to 
my great good fortune, I have just been offered the living of 
the neighbouring parish of Oxcroth, as well, and with this ad-
ditional income, I find I am now, at last, in a position to offer 
a wife a most desirable situation.” 

“That you are,” agreed the squire. “I have only just had the 
pleasure of seeing my daughter Catherine married to a good 
clergyman like yourself, and I cannot begin to tell you what 
happiness that union has brought the family.” Alethea turned 
to her father, secretly imploringly him, with the most desper-
ate face, not to pursue the topic further; but the squire did not 
appear to notice. “Alethea quite runs the  household now,” he 
went on, “and she is such an excellent manager, I declare any 
man would be fortunate to have her.” 

Alethea’s countenance flushed crimson, and she closed her 
eyes, as if willing herself to disappear on the spot. 

I said quickly, “After the confinement of the carriage, I 
would welcome an opportunity to stretch my legs in the open 
air, Mr. Morton. Might I entreat you to take us for a turn in 
your garden?” 

The idea was met with a most enthusiastic response. Ale-
thea, with a glance that implored me to help her put as much 
space as possible between herself and Mr. Morton, fi rmly 
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linked her arm through her father’s, so that I was obliged to 
walk with our host. 

“I tend to the cultivation of the garden myself,” said Mr. 
Morton, as we strolled the many well-tended paths and cross 
walks, “which, I believe, is one of life’s most respectable plea-
sures, and a most healthful occupation.” Without pausing to 
allow us to utter a syllable of the praise he seemed to be seek-
ing, he pointed out each shrub and tree with great  self-
satisfaction. “I planted every one of these roses with my own 
hands, each selection made on the basis of its form, hardiness, 
colour and fragrance. I flatter myself to think that if you  were 
to return in summer, you would, as my neighbours have re-
marked on several occasions, be quite overwhelmed by the 
magnificence of the sight; the orderliness of the presentation, 
the multiple array of hues, the extensive number of blooms, 
and the delightful, sweet aromas which they engender, are 
enough to inspire awe in a person of even the most jaundiced 
disposition.” 

At the edge of the garden, Mr. Morton pointed out several 
fields dotted with distant trees. “That is the Camperdown 
elm, also known as U. glabra camperdonii, a variety of Wych 
elm. There are six elms in that clump alone,” said he proudly 
(although I saw much to be pleased with, I could not be in 
such raptures as Mr. Morton expected the scene to inspire) 
“and there to the right, you will see three chestnuts and two 
oaks.” He was keen to lead us around his meadow, but Ale-
thea and the squire admitted that they were tired, and ex-
pressed an interest in being shewn to their rooms, where they 
might rest before dinner. 

Mr. Morton instantly and profusely apologized. “I alone 
must take the blame for your fatigue. I never should have 
taken you on such an extensive tour, at the very moment of 
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your arrival, and the ladies wearing such delicate shoes! Watch 
your step, Miss Austen! There is a rather large pebble in your 
path.” 

Mr. Morton bent down and whisked away the offending 
stone, inadvertently, in the process, striking a squirrel squarely 
in the back. The creature froze in momentary astonishment, 
then scampered off. All the way back to the  house, Mr. Mor-
ton could talk of nothing but his relief that he had not caused 
the poor animal’s early demise. 

“I pray that I will not be obliged to sit beside him at dinner,” 
said Alethea, as we freshened up later, in the  bed-chamber 
that we shared. “He is the most odious, tedious, ridiculous 
man that I have ever met.” 

“I think him quite amusing,” I replied. 
“Then you may sit beside him, and carry on the  whole of 

the conversation. For my part, I intend to say nothing whatso-
ever, and appear as the most dull and uncaptivating female 
who ever lived.” 

“That may not work to your advantage,” I teased, as I 
splashed water from the basin on my face. “He may prefer a 
woman who is the quiet type.” 

“Oh! I had not thought of that. But I cannot be rude, that 
would only upset papa.” 

“My dear Alethea, do not look so distressed. We are by no 
means assured that Mr. Morton is considering you as his fu-
ture wife. Should he in fact make you an offer of marriage,  
you may simply refuse.” 

“But my refusal, I fear, would anger papa more than the 
absence of an offer. Oh! What am I to do?” 

“You have only to be yourself, and leave the rest to provi-
dence.” 
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“Providence can only take us so far. Sometimes we must 
help it along.” Alethea was silent for some moments, and then 
said, “I have decided. I will endeavour to appear as politely 
disagreeable as possible, by making some counterpoint to ev-
ery thing he says.” 

“You must do as you think best.” Sitting down before the 
looking-glass, I settled my black velvet cap on my head, loos-
ening a few short curls about my face. The effect was rather 
pleasing. I was no great beauty, I knew, but to night, some might 
call me pretty. “As for me, I intend to study his every move 
and expression, and try to recall every word of his unique 
phraseology.” 

“Why ever would you wish to do that?” 
“Because I delight in his absurdity. It has occurred to me 

that, one day, I might use Mr. Morton as a model for a char-
acter, in one of my books.” 

Alethea laughed. “That is so like you, Jane. Where the rest 
of us perceive only awkwardness in a person or circumstance, 
you see humour and possibility.” She sat down on the chair 
beside me and clasped my hands in hers, regarding me with 
sincerity and affection. “Are you saying what I  think—what I 
hope? After all these years of silence, have you taken up your 
pen again?” 

I admitted that I had. “Please do not tell any  one—I am 
certain nothing will come of it—but I have just begun revis-
ing Sense and Sensibility. When I met Mr. Morton, however, I 
could not help but think of First Impressions.” 

“Oh! Yes! I remember the clergyman in that book. He was 
most amusing.” 

“But he was never half so idiotic or insufferable as Mr. 
Morton.” 

“No, indeed, he was not!” We laughed for a long and merry 
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moment. “To see Mr. Morton on the page would be great 
fun,” agreed Alethea. “But, Jane, you have not been honest 
with me, all these years, on a rather important point.” 

“What point is that?” 
“You have always maintained that you did not copy the 

characters and places in your books from life, that they  were 
all invented. I see, now, that the opposite is true.” 

“You could not be more wrong,” I insisted. “Of the places, 
I admit, I have taken inspiration from homes I have seen. I 
patterned Mr. Darcy’s estate at Eastham Park after a great 
house I saw at Kent, and I patterned Rosings and Hunsford 
after the manor  house and parsonage at Cheve ning. But of 
the people in my books, my aim is to create, not to reproduce. 
Consider, if I did not, if the people I described should recog-
nise themselves!” 

“I do not think people would take so much offense as you 
seem to believe, Jane. They might, in fact, be flattered to fi nd 
themselves in one of your books.” 

“Perhaps so, but I dread such an invasion of privacy. And 
there is more. Naturally, I have drawn fragments of personal-
ity and manner of speech from a variety of different people 
whom I have met, but I am far too proud of my creations to 
admit that they  were only Mrs. A, or Col o nel B.” With a 
wicked smile, I added, “However, in this instance, I may be 
forced to break my rule. For your Mr. Morton is simply too 
great a gem to use by halves.” 

“I must say, you keep a very fi ne carriage, squire,” remarked 
Mr. Morton at dinner that evening, where we supped on 
pease-soup and roast fowl, and a wine of such indifferent 
quality and colour that I suspected it had been watered down 
by the cook. “I do not keep a carriage of my own, of course; I 
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see not the necessity of such expense, every place in the vil-
lage being so readily accessible on foot. When the need has 
arisen to attend an event at a greater distance than I can man-
age, I have had the good fortune to receive an offer of trans-
port from Lady Cordelia Delacroix, who has condescended to 
allow me to join her in her carriage three times; I should say, 
one of her ladyship’s carriages, rather, for she has several. Her 
equipages are among the most splendid of their kind in the 
county. Every Sunday, when I see her, I reaffi rm my view, in 
perfect accordance with hers, that a chaise and four, elegantly 
liveried, is indeed the most comfortable and preferred mode 
of transport in the world.” 

“I myself have no affection for a chaise,” said Alethea dis-
agreeably, the twitch of a smile conveying, to me alone, the 
true intent behind her argument. “For extended travel, of 
course, we have no choice, but in truth, sir, they are so stuffy 
and confining. For shorter distances, I much prefer an open 
carriage.” 

“Oh, yes!” I cried. “A low phaeton with a nice little pair 
of ponies is always quaint, but I particularly adore a gig or 
curricle.” 

“A curricle is an entirely impracticable equipage,” said Mr. 
Morton, “except for the very rich. Consider that, alone of the 
two-wheeled vehicles, it is built for two horses, instead of one, 
and its own er faces the difficulty and expense of fi nding a 
well-matched, high- quality pair of animals.” 

“Indeed,” observed Squire  Bigg-Wither, “riding about up 
high in the open air on two wheels has never seemed quite the 
thing to me.” 

“But I love sitting in the open,” argued Alethea, “especially 
when riding in the country; and a curricle is so much more 
expedient than a coach.” 
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“The chaise and four may wheel off with more grandeur,” 
I agreed, “but it is a heavy and troublesome business. A cur-
ricle can pass a carriage with ease any day of the week.” 

“If speed  were the only object, then you may have your 
curricle,” said Mr. Morton. “But may I remind you that it 
holds no more than two occupants, who are both subjected to 
sun and wind and rain, not to mention a horrible dust. I can 
never keep a shirt clean when riding in an open carriage. All 
this cannot be pleasing to a lady.” 

“On the contrary, Mr. Morton,” said Alethea, “every lady I 
have ever met finds the open carriage extremely pleasing.” 

“We would not think to go out in the rain,” I added. “We 
are never out without a bonnet, sir, and we find the fresh air 
most exhilarating. As for the dirt and dust, its disadvantages 
are far outweighed by the attraction of the drive.” 

“I believe there are merits to both points of view,” said 
Squire Bigg-Wither diplomatically, with a rather stern look at 
Alethea, “and may I suggest a vehicle that might be accept-
able to all: the barouche.” 

“Ah yes,” conceded Mr. Morton, “a barouche can make a 
fine compromise. For the power of two  horses, you can ac-
commodate a party of six; and with the top up, it affords a 
modicum of protection from the elements.” 

“I have nothing against a barouche,” said Alethea sweetly, 
with an acquiescent smile for her father, “as long as I am al-
lowed to sit on the box, for it is the only seat that affords a 
charming view.” 

With the arrival of dessert, in the form of a very decent 
apple pie, the discussion turned to Mr. Morton’s library, a 
collection of some fifty or sixty volumes which, I had noticed 
earlier, were devoted to history and ecumenical studies, and 
were a source of some pride. 
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“Alethea fancies books, herself,” said the squire. “Why, 
hardly a day goes by that I do not see her engaged in reading 
something or other.” 

“Oh, but I read only novels, papa,” said Alethea quickly, 
“and have no taste or aptitude for the books which seem to 
interest Mr. Morton.” 

“It is true that I am devoted to the more serious works,” 
agreed Mr. Morton, “but I admit, I have read one or two nov-
els myself, and found them quite diverting. Have you read 
Coelebs in Search of a Wife, by Hannah More?” 

“No,” replied Alethea. “But I am sure Jane has; Jane has 
read every thing. She adores novels; why, she has even written 
several.” No sooner had Alethea spoken the words than she 
gasped and covered her mouth, with a look of apology at me. 

“Is that so, Miss Austen?” cried Mr. Morton, his pale eyes 
widening with interest as he turned to me. “Have you indeed 
written several novels?” 

“Long ago,” said I quickly. “It was a hobby of my youth. 
They remain unpublished. To-day I write only letters and the 
occasional poem.” 

“That is a great shame,” said Mr. Morton. “I have always 
thought the story of my life would make a fascinating novel: 
the habits of life and character and enthusiasm of an English 
clergyman, beloved by his parish, renowned for his sensible 
views, and his sensitivity and expertise in the management of 
his duties. I would write the book  myself—I flatter myself that 
I have some talent with the pen, for my parishioners tell me 
that my weekly sermons are exceedingly  inspirational—but I 
feel a more objective view is preferred. Perhaps, Miss Austen, 
you could be convinced to take up the occupation again, and 
this could be your next work.” 

“I am flattered,” I replied, trying to conceal my amusement 
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and dismay, “that you would consider trusting me with the 
story of your life, Mr. Morton. But I am afraid, sir, I must 
decline. I am certain I would not be equal to the task of por-
traying such a complex and interesting character as your-
self.” 

For the next three days, Mr. Morton took us on a tour of ev-
ery church and manor home and field and graveyard in his 
vicinity, with a long, slow drive past the celebrated Bretton 
Hall, home of Lady Delacroix. The area was lovely, and de-
spite Mr. Morton’s over-solicitous attention and ridiculous 
manner, I enjoyed myself. Events took a different turn, how-
ever, when, at breakfast on the morning of our fourth day, 
Mr. Morton suggested, to my great dismay, that we visit Pem-
broke Hall. 

“Pembroke Hall is only a distance of some six miles,” said 
he, “and if, during your visit to this county, I did not include 
it as a required point of destination, I would be remiss.” 

Alethea and the squire, who had heard of the place, ex-
pressed their wish to see it. I was distressed. I had no desire to 
go to Pembroke Hall; the possibility of meeting Mr. Ashford 
there fi lled me with alarm, and I could only imagine the dis-
comfort and embarrassment it would cause him. I considered, 
for the briefest instant, telling Alethea about my relationship 
with Mr. Ashford; but I could not bear the thought. No, I de-
cided, the less said about that affair, the better. As I could not 
speak openly of my objections, I was obliged to assume a dis-
inclination to see the place. 

“We have gone over so many great  houses in the past fort-
night,” said I. “I would as well stay here, if you do not mind, 
and write a letter to my sister.” 

“Oh, but Pembroke Hall is one of the best  houses in the 
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country!” cried Mr. Morton. “The grounds are splendid, and 
they have some excellent woods.” 

“You must come, Jane,” insisted Alethea. “I have heard 
that Pembroke Hall is owned by a very great family, and is not 
be missed.” 

“To be sure,” said Mr. Morton, “the family is very great; 
Sir Thomas Ashford is a baronet and a widower with two 
grown children, a son and daughter. Although I have not had 
the good fortune to become acquainted with them, I believe I 
am correct in saying that they are among the most gracious 
and condescending people of their class. Sir Thomas allows 
all persons whatsoever to see the mansion and the grounds 
every day in the year, Sundays not excepted, from ten in the 
morning until fi ve in the afternoon. The humblest individual 
is not only shewn the  whole, but the own er has expressly or-
dered the waterworks to be played for every one without ex-
ception. This generosity, I feel, is acting in the true spirit of 
great wealth and enlightened liberality.” 

“Do you happen to know,” I enquired, striving to maintain 
a steadiness of voice, “if the family is currently in residence at 
this time?” 

“No, I am sorry to say they are not,” replied Mr. Morton 
with a sad shake of his head. “I have heard, on good authority, 
that they are all away in London.” 

Mr. Morton’s reply filled me with relief. My fears being 
now removed, I was free to examine my others feelings in the 
matter. While it was true, I admitted, that any thing which 
served to remind me of Mr. Ashford (and a visit to the very 
place where he resided, must be placed at the top of the list of 
such evils) could only heighten that sense of mortifi cation and 
outrage which I felt as a result of our association, at the same 
time, I could not deny that I felt a great deal of curiosity to see 
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the  house which he had spoken of several times, and which 
was of such interest to every body  else. 

Surely, I told myself, having travelled so far, it would be 
foolish not to see the place; for who knew when, or if, I would 
ever find myself in Derbyshire again? And surely, I insisted 
further, I was not so weak of spirit, that I should tremble at 
the idea of passing a few hours at the  house and gardens of a 
family who would themselves be absent, no matter that I had 
been injured by a member of that family in the past. 

I made no further objection. And so it was, that within the 
hour, our foursome boarded the squire’s carriage and departed 
in the direction of Pembroke Hall. 



Chapter Seventeen 

$| 

ere we are!” cried Mr. Morton, as we turned into a 
winding road on the outskirts of a very large, for-H ested park. “You see before you only the farthest 

reaches of Pembroke woods, which, as you will discover, are 
trees so perfectly formed, and so beautifully situated, that hu-
man praise cannot do them justice.” 

I had told myself, en route, that Pembroke Hall and its 
woods could, in no way, be superior to my brother’s estate at 
Godmersham, or any of the other great  houses and groves of 
trees that I had seen. But as we drove on, I found, for the first 
time since meeting Mr. Morton, that his assessment did not 
exceed the truth. The woods through which we passed, which 
extended for more than a mile, projected an extremely regal 
and harmonious beauty which delighted the eye, and I could 
not help but admire every picturesque landscape and remark-
able point of view. 

After some time, the woods ended and we reached a  hilltop, 
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from which we gained our first sight of Pembroke Hall in the 
distance. I heard Alethea gasp, and found myself staring in 
amazement, my preconceived notions falling away. The scene 
before me was far grander than any thing I could have imag-
ined. We gazed upon a wide, delightful valley, scattered with 
trees, through which wound a wide stream, which was crossed 
by a gracefully arching stone bridge. Far beyond stood an im-
mense Palladian edifice of gleaming white stone, with an ex-
tensive wing branching out on one side. Behind the  house and 
all along its length,  rose a steeply wooded hillside. 

“Good God! That is the largest  house I have ever seen!” 
cried Alethea. 

“Indeed. It is a most remarkable piece of architecture and 
landscape,” said the squire in amazement. 

“I have never, in all my life,” said I, “seen a place where 
natural beauty has so perfectly coincided with an exquisite 
taste.” 

Mr. Morton’s observations, which I shall not repeat,  were 
somewhat more lengthy and redundant. 

Upon descending the hill, we crossed the bridge and drove 
to the front entrance, where we applied to see the  house. We 
were admitted into the front hall and, after a short wait, the 
housekeeper appeared. She was a  grey-haired,  respectable-
looking woman, neat in appearance, who greeted us with 
great civility and not an ounce of pretension. 

“Please be so good as to follow me,” said she. 
The very thought that I stood inside Mr. Ashford’s  house, 

and that it was such a great  house indeed, sent my spirits into 
a flutter, in which both pain and confusion bore an equal 
share. As we proceeded through the north corridor into a 
very large and ornate hall, I caught my breath in wonder. The 
floor was intricately laid in marble mosaic, and the high, up-
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per walls and ceiling were painted with exquisite murals. A 
long marble staircase, carpeted in red and framed by gilded 
banisters, led up to the living quarters above. 

All at once an idea struck me, and I stood frozen to the 
spot, lost in thought, only hazily aware that the  housekeeper 
had begun her discourse. This house, I thought with sudden 
excitement, this was the sort of residence Mr. Darcy should live 
in! I was thinking, of course, of First Impressions, in which I 
had alluded to Darcy’s estate at Eastham Park, Kent, several 
times; he had invited Elizabeth there while she was visiting 
her aunt and uncle Gardiner. I had described a pleasing edi-
fice, worthy of its own er’s pride, or so I had thought at the 
time of its creation. Now I saw that I was wrong. 

Mr. Darcy should never live in the county of Kent at all, I 
thought, all at once extremely pleased that I had come. He 
must reside in Derbyshire. And his grand estate should never be 
called any thing so prosaic and pedestrian as Eastham Park. I 
should call it—I should call it—I glanced up at the Ashford 
coat of arms, which was emblazoned in gold and marble above 
an arched doorway, with the inscription: Pembroke Hall,  
1626. I smiled. 

I should call it Pemberley. 31 

“Sir Reginald Ashford built the great  house in 1626.” The 
housekeeper’s voice broke into my thoughts. My heart still 
pounding with excitement at this  new- found inspiration, I 
hurried to join my companions and our guide as she led us up 
the stairs, my eyes feasting on every sight, determined to 
memorize every detail, so that I might record it thereafter. 

“He found the project so delightful,” continued the 

31 A similar scene in Pride and Prejudice suggests that Jane Austen was, in-
deed, inspired by this personal experience, which she used to great advan-
tage in her eventual revision of First Impressions. 
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housekeeper, “that he kept building for another  fi ve-and- thirty 
years until the day he died. Each succeeding generation made 
alterations and improvements, until it is the fi ne house you see 
to- day. When my mistress Georgiana Ashford was alive, the 
house was filled with friends and relations day and night, for 
she and my master loved to entertain, and  were the best of 
hosts. By her wish, it has always been kept open for people to 
see, throughout the year.” 

We proceeded through a series of magnificent and stately 
rooms, whose lofty walls and ceilings  were covered in frescoes 
or intricately carved wood. There was an enormous library 
fi lled with books from floor to ceiling, a beautiful marble cha-
pel, a great  dining-room, a lovely  music-room and a succession 
of appealing bed- rooms. The furnishings in each apartment 
were suitable to the fortune of their proprietor, yet neither 
overly gaudy nor uselessly fine. They reflected, I thought, a 
highly refi ned taste. 

“My master, Sir Thomas Ashford,” explained the 
housekeeper, “engaged a very great architect to build the long 
North Wing, and he has dedicated his life to collecting ob-
jects of every kind to embellish the  house. He purchased two 
complete libraries, many paintings and sculptures, and a great 
deal more besides.” She stopped before a row of high win-
dows looking out on the expansive gardens below, adding: 
“The late Lady Ashford so loved the sound of rushing water, 
that my master also built the fountains, the cascade and the 
long canal which you see there, for her pleasure.” 

“Such beauty! Such grandeur! Such spectacle!” cried Mr. 
Morton. “I imagine that all these endeavours must have cost 
an enormous fortune.” 

“Sir Thomas spared no expense where the wants of his 
wife were concerned, for he loved her truly.” With a sad shake 
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of her head, the  housekeeper said, “indeed, her passing was a 
great blow to him. He has not been the same man since.” 

As amazed as I was by the splendour which I beheld, at the 
same I was seized by a  new- found certainty of mind. Mr. 
Ashford would, one day, inherit all of this. I now understood 
that any conception of a future between that gentleman and 
myself had only existed in my imagination. No matter if he 
did, perhaps, admire me, for a time; it was clear why he had 
chosen Isabella as his intended bride. His family’s wealth and 
position would compel him to marry a woman within his 
class, certainly not a clergyman’s daughter with no money or 
connections to recommend her. This realisation did not, in 
any way, excuse Mr. Ashford’s behaviour towards me; he 
should have made his engagement known, I refl ected crossly. 
However, I could no longer feel slighted by his choice. 

The  housekeeper led us next into the gallery in the North 
Wing, where a succession of portrayals of wealthy persons in 
fi ne, old-fashioned clothing, dating well back into the seven-
teenth century, stared back at us from the walls. I walked on, 
seeking the only face which would be recognisable to me. At 
last I found  it—a large canvas, prominently displayed, which 
bore a striking resemblance to Mr. Ashford. When I beheld 
the lively, intelligent eyes and sincere smile in that familiar 
countenance, I felt a pang of sadness and perturbation, min-
gled with (against my will) unbidden affection, for I remem-
bered having sometimes seen a similar smile when I found 
him looking at me. 

“And here is my master, Sir Thomas Ashford, and his fam-
ily,” said the  housekeeper, proudly indicating the nearby por-
trait of a handsome,  white-haired gentleman who resembled 
Mr. Ashford, but was no doubt some  fi ve-and- twenty years 
his se nior. The painting beside it featured a  raven- haired 



192 $ Syrie James 

beauty of great sophistication; next to her was a pretty young 
lady in beautiful dress, with a modest expression. “That is his 
wife Georgiana, God rest her soul.  Here is their daughter 
Sophia, such a delightful, amiable creature, she is! And  here 
is the son and heir, a very fine man indeed, Mr. Frederick 
Ashford.” 

Alethea joined me in my earnest study of Mr. Ashford’s 
portrait. “What a handsome man,” said she. 

“And a good man, too,” added the  housekeeper. “Not like 
all the other wild young men you see these days, who think 
only of themselves.” 

“There is nothing to be so highly valued as a good and 
devoted son,” said Squire  Bigg-Wither, with a small sigh. I 
guessed that he was thinking of his own son, Harris, who was 
a good man in his own way, but with whom the squire had 
never had the easiest of relationships. 

“Mr. Ashford is the very picture of his father,” said the 
housekeeper, “in looks and temperament and understanding. 
And Sir Thomas, why, if I was to travel across the globe, I 
could not hope to meet with a better master. Ask any of his 
tenants, they would all give Sir Thomas a good name, for he 
is the best and kindest landlord, and very affable to the poor. 
The son will surely follow in his footsteps, for he was always a 
good-natured, intelligent boy, the delight of his family, and he 
has grown into a most thoughtful,  generous-hearted man. 
Why, only last winter, he bought a new pianoforte for his sis-
ter, for she does so love to play and sing, and with his own 
money, he had the  music-room entirely redone, all for her 
own pleasure.” 

This fine account of Mr. Ashford was consistent, I realised, 
with the man that I had met, the man I believed I knew. It must 
be accurate, for what praise could be more true and valuable 
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than that of a devoted servant? But at the same time, I felt a 
renewed sense of indignation. How could a man so highly 
thought of, so beloved by his servants and family, have treated 
me with such cavalier disregard? In those few weeks in which 
Mr. Ashford deliberately sought my company, shared his 
opinions and enthusiasms, and made me grow to love him, 
while at the same time withholding a most crucial piece of 
information about himself, did he have no regard for my feel-
ings? Did he not realise how much pain he was to cause me? 
Or did he not care? 

“Do the family spend much time  here, in the country?” I 
heard Mr. Morton enquire. 

“Perhaps half the year,” answered the  housekeeper. “The 
rest of the time they are in London. Although it is possible 
that Mr. Ashford will spend more time at Pembroke Hall in 
future, after he is married.” 

My heart began to pound with alarm at this discourse. I 
longed to enquire more about the marriage, but I did not have 
the nerve. Fortunately, Mr. Morton managed the task for 
me. 

“Who is the lucky lady, if I may be so bold as to ask?” 
said he. 

“Why, it is Miss Isabella Churchill of Larchmont Park.” 
“Ah, yes! Larchmont Park,” repeated Mr. Morton sol-

emnly. “I know its reputation, though I have not had the plea-
sure of seeing it, as I do not have a coach of my own. From all 
accounts, it is a very fi ne estate.” 

“It is fine, to be sure, but it cannot hold a candle to Pem-
broke Hall. But then, what property can? In all the county, nay 
all the kingdom, give me any Duke or Earl or Baron you like, I 
say there is nothing like our house and grounds. The family is 
very attached to it, and rightly so. I expect the wedding will be 
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held here, right in our own chapel, and the reception in the 
great hall, or out on the west lawn, depending on the time of 
year.” 

“Is the date of the happy event not fixed, then?” asked Ale-
thea. 

“Not as yet, but I have heard that it is to take place some time 
next year. I do hope and pray that Mr. Ashford will be happy in 
his marriage, although if you ask me,” said she, lowering her 
voice, “I probably should not say this, but she is not half good 
enough for him, for all her beauty and her wealth.” She sighed. 
“But it will be a grand wedding, to be sure, the uniting of two 
great families. The Ashfords are already so very rich, and with 
the size of the dowry that Miss Isabella brings to the  union—” 

Tears blurred my eyes, and I knew I could hear no more. 
Picking up my skirts, I hurried down the hall, returning from 
whence we had come. 

“Jane!” It was Alethea’s voice, but I paid no heed. I ran on, 
through a connecting vestibule and down the steps of a long oak 
staircase. I heard the pounding of heavy feet behind me and Mr. 
Morton calling out my name, but I did not stop. As I reached the 
lower floor and hurried down a corridor towards what I hoped 
would be an exit, Mr. Morton caught up to me. 

“Miss Austen!” cried he, his eyes bulging with alarm as he 
kept pace beside me, inhaling great noisy gulps of air, “are 
you unwell?” 

“No, sir, I just felt the sudden need for some fresh air.” 
“It is all this walking,” said he in between ferocious gasps. 

“It is too much for a lady as delicate as yourself.” 
“I appreciate your concern, Mr. Morton, but I assure you, 

I am not all that delicate, and I enjoy walking.” 
“Perhaps a turn about the gardens, then. To see the water-

works.” 
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Turning a corner, to my relief, I found myself in the front hall, 
where we had first entered. “Another time, I think. If you will 
excuse me, sir, I would prefer to spend a few minutes alone.” 

No sooner had I pulled open the great oak front door and 
rushed through it, than I saw two carriages draw up immedi-
ately before me in the gravel drive. The first, an elegant chaise 
and four with handsomely liveried postilions, was unknown to 
me, but the coach behind it, similar in equipage, I instantly 
recognised. The Ashford crest was emblazoned in gold upon 
its gleaming black exterior. It was, indeed, the very same vehi-
cle in which I had ridden to the Southampton quay some seven 
or eight weeks earlier, on our way to Netley Abbey. 



Chapter Eighteen 

$| 

I 
froze in surprise, as the  housekeeper and half a dozen 
servants scurried out past me in short order to the at-
tend the arrivals. The doors of both coaches  were 

opened; the stairs folded down; and as I stood gaping, from 
the first chaise, Isabella Churchill emerged and was handed 
down by the footman, followed by Maria Churchill. At the 
same time, from the second vehicle, stepped the very persons 
whose countenances I had just beheld in the gallery up stairs, 
Sophia Ashford and her father, Sir Thomas Ashford. 

Their arrival and descent from the carriages took place in 
a matter of a minute, as I stood, incapable of movement, in 
the shadow of the doorway; the party had not yet perceived 
my presence, and I might have turned and fled back inside the 
building, to procure an exit through another door, had not 
Mr. Morton blocked my progress. 

“Good gracious!” cried he, nearly overcome with excite-
ment, “It is the Ashford family themselves! Returned from 



The Lost Memoirs of Jane Austen | 197 

London! We stand in their very presence!” He babbled on in 
a lowered tone, into my ear, “I do not know the party with 
them, but from all appearances, they are very great people 
indeed. Our timing could not have been more impeccable! 
Oh! How fortune has smiled upon us!” 

At that moment, Mr. Ashford himself descended from the 
second coach, not twenty yards away. Our eyes met. He 
started in complete and utter astonishment, and for a moment 
seemed incapable of movement. I saw a blush overspread his 
cheeks, just as I felt the colour drain from my own face. The 
very circumstance which I would have been most anxious to 
avoid had now befallen me. The man who had won my heart 
most thoroughly and undeservedly, was standing before me, 
and at precisely the same moment, only a few yards away, 
stood the very woman to whom he was  promised—the woman 
who, unwittingly, embodied the destruction of all my former 
hopes. 

I was overpowered by mortification and vexation. I had 
determined to maintain as great a distance as possible be-
tween myself and Mr. Ashford, to preserve what little remain-
ing dignity I had in that affair. I imagined that he had made 
the same resolution himself, after his escape from Southamp-
ton. Oh, folly of follies! Why, I thought in silent chastisement, 
had I allowed myself to be convinced to come there that day? 
It was the most regrettable,  ill-judged thing in the world! 
What would Mr. Ashford think to fi nd me at his home, of all 
places, and so far from my own? I had returned his letter, un-
opened. If he had admitted to his engagement in that missive, 
he could have no idea that I knew of it. It might appear as if I 
had purposely thrown myself in his way again, when in fact, 
nothing could be further from the truth. 

Before I could think of what to do or say, Alethea and 
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Squire Bigg-Wither appeared at my elbow, and Mr. Morton 
rushed forward towards the Ashford party, both arms out-
stretched in greeting. 

“Please forgive us our intrusion, Sir Thomas Ashford, Mr. 
Ashford, Miss Ashford,” cried he with gushing formality 
and a bow to each. “I am your servant, the Reverend Lucian 
Morton of Hartsford Rectory, Brimington. My esteemed 
guests, whom you see there just behind me, are visiting from 
Hampshire; they are my distant cousin, the Squire Lovelace 
Bigg-Wither of Manydown Park, Wooton St. Lawrence; his 
daughter, Miss Alethea Bigg, and her friend, Miss Jane Aus-
ten. I insisted that to tour your magnificent home, while they 
were in the vicinity, was an honour and a privilege not to be 
missed.” 

I secretly blessed Mr. Morton, for in all his loquacious 
pomposity, he had actually managed to relay the explanation 
for my unexpected presence here to Mr. Ashford in as suc-
cinct a manner as was humanly possible. Mr. Ashford still 
stood rooted to the spot where he had first caught sight of me, 
the same  thunder-struck expression on his face. 

“Indeed, sir?” replied Sir Thomas, as we all approached. 
He shook hands heartily with Mr. Morton and the squire, 
then bowed to Alethea and myself. “It is a pleasure to meet 
you all.” 

“The plea sure is entirely mine,” said Mr. Morton, looking 
as if he might faint. 

“I do hope our home met with your expectations,” said 
Sophia, with a warm smile for each of us. She looked to be no 
more than three-and- twenty, and her voice was soft and 
sweet. 

“Oh! It quite exceeded them, in every way, Miss Ashford,” 
replied Alethea. 
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“Words cannot express my esteem and admiration for its 
magnificence,” cried Mr. Morton. 

“Worth every mile of my journey,” said the squire. 
I manufactured a smile but said nothing, as my throat had, 

of a sudden, entirely closed, and it was all I could do to 
breathe. 

“May I introduce our dear friends,” said Sir Thomas, as at 
that moment Mr. Churchill descended from the fi rst coach, 
and his party came forward. “Mr. and Mrs. Churchill, and 
Miss Isabella Churchill, of Larchmont Park. Despite the fact 
that the ladies have spent nearly every day together in London 
for more than a fortnight, they could not bear to part. And so 
they are to stay with us a little longer.” 

Mr. Morton eagerly thrust out his hand again and ap-
peared ready to repeat his introductions, when he was inter-
rupted by a sudden cry of wonder from Mr. Churchill. 

“Miss Austen? Good God! Is it really you?  Here, in Der-
byshire?” 

“It is,” I replied, scarcely recognizing the squeak which 
served as my voice. 

“But, how amazing! We met Miss Austen at Lyme the 
summer before last, and again, some months past, at South-
ampton,” Mr. Churchill explained to Sir Thomas and So-
phia. 

“It is very nice to see you all,” said I politely, at last recov-
ering the power of speech. From the corner of my gaze, I 
detected Mr. Ashford making his approach. To the other 
side, I felt Alethea and the squire’s looks of silent surprise, 
and the heat of Mr. Morton’s stare of profound amazement 
at my being known to these people. 

“I declare, Miss Austen,” said Isabella, joining the party 
with a puzzled frown. (To my dismay, she was even prettier 
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and  younger-looking than I had remembered; I was forced to 
remind myself that she was, indeed, already seventeen years 
old.) “You look familiar to me. Have we not met?” 

“We have.” I reminded her that the occasion had been a 
musical party some weeks past at Southampton, and later, at 
the home of Mrs. Jenkins. 

“Oh! Yes, I remember it now,” cried she. “We  were having 
such a nice conversation that afternoon, about London and 
what not, and I do not recall what else, my engagement, I 
think, and then you ran off in such a hurry, my aunt Jenkins 
and I  were very much concerned for your health.” 

Mr. Ashford was now but a yard or two away, and he 
stopped. I could not look at him; my stomach was all in a fl ut-
ter, and I could barely think. Fighting to maintain my compo-
sure, I replied, “I was not feeling well that day, but I have 
quite recovered.” 

“Who would have thought we would encounter each other 
again, in such distant locations?” said Isabella wonderingly. 

“Indeed. Who would have thought?” I replied, adding, “I 
assure you, we had no idea of your returning home  to- day, or 
we should not have come. Mr. Morton was certain that you 
were all in London. The  housekeeper never said a word.” 

“We had a very early start,” said Sir Thomas. “She did not 
expect us before dinner.” 

“How delightful that you are all acquainted,” said Sophia. 
“Please do stay and join us for tea. You do not mind my ask-
ing, do you, papa?” 

“Of course not,” said Sir Thomas. 
Mr. Ashford seemed to be strangled by his tongue. His 

eyes darted up to mine, and I could see in them a mixture of 
confusion, mortification and apology. I could not say which 
one of us was the more uncomfortable. 
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“Surely this is no time for visitors,” I said quickly. “You 
have just returned from a long journey. You must be tired. I 
would not dream of intruding on such short notice.” The 
Ashford and Churchill carriages pulled away, just as the 
squire’s coach drew up to take their place. “Oh! Look!  Here is 
our carriage. It has been a pleasure.” 

“So very nice to meet you,” said Sir Thomas warmly, with 
a parting bow. 

“I do hope we shall have the opportunity to meet again,” 
said Sophia, as she smiled and curtsied, then took her father’s 
arm and led him into the  house. 

I boarded our carriage without a backwards glance, my 
heart pounding, rejoicing at my escape. The rest of the party 
followed, and we were soon underway. 

“You astonish me, Miss Austen!” said Mr. Morton, from 
his seat opposite me in the coach. “Why did you not tell us 
that you knew the Churchills?” 

“I had no idea of our meeting them  here,” I replied. 
“It is quite extraordinary,” said Alethea, “that you knew 

the young lady Mr. Ashford is to marry.” 
“When the  housekeeper mentioned the upcoming nuptials,” 

persisted Mr. Morton, “surely you could have said something 
then.” 

“It did not seem important,” said I. 
“Not important!” cried Mr. Morton. “Such a prestigious 

acquaintance! Why it is the most important thing in the 
world!” 

“He is rather handsome, do not you think?” said Alethea. 
“Who?” I asked. 
“Why, Mr. Ashford, of course. What a fi ne figure of a 

man.” 
“I did not notice,” I lied. 
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“Although he did seem rather reserved,” said Alethea. “I 
do not think I heard him speak a single word.” 

“A very fine quality in a man,” declared Mr. Morton. “I 
admire a reserved and quiet person. I always say that ver-
bosity is a great sin, as it can prove most tiresome to those 
who are prevailed upon to listen, particularly if the speaker 
is not an educated person, like myself, with an agility of 
mind and tongue, and an extensive knowledge of the world, 
which can provide a great variety of interesting topics from 
which to chuse. In the absence of such facility, I believe one 
should only speak when one has something of great impor-
tance to say, and even then, one should chuse one’s words 
very carefully.” 

When Mr. Morton suggested a visit to another manor home 
the next day, I claimed a headache and said I preferred to stay 
behind. I looked forward to a few hours of quiet and solitude, 
in which I could pour out my feelings in a letter to my sister. 

Hartsford, Wednesday 3 May 1809 

My dearest Cassandra, 

Thank you for your most welcome letter, which I re-
ceived the day after our arrival. Your account of the 
incident with Mary and my mother and the dirty bath 
water was so hilarious, I must have laughed for a 
quarter of an hour. You are truly the comic writer of 
the age, and from this moment forward, I acquit all 
honours on that front.—However it grieves me to hear 
that you and my mother have been so miserable in gen-
eral, and have been obliged to remove to Alton until my 
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return, but perhaps we should not have expected more. 
Your decision to quit the Inn and move to Mrs. F. Aus-
ten’s cottage is, I think, a good one, particularly since 
my mother is still not feeling well. Perhaps the exchang-
ing of one Mary for another will do her  good.32—Please 
tell my mother that I think of her every day. She ought 
to consider writing to Martha, who I believe knows of 
a new remedy for the  headache.—By now you should 
have received my first letter from this location, in which 
(in a most indiscreet manner, I confess) I described all 
things Mr. Morton, both his personage and his parson-
age. In the two days since, Mr. M. has proved himself 
even more odious and supercilious, if that is possible to 
imagine. There was a time when I considered the squire 
to be a rather garrulous individual, but Mr. Morton 
has quite surpassed him in that department; he can 
pontificate on a subject in a manner so lengthy and so 
obtuse, it can scarcely be  described.—But I must quit 
this subject at once, or I shall soon be pronounced guilty 
of the same fault. Now, I cannot put off another mo-
ment, the most important news of this missive. My pre-
vious correspondence can in no way have prepared you 
for the intelligence which I am about to impart.—Do 
you recall my original perturbation at the very idea of 
travelling into Derbyshire? Well, my darkest worries on 
that score came to pass yesterday afternoon. Mr. Mor-
ton insisted that, of all the great sights in Derbyshire, 
we must go to Pembroke Hall! All the party wished to 

32 Frank Austen had recently settled his wife Mary (who was pregnant 
again) and their daughter Mary Jane in a cottage at Alton for the two 
years that he was to be at sea, so they could be close to his mother and sis-
ters when they moved to Chawton Cottage. 
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go, and as Mr. Morton insisted that the family were 
away in town, I felt quite safe in complying. (And I 
must admit to having an avid curiosity to see the 
place.) You will scarcely believe me when I tell you 
what came to pass!— 

I was deeply engrossed in writing when I heard a carriage 
arrive outside. It was not yet half past one, causing me to won-
der if something had gone wrong, for I had not expected Mr. 
Morton and the  Bigg-Withers to return so soon. 

“Pardon me, miss,” said the maid, entering with a curtsy. 
“There is a young lady to see you.” 

“To see me?” I enquired in surprise. 
“Yes, Miss. A Miss Isabella Churchill, as was.” 
I started, nearly speechless. “Please shew her in.” 
I laid down my quill and stood, greatly puzzled. What 

could Isabella’s business be, in coming to see me, all the way 
from Pembroke Hall? Nothing came to  mind—unless, I 
thought with growing alarm, by some chance, she had learnt 
of my friendship with Mr. Ashford, and felt (quite unreason-
ably) that I might pose a threat on that account. I wondered 
anxiously what I might say to ease her fears, if this were in-
deed the case. 

In seconds, the maid returned; the young lady glided in. She 
wore a very pretty gown of spotted yellow muslin with a pale 
blue sash, and carried a matching parasol; from the same arm, 
dangled an embroidered satchel of moderate size. 

“Miss Austen,” said Isabella, holding out a gloved hand to 
me to shake. “I pray I am not disturbing you?” 

“Not at all,” said I, taking her hand and searching her face 
for any sign of malice. Finding none, I added, “Please, sit 
down. May I offer you some refreshment?” 
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“Thank you, that would be very kind, my throat is parched.” 
Setting down her satchel and parasol, Isabella arranged her-
self upon the sofa. I took the nearest chair and nodded to the 
maid, who departed, I hoped, in search of something that 
might unparch a throat. 

“I am afraid Mr. Morton and the others are out sight-
seeing,” said I. “They are not expected back until late this 
afternoon.” 

“All the better, for it is you in particu lar that I came to see, 
Miss Austen.” Her condescending tone and benefi cent smile 
left no doubt as to the honour she felt she was bestowing. 

“Oh! Indeed,” said I, searching for a proper response. “It is 
always a pleasure to receive a visitor.” 

“I know you must be surprised to see me. After all, we are 
barely acquainted. But then, true friendships have been known 
to start with even the most unlikely of persons, are they not? It 
is only through the most extraordinary circumstances that 
you are even known to my brother and his wife, and Mr. Ash-
ford. Why, imagine my astonishment when Charles informed 
me, only last eve ning, that you all took a  water-party to some 
ruined abbey or other while they  were in Southampton!” 

My stomach was all in a flutter, as I could not yet detect, 
from her expression, whether or not she harboured resent-
ment towards me on that score. “It is true, we did make such 
an excursion.” 

“Charles said you had a picnic and a marvelous time. I 
cannot tell you how envious I was to hear it. I would have 
been among the company myself, had I not been ill, and 
forced to stay at home. I told Ashford I was quite put out. Af-
ter all, I barely saw him while we were in London, he was al-
ways so frightfully busy. I told him that I wanted a  water-party 
of my own, just like the one you had in Southampton! ‘You 
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simply must take me to the lakes,’ said I. Ashford replied, ‘We 
could go, but it would not be the same without Miss Austen.’ 
I asked him why ever not. I must say, his response took me 
quite by surprise. It is the reason I am here.” 

“Is it?” My heart pounded. I took a deep breath, trying to 
prepare myself for whatever might be coming. “What did he 
say?” 

“He told me that you are—” Isabella leaned forward, low-
ering her voice. “I hope you will believe, I do not mean to be 
impertinent?” 

“I am certain you do not mean to be.” 
“He said that you are—” she paused, her eyes gleaming 

with excitement, “the most wonderful story-teller.” 
It was the last thing I expected. “Indeed?” 
“Charles and Maria agreed. They said you told them the 

most entertaining tale that day, and it was a wonder it was not 
published. Well, I thought, any one that accomplished, must 
be a great reader, and a good judge of literature, and perhaps 
even writes her own stories down. But Ashford left the room, 
and no one  else seemed to know. So I thought I would come 
here straight away, to enquire into the matter.” 

“I am afraid I do not follow you, Miss Isabella. What, pre-
cisely, is the nature of your enquiry?” 

“A very simple one. I read an entire novel last year, all the 
way through! It took me a great while to finish, but I was glad 
I did. So inspired was I, that I recently took up the occupation 
of writing, myself! I have so longed for a friend with whom I 
could share my thoughts, some one who could guide me in 
my endeavour.” From her satchel, Isabella produced a  note-
book, which she thrust at me. “Here is my first effort: a story, 
unfinished as yet. I wondered if you would be so kind as to 
read it and honour me with your opinion?” 
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I stared at her, astounded. I was prevented from making any 
reply, however, for at that very moment the door was thrown 
open again. The maid reappeared, carrying a tray with some 
sort of beverage, and made the following announcement: 

“Excuse me, Miss Austen, there’s a gentleman to see you.” 
I had not even an instant to pro cess that remark, when Mr. 

Ashford immediately strode into the room. 



Chapter Nineteen 

$| 

M 
iss Austen,” said Mr. Ashford, bowing, an urgency 
to his tone. 

I rose to my feet in silent astonishment. Mr. Ash-
ford opened his mouth to speak again, when he caught sight of 
Isabella and froze in consternation. A brief, awkward silence 
followed. The maid vanished. If I had thought the events of 
the previous afternoon to be uncomfortable, they were noth-
ing compared to the moment before me now. I was trapped in 
the same room with the two people I least wished to see or 
speak to in the world, without the relief of another person. 

“Ashford!” cried Isabella at last, with a laugh. “Well, this is 
a surprise.” 

Mr. Ashford bowed stiffly. “Miss Churchill.” 
“Had I known you  were coming here to- day, Ashford, we 

could have shared a carriage.” 
“I imagine so,” said Mr. Ashford. He glanced at me with a 

frustrated and embarrassed look. 
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I was filled with anxiety, but determined not to shew it. 
Why, I decided suddenly, should I feel uncomfortable in front 
of this man? I had done nothing wrong. He had wronged me. 
Let him feel his own shame and discomfort, if he may. “Do 
sit down, Mr. Ashford,” I entreated with a smile. 

“Thank you.” He perched on the edge of a chair. “I cannot 
stay long.” 

“But how odd,” said Isabella, as she sipped her glass of 
punch. “Why have you come all this way, Ashford, if you are 
to arrive and depart in the same breath?” 

“I came to—” He was clearly at a loss for words, and I dis-
cerned in his gaze a range of emotions which seemed to be at 
war within his  heart—mortification, aggravation and some-
thing  else which appeared to be directed solely at me—was it 
apology? At last he said, “I came to issue an invitation.” 

All those affectionate feelings which I had buried, with one 
earnest look from him, were attempting to retake possession of 
my heart. I struggled to ignore them, determined to cling to fury 
and indignation, but resolved to be polite. “An invitation?” 

“To you and your friends. To join us at Pembroke Hall. I 
understand—I believe my housekeeper  said—you did not see 
the gardens or the waterworks yesterday?” 

“It is true, we did not have that pleasure. Although we did 
have a very extensive tour of the  house itself, which I thought 
extremely beautiful.” 

“Thank you. I am glad that  you—I am pleased that you 
had the opportunity to see it. I do hope that you will do me 
the honour of returning on Friday as our guests, and of course 
stay to dinner.” 

“How kind of you to offer. I am sure my friends will be  
delighted by the invitation. I shall be sure to tell them when 
they return.” 
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“What a wonderful idea,” said Isabella. “I had intended to 
go home tomorrow, but now I will surely stay. What is another 
day or two? It could not be more perfectly arranged.” 

The look on Mr. Ashford’s handsome  countenance—his 
furrowed brow, pursed lips and fl ared nostrils—all conveyed 
his irritation and annoyance, which he struggled to contain 
behind a terse smile. I could only hope that my own tortured 
feelings were not so readily discernible as his. 

“It will give you time, Miss Austen, to read my little story,” 
continued Isabella, “and you may share your comments when 
next you see me.” At Mr. Ashford’s incredulous look, she 
laughed. “You are right to be surprised, Ashford, for you do 
not know all. Remember the story I told you I was writing? 
Well! Wait until you hear! Miss Austen has agreed to read it 
and give me her advice.” 

He glanced at me. “That is most gracious of you.” 
“How could I refuse?” I replied. 
“Indeed. How could you?” With a tense frown, Mr. Ash-

ford stood. “If you will excuse me, Miss Austen. I shall look 
forward to your reply with regard to Friday. And now, I beg to 
take your leave.” 

“I must be on my way, as well,” said Isabella, rising and  
retrieving her parasol. “Words cannot express my gratitude, 
Miss Austen, for your assistance in this little matter.” 

“It is my pleasure,” I said. 

Oh! The satisfaction that a pen and ink and paper can afford 
when one has events of such astonishing calibre to relate, and 
the knowledge that they will be delivered to such a vitally in-
terested recipient! You may imagine with what an outpouring 
of emotion and anxiety I related every word and nuance of the 
above incident when I was, at last, able to finish my letter to 
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Cassandra. So engrossed was I in my writing, that I was un-
aware that another carriage had arrived in the drive, until 
Alethea entered the parlour. 

“Well, Jane, we have had such a day!” Alethea drew off her 
gloves and flung herself into a chair with a tired sigh. “After 
seeing so many villages and castles and manor homes, they all 
begin to look alike. All excepting Pembroke Hall, of course. 
Yesterday’s outing was indeed a bright spot in our week. How 
are you, dearest? Is your headache better?” 

“It is. Thank you.” 
“Is that yet another letter you write?” 
“Yes. To my sister.” 
“Did you not write to Cassandra not two days past?” 
“I did.” 
“I have written only one letter to one sister in all the time 

we have been gone, and  here you write to yours nearly every 
other day, it seems. You make me feel positively guilty. I was 
going to ask you something. Whatever was it? Mr. Morton 
and papa rode on to see some pigs that Mr. Morton is think-
ing of buying, about which he would seek papa’s opinion. I 
begged them to drop me home first; the idea of being forced 
to listen to those two men debate the merits and demerits 
of a swine for the better part of an hour left me entirely ex-
hausted. Oh! I remember what I was going to ask.” She sat 
up of a sudden, her eyes alive with interest. “The maid said 
you had two visitors while we were gone. Two! Is it true?  
Who can you be acquainted with in these parts? Who came 
to see you?” 

“Miss Isabella Churchill, for one.” 
“Miss Churchill? I am all astonishment. But wait, that is 

right, you have met before. Whatever was her purpose in 
coming?” 
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“She came to ask my advice. She has taken up a new oc-
cupation, it seems.” 

“What occupation is that?” 
“Having failed at music and art,” I replied, “she has de-

cided to write.” 

I read Isabella’s story, which was a brief tale of a girl’s adven-
ture, rather childish, and quite  unfinished—similar in tone to 
my own very early  juvenilia—except that she did not possess 
the mastery of the language which I believed sufficient for the 
task. I would never dream of telling her so, of course, I thought 
miserably. 

While Alethea took to our room for a nap, I ventured out 
alone into the parsonage garden for a walk, my mind full of 
the distressing events of the past two days. Oh, how I wished 
I had never come on this holiday, or at the very least, had 
heeded my alarms and refused to visit Pembroke Hall. 

When Alethea had pressed me to reveal the identity of my 
second visitor, I had told her, with as much calm as I could 
muster, about Mr. Ashford’s kind invitation to make a return 
visit to his family estate. She had been surprised but pleased, 
and wondered what could have induced him to extend such a 
courtesy, since I was (or so she thought) not acquainted with 
him, but only with the Churchills. I did nothing to illuminate 
her on the subject, preferring to wait until we were actually in 
that gentleman’s company again (some two days hence, should 
the visit in fact take place), when it would become absolutely 
necessary to do so. We had laughed in anticipation of Mr. 
Morton’s response to the invitation, which we predicted would 
be enthusiastic, indeed. 

My laughter had rung hollow, however. I could not think of 
the event without the greatest frustration and mortifi cation. 
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Being forced into the presence of Mr. Ashford twice in two 
days had been discomfiting enough, and now I was faced with 
yet another meeting. Surely Mr. Ashford had not come today 
with the intention of issuing any such invitation. It had been 
clear, by his manner, his tone, his very words, that he had ar-
rived with a very different aim in mind, and had been forced 
to invent another excuse, owing to the unexpected presence 
of Isabella. 

The original purpose of his visit, I surmised, had been to at 
last reveal all, to unburden his heart of guilt. Over the past  
several hours of rumination, my imagination had supplied the 
words that he might have said, had he been allowed to speak 
freely. He might have explained that when we met at Lyme, he 
had been quite taken with me. Upon his return to Derbyshire, 
however, he had become embroiled in affairs of his family es-
tate, and he had been reminded (perhaps by his father) that he 
was reaching that age where a man must and should marry. It 
had seemed only natural and right to chuse a young woman 
who was so beloved by the family. He had known Isabella all 
his life, he might have said, and had always regarded her with 
affection. Some one or two years past, when she had matured 
into the full bloom of womanhood, her beauty and attractions 
had bewitched him. 

It had all been settled, he was to marry Isabella, and had 
thought himself content. And then we met again at South-
ampton. He was not prepared for the attraction he was to 
feel. The similarity of our minds, the charms of my person 
and intellect (or some other such nonsense) drew me to him. 
He knew he should have told me of his engagement; he re-
proached himself daily for this omission; but had he told me 
his true circumstances, he feared I might desist in seeing him 
(which would surely have been the case.) However, since he 
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had regarded me, from the beginning, only as a friend, and 
had assumed that I felt the same, he had seen no real harm in 
continuing our association. 

He would then have turned his eyes to me, (I imagined) with 
a look of deepest sincerity (one of his many talents), and said, 
“That you learned of my engagement from another source, will 
always be a matter of the greatest embarrassment to me. I hope 
that you will forgive me, and that we may remain friends, for I 
will always hold you in the highest esteem, & etc & etc.” 

This imagined discourse, which brought an unpleasant turn 
to my stomach, was interrupted by a distant shout and the 
calling of my name. I looked up across the expanse of lawn to 
see Mr. Morton exiting the parsonage and waving to me. 

Oh no, I thought. What now? Alethea must have told Mr. 
Morton about our invitation to dine at Pembroke Hall, and he 
cannot wait to share his delight with me. The clergyman lum-
bered towards me as fast as his long, thick legs and heavy 
torso would allow; I quickened my step along the gravel path 
in his direction and met him at the border of the  rose garden. 

“Miss Austen,” cried he, catching up to me and panting 
for breath, “may I solicit the honour of a walk with you in 
private?” 

“It is your garden, Mr. Morton. And there does not seem 
to be any one  else about.” 

He snorted out something resembling a laugh. “Your sense 
of humour, Miss Austen, is only one of your many qualities 
which I find so endearing.” 

“You are too kind, Mr. Morton.” 
“I speak only the truth. You are a woman of great charm 

and many surprises.” He fell into step beside me, and, as ex-
pected, said with great excitement: “Why, who could have 
imagined, when you fi rst arrived—a woman from a respect-
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able family, to be sure, but one of no great consequence, who 
has resided in county Hampshire most of your life—that you 
would know the Churchills! And by that connexion, be the 
means of an introduction to the Ashford family! It is too 
thrilling! I have only just heard the news of Mr. Ashford’s 
most gracious invitation and words cannot express with what 
extreme pleasure I anticipate the affair.” 

“No words are necessary, Mr. Morton. I can imagine your 
sentiments very well.” 

“I believe you can, Miss Austen. For you strike me as a 
woman of great imagination, another feature which I admire. 
To be able to see more than merely that which is before you, 
to be able to project one’s innermost thoughts and ideas into a 
future prospect, and then to realise that  prospect—from an 
endeavour as simple as the installation of a set of shelves in a 
bed- room closet, for example, to one as complex as the design 
and planting of a bed of roses—these activities all require a 
vivid sense of imagination, and a passionate devotion to their 
execution. Qualities which, I flatter myself, I am most fortu-
nate to possess, and which I always observe in others with the 
highest regard.” 

I strove to devise a sensible reply, but the idea of Mr. Mor-
ton designing and fitting closet shelves with any thing resem-
bling passion so amused me, that it required all my attention 
to keep from laughing. We approached a wooden bench in the 
shade of a great elm, and he said, “Please do me the honour of 
sitting with me for a moment, Miss Austen.” 

I sat. He heaved his great body onto the seat beside me, 
breathing in the scents of the garden. “Is not this a delightful 
spot?” 

“It is indeed, sir. It is very lovely. You have much to be 
proud of.” 
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“You would not find it disagreeable, then, to spend more 
time in this place?” 

“Why no. I enjoy the out of doors; I would be happy to pass 
an hour or two each morning of our stay engaged in strolling 
about your garden.” 

“Would you be as happy if you  were to extend your stay?” 
“Extend my stay?” I replied, puzzled. “That would be 

pleasant, I am sure, but my friends and I are obliged to return 
home a few days hence.” 

“Are you indeed obliged, Miss Austen?” 
“Indeed I am. My mother and sister await my return. We 

shall be moving, soon, to a new  house.” 
“I see.” Mr. Morton turned in his seat to face me, his coun-

tenance more animated now than I had yet seen it. “I shall 
waste your time or mine no longer with idle chatter, Miss Aus-
ten, but come right to the point. I believe I mentioned, shortly 
after your arrival, that until recently, I did not have the means 
to support a wife; but my circumstances have changed sub-
stantially. I am now able and inclined to marry, and I have 
chosen you, Miss Austen, to fill that role, as the future com-
panion of my life.” 

I was so taken aback, I could only manage “Mr. Morton” 
before his flood of words intervened. 

“I recognise your surprise and concern, but pray, do not dis-
tress yourself. I am aware that such a proposal does not present 
itself to a woman of your position every day; but the fact that 
you are no longer in the bloom of youth, and have no fortune, is 
of no consequence to me. Your value, I believe, lies in other  
things. From the moment I first laid eyes upon you, I recognised 
all the features of an active, intelligent, useful sort of person, not 
brought up too high, who could make a small income go a good 
way; in short, the ideal woman to serve as a parson’s wife.” 



The Lost Memoirs of Jane Austen | 217 

“Mr. Morton, I beg you—” I began, but he went on: 
“I flatter myself that I have much to offer a woman: a com-

fortable home and living, and as you have yourself seen, a 
very beautiful garden, situated only two miles from the estate 
of the esteemed Lady Delacroix, who I feel certain will ap-
prove most readily of my choice; not to mention the society 
which we shall surely enjoy based on your acquaintance with 
the two great Derbyshire families of whom we have spoken. 
Nothing now remains but for me to assure you of the violence 
of my affection. May I say how ardently I love and admire 
you! Will you say yes, Miss Austen, and make me the happiest 
of men?” 



Chapter Twenty 

$| 

T 
his  was—at last—the conclusion of his speech?” en-
quired Cassandra, struggling to stifle a laugh from her 
garden seat outside Frank and Mary’s cottage at Alton. 

“Will you make me the happiest of men?” 
I had returned only half an hour before, after an expedi-

tious homeward journey from Derbyshire. Upon reassuring 
myself that my mother was not, in fact, at death’s door (but 
was at that moment sitting up and enjoying a hearty meal), I 
had stolen my sister away at the first opportunity, to regale 
her in private with the illustrious tale of my proposal. 

“Those were his very words,” said I. 
“What was your reply?” 
“I said, ‘Sir, although I am sensible of the honour of your 

offer, I am convinced that I am the last woman on earth who 
could make you happy.’ ” 

“How did he receive your refusal?” 
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“My words, unfortunately, did nothing to dissuade him. 
He insisted that I was being coy.” 

“No!” 
“Yes. He claimed he had heard it said that many women, on 

a first proposal, refuse the very man they mean to accept in an 
effort to appear more desirable.” 

“I have never heard of any woman doing such a thing.” 
“Nor have I. Where he obtains his information on the hab-

its and attitudes of marriageable women is a subject we can-
not hope to comprehend. In any case, I told him, in the most 
certain terms, that I was perfectly serious in my refusal; and 
that I would not, and could not, marry him.” 

“I trust that in the end, he accepted your declination grace-
fully?” 

“On the contrary. He grew upset, and assured me that he 
did not require my presence to continue a relationship with 
the Ashford and Churchill families. He then stomped off to-
wards the parsonage and did not speak a word to me the rest 
of the day.” 

“Oh, Jane! How mortifying!” 
“When I related the events to Alethea and the squire, and it 

became apparent that I was no longer welcome in that house, 
the squire quickly made excuses for our immediate return to 
Hampshire. He wrote a letter to Mr. Ashford, apologizing for 
our removal, and for our inability to accept his gracious invi-
tation to dine at Pembroke Hall, which only incensed Mr. 
Morton all the more. To my relief, we departed early the next 
morning.” 

“Well, I am sorry that you  were treated so uncivilly, but to 
receive a proposal cannot be a bad thing in itself, even if you 
do not admire the man in question. That he thought so well of 
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you can only serve to flatter. And any thing which brings you 
back to me so expeditiously can only be viewed with a most 
grateful eye.” 

I smiled at Cassandra with affection. “I declare, you will 
find a silver lining in every cloud. No matter how abominably 
a person acts, you always find something kind to say about 
him. I suppose you will find something good to say about Mr. 
Ashford next, that I should think well of him and be grateful 
for what little time we had together, knowing that a gentleman 
of his wealth and standing could never be expected to marry 
a woman as lowly as myself.” 

Cassandra looked troubled now, and said, “I confess, I do 
not know what to make of that affair. I cannot help but think 
that there is more to Mr. Ashford’s engagement to Isabella 
than has been revealed at present. If only he had had a chance 
to explain; it is most unfortunate that, each time he has, ap-
parently, attempted to speak to you on that subject, he has 
been prevented.” 

“He had ample opportunity to speak of it every day for 
three long weeks in Southampton.” 

“True. He did behave badly there, it seems; but I still think 
him a good man. I cannot believe we were both so completely 
wrong in our perception of him.” 

“You may believe what you like,” said I, “but as far as I am 
concerned, that subject is closed. I think myself lucky to have 
escaped from Derbyshire unscathed.” 

A few days later, Alethea unexpectedly came to visit us with 
the most astonishing news, in the form of a letter that the 
squire had received. 

“Papa shared this with me only moments after it arrived,” 
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announced Alethea, as she thrust the missive into my hands. 
“I knew I must come in person at once, no matter what the 
distance, to shew it to you.” The letter, I saw, was from Mr. 
Morton. 

“What can Mr. Morton have to say to your father?” I en-
quired. “Does he write to thank him for his visit, or to repri-
mand him for bringing a guest who exhibited such poor 
behaviour?” 

“Read it,” said Alethea with a laugh, “and see for yourself.” 

Hartsford, Derbyshire—Friday 5 May 1809 

DEAR SIR, 

I trust you and your daughter are well, and that you 
enjoyed a safe return journey from my humble home. I 
would be inclined, were it at all within my power, to 
entrust these words to you in person, but the speed of 
your sudden departure made that event impossible, and 
I am obliged to commit my entreaty to paper. I fl atter 
myself that you will not be entirely surprised by the con-
tents of this missive; however, pray allow me to begin 
with a brief but, I think, necessary preface. You are no 
doubt aware of a certain offer which, based on a great 
error of judgment, was recently made to your daugh-
ter’s friend, who shall remain nameless. Please believe 
that my true feelings in the matter  were, I see in retro-
spect, blinded by the prospects which that friend seemed 
to possess; namely, that of a connexion with the 
Churchill family, and through them, with the Ashfords 
themselves. But of these matters I will speak no further, 
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they are in the past, they are forgotten. Time and economy 
require that I address the purpose of this letter without 
delay. I recall most vividly the intelligence you pro-
vided me of the dire circumstances which will befall 
your unmarried daughters in the event of your death (a 
melancholy event which, I trust, will not take place for 
several years). The thought that Miss Alethea, however 
well provided for, will be forced to leave your home at 
Manydown on that occasion to make way for your son 
and heir to take residence with his family is most dis-
tressing indeed. This concern has occupied all my 
thoughts since your departure, and made me cognizant 
of a regard which I have, upon reflection, felt ever since 
the first moment of my acquaintance with your daugh-
ter. In short, dear sir, it is your very own Miss Alethea 
who has captured my heart. I write to request your 
blessing and your permission to address my most sincere 
affections to your daughter, and to make an offer of 
marriage, an offer which I trust will be as acceptable to 
you as it will be to the lady herself. I remain, dear sir, 
with respectful compliments to your family, your  well-
wisher and friend, 

LUCIAN MORTON 

“I am, I confess, entirely amazed,” said I as I folded up the 
letter and returned it to Alethea. 

“Can you imagine it? He wrote this letter the very day after 
our departure! It is astonishing to me that any man could 
change his matrimonial allegiance so swiftly and decidedly, 
and with so little provocation.” 

“Please do not allow my refusal to cloud your thinking. If 
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you would accept him, do. He has a very pleasant rose garden, 
and a set of shelves in a  bed- room closet which, I understand, 
are of the highest quality.” 

Alethea laughed. “I would rather live alone and penniless 
the rest of my days in the smallest attic garret than to spend 
another five minutes under the roof of that man.”33 

“Your father will be severely disappointed, I fear.” 
“He is, for he continues to remind me that my sister made 

a highly satisfactory match with an older clergyman. But I am 
not Catherine.” 

“Nor am I,” I replied. 

We passed the remainder of May and June at Godmersham 
while waiting for improvements to be completed on our fu-
ture home at Chawton. Unlike my previous visits, every day 
that I spent immersed in the elegant style of life at my broth-
er’s grand estate in Kent was now a painful reminder of an 
even more imposing edifice and park in Derbyshire, and of 
the gentleman who resided there. Each time a memory of Mr. 
Ashford came to me, I scolded myself to put such thoughts for 
ever from my mind. In time, I believe I actually persuaded 
myself that I had succeeded. 

Edward, still grieving from the loss of his wife the autumn 
before, was glad of our company, although much away from 
home overseeing the work at Chawton Cottage. It was lovely to 
be with my many nieces and nephews for a time, but of course 
there was no opportunity to write; and as always, I felt I did 
not quite fit in there. When the hairdresser came to do the 

33 Alethea Bigg (1777–1847) never did marry. When the squire died in 
1813, she and her sister Elizabeth left Manydown to make way for Harris 
and his family, and took a  house together in Winchester, where they lived 
comfortably for many years. 
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girls’ hair, he charged my mother, my sister and me a reduced 
rate for the same effort, an acknowledgement of our reduced 
circumstances for which we were grateful, but at the same 
time, acutely embarrassed. 

It was with relief and excited anticipation that, on the 7th of 
July, 1809, my mother and I said  good-bye to Godmersham. 
Cassandra had decided to remain another few days, and Mar-
tha would soon be joining us, but mamma and I  were anxious 
to make ready the home which we could, at last, call our own. 

During our stay at Alton, earlier, my mother had not felt well 
enough to endure a tour of the cottage while it was undergoing 
renovations and filled with workmen; as such, we had only had 
an opportunity to briefly view its exterior in passing. 

“My, my, it is very close to the road,” said my mother now, 
clicking her tongue with dismay, as we alighted from my broth-
er’s carriage and beheld Chawton Cottage in the hot July sun. 
“This small, fenced space is all that protects the  house from the 
danger of collision with any runaway vehicle.” 

“The passing traffic will be an interesting diversion,” said 
I, raising my voice as a coach and six suddenly thundered past 
not four yards behind us, causing the ground to rumble be-
neath our feet. 

“Interesting, indeed,” replied my mother, coughing and 
waving away the rising dust. 

Chawton was (and is, and I trust will remain so, long after 
I no longer live here) in the midst of very pretty wooded 
country, its green valleys and meadows filled with beech 
trees. Edward’s property was extensive. It included the 
manor house, which stood on the nearby slope of a hill above 
the church, a park and farms, as well as a village of some 
thirty cottages, most of whose tenants were labourers on 
Edward’s farms and woodlands. 
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The bailiff ’s cottage, built at least a century ago, was not a 
cottage in the usual sense. A  two-storied,  sturdy-looking build-
ing of red Hampshire brick, with sash windows and a  high-
pitched roof with two attic dormers, it began life as a  posting-inn, 
and looked plenty large for our purpose. The  house stood in 
the centre of Chawton village, directly on the corner where the 
road from Gosport intersected the Winchester Road, the busy 
artery which connected Portsmouth to London. 

“Well, we are in Edward’s debt, and fortunate to have any 
place at all,” declared my mother, studying the austere brick 
façade, its asymmetrical appearance a tribute to its history of 
alterations. “Although I shall miss the society and shops and 
diversions of Southampton.” 

“I, for one, am thrilled at the prospect of living in the coun-
try again,” said I, as the coachman unloaded our trunks and 
we headed for the door. “As for shops and society, Alton is an 
easy walk in fine weather, and large enough to merit a branch 
of Henry’s London bank. And the Great  House, church and 
rectory are only ten minutes’ walk away.” 

The interior of the  house, which was snug and bright and 
smelled of fresh paint, proved far more promising, and even 
mother’s spirits began to rise. The front door opened onto a 
good-sized entrance; to the left was a pleasant,  low-ceiling 
drawing-room with a  fi re-place and moulded mantelpiece, 
and roughly fi nished, white- washed walls. What little furni-
ture we possessed had been sent ahead, and was placed at 
random about the room, awaiting our decisive eye. 

We admired the results of the improvements Edward had 
ordered; the large  drawing-room window (which, in accor-
dance with its prior use as an inn, had faced directly onto the 
main road), Edward had blocked up because of noise, and 
turned into a  book-case instead. To give the  ground-fl oor a 
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more cheerful aspect, he had cut a beautiful, new  Gothic-
styled window into the wall overlooking the garden. 

“Oh! Isn’t that lovely!” cried my mother. “Edward always 
did have good taste. The view from this room is very pleasant, 
and the light is good. You ought to put your new pianoforte 
here, Jane, when it arrives.” 

My mother, sister, and Martha had determined many 
months ago to pool their resources and procure a pianoforte 
for me. This act of generosity—particularly in view of the 
fact that none of them professed the same need for, or ap-
preciation of music, as I did—brought me close to tears ev-
ery time I thought of it. I had not owned an instrument since 
we left Steventon nine years before. I was determined to 
learn country dances, that we might have some amusement 
for our nephews and nieces, when we had the pleasure of 
their company. 

“We were fortunate to locate so fine an instrument for  
thirty guineas,” said I. “It will go perfectly in this corner, 
and here, beside the  fi re-place, I can place my writing 
desk.” 

The vestibule connected the  drawing-room with an ample 
dining-parlour, which looked out on the road, and a narrow 
stairway led to six cozy bed-chambers up stairs. 

“These bed- rooms are very small, to be sure,” said my  
mother, “but we are lucky to have six, seeing as how they are 
all already spoken for.” It had been decided that Cassandra 
and I would share one room, as always; Martha and my 
mother should each have their own; one would be for guests; 
and the others would be for the servants my mother had yet to 
hire: a cook and a maid, and a man for the heavy work. 

“It looks as if Edward has done a fine job in fitting up the 
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place,” said my mother, “although would it have been asking 
too much, do you think, to have added a  water-closet?” 

“One cannot expect the luxury of piped water in a country 
cottage, mamma. But Edward said he made improvements to 
the pump at back, and has dug a better cesspit for the privy.” 

At the rear of the ground-floor was the kitchen, and in 
back, across the yard, was a stable, a granary and a bake-
house, with a bread oven and  copper-lined  wash-tub. “Mar-
tha will be in seventh heaven when she sees this!” cried my 
mother. “She can help the cook try out all those new receipts34 

of hers. I cannot imagine what we shall do with a stable, how-
ever, since we cannot afford to keep a carriage.” 

“Perhaps, if we maintain strict economies, we might be  
able to quarter a donkey and a cart one day,” I suggested. 

“It will be a fine day that sees me riding about in a donkey 
carriage,” sniffed my mother. She was, however, delighted with 
the size of the garden, which contained a thickly planted shrub-
bery, a fragrant syringa, numerous beds of fl owers blooming 
with straggling sweet williams and columbines, a good deal of 
long grass, and a fruit orchard. Around the garden ran a pleas-
ant gravel walk and a high hornbeam hedge, which screened it 
from the noisy road and helped maintain privacy and quiet 
within. 

“This is all that I could ever wish for in a garden!” cried my 
mother in satisfaction. “That grass will require regular mow-
ing, but we shall have a man to see to it. And those beds of 
flowers want some loving care, and a good weeding, but it is 
nothing I cannot handle. With so much space, I can plant a 
nice kitchen garden with plenty of vegetables and potatoes. 

34 Recipes. 
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Why, I have half a mind to give up housekeeping to you girls 
from now on and spend my days working in the garden.” 

Three days after we moved in, I helped attend the birth of 
Frank and Mary’s second child, a boy named Francis. His 
was a much speedier and less difficult delivery than Mary’s 
fi rst confinement, and my joy on the occasion prompted me 
to write a poem to my brother. 

Chawton, July 26, 1809 

My dearest Frank, I wish you Joy 
Of Mary’s safety with a boy, 
Whose birth has given little pain 
Compared with that of Mary Jane.— 
May he a growing Blessing prove, 
And well deserve his Parents’ Love! 
Endow’d with Art’s & Nature’s Good, 
Thy name possessing with thy Blood; 
In him, in all his ways, may we 
Another Francis William see!— 

(I continued thus for several more stanzas, expressing the 
many ways in which I hoped the child would, if fortune smiled 
upon him, become exactly like his excellent father. Near the 
end of the verse, I added:) 

As for ourselves, we’re very well, 
As unaffected prose will tell. 
Cassandra’s pen will give our state 
The many comforts that await 
Our Chawton  home—how much we fi nd 
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Already in it to our mind, 
And how convinced that when complete, 
It will all other Houses beat, 
That ever have been made or mended, 
With rooms concise or rooms distended. 

The poem perfectly summed up my exhuberant feelings on 
the subject. Our  house was a little odd, with some rooms too 
small, and others scarred by alterations, but it was ours, and as 
such, the very best  house in the world. The happy business of 
unpacking and settling in took up our time for many weeks. 

“Where shall I place this candelabra, mamma?” asked Cas-
sandra one morning as she unwrapped the item, not long af-
ter she and Martha arrived. 

“On the mantelpiece. No, no, on the sideboard,” replied 
my mother with sudden excitement, “beside the silver plate. 
Set it in the middle, with the teaspoons to one side, and the 
tea-ladle, tablespoon and  dessert-spoon on the other. Yes, just 
so, I declare, that looks magnifi cent.” 

“There goes the morning coach from Winchester,” cried 
Martha, the stillness broken by the sudden roar of a carriage 
and  horses dashing past, just outside our windows. 

“You could set your watch by it.” My mother nodded con-
tentedly, for she had come to share my view, that the constant 
stream of coaches and wagons was a welcome reminder of the 
larger world that pulsed not far beyond our door. 

To see my family in such high spirits was infectious, and 
better than any tonic. I smiled and turned my attention back 
to the crate that I was unpacking, when I heard a knock at the 
front door. I answered; it was the postman. 

“Welcome to the neighbourhood, Miss,” said he, handing 
me several letters. 
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I thanked him. He tipped his hat and turned to go, but 
upon seeing the direction on the fi rst epistle, I quickly called 
him back. “Please return this one to sender,” said I softly, 
handing him the letter, which was written in Mr. Ashford’s 
hand. 

“But it is the correct name and address, Miss, is it not? Are 
you not Miss Jane Austen?” 

“I am,” said I quietly, wondering how on earth Mr. Ash-
ford had found me. A glance at my mother and sister revealed 
that they were, thankfully, still occupied with their activities 
in the  dining-room. 

“Yet you refuse the letter?” asked the postman in puzzle-
ment. 

“I do,” said I emphatically, “and I would be most apprecia-
tive, sir, if you would return any future correspondence from 
this par ticu lar person addressed to me, should it happen to 
arrive.” 

His eyebrows lifted as he nodded in silent comprehension. 
“Very good, Miss. I will see it done. Good day to you, Miss.” 

“Who was that?” called my mother from the next room,  
after I had thanked the postman and shut the door. “Is it the 
post, Jane?” 

“It is, mamma,” I replied. “But do not excite yourself. It is 
only bills.” 



Chapter Twenty- one 

$| 

U 
nlike the years at Steventon, our social life at Chaw-
ton was small. There  were no balls and few dinner 
invitations. We found and hired the requisite help; 

my pianoforte arrived, along with a few other pieces of needed 
furniture; and we fell into a new routine. 

My mother gladly gave herself over to the garden, where 
she spent most of her days putting in potatoes, planting and 
weeding the flower borders and vegetable beds, and appear-
ing each afternoon in happy spirits, wearing a green round 
frock like any  day-labourer’s, her boots and garments mud-
died from her toils. 

Cassandra and Martha took charge of the arrangements 
for most of the day’s meals and helped in the kitchen as 
needed. Our new cook was a dear, capable woman, who 
earned every penny of her £8 a year; but as she also handled 
our washing every fortnight, there was often more to do than 
two hands could manage. Cassandra also took up her hobby 
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of water-colour sketching. She cornered me one afternoon 
and absolutely forced me to sit for an informal portrait, the 
likeness of which (every one agreed, to my sister’s mortifi ca-
tion) was rather unflattering. No one has ever attempted to 
draw my portrait since.35 

My only designated responsibilities were the keeping of the 
key to the wine cupboard, and the preparation of a simple 
breakfast—undemanding duties, for the women in my household 
were determined that I should devote my time to that pursuit  
which was so dear to  me—the writing of my book. 

I had been eager to return to work. In every quiet moment 
in months past, whether on a long walk, a carriage  ride, or ly-
ing in my bed at night attempting sleep, my thoughts had of-
ten turned to Sense and Sensibility and First Impressions, books 
which slumbered in imperfect states. New ideas had struck 
me at odd moments, but I had rarely had a chance even to jot 
them down. At last, I thought, the time has come. 

My recent trip to  Derbyshire—the image of Pembroke Hall 
still so vivid in my mind—made me impatient to work on First 
Impressions again, which needed to be altered, lopped, and 
cropped; but at the same time, my thoughts were full of Elinor 
and Marianne, and of Edward and Willoughby. The fl ood of 
creativity which had been unleashed during those few weeks at 
Southampton still simmered deep within me, clamouring for 
attention. The revisions  were barely begun, but it was a start, 
and I knew it would require my undivided attention for quite 
some time if it  were ever to reach completion. With what joy I 

35 Although several professional renderings of all the Austen sons exist, 
Cassandra’s simple  water-colour sketch (which her affectionate niece 
Anna called “so hideously unlike”) is the only known “portrait” of Jane 
Austen in existence. In an attempt to refine it, a miniature reproduction 
was made in 1869, followed by a steel, engraved version which was used in 
James Edward Austen-Leigh’s “Memoir of Jane Austen” in 1870. 
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looked forward to picking up my pen, that I might make those 
worthy characters come alive again! 

The quiet of the countryside (notwithstanding the inter-
mittent parade of traffic beyond our door), the solitude and 
my new- found contentment in the establishment of a daily 
schedule, made the ideal setting for the writer’s life. I took to 
it with energy and relish. 

I rose early, donned my white cap and went downstairs be-
fore any one  else was about. On cold mornings, the maid laid 
the fire in the  dining-room hearth, and sometimes I began 
writing immediately, my mind filled with new ideas in the early 
light of dawn. Other mornings, I played my pianoforte fi rst. 
Situated as it was in the  drawing-room at the end of the  house, 
my practise did not disturb the others’ sleep. At nine o’clock I 
made tea and toast for my family, and after a good chat, I re-
moved myself again to the  drawing-room fire (or at times, to 
my bed-chamber), where I wrote in happy seclusion for the rest 
of the morning. 

The work did not always come easily. I must have been 
possessed, I decided, during that flurry of productivity at 
Southampton. Some mornings I laboured over a single para-
graph for three hours, slashing out nearly every line and de-
vising it afresh in a vain attempt at perfection. On other days 
I might compose half a chapter in a heated flourish, only to 
decide, upon later review, that it was gibberish and toss the 
whole, in frustration, into the fi re. 

There  were good days as well, brilliant days in which the 
words flowed as quickly as rain slides down an eave, my pen 
barely able to maintain pace with my thoughts, days in which 
my characters seemed to act and speak through my very 
fingers—a simple transference from mind to pen, and pen to 
page, with little apparent thought or effort. 
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My characters continued to converse with each other in my 
mind, even when I was not at work. It seemed to matter not 
where I was—at the  dinner-table or sitting in the  drawing-
room, darning a pair of socks or sewing a garment for the 
poor—a piece of dialogue or witty turn of phrase might jump 
into my mind, and with a laugh, I would throw down my fork 
or needle and run to my desk to record my newest gem before 
the fleeting thought could vanish. 

Whenever one of our servants entered the room where I 
was working, or on those rare occasions when some one out-
side the immediate family party came to call, I quickly put 
away my pages, or covered them with a piece of blotting pa-
per, and picked up my needlework, careful that my occupa-
tion should not be discovered. There was a swing door, located 
between the front door and the offi ces,36 which creaked when 
it was opened; I welcomed this little inconvenience and re-
fused to allow it to be remedied, because it gave me notice 
when any one was entering. 

The seasons passed. Summer disappeared, Michaelmas 
came and went, and autumn arrived, with its driving rains, 
chill winds and fl urries of crisp, brown leaves. Soon, a gentle 
snow fell outside our windows. I am told that our fi rst Christ-
mas at Chawton was merry and bright, and that the winter of 
1810 was very cold and dry, but I cannot say for certain, so 
distracted was I by my writing. 

Henry stopped by in his carriage from time to time when 
bank business called him to Alton, and once or twice he took 
me or Cassandra on an outing. Edward visited that autumn, 
bringing his eldest daughter, Fanny, with him. Now sixteen, 

36 The offi ces were the kitchen, stables, and other parts of a large  house 
where the household work was done, as opposed to the bedrooms, dining 
and drawing rooms, which  were lived in by the family. 
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Fanny was an affectionate, charming girl, and had become 
one of the delights of my life. Since the death of her mother, 
she had been a devoted, highly valued companion to her fa-
ther, and we always enjoyed their company. 

In the afternoons, I often walked to Alton with Martha or 
Cassandra to shop, or ambled to one of our many ponds or 
through the meadow across the road to the running stream. 
I have a vague memory of calling several times on Edward’s 
tenants at the Great  House, the Middletons, who  were excel-
lent people, and whose name I borrowed for characters in 
my book.37 But for the most part, we were four women living 
in seclusion, our family party seldom enlarged by friends or 
neighbours, and I was happily engrossed in my work. 

That work, by virtue of its very subject matter, often 
brought with it memories of a certain gentleman: memories 
which I endeavoured, time and again, to brush from my 
mind. 

When I turned the calendar from February to March, I 
realised that ten months had passed since I had last seen Mr. 
Ashford. He might be married now, I thought, my stomach 
churning at the very thought. The housekeeper at Pembroke 
Hall had said the wedding was to be next year, but when next 
year? In what month? The image of his being attached for life 
to the childish, simpering Isabella, brought a fresh stab of 
pain and anger to my breast. I hope she plagues his heart out, I 
thought, rather ungenerously. And then, What becomes of them 
is of no consequence to me. I will not think about it. 

I had my work, my home, my family. I had never been hap-
pier in my life. It was all I could ever need. 

37 She refers to the characters Sir John and Lady Middleton in Sense and 
Sensibility. 
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As I completed the final revisions on my novel, I began 
reading it aloud to the women in the  house. 

“It is a wonderful book,” cried Martha enthusiastically one 
eve ning, when we had read through the first half. “The 
women in this story seem to live and breathe. Elinor is the  
very best sort of person, and I adore Marianne. But I cannot 
help but think that the men are very bad.” 

“They are very bad, indeed,” agreed my mother, shaking 
her head as she continued with her embroidery. “Col o nel 
Brandon seems a good sort. But Edward and Willoughby, the 
two men who have captured your ladies’ hearts, they are both 
engaged to other women! They are cads, the lot of them!” 

“You have not heard all, mother,” said Cassandra, with a 
quick, sympathetic look at me. “Perhaps there is a reason be-
hind their actions, an explanation which will resolve every 
thing, and a good outcome.” 

“I cannot see how,” replied my mother. “Particularly in 
Willoughby’s case. And I did so like him at fi rst.” 

“So did I,” admitted Martha with a sigh. 
“He was quite wonderful,” agreed Cassandra. 
“It was my design that you should like him. I did all I 

could to make him charming, literate, intelligent, handsome, 
devoted—every thing that Marianne, with her romantic 
sensibilities, could ever want in a  man—so that you might 
understand and respect her for being smitten by him.” 

“And then he leaves her without a word!” snapped my 
mother, “and goes off to marry another. Horrible, horrible 
man! Whatever possessed you to write such a thing?” 

Cassandra glanced at me again with concern, and said, 
“Jane has a vivid imagination, mamma.” 

I quickly looked away, hoping the others would not notice 
even the barest trace of anguish in my eyes, should it exist. 
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My mother and Martha knew nothing of Mr. Ashford, and 
I was determined that they never should. 

“Well, she has used it to write a very somber story, if you ask 
me,” cried my mother. “Very somber. As if Willoughby’s other 
faults were not bad enough, now you give him past transgres-
sions that can never be excused or redeemed! And that letter he 
wrote to Marianne, casting her aside as if she  were nothing. 
Why, it was the most cruel, unfeeling thing I have ever heard. 
My heart quite went out to her, Jane. When she cried, I was 
moved to tears, real tears, I tell you.” 

“I am pleased to hear it, mamma,” said I with feeling. 
“That is, indeed, the highest praise you could give my work.” 

“How can you call it praise,” cried my mother, “when I am 
telling you I hate the man?” 

“He is a rascal, Jane,” said Cassandra. 
“The blackest villain!” agreed Martha. “Cannot you soften 

him, even just a little?” 
“I cannot, and I will not,” I insisted. “Willoughby is what 

he is. The world is full of rascals and villains. Better that 
Marianne should be apprised of it at seventeen, and learn  
from her mistakes.” 

“I think you are very heartless to poor Marianne,” said my 
mother. 

I did not agree. But as we made our way through the rest 
of the book, I wondered if my anger at my own situation had 
clouded my judgment. Even I found Willoughby so con-
temptible, that I decided I must attempt to redeem him after 
all, if only in a small way. At the eleventh hour, much to the 
gratification of the women of my household, I inserted a 
scene in which Willoughby returns to apologize. 

“Thank you, Jane,” said Cassandra, relieved, when I read 
the newly written scene aloud. “I feel much better now.” 
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“As do I,” declared Martha, wiping away a tear. “For al-
though Willoughby behaved very badly, it helps to know that 
he truly did love Marianne and deeply regretted his actions.” 

“I still say, it would be a better book all around if he never 
married the other woman in the first place!” cried my mother 
passionately. “I declare, I do not understand where you are 
going with this, Jane. We all want a happy ending, you know. 
What happy ending can there be for poor Marianne now, 
even if she does not die of a broken heart?” 

“Have you forgotten Col o nel Brandon?” interjected Cas-
sandra calmly. “He has loved her from the start.” 

“Oh! That he has,” replied my mother. She sat in contem-
plation for a moment. “I see. I see. Well, there’s a good 
thought. Colo nel Brandon is indeed a treasure.” 

“I would marry him myself, if he walked through that 
door,” agreed Martha, laughing. 

“Jane has always promised that her books would end with 
at least one wedding,” said Cassandra, “or two, if possible.” 

“But what of Elinor?” cried my mother in sudden distress, 
her hand flying to her throat. 

“Yes, what of dear, dear Elinor?” asked Martha. 
“How do you plan to solve  that one, Jane?” My mother  

sighed, waving her hands hopelessly. “Her Edward is as good 
as married to Lucy Steele by now.” 

A pang of sadness took hold of my heart, but I forced a 
smile. “Do not fret. You will have your happy ending, I prom-
ise.” 

I finished the book in early spring, happy endings intact. My 
family of critics seemed very pleased with it, and encouraged 
me to take it to Henry in London, to see if he could secure its 
publication. 



The Lost Memoirs of Jane Austen | 239 

My heart pounded with trepidation at the thought. I had 
devoted my entire heart, soul and mind to this work, and two 
or three years of my life to its inception. What if it did not 
sell? What if all my efforts had, as in the past, been in vain? 

“I am not sure it is ready,” I protested. “It requires more 
attention.” 

“Jane,” said Cassandra sternly, “you cannot work on the  
same book for ever. You must make a copy and take it to Lon-
don.” 

I sighed. “Then you must come with me.” 



Chapter Twenty- two 

$| 

I 
t was a delight to visit Henry and his wife Eliza at their 
house on Sloane Street, a long, smart avenue on the 
outskirts of London. In addition to their sparkling 

company, and the advantages of all the attractions of town 
being near at hand, they also employed two French maids and 
a superb French chef. 

My dear cousin Eliza (the daughter of my father’s sister), 
had been raised in France and had led a life which seemed to 
me both exotic and thrilling, yet tinged with tragedy; her fi rst 
husband, Count Jean Capotte de Feullide, had died by guil-
lotine in 1794, and her only son had died young. Henry, al-
though ten years younger than Eliza, had fallen in love with 
her at sixteen, and finally convinced her to marry him a de-
cade later. I adored Eliza, and always had. She was sophisti-
cated, musical and very pretty, with an energetic manner, 
large, bright eyes and an elfin face surrounded by curls. Her 
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capacity for extravagant shopping was notorious, and her 
dress always the richest in the room. 

Henry’s financial situation had often been precarious (even 
long before marrying his extravagant wife), but his banking 
concern at the time was flourishing, and he maintained well-
situated offices in town as well as a grand style of life.38 

“I believe it is your best work yet, Jane,” pronounced Henry 
with enthusiasm, as we dined on a delectable Cordon Bleu 
one late-July eve ning. It had taken me several months to 
make a new copy of Sense and Sensibility, which I had carried 
in a satchel on my lap in Henry’s carriage all the way to Lon-
don, afraid to allow the precious manuscript out of my sight 
for more than an instant. Henry had read all three volumes 
with avid attention in the first week after Cassandra and I ar-
rived, and Eliza was now perusing them. 

“I love this novel,” cried Eliza. “I am so engrossed, I can-
not wait to return to it.” 

“You are being kind,” I replied. “The book has many fl aws, 
I am not at all satisfied with it.” 

“She will never be satisfied, I  fear”—Cassandra sighed— 
“even though she began writing it at two-and- twenty, and has 
spent nearly every day of the past year perfecting it.” 

“Perhaps this is not the best book to submit to a publisher,” 
said I anxiously. “I could not bear to have it purchased and 
ignored, like Susan. Perhaps I ought to go back and revise 
First Impressions fi rst.” 

“I do not understand you,” said Henry. “This book is 

38 Henry’s bank, which was doing extremely well at the time, collapsed 
fi ve years later, a result of the diffi cult post- war economic conditions. He 
quickly rebounded, reprised his boyhood intention of taking Holy Orders, 
and was appointed to the curacy of Chawton in 1816. 
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excellent, and already finished. How long have you dreamt of 
being an author? After all your efforts, surely you wish to see 
the work published, do you not?” 

“Of course I do,” I admitted, “but—” 
“There are no buts,” said Henry. “We must act quickly,  

Jane. We must release it to the world while the debate between 
head and heart is still of interest to society. One day, I fear, 
that subject, which is at the very centre of your story, may be 
forgotten.” 

As Henry began his quest to find a publisher, Cassandra and 
I busied ourselves walking into town and calling on several 
old acquaintances, including the Smiths and the Cookes, and 
a Miss Beckford and Miss Middleton, very pleasant little par-
ties where we enjoyed good conversation with intelligent peo-
ple and drank a great deal of tea. The weather was invariably 
fi ne and hot. Eliza joined us on several shopping expeditions 
where we marvelled at her stamina, her ability to spend, and 
her judicious eye for colour and style (she purchased more 
hats in one afternoon than any one I have ever witnessed, be-
fore or since.) Cassandra and I made do with more mundane 
purchases of darning cotton, silk stockings and gloves, al-
though I did find ten yards of a  pretty- coloured checked mus-
lin at the Linen draper’s shop, for which I was obliged to pay 
seven shillings a yard. 

One particularly memorable night, Henry took us to a play at 
the Lyceum. Eliza, who had a cold, chose to stay home. I can-
not recall the name of the play that night, or who  were the prin-
cipal actors in it. The memory remains vivid for me owing to 
the people whom I chanced to meet at the interval that night. 

It was a warm summer eve ning, and the theatre had become 
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hotter than we liked. As Henry chatted with a friend after the 
first act curtain, Cassandra and I adjourned to the lobby, which, 
although filled with people, with the doors thrown open, was 
comparatively cool. We had not been in the outer room half a 
minute when a familiar voice called out shrilly, “Yoo hoo! Miss 
Austen! Miss Jane Austen!” and we spied Mrs. Jenkins bustling 
through the crowd, a formidable spectacle in satin and pearls, 
with her niece Isabella in tow. 

My heart leapt with surprise and alarm, particularly at the 
sight of Isabella, who looked young and ravishing in a gown of 
pale pink silk, with a matching band in her dark hair embel-
lished by a spray of fl owers. 

“Ladies! Ladies!” cried Mrs. Jenkins, as the two women 
reached our side in a rustle of skirts. “How delightful! It has 
been ages, simply ages! Isabella, do you remember Jane and 
Cassandra Austen? They are my dear friends from South-
ampton, who have sadly moved away.” 

“How nice to see you again,” said Isabella, holding out her 
hand and smiling coolly in our direction. 

I recalled, from our first meeting, that Mrs. Jenkins had 
promised to continue her excursions to London with her 
niece, even after she was married. Had the wedding yet taken 
place? I wondered. Isabella’s long, white gloves made it im-
possible to tell if she wore a ring. “It is wonderful to see you,” 
I said, smiling, although my heart pounded so loudly I could 
scarcely think. “You are both looking well.” 

“Oh! Thank you,” replied the older woman. “I cannot 
complain. So long as I can rise each morning with a smile 
on my face, and manage to keep up with my niece all day 
long, that is all that matters to me.” She enquired after our 
mother, and asked how we were enjoying our new home. 
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When satisfied with our replies, she added, “What brings 
you to London?” 

“We are visiting my brother Henry,” said I diffi dently. 
“How long have you ladies been in town?” enquired Cas-

sandra. 
“Since just after the season began,” replied Mrs. Jenkins. 
“It has all been heavenly,” said Isabella. “First it was the an-

nual exhibition at the Royal Academy, then a round of the most 
wonderful balls and parties, the Derby, and of course the Ascot; 
why, my head spins just to think of it. But now,” she added, 
frowning petulantly, “it is nearly over. All the ladies think about 
is which country  houses they are going to, and whom they are to 
meet. And all the men talk about is grouse, grouse, grouse.”39 

“Surely you will look forward to returning to the country 
after all this time, Miss Churchill,” said I, my stomach 
clenched tighter than any sailor’s knot. “Or should I  say—is it 
Mrs. Ashford now?” 

Isabella frowned. “You cannot think me married yet, Miss 
Jane, or I would surely never have been allowed to remain 
here so long and so delightfully with my aunt.” 

“But she will be married, soon,” said Mrs. Jenkins happily. 
“The wedding is to be the last week in December. She is to be 
a Christmas bride.” 

“How lovely,” said I, and quickly added, “How is your  
writing coming, Miss Churchill?” 

39 The height of the London season was a  three-month whirlwind of par-
ties, balls and sporting events, which typically began after Easter and 
continued until August 12, which signalled the end of Parliament and 
the opening of grouse season. At this point, the fashionable deserted 
London and returned to the country, where the remainder of the year 
was devoted to the hunting and hounding of small animals, in particu lar 
the grouse, partridge, pheasant and fox. Parliament did not begin again 
until the end of the year, when shooting and hunting ceased, and foxes 
began to breed. 
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Isabella stared at me blankly. “My what?” 
“Your writing.” Turning to Mrs. Jenkins, I explained, 

“Miss Churchill and I had the pleasure of meeting in Der-
byshire last year, where I had the opportunity to peruse a tale 
of her own composition.” 

The young lady’s eyes brightened, and she let out a small 
laugh. “Oh that! Why, that was ever so long ago, I had forgot-
ten all about it! I meant to send you a note, Miss Jane, to thank 
you for the kind words you wrote, but I never could fi nish that 
story. Writing is such a tiresome enterprise, and it takes up so 
much time. It gives me a headache just to think of it.” 

“You should see the needlepoint pillow she is working on,” 
said Mrs. Jenkins. “A thistle, all her own design.” 

“I am sure it is exquisite,” I replied. 
Hoping to end this conversation, I was about to make 

some excuse to return to my seat, when a handsome young 
gentleman in a dark navy full-dress coat appeared, of a sud-
den, at Isabella’s side. “Good eve ning Mrs. Jenkins, ladies,” 
said he with a formal bow. “Miss Churchill, what an unex-
pected pleasure to fi nd you  here. I hope I am not interrupt-
ing?” 

Isabella turned to him with a curtsy and a demure smile. 
“Indeed you are not, sir.” 

Mrs. Jenkins’s countenance grew tight and pinched. I won-
dered who the gentleman could be, but before any one  else 
could speak, he said, “It is a stifl ing evening, is it not?” 

“It is quite warm,” replied Isabella. 
“If you feel the need for some air, Miss Churchill,” said he, 

“we have a few minutes yet before curtain. I would be pleased 
to escort you to the front of the foyer, where I found a trace of 
a breeze by an open doorway.” 

“How very thoughtful of you to offer,” answered Isabella. 
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“I am sorry, sir,” snapped Mrs. Jenkins, “but she cannot 
accept.” 

“Auntie dear, pray, do not be so  old-fashioned. There is 
no harm in my taking the air with a friend, and as you see, 
we have a room full of chaperones.” Isabella turned to the 
gentleman and, taking his arm, added, “I would be most 
grateful, sir, if you would lead the way.” 

Mrs. Jenkins batted her fan in ferocious disapproval, cast-
ing her eyes nervously about the room as the two young peo-
ple moved off together. “Oh dear! I shall never live this down. 
Our Isabella is much too bold.” 

“Who is the gentleman?” I enquired. 
“His name is Wellington. He is apparently from a very  

good family in Shropshire, and will one day inherit an estate 
from his uncle. He has been at nearly every event this season, 
and seems quite smitten with Isabella, although I have made 
him fully aware that she is betrothed to another, and for all 
that she insists they are just good friends. I have warned her 
that it is not at all seemly for a woman in her position to be 
seen so often in the company of another man, but she main-
tains that I am worrying over nothing.” 

“Their interchange does appear rather innocent,” said Cas-
sandra, glancing across the lobby to the front doorway, where 
Isabella was now engaged in smiling conversation with Mr. 
Wellington. 

“Perhaps you are right,” replied Mrs. Jenkins, “but I can-
not be too careful. Dear me, it is hot in here. Miss Austen, 
would you be so kind as to accompany me closer to the door, 
where I might have a better view of my niece and that young 
rake?” 

“I should be glad to, Mrs. Jenkins,” said Cassandra. To me, 
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she added apologetically, “I shall return in but a moment, 
Jane.” 

As I watched Mrs. Jenkins and Cassandra cross the room 
towards Isabella and her friend, I heard a man’s voice with a 
deep Scottish lilt behind me: 

“There is nothing like a  good-looking man in a navy blue 
dress coat for captivating the ladies.” 

I turned to find a  well-dressed gentleman with an agree-
able face, who appeared to be about  nine-and- thirty; he was 
gazing at Isabella with an animated, intelligent eye and an 
amused smile. 

“A well-tailored coat and a handsome face may turn a girl’s 
head, sir,” I replied, “but it is the mind behind that face that 
captivates a lady.” 

The gentleman’s eyebrows lifted and he turned his stare 
to me. “Spoken like a true poet of modern romance, 
Miss—?” 

“Austen. Miss Jane Austen.” I held out my gloved hand,  
and he took it, bowing. 

“A pleasure to meet you, Miss Austen. I am Mr. Walter 
Scott.” 

I nearly gasped aloud, and could not hide my stunned sur-
prise and awe. I had never imagined that I would meet a 
writer of such notoriety and acclaim, whose poetry I had read 
many times  over—yet there he was, standing before me in a 
London theatre. “Mr. Scott!” I cried, when I found my voice, 
“It is an honour and a pleasure to meet you, sir. Indeed, you 
are the poet, sir.” 

“Thank you,” said he modestly, his small smile and muted 
tone implying a sense of dissatisfaction, “but you would be 
better off, I fear, reading Wordsworth.” 
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“I beg to differ. I enjoy his work as well, of course, but I 
greatly admire the lively description and honest pathos of 
your ballads. May I enquire as to what you are working on at 
present?” 

“Another little metrical romance.” 
“What is this one about?” 
“An Englishman called Waverly, who travels to the Scot-

tish Highlands during the second Jacobite Rebellion.” Mr. 
Scott waved his hand with a bored air. “In truth I am growing 
weary of ballads, particularly my own. I am well aware that I 
shall never be more than a minor poet.” 

“Perhaps it is time,” said I boldly (without thinking), “to 
leave poetry behind and move in a new direction.” No sooner 
had the words left my mouth than I felt myself blush. What-
ever had possessed me? Who was I to give advice to this cele-
brated writer? 

Mr. Scott met my embarrassed gaze with a wide smile. 
“What new direction would you suggest, Miss Austen?” 

The call was sounded for the second act; the crowd began 
to remove towards the theatre; but Mr. Scott stood waiting for 
my reply. “Prose,” said I. 

“Prose?” repeated he, in surprise. 
“Indeed, sir. It has become quite the thing of late. Perhaps 

you should write your Waverly as a novel.” 
“A novel?” Mr. Scott laughed out loud. “Now there is a 

novel idea. Do you truly think the public would fi nd interest 
and enjoyment in a novel about imaginary historical fi g-
ures?” 

“Why not?” 
“Why, because it has never been done.” 
“There is a first time for every thing, Mr. Scott. And if any 
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one could write a powerful novel of history and romance, it is 
you, sir.” 

He laughed again. “I daresay, if I attempted such a work, I 
would never put my name on it.” 

“Nor would I, sir,” I agreed, with a laugh of my own. “But 
I do believe it would be popu lar.” 

Mr. Scott nodded, an introspective look crossing his coun-
tenance as he thanked me again for my kind words, and 
moved off with a distracted bow, muttering to himself, “Now 
there is an idea. A novel.”40 

My own literary aspirations, unlike my hopes for Mr. Scott, 
seemed destined for a disastrous end. Despite Henry’s ear-
nest attempts over the course of several weeks, he had been 
unable to interest a publisher in my book. 

“It is a first novel, by an unknown author,” explained Henry 
in some frustration, glancing at my title page which read,  
Sense and Sensibility. A Novel in Three Volumes. By a Lady. 
“Not only unknown, but unnamed! With the limitations you 
have placed upon me, Jane, I fi nd it difficult to persuade any 
one even to read it. If you would at least permit me to admit 
that the work was written by my sister, I might be able to gain 
a sympathetic ear.” 

“No,” I replied emphatically. “It is enough to say that you 

40 Sir Walter Scott (who became a baronet in 1820, and was known there-
after as Sir), was a pop u lar but minor poet in his early years. The turning 
point of his literary career came in 1814, with the publication of his fi rst 
novel, Waverly, which was published anonymously, as were all its many 
successors down to 1827. He is often considered the inventor of the his-
torical novel. He later became a great admirer of Jane Austen’s work, de-
claring that she had an “exquisite touch” and “a talent for describing the 
involvements and feelings and characters of ordinary life which is to me 
the most wonderful I ever met with.” 
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represent the author. I am convinced that a publisher will 
think more highly of the work if they do not suspect it was the 
effort of one of your relations.” 

“I believe she is right in that, Henry dear,” said Eliza. “It 
may speak better for the novel if it appears that you hold a 
more disinterested view.” 

“Perhaps,” said Henry with a shrug. “Is this your only con-
cern, Jane? Should I be so fortunate as to secure a publisher, 
will you then put your name to it?” 

“No. I wish to remain anonymous.” 
“Why?” cried Henry, exasperated. 
“I do not know precisely. It is difficult to explain.” I had 

dearly wished to be published, it is true; yet at the same time, 
the idea of fame or notoriety mortified me. “It is one thing to 
write for one’s family and most intimate friends. But if this 
book were to have a more  wide- spread audience, it would be a 
most uncomfortable sensation to think that strangers knew 
my name and  were making uninformed judgments about 
me.” 

“I understand how Jane feels,” said Cassandra, squeezing 
my hand sympathetically. 

“I think you are both being quite ridiculous,” admonished 
Henry. 

“Have you not read how the world treats lady novelists?” 
I replied heatedly. “They are pointed at, noticed and com-
mented on, suspected of literary airs, and shunned by the 
more unpretending of my sex. I could not bear the scrutiny. I 
would sooner exhibit as a  rope-dancer.” 

“A rope-dancer might have more success in becoming pub-
lished,” said Henry. 

“Jane, dear,” said Eliza gently. “You are a wonderful writer. 
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I am certain your readers will only look up to you. You should 
be proud of what you have accomplished. There is no need to 
hide behind anonymity.” 

“She will be mired in anonymity for ever if I cannot suc-
ceed in selling her book,” observed Henry glumly. 

“There must be other places you can take it, Henry,” said 
Cassandra. 

“I have tried everyone I know.” 
“Then you must try the people you do not know, darling,” 

said Eliza. 
“What are you suggesting, my dear?” 
“I think,” replied Eliza, “it is time that we gave a little 

party.” 

Eliza’s notion of a little party was a soirée of some fi ve-and-
twenty couples, to take place before the end of the week. 
There was some urgency in planning the affair, since she felt 
it must be accomplished before the twelfth of August, the end 
of the season, when all the best families in London would re-
move to the country for the sport. 

At Eliza’s urging, Henry invited his wealthiest clients and 
friends, and acquaintances who he believed might have a 
connection to some one in the publishing world, hoping to 
secure an introduction of some import. I was overwhelmed 
with gratitude for the efforts they undertook on my behalf, 
and though I protested that I could never repay them, Eliza 
insisted that she enjoyed throwing parties, had been mean-
ing to host one all summer, and this had seemed an excellent 
excuse. 

I worried about what to wear, as my best gown, a pretty 
white muslin with short-capped sleeves, was looking a bit 
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tired. Cassandra’s gown was a lovely shade of pale lemon, but 
not much newer. Eliza helped us dress them up with new 
sashes and frills of delicate lace, and engaged her hairdresser 
to do our hair. 

As is the way with such events, there  were many solici-
tudes, alarms, and vexations in the week beforehand, but at 
last, when the guests began to arrive at eight on the eve ning of 
the party, everything was quite right. The  house was beauti-
fully dressed up with flowers, the sideboard was laden with an 
attractive and delicious array of consumables, and the guests, 
all elegantly attired and gathered in the front  drawing-room, 
seemed to be enjoying themselves. 

Cassandra and I  were engaged in pleasant conversation in a 
far corner with our friends the Cookes, when Eliza (dressed 
in haute couture, of course—a simply divine white silk gown, 
the bodice and hem embellished with lace, pearls, and pink 
satin rosettes), took me by the arm and propelled me across 
the room, where she said in a lowered tone, behind her fan, 
“Do you see that stout gentleman, by the punch bowl? He is 
the solicitor for a publishing house. And that bearded gentle-
man in the purple coat, Henry said he has a friend who is ac-
quainted with the brother of a publisher. Apparently, there 
are at least half a dozen men  here who might have useful con-
nections. Henry is determined to speak to all of them before 
the night is through.” 

“I am indebted to you both,” I said. 
My face must have shewn my trepidation, because Eliza 

smiled and added, “Have no fear, Jane, he is merely working 
as your representative, as you have so firmly insisted. Your 
secret is perfectly safe.” 

“Thank you,” I replied in relief. 
As Eliza excused herself and glided off to greet a guest, 
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Henry appeared, of a sudden, at my elbow. “There you are, 
sister dear! You will never guess who appeared in my offi ce this 
morning, out of the blue, looking for you.” 

I turned. To my complete astonishment, I encountered Mr. 
Ashford. 



Chapter Twenty- three 

$| 

A 
surge of anger and dismay flooded through me as I 
stared at Mr. Ashford. I felt my cheeks grow warm 
and my heart begin to pound. What on earth, I 

wondered, was he doing here? And why, I thought helplessly, 
could I never encounter this man without a response of such 
overwhelming and obvious physical emotion? 

“You may not remember Mr. Ashford,” said Henry, smil-
ing gaily and oblivious to my distress, “but we met several 
years past, on our little excursion to Lyme.” 

Mr. Ashford’s countenance, although as handsome as 
ever, was white with agitation; his eyes, as they met mine, 
looked as if fearful of his reception, and conscious that he 
merited no kind one. “Of course I remember Mr. Ashford,” 
I replied, infuriated by the tremor in my voice. I lowered my 
gaze, focusing on his bright blue coat and exquisitely em-
broidered vest. 

“I was delighted to see him again, as you can well imagine,” 
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said Henry, “and the timing could not have been more perfect. 
I told him about our party to night, and nothing would do but 
he must come and have a word with you, Jane.” Bowing to Mr. 
Ashford, he added; “It was wonderful chatting with you, my 
good man. Now, if you will both excuse me, I must go play the 
host.” 

“I am much obliged,” replied Mr. Ashford, bowing in re-
turn, as Henry disappeared. An awkward silence ensued as 
Mr. Ashford turned to me. “I only just learned that you  were 
in town, from—” He stopped himself, his face colouring. He 
gathered his composure, and said, “You are looking well, 
Miss Austen.” 

“As are you, Mr. Ashford,” I answered tersely, praying that 
my own agitation was not as visible as his, and that the wild 
beating of my heart could not be detected through the thin 
muslin of my gown. 

He winced at the coldness of my reply, but went on: “Your 
brother tells me that you fi nished your book. I am so pleased 
for you. I wish you much success with it.” 

“Thank you.” 
For a brief interval, neither of us spoke. I tried desperately 

to gather my thoughts. Should I take advantage of this rare 
opportunity to tell him, in no uncertain terms, what I thought 
of him and his behaviour towards me in the past? Or should I 
take the high road, smile graciously, and congratulate him on 
his impending nuptials? I had tentatively decided on the lat-
ter, when at last he said, 

“Miss Austen. It has been many long months that I have 
wanted, needed to speak with you—” 

“I see no reason for us to speak, Mr. Ashford,” I snapped, 
the words tumbling out before I could stop them. 

“I do not blame you for being angry with me. Nor do I 
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blame you for returning my letters. But please believe me 
when I say that I never wished to cause you pain. And I—” 

“Do not presume to know of my pain, Mr. Ashford.” To 
my mortifi cation, unexpected tears stung my eyes. Unable to 
bear this tortuous conversation a moment longer, I said, “For-
give me. It was good of you to come. But should you not be 
spending the eve ning with your fi ancée?” 

I moved away abruptly through the crowd, relieved to have 
made my escape. I had no sooner reached the sanctuary of 
the back  drawing-room, which was yet devoid of guests, when, 
to my dismay, I heard footsteps quick upon my heels and Mr. 
Ashford’s cry: 

“Miss Austen! Wait, please!” 
I fled across the empty room, towards the  card- tables at the 

back. “I would greatly appreciate it, sir, if you would leave at 
once.” 

“I cannot go. Please, Miss Austen! Listen to me.” 
“There is nothing you can say, sir, that I wish to hear.” 
“I have waited too long, I can endure it no longer, you must 

hear me out! The day Isabella was born, our fathers decided 
we would marry.” His anguished words and tone stopped me 
half way across the room. 

“It was a solemn pact made between two old friends,” he 
went on, “the marriage to take place sometime after Isabella’s 
eighteenth birthday. I was seventeen years old on the day of her 
birth, and she was this, this newborn infant. I protested, I 
begged my father to reconsider, all to no avail. No thought was 
given to my needs or happiness, or hers. Their only thought 
was to unite two great families.” 

I slowly turned to face him. He stood but a yard away, and 
spoke with rising agitation. His tormented aspect, and the 
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agony in his expression, sent a wave of pain and sympathy 
through me that tore at my heart. 

“I was much away at school while she was growing up, al-
ways aware that this little girl, this child, was to one day be my 
wife. My father made it clear that this was my duty,” Mr. Ash-
ford spat out in a deep voice filled with anger. “I met other 
women over the years, of course, but I never allowed myself to 
feel any thing more than friendship for them. I could not, for 
I had no choice. I grew to esteem Isabella as a sister, and 
hoped that would be enough. And then,” his voice fi nally 
softening, “then, I met you.” 

His eyes rose to meet mine, his gaze so filled with affection, 
it nearly stopped my heart. 

“I knew at once, when we met at Lyme, that we shared a 
deep and rarely felt connection, something most people only 
dream of. I knew, as well, that I should tell you of my obliga-
tion to Isabella, but every thing was so perfect that fi rst day; 
you were so vibrant, and our conversation so invigorating, I 
did not wish to say any thing to break the spell. I promised 
myself I would explain my situation the next day, on our pic-
nic, but the next day never materialized. I returned home with 
a heavy heart, believing I would never see you again, and I re-
signed myself to my fate. But every moment that I was forced 
to endure Isabella’s company only served to remind me of how 
unsuited we were to one another. I did not love her, and never 
could, and it was clear that she did not love me. Again, I 
pleaded with my father to release me from my engagement, 
but he became incensed, and insisted that honour forbade it. I 
was miserable. A day did not go by that I did not think of you 
and wonder what might have been. The next March, I came to 
Southampton, Miss Austen, specifically to fi nd you.” 
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“To find me?” My voice was so thin and reedy that I 
barely recognised it, while his was filled with growing ur-
gency. 

“I could bear it no longer. I had to discover if you  were 
real, if what I felt was real, or some fanciful creation of my 
own mind. I hoped that somehow, even then, I might be 
able one day to convince my father to free me from my ob-
ligation, or that, at the very least, we might become friends. 
I intended to tell you about Isabella at once, but I could not 
bring myself to say the words. The time we shared at South-
ampton was the happiest of my life. As each day went by, 
and my attachment to you grew stronger, the subject be-
came even harder to broach; I was afraid that you would 
send me away.” 

“So I would have,” I whispered, wiping away a tear which 
had come unbidden. I would have said more, had not emotion 
closed my throat. 

“Jane!” cried he softly, moving closer. “All these long 
months that we have been apart, even believing it to be im-
possible, it is of you alone that I have thought and planned. 
You are my heart; you pierce my soul. My behavior at 
Southampton was wrong, unjust and weak, and for that, I 
shall always feel regret. But it was out of fear of losing you, 
and the knowledge that, bound as I was by my father’s vow 
and Isabella’s expectations, I had no right to  speak—until 
now.” 

“Until now?” 
“There has been a recent change, most unexpected, 

which—” He drew in a long breath, struggling to compose 
himself. “I was told in the strictest of confidence, but I cannot 
keep it from you. Isabella, since she came to London, has  
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apparently been much in company with a gentleman she met, 
a Mr. Wellington.” 

My pulse quickened. “I have seen him.” 
“Last night, she came to me, to reveal a great secret. She 

said that Mr. Wellington had asked her to marry him.” 
“To marry him?” 
“She explained, politely, that she had always intended to 

honour the  long-standing promise of our fathers, but that her 
affections were now placed elsewhere. And she deeply regret-
ted any unhappiness this might cause me.” 

I turned away, my mind all in a whirl, afraid to hope or feel. 
“What says her father to that?” I managed. 

“She will tell him next month, when he returns from the 
West Indies. We agreed to say nothing to any one until she 
has revealed all to her father, and received his blessing. Need-
less to say, I released her from our engagement without an 
ounce of regret or crimination, for which she was eternally 
grateful.” 

I was overcome with a fl ood of such deep emotion that I 
wished to run from the room, but as there was nowhere to 
go in a  house full of people where I might avoid detection, 
I could only cover my face with my hands, whereupon I 
burst into tears of joy, which I thought at first would never 
cease. 

“Forgive me,” I heard Mr. Ashford’s anguished voice, “I 
think only of myself. Please, Miss Austen, please, do not 
cry.” 

My tears flowed at such a rate that I was incapable of 
speech. Mr. Ashford, his brow furrowed with distress, of-
fered me his handkerchief, which I accepted gratefully. As I 
struggled to compose myself, he said, in a concerned tone, 
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“My circumstances have changed in such a substantial way, 
that I—but perhaps too much time has passed, since—” 

He waited tensely while I dried my eyes and noisily blew 
my nose, actions which did nothing to increase the romantic 
aspect of the moment. At last, he continued with resolve, 
“Miss Austen. You have allowed me to speak, and I have 
made my feelings clear. I realise I have no right to ask any 
thing of you. If you do not share my feelings, please tell me so 
at once and I shall leave, and never trouble you again.” 

“I cannot tell you that,” said I, raising my eyes to his with a 
joyous smile. 

“Then,” said he, with new- found anticipation in his ear-
nest gaze, “do you mean to give me hope?” 

“If my deepest affection and admiration give you hope, 
then yes.” 

He quickly bridged the gap between us, took my gloved 
hand in his, and, bringing it to his lips, he kissed it, his eyes 
never leaving my face. “Then at last, I am free to speak the 
words that I have so longed to say. I love you, Jane, my dearest 
Jane. It is you alone that I wish to marry. Will you have me, 
Jane? Will you be my wife?” 

My heart was so filled with happiness, I thought I must be 
dreaming. “Yes,” I said, breathless. “I will.” 

He gave me a look of pure joy, then bent his head, and— 
dare I say  it?—he brought his lips to mine, and kissed me. 

This thrilling moment was very rudely interrupted when, 
of a sudden, Cassandra burst through the open door, a per-
plexed look on her face, calling my name. Catching sight of us 
across the room, Cassandra froze in shocked embarrassment 
and gasped, her hand going to her mouth. 

“Oh! Forgive me!” cried Cassandra, her face turning scar-
let. “I am so sorry.” 
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Mr. Ashford released me and took two steps back. 
“Cassandra,” I began, but she had already turned and 

fl ed. 
Mr. Ashford’s eyes met mine, and we burst out laughing; 

then he took me in his arms and kissed me again and again 
and again. 



Chapter Twenty- four 

$| 

T 
here are some who might complain that August in Lon-
don is akin to a month in Hades; that the hot, stifl ing, 
humid air coming off the Thames is unhealthful and 

clots one’s lungs; that the streets are reminiscent, in sight and 
smell, of a  stable-yard; and that the glaring sun refl ecting off 
the buildings and pavements is injurious to the complexion. 
But to these naysayers, I say pshaw. London is a wondrous 
place at any time of year, and that blissful August of 1810, I 
was unmindful of any such objections. Au contraire, I fl oated 
through the remainder of the month, and all of the one follow-
ing, as if wrapped in the perfection of a dream. 

I told no one of my secret engagement except my sister, 
and made her promise not to breathe a word of it to any one. 
Mr. Ashford was frustrated by the necessity of waiting. He 
wanted to proclaim his love for me to the world, he said, and 
set a wedding date at once. But Isabella had begged him not 
to speak of her involvement with Mr. Wellington until the 
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matter had first been made known to her father, who was not 
expected back from the West Indies for at least a month. Mr. 
Ashford’s father was currently in Derbyshire, but intended to 
return to London in October. It would be best, we agreed, to 
present the news to Sir Thomas in person when he came 
to town, after Isabella was formally and publicly engaged to 
Mr. Wellington. 

In the meantime, it was Mr. Ashford’s goal that I should 
enjoy all the sights in London that could possibly be of inter-
est, and that he should be my guide. We first climbed the 378 
steps to the Stone Gallery at the top of St. Paul’s, where we 
were afforded a marvelous view of the compact city, which 
spread along the river, from Billingsgate to Westminster. Its 
borders  were clearly defined by the fields and groves to the 
north and south, with the west end beginning at Hyde Park 
Corner. We could see the village of Paddington in the dis-
tance, and a series of pastures called Belgravia. 

We admired what had once been the royal city of Westmin-
ster in the West End, where sat the palaces of St. James and 
Whitehall, as well as breathtaking Westminster Abbey and 
the  Houses of Parliament, and we paid to cross the old Lon-
don Bridge, just west of the Tower, at the entrance of the city, 
where we watched a great numbers of small ships and boats 
sail by. 

With most of the fashionable elite now removed to their 
country  houses, the town was comparatively quiet, although 
we were still compelled to raise our voices over the unceasing 
clatter of carriage-wheels and  horses’ hooves, the resounding 
cries of street pedlars, the garish songs of itinerant musicians, 
and the clang of the  muffi n- man’s  bell—sounds which, in 
their confluence, had been known to give me the headache, 
but which I had come to regard with a  new- found affection. 
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Twice, that summer, Mrs. Jenkins came to call, and my 
sister and I returned the favour. 

“Oh dear!” cried that good lady in some distress, at our 
second meeting. “I declare, I do not know what our Isabella 
is about. She has been writing letters day in and day out, and 
several missives have arrived for her, but she will not disclose 
with whom she is corresponding. I have been unsuccessful 
in every attempt to intercede.” 

Bound as I was by my promise not to mention, as yet, her 
affair with Mr. Wellington, or the dissolution of her engage-
ment to Mr. Ashford, I could say nothing to elucidate the mat-
ter; but I attempted to lessen her distress by making such 
supportive comments regarding Isabella’s strength of charac-
ter, as I thought appropriate. 

We dined at more cafés in those six weeks of summer, I 
believe, than I had frequented in the entire preceding  four-
and- thirty years of my existence, retreating, several times, to 
take our meals at the imposing Ashford family residence on 
Park Lane, which overlooked the immense greensward of 
Hyde Park on the west border of Mayfair. The magnifi cent 
rooms of that house, unused in the absence of his father and 
sister,  were maintained by a faithful but unassuming staff, 
who seemed predisposed to cater to Mr. Ashford’s every 
wish. 

We attended concerts and the theatre, visited the Liverpool 
Museum and the British Gallery, and the fashionable shops 
on Bond Street, where I could not dare to look at the prices, 
and refused to allow Mr. Ashford to purchase me a single 
item. 

On several of these excursions, we were accompanied by 
Cassandra (who had considered returning to Chawton, but 
was convinced by an enthusiastic Eliza to stay through the 
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summer), and on other occasions, by Eliza and Henry as 
well; but as, at our ages, a chaperone was no longer requisite, 
more often than not, we preferred to spend our time in the 
exclusive company of each other. One of our favourite activi-
ties was a stroll through Kensington Gardens, which was in 
full, glorious bloom. We found a particu lar bench there, over-
looking a lovely pond, to which we returned again and again, 
simply to sit and talk, share confidences, and bask in the de-
light of each other’s presence. 

One afternoon in mid-September, as we sat on our favou-
rite bench in the gardens, Mr. Ashford announced that he 
had finished reading my book. 

“Oh?” I replied, my heart leaping in sudden alarm. Henry’s 
efforts to find a publisher, despite all the connections he had 
made at the party, had so far been in vain. At Mr. Ashford’s 
urging, I had, despite my misgivings, agreed to give him the 
manuscript to read. I had awaited his reaction with dread, 
afraid that he could not fail to recognise certain situations in 
the novel, which had clearly been inspired by my encounters 
with him. 

“It is clever and beautifully written, every thing that I had 
hoped and expected,” said he. “You should be very proud.” 

“I am pleased you liked it,” I replied in relief. Perhaps, I 
thought, he had not noticed his own connection to the story, 
after all. “At present, the manuscript is extremely useful as an 
aid in propping open the kitchen door.” 

He laughed. “It should, it must be published.” 
“I am afraid my foray into the publishing world has been a 

very humbling experience.” 
“Perhaps I might be of some help. I have one or two con-

nections of my own. If you would permit me, I would be glad 
to make some efforts on your behalf.” 
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“I would be most obliged. But you must promise me not to 
blame yourself if nothing comes of it. In truth, I have become 
convinced that my little book would be a poor bargain for a 
publisher. I cannot imagine it would ever sell in suffi cient 
quantities to earn back its cost.” 

“I disagree. It may not be perfect, but I believe it is a work 
of art, good enough to sell any number of copies, and make a 
handsome profi t.” 

“What? Not perfect?” I cried in mock indignation. “In 
what way, pray tell, is my book—this work of art which no one 
will publish—imperfect?” 

“I cannot recall exactly,” said he, “but it was some small 
thing about the ending. I remember feeling that something 
was missing, or not quite right.” 

“I see. If you ever retrieve your thoughts on the subject, I 
hope you will share them with me.” 

“I will.” He smiled, and added, with a sidelong glance at 
me, “There was something else, I must  confess—in no way a 
sign of any imperfection, but there  were some aspects of the 
novel that I found, how shall I put  it—familiar.” 

A hot flush spread over my cheeks. “Did you, indeed?” 
“For example: your Elinor feels a deep attachment to this 

Edward character, a rather dull but amiable fellow, only to dis-
cover, after he has left without a word of commitment, that he 
has long been engaged to another. And she is later confronted, 
at precisely the same moment, by both Edward and Lucy.” 
The knowing but discomfited twinkle in his eyes, and the rais-
ing of his brows, communicated his perfect understanding of 
his own part in the conception of those scenes. 

“They  were very dramatic situations,” I replied, inwardly 
cursing my tendency to blush. 

“And clearly, ones that you could write with insight. I must 



The Lost Memoirs of Jane Austen | 267 

admit, when I read your book, there  were times that the hair 
on the back of my neck stood up on end. That moment in the 
drawing-room at Mr. Morton’s parsonage, when I walked in 
on you and Isabella, will be for ever branded in my memory as 
one of the most mortifying of my life.” 

“For me as well,” I replied, mortified myself at the thought 
of how much discomfort that scene must have infl icted. “You 
see, now, why I was so reluctant to let you read my book.” 

“I am glad I read it.” He turned on the bench to face me. 
“Tell me, Jane, am I taking this too personally, or was some 
of your anger towards me incorporated into your depiction 
of Willoughby?” 

His expression was so serious, and so forlorn, it tugged at 
my heart, yet for some unaccountable reason, I could not help 
but laugh. “Perhaps it was,” I admitted. “Willoughby is quite 
appalling, is he not?” 

“He is the epitome of the  self-centred cad. At the other 
end of the spectrum, of course, are Col o nel Brandon, and 
Edward—who, despite his offences, is redeemed as a saint.” 

“Edward is no saint!” I retorted hotly, my sharp tone pro-
voking a flock of birds to burst, of a sudden, from a nearby 
tree. 

“Indeed he is. His sense of honour and morality is so high, 
that he remains committed to his vulgar, grasping fi ancée to 
the bitter end, in spite of being given every reason to aban-
don her.” 

“Did not you do the same?” I enquired quietly. 
He went silent for a moment, focusing his attention on the 

ducks splashing in the pond. “I suppose I did,” said he at last, 
a hint of bitterness creeping into his voice. “But in my case, 
my duty was to honour the wishes of my father, a gentleman 
who has devoted his life to work, property and family, and as 
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such deserves my respect. But had it been up to me—” He 
broke off with a sigh, and glanced at me with a tight smile. “It 
is a sobering experience to read of one’s transgressions on the 
page, and the effects of those transgressions, particularly 
when they are expressed in such a heartfelt manner.” He took 
my hand and held it, looking at me with affection. “I am so 
sorry, Jane, for all the pain I have caused you in the past. I 
promise you, I mean to make up for it.” 

“I will hold you to that promise, Mr. Ashford,” said I teas-
ingly. 

“I hope you will,” said he. “But do not you think it is time 
you started calling me Frederick?” 

The next day, determined to escape the noise and heat of the 
city, Mr. Ashford (despite his protestations against such for-
mality, he was, and would continue to be, my dearest Mr. 
Ashford, until we were formally engaged) invited me on a 
drive out to the countryside. We passed a very pretty after-
noon picnicking on a high eminence in the dappled shade of 
an elm grove, with the view of a magnificent valley spread out 
before us. On our return journey, having decided to take a 
different road, we came unexpectedly upon a country fair, 
which we both expressed an inclination to stop and see. 

Leaving the curricle and  horses with the stable-boy, we 
ventured out onto the grounds. It was a grand, loud and co-
lourful event, with acre upon acre of market stalls, bazaars,  
travelling musicians and performers, and a lively crowd of 
country gentlemen, women, and farmers, who had come to 
shop, flirt, dine, and be entertained. 

As we strolled through the  market- place, we passed several 
red- faced women in faded dresses purchasing bread and 
cheese, and two gentlemen haggling over the price of a brown 
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mare; but most of the morning’s business seemed to have 
been completed. The crowds were mainly gathered around 
the cockfights, the wrestling matches, the traveling shows and 
the  rope-dancers. 

We stood watching a magician for some moments, amused 
more by the great oooohs and aaaahs emanating from the au-
dience, than from the entertainment itself, when all at once 
Mr. Ashford let out his own brief exclamation. 

“Look, there!” cried he, pointing out a gipsy tent with a 
sign which read, Palmistry. 

“What? Do you mean the gipsy? Do not tell me you wish to 
have your fortune told?” 

“No, I wish to have  your fortune told,” said he, smiling; 
and, taking me by the hand, he began pulling me in that di-
rection. 

“Absolutely not!” I cried, laughing. “I would not waste a 
farthing on such nonsense!” 

“It will be my farthing,” replied he, “or pence. Come on, 
Jane. You do wish to know what will become of your beloved 
novel, do you not?” 

“Nothing will come of it,” I insisted, “and I do not need an 
old gipsy woman to crush my hopes, or raise them falsely.” 
But he was determined that I should go, and seeing no harm 
in it, I curbed my laughter and allowed him to lead me to the 
gipsy’s tent. 

We entered through the open fl ap and found ourselves in a 
dim chamber, lit by several candles. I immediately discovered, 
to my surprise, that the gipsy was not the el der ly,  dark-skinned, 
wrinkled woman I had expected. Indeed, she had brown skin 
and dark eyes, but she could not have been more than fi ve-
and- twenty, and was extremely beautiful. She sat behind a 
small round table covered with a ragged blue cloth; several 
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brightly coloured shawls  were wrapped around her shoulders, 
and her voluminous black, curly hair flowed freely down her 
back, drawn off her face by a violet scarf. 

“Come in,” she uttered in a voice of indeterminate accent, 
as sweet and musical in tone as the flow of river water. She 
indicated two chairs opposite her with a bejewelled hand. 
“Please, sit. Have you the coin?” 

Mr. Ashford paid her fee, explained that I was to be the 
subject, and we sat down. 

“Give me your hand,” said the gipsy, stretching her own 
towards me across the table. I removed my gloves and com-
plied, sitting in silent, repressed amusement as she bent her 
head and studied my palm intently. 

“There will be one true love in your life,” declared the  
gipsy. 

“Only one?” I said lightly, with a glance at Mr. Ashford, 
who returned my smile. 

“Just one.” She fell silent for a long moment, drawing her 
long, dark fingers along the lines of my palm, then said, “You 
have a good and clever mind. You think and feel deeply. May 
I see your other hand?” 

I turned over my other hand and gave it to her. The gipsy 
stroked it. 

“There is great energy in these fingers. I sense a heat, a 
magic in them.” She frowned of a sudden. “Your health line, I 
do not like the look of it, I do not like it at all. It is too short, and 
most uneven.  But—how odd. Your life line is very long. It is the 
longest I have ever seen.” All at once, a look of awe crossed the 
gipsy’s face. She gasped aloud and gripped my hand so tightly 
as to cause me pain, staring at me in genuine wonder, as if I 
were the second coming. “You have a gift, my lady! A special 
gift!” 
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“I beg your pardon?” I replied, startled, as I struggled in 
vain to remove my hand from her rigid grasp. 

“Madam,” said Mr. Ashford, concerned. “I believe you are 
hurting the lady.” 

“You are not like others, I tell you!” cried she, her eyes 
wild. “You shall live for ever! You shall be immortal!” 

“I see. Thank you. That is most interesting.” I yanked my 
hand back, my composure rattled. 

“Go work your magic, my lady!” cried the gipsy, staring 
fiercely into my eyes. “Go! Share it with the world!” 

The gipsy’s prediction was the subject of much scrutiny and 
discussion over the next few days. Mr. Ashford was most ap-
preciative of the notion that I should have one true love in my 
life. Cassandra was concerned for my well-being, but Henry 
reassured her that he had read about such matters, and that 
a long life line always took prece dence over a health line. Eliza 
thought it absolutely marvelous that I was to be immortal, and 
likened me to the Goddesses Diana and Aphrodite. For my 
part, I deduced that the gipsy woman was entirely mad, or 
had indulged in one too many nips of gin behind the tent that 
afternoon. 

Mr. Ashford and I returned to the countryside later that 
week, where we rented a  row-boat and floated lazily down the 
Thames, past thatched cottages, verdant meadows bright 
with wildflowers, and towering elms. 

I sat in the seat across from Mr. Ashford, who had removed 
his coat and cravat on account of the heat. His sleeves were 
rolled up above the elbow, and his white linen shirt lay open at 
the neck, a sight which had brought a flush to my cheeks upon 
first viewing that had naught to do with the warmth of the 
summer sun. 
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“I have a confession to make,” said Mr. Ashford, as he  
propped up the dripping oars, allowing the little vessel to me-
ander with the current at will. 

“A confession?” I enquired languidly, my straw bonnet dis-
carded, my face tilted up to the delicious heat of the cloudless 
blue sky. 

“I have brought you out here to- day, in an effort to provide 
the very best setting imaginable while I impart some news.” 

“Indeed?” From his veiled tone, I could not tell if I should 
expect to be thrilled or alarmed. “What news?” 

“I received a letter this morning from Isabella. Her father 
returned from his voyage two days past. She has, at last, re-
vealed her wishes to marry Mr. Wellington, and has introduced 
her father to that gentleman.” 

I sat up straight, all attention. “And? What is the result?” 
“The result is—these were not precisely her own words, 

but I think it best to  paraphrase—that her father, although 
apparently gravely disappointed that she would dare to go 
against his choice, and uncomfortable breaking a vow of such 
long standing, found Mr. Wellington to be most agreeable. 
Swayed by their youthful protestations of love, he has given 
his approval to the match.” 

A laugh of pure happiness bubbled up from my throat. “I 
cannot recall a time when I have ever been so delighted in the 
announcement of an engagement, particularly between two 
people that I know so little.” 

Mr. Ashford laughed in return, and then grew serious, shak-
ing his head with a sigh. “I cannot tell you how relieved I am to 
be free, at last, of this burden which has been hanging over me 
for my entire adult life.” 

“This  whole affair only serves to emphasize how ridiculous 
and  old-fashioned is the practice of the arranged marriage. 
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How any one can have the nerve and audacity to think they 
know which two people are right for each other, or worse yet, 
to pair off a couple without their consent, is beyond my com-
prehension.”41 

“I could not agree more. I can only hope my father will be 
as sanguine as Mr. Churchill when I tell him about us. I count 
the days until he arrives.” 

“When do you expect him?” 
“Early next week, according to his last letter.” He touched 

my cheek with his hand and regarded me very tenderly. “When 
I see him, my dearest Jane, do you know what I shall say?” 

“How was your journey, father?” I replied lightly. 
“I shall tell him that I am in love with the most wonderful 

woman in the world, and it is she that I intend to marry.” 
I felt a gentle jolt run through my entire body, and thought 

it must be my heart, about to burst with joy; then I realised 
that our little vessel had nudged up against the shore, and 
had become lodged there, beneath the shade and cover of a 
weeping willow. Mr. Ashford shifted from his seat, and in an 
instant was sitting close beside me. With a slow smile, he 
whispered, “Jane. I just realised what I felt was missing from 
your book.” 

“My book?” My book was the very last thing on my mind. 
The proximity of his thigh and shoulder to mine, the very 
nearness of his countenance, had caused my heart to beat too 
fast, and my thoughts to scatter to the wind. 

“It is the ending. There is no kiss.” 
“No kiss?” 
“No.” His tone was deeply serious, but there was a teasing, 

41 Perhaps Jane Austen’s disdain for matchmaking was born at this mo-
ment, and inspired her to later write Emma. 
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affectionate look in his eyes. “Elinor gets her Edward. Mari-
anne is consoled with good Colo nel Brandon. But there are 
no verbal manifestations between these lovers, no physical 
demonstrations of any kind, and no kiss. It is a rather drastic 
omission in a book about love and courtship, is it not?” 

“I prefer to write only about that which I have experi-
enced,” said I. “And my familiarity with that subject, at the 
time of writing, was rather limited.” 

“That is a situation we must remedy,” said he, and there, in 
the privacy of the leafy green bower, he brought his lips to 
mine. 

It was quite some time before we spoke. 
“In your next book, then,” said he at length, in a husky tone, 

“can we expect to see an increase in passion, and an expression 
of physical affection, between your hero and heroine?” 

“I think not.” 
“Why is that?” 
“Some things,” I replied softly, “are best left to the imagi-

nation.” 



Chapter Twenty- fi ve 

$| 

O 
n the first of October, as I sat down to a lovely dinner in 
Henry’s dining-room with Mr. Ashford, Henry and my 
sisters, a very expensive-looking bottle of wine was pro-

duced, and Henry’s butler began pouring glasses all around. 
“I brought a bottle of my finest red,” said Mr. Ashford, “as 

we have a toast to make.” 
“A toast?” I said in surprise and alarm, wondering if Mr. 

Ashford had, after all, decided to reveal the secret of our en-
gagement, even before his father’s return. 

“Indeed. We have a momentous event to celebrate,” said 
Henry, darting a conspiratorial smile in Mr. Ashford’s direc-
tion. 

“An extremely momentous event,” concurred Mr. Ashford. 
“One which, I believe, will be of great interest to all as-

sembled,” said Henry. 
“It is a moment worthy of French champagne,” said Mr. 
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Ashford, “but try as I might, a bottle could not be had for love 
or money.”42 

“Oh! Look at them!” cried Eliza in irritation. “They are 
like two smug little boys, just bursting to tell a secret. Out 
with it, you men! What is going on? What have you been up to 
all afternoon?” 

“What have we been up to?” rejoined Henry. “Why, we 
have been up to Whitehall.” 

“What  were you doing in Whitehall?” I enquired. 
“Paying a visit to the offices of the Military Library,” said 

Mr. Ashford. 
“Oh, dear,” said Eliza, with a bored roll of her eyes. “Please 

do not tell me that all this fuss is over some new client you 
have acquired from the army or the navy or Parliament for  
your banking establishment, Henry.” 

“Hardly, my dear,” said Henry, eyes twinkling. “Go on,  
Ashford. This is your doing. You tell it.” 

“Thomas Egerton of the Military Library is an old friend of 
my family.” Mr. Ashford glanced in my direction. “I brought 
him your book a fortnight ago, Jane.” 

“My book? But why? What would a library want with an 
unpublished manuscript? Particularly a military library?” 

“Because they are, as it happens, a publishing  house—” 
Mr. Ashford began. 

“A publishing house!” interjected Eliza, her eyes lighting 
up with new- found interest. 

“They are known to have a keen eye,” continued Mr. Ash-
ford, “and a predilection for a wide variety of subjects.” 

42 Due to the continuing Napoleonic war, and the resulting blockade and 
embargo, French products such as champagne were impossible to come 
by, except on the black market. 
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My heart began to hammer in my ears. “But surely you do 
not mean—a military library would never be interested in—” 

“They love your novel,” said Mr. Ashford, “and have of-
fered to publish it.” 

I stared at him in silent astonishment, simply stared. 
“Are you quite serious?” cried Eliza. “Henry, is this true?” 
“Every word, my dear.” 
“Jane!” cried Cassandra, reaching for my hand. “How won-

derful!” 
“What? Have you nothing to say, sister dear?” enquired 

Henry, smiling. “No witty remark? No droll observation? 
Has the proverbial cat got your tongue?” 

I could not speak. As I bathed in the warmth of the gazes 
that were turned upon me, every face filled with love and  
pride, a wave of heat flooded my body, and tears sprang into 
my eyes. I realised, of a sudden, that I had dreamt of this mo-
ment for nearly the entire length of my life. I had desired it, 
not knowing if it would ever be truly attainable, with a long-
ing far deeper and more fierce than even I had ever imagined; 
as such, the true meaning of the event could not be grasped in 
such a brief space of time. 

“Congratulations, Miss Jane Austen,” said Mr. Ashford, 
raising his glass to me, as the others followed suit. “You are to 
be a published novelist.” 

“Do you realise what this means?” I said later, when Mr. Ash-
ford and I found ourselves alone for a few moments in the 
back  drawing-room, and I had thanked him profusely for his 
efforts in securing a publisher for my book. 

“That hundreds, perhaps thousands of people will at last 
enjoy your work in print?” replied Mr. Ashford with a warm 
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smile, as he sat beside me on the sofa, his arm resting cozily 
behind me. 

“It is more than that.” I felt nearly faint with ecstasy, whether 
it was from the thrilling news of my impending publication, or 
from his nearness, I could not say. “It means, for the fi rst time 
in my life, I shall earn money of my own. I shall be able to con-
tribute to the income of my household, to buy gifts, to travel a 
bit without guilt, and I shall have more to give to charity. And 
perhaps, one day, if I am fortunate enough to sell other books, 
I may be able to support myself if the need arises.”43 

“The need will never arise, my darling,” said Mr. Ashford, 
as he took me in his arms and kissed me. 

At that moment, the  drawing-room door flew open. We 
drew apart just as Marie, the French  serving- woman, burst 
in, her face white with anxiety. “Monsieur Ashford, I beg 
your pardon, sir, but there is a gentleman at the door asking 
for you, and he will not come in. He seems in quite a state.” 

Mr. Ashford and I hurried through the connecting pas-
sage, and found his  man-servant, John, waiting outside the 
front door. 

“Mr. Ashford, sir,” cried John, bowing and somewhat out 
of his breath. His hat was askew, his cheeks flushed and his 
hair wind-blown, as if he had been riding hard; I glimpsed his 
horse tethered just beyond. 

“John! What is it?” asked Mr. Ashford. 
“I beg your pardon, sir. I am sorry to be disturbing you, sir. 

But I was sent most urgently to find you, sir, by your father.” 

43 According to a cash account Jane Austen kept in 1807, she had started the 
year with slightly more than £50 (the bulk of the sum was a legacy she re-
ceived early that year from a family friend); her modest expenditures in-
cluded approximately £14 on clothes, £9 on laundry, £4 on postage, £6 on 
presents, £3 on charity, and less than £1 on theatre and entertainment. Her 
personal luxury that year was £2.13S.6D. for “Hire Piano Forte.” 
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“My father?” repeated Mr. Ashford in surprise. 
“Yes, sir. He is arrived in town, sir, this afternoon. And he 

requests your presence at the  house at once, sir.” 
“Thank you, John. I shall be there directly.” 
“Very good, sir.” 
John returned to his horse and trotted off down the street. 

Mr. Ashford turned to me in excitement. “Forgive me, Jane. 
My father—” 

“Yes, yes! You must go to him at once.” 
“I must.” He took my hands in his. “I shall speak to him 

this very evening. And when I return tomorrow, we shall, at 
last, be able to announce our engagement.” Drawing me to 
him, he kissed me once more. “I love you, Jane.” And then he 
was gone. 

The next morning, the legal documents arrived, containing 
the details of the proposed publishing agreement between 
myself and Thomas Egerton of the Military Library, a gentle-
man I had yet to meet. 

As I sat perusing the agreement with Henry after break-
fast, he said, “Mr. Ashford seems a most admirable man. And 
from an excellent family.” 

“Indeed, he is.” 
“You have been spending a considerable amount of time  

together.” 
“Yes, we have.” I saw, from Henry’s expression, that he 

hoped for further confidence from me, and I was sorry to be 
obliged to disappoint him; but as I knew the disappointment 
would only be of short duration, I replied, with a modest smile, 
“We are friends, Henry. I can say nothing more at present.” 

“Friends,” he nodded, with a knowing look. “Of course.” 
I turned my attention back to the document, and to a 
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paragraph I found puzzling. “Henry, what does this mean? 
To be published on commission for the author at an estimated 
cost of two hundred pounds?” 

“It means that Mr. Egerton, although willing to publish your 
book, is not enthusiastic enough to take any financial risk. In 
consequence, he requires the author to cover all expenses for 
printing, plus something towards advertising and distribution. 
In return, you are allowed to keep the copyright.” 

I gasped in dismay. “Why has no one told me this? I cannot 
pay this sum! Two hundred pounds! Why, it is impossible!” 

“There is no need to worry, Jane. The matter is taken care of.” 
I stared at him in comprehension, then shook my head. 

“Henry. That is a great deal of money. I cannot allow you to 
finance the publication of my book.” 

“I did not finance it,” said Henry, “although I was quite 
willing to do so. That help came from another quarter.” 

“From whom?” I enquired, stunned, although I knew the 
answer before he spoke. 

“Your friend,” said Henry pointedly. “Mr. Ashford.” 

“What if the book is not a success?” I fretted that afternoon, 
as I sat with needle and thread, repairing a rent in one of my 
gowns. 

“It will be a success, dearest,” replied Cassandra. 
“But what if it is not? Two hundred pounds! The book will 

have to sell a great many copies to return such a sum. I shall 
scrimp and save every penny of my pocket money for the next 
two years. If it does not earn a profi t, I will repay him.” 

“I am certain he does not expect that. And as you are soon 
to be married, I cannot see what difference it will make.” 

“Even so, I am determined. I wonder why I have not heard 
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from him? He promised to call this morning, this afternoon 
at the latest.” 

“It is early yet.” 
Eliza’s maid entered. “A visitor has come to see you, made-

moiselles. A Mrs. Jenkins.” 
“Please shew her in,” said I. It had been nearly a se’en night 

since we had seen Mrs. Jenkins, shortly after Isabella had 
made her astonishing announcement to her father about her 
broken engagement, and received his blessing to marry Mr. 
Wellington. Mrs. Jenkins had been quite distressed by the 
news, almost beside herself, in fact. What on earth, she had 
cried at the time, could have induced that ungrateful creature 
to go behind her back to see that gentleman, when she was 
promised to another? And how could she shew such poor 
judgment, as to give up such a man as Mr. Ashford? Even if he 
was, as Isabella had so often pointed out, twice her age? The 
girl, she felt certain, must have lost her mind. 

Cassandra and I had calmed her down at the time; we 
convinced her that the ways of the heart could not be ex-
plained, and that a match based on love was certainly of 
higher merit and destined to enjoy a greater success than 
one that had been arranged years earlier, without the par-
ties’ consent. 

I wondered what could have brought Mrs. Jenkins to our 
door now. Had Mr. Ashford’s news of our secret engagement 
somehow reached her, before he had had a chance to return 
and share in the joy of the announcement with me? 

Before I could ponder the question more, Mrs. Jenkins 
burst in. 

“Thank goodness you are home,” cried the great lady, in 
an even more agitated state than I had ever seen her. “I have 



282 $ Syrie James 

just had the most appalling news, I cannot sit, I am all in a 
frenzy.” 

“What is wrong, Mrs. Jenkins?” asked Cassandra. 
“My darling Isabella, you know that she has fallen in love 

with that Mr. Wellington, of whom we have spoken so often, 
and that her father, against my advice, deemed to approve the 
marriage. Well! If I said it once, I said it a thousand times, I 
said: George, that Mr. Wellington is no gentleman, and he is 
no good for Isabella! But would he listen? No, he would not! 
And now I have been proven right!’ 

“What has happened?” I asked in alarm, with a growing 
sense of dread. 

“It seems that Isabella’s father, wanting to know more about 
his daughter’s prospective husband, conducted some investiga-
tion into his background. What he learned came as a great 
shock. Mr. Wellington, it seems, has been living in high style 
for some years, well beyond his means, and has incurred a 
great many debts, both gambling and otherwise. His uncle, on 
whom he was financially dependent, and from whom he was to 
inherit, has long since written him off completely, a fact which 
the scoundrel never disclosed. Mr. Wellington, it turns out, is a 
ruined man, in desperate circumstances, and was only after 
Isabella’s fifty thousand pounds!” 

“So he did not love her?” said I, stunned. 
“Not enough to stand by her,” rejoined Mrs. Jenkins. 

“When Isabella’s father told Mr. Wellington he could have 
her, but she would be cut off without a cent, the rascal re-
tracted his proposal and scampered off into the night, with-
out so much as a backwards glance!” 

“Poor Isabella!” said Cassandra. 
“Lucky Isabella, if you ask me!” cried Mrs. Jenkins. “Saved 

by the bell! Can you imagine the disastrous consequences 
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that would have ensued, had she gone ahead with her foolish 
inclination to marry that villain? But thank the good Lord, all 
is not lost. Her prior engagement has been reinstated.” 

“Reinstated?” I gasped, my heart in my throat. 
“Yes! And thank goodness. Her father insisted, if some one 

was going to marry Isabella for her money, it might as well be 
Mr. Ashford.” 

My mind was in such a state of agitation and confusion, I 
thought I must have heard incorrectly. “What do you mean, 
Mrs. Jenkins? Surely Mr. Ashford would never marry Isabella 
for her money. He is extremely wealthy himself.” 

“So we all thought.” Mrs. Jenkins shook her head sadly. 
“And so the family always has been, for generations. I am 
certain Mr. Ashford had no idea of the extent of their trou-
bles, not until his father broke the terrible news last night. 
Sir Thomas, it seems, has greatly mismanaged his fi nances 
over the years. He spent so much money on that estate of 
his, and made so many poor investments, that he was depen-
dent on a spectacular investment of some kind to recover. As 
such, he poured what remained of his fortune into a ship-
ping fleet. He has only just learned that the fleet, on a return 
voyage from Spain without protection of a naval convoy, was 
attacked and sunk by the French. Much of the crew was 
saved, but not all, and the vessels themselves and all their 
cargo was lost. It is a very great tragedy, not only in human 
lives, but for the investors as well. Sir Thomas is ruined, and 
his family nearly bankrupt.” 

I found it difficult to breathe. “Bankrupt?” 
“Such a terrible thing! Sir Thomas is close to apoplexy, I 

hear. I tell you, my heart goes out to him and that whole family. 
The man has never been the same since his poor wife died, 
spending like a young man gone wild, hiding his investments 
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from his only son and heir, who is the far smarter man, if you 
ask me. Now, they are in danger of losing Pembroke Hall and 
all their holdings. Of course with the property tied up in en-
tail,44 he cannot sell or mortgage any part of it. His only chance 
to save the estate is for Mr. Ashford to marry our Isabella, as 
planned, but they will not wait for Christmas, now. The wed-
ding is to take place in a fortnight. Jane, is any thing the mat-
ter?” 

“No—” I attempted to reply, but no sound actually es-
caped my lips. 

“She is distressed,” said Cassandra quickly, leaping up 
from her chair and standing behind me, her hands upon my 
shoulders. “For Isabella’s sake.” 

“I have just spent the last  half- hour with that poor girl,” 
said Mrs. Jenkins, tears starting in her eyes. “She is beside 
herself with grief. But she is young, she will recover. Mr. Ash-
ford is a good man and an excellent catch, even with all of 
this, and there is the title to consider. Isabella will one day be 
Lady Ashford, and mistress of Pembroke Hall, a very, very 
fine place. If her money can save it from the creditors, then I 
say it is all for the best; they each bring something to the mar-
riage, and the rest will work itself out. It always does.” 

44 Most great landed families in nineteenth-century England maintained 
their wealth, status and power through the generations by transmitting 
their enormous estates intact to their descendants, via two ironclad prac-
tices, provided for in their wills or deeds of settlement. The fi rst, primogen-
iture, left all the land to the eldest son, instead of dividing it among all the 
children. Entail placed restrictions on what the heir could do to the estate, 
to ensure that when he died, his eldest son in turn would inherit the prop-
erty intact, and not mortgaged, split up, or sold. A girl must not inherit, to 
their way of thinking, because if she remained single, the line could die 
out, and if she married, the estate would belong to her  husband—someone 
outside the family. The practice was so engrained that until 1925, by law 
the land of someone dying without a will went to the eldest son, and efforts 
to change the law  were consistently defeated by the old families. 
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“I am sure you are right,” said my sister, without convic-
tion; then, apparently realising that Mrs. Jenkins had never 
once sat down since entering the room, Cassandra invited her 
to take a seat and offered her some refreshment. To my relief, 
Mrs. Jenkins declined, insisting that she must be on her way, 
she had only stopped to share the news. 

As I stood and curtsied, Mrs. Jenkins cried, “No, no, do 
not trouble yourself. You really do look as if you should lie 
down, Miss Jane. I shall see myself out.” 

No sooner had the lady left, than my legs buckled under 
me, and I sank back into my chair. Cassandra knelt beside 
me; as tears sprang into her eyes, she took me in her arms. 
“Jane. Oh, Jane. I wish there  were words.” 

There  were no words. I was too stunned to cry. 



Chapter Twenty- six 

$| 

A 
note arrived from Mr. Ashford the next morning. 

Park Lane, Mayfair—3 October, 1810 

My dearest Jane, 

I am so very sorry that I have been unable to come to 
you to-day. I have just been apprised of news of the  
most distressing nature, concerning my family’s affairs; 
my father and sister are in such a state that I fear to 
leave them. Worse yet, I fear that you may learn of our 
circumstances before I have the opportunity to speak 
with you myself. Please, please, my darling Jane, do 
not be distressed or leap to conclusions, based on any 
thing you might hear from others. I love you, and I al-
ways will. I shall come as soon I can. 

Yours most affectionately, 
Frederick 
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I knew not what to make of such a missive. Was there yet 
hope? Had he some solution to this catastrophic situation, of 
which I could not guess? 

My heart was filled with pain at the many diffi culties that 
Mr. Ashford was facing, of a sudden: the potential loss of his 
ancestral home; the displacement of his family; a distraught, 
and possibly ill, father and sister; and yet, here he was writing 
to me, begging me to not be distressed. 

I could not go to him, nor could I sit at home and wait, not 
knowing when I might hear from him again. Restless, I begged 
Henry to lend me his barouche, and one look at my agitated 
face apparently convinced him to comply. I instructed the 
driver to take me into town, where we rode aimlessly for the 
better part of an hour, until I knew, at last, precisely where I 
wished to go. 

I soon found myself sitting on that familiar bench in Kens-
ington Gardens, which Mr. Ashford and I had so often fre-
quented. Most of the fl owers were dead and gone, and there 
was an early-autumn chill in the air. I pulled my shawl closer 
about me, barely cognizant of the few people strolling by. 
Tears stung my eyes. Despite the optimistic tone at the end 
of Mr. Ashford’s letter, I held out no hope. How, I wondered, 
could I have ever been so foolish as to imagine that things 
could work out between us? 

I know not how long I had been sitting there, when I be-
came aware of footsteps behind me, and I heard Mr. Ashford’s 
voice: 

“Jane.” 
I turned. He crossed to me in three great strides. “Your sis-

ter told me you had driven into town. I took a chance, hoping I 
would know where to find you.” He sat down beside me on 
the bench and took my hand in his, his eyes filled with emotion. 
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“I am so sorry that you heard about all this the way you did, 
Jane. I am quite ashamed.” 

“You have nothing to be ashamed of,” said I. 
“I do. I should have been more informed of my father’s fi -

nancial activities. Years ago, at the time of my majority, he 
gave me specific responsibilities dealing with our property 
and tenants, and these became my complete focus. The rest, 
he insisted, was his territory. He was very adept at hiding 
things from me. His many improvements at Pembroke Hall  
seemed excessive to me. I suspected that something was amiss 
several years ago, and suggested that we retrench. He refused 
to take me into his confidence, apprising me of only the nar-
rowest of circumstances, and maintaining that his investments 
would see us through. If only I had known! I would have 
strongly advised against putting any money into that shipping 
fleet, it posed too great a risk. Now, it is too late. All is lost.” 

“All is not lost. Isabella’s fortune can save you.” 
“I do not love Isabella. I will not marry her. My heart be-

longs to you.” 
“And mine is yours,” said I, my voice breaking, “but there 

is no room for love in marriage.” With a heavy heart, I under-
stood his intentions now. He had no miraculous solution to 
his family’s dire situation. His plan was to throw every thing 
away, and be true to me. “The sad truth is, marriage is busi-
ness, and nothing more.” 

“I will not believe that! Jane, I will not allow  this—this ter-
rible mistake on my father’s part to destroy my life. I have been 
bound to him, to his whims, and to his promises on my be-
half, for too many years. I will no longer have any part of it! I 
am no longer honour-bound to Isabella; her own actions have 
put an end to that. You are the woman I love, Jane. I want to 
spend my life with you.” 
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“But how can that be? Will you not lose Pembroke Hall?” 
“I believe we shall. It breaks my heart to lose our family  

estate; but it is my father’s doing, not mine. We will survive it 
somehow. I have wasted too much time dreaming of some one 
like you, and then, upon finding you, wishing for a miracle 
that would allow us to be together. I am through with dream-
ing and wishing, Jane. I choose you, over any piece of land or 
any amount of money. But I must know how you feel, with 
things as they now stand. Were I only the man you see before 
you, without a penny in my pocket, would you still love me? 
Would you still have me?” 

“You know I would,” said I, trembling. 
“Then let me come for you in the morning, my darling. I 

will obtain a license. We can meet the parson at my church. 
By this time tomorrow we can be married.” 

My resis tance began to crumble. “I cannot help but think 
that it would be wrong—” 

“No! It would be wrong, it would be a sin against nature 
to give up a love such as ours!” From his pocket, Mr. Ashford 
removed a lovely  gold-and-ruby ring. “My father once gave 
this ring to my mother to wear until her wedding band was 
made. Will you wear it now, Jane, as a symbol of my love and 
promise?” 

“I could not possibly—” I began, but he gently took my 
hand in his, removed my glove and slid the ring onto my fi n-
ger. The bright red stone sparkled in the sun’s light like a 
perfect beating heart. “I know not what to say,” I whispered. 

“Say yes, Jane. Tell me again, that you will marry me.” 
“Yes,” said I softly, “I will.” 

I told Henry and my sisters every thing that eve ning, as we sat 
before the  drawing-room fi re. 
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“I think it the most romantic thing I have ever heard,” cried 
Eliza, clasping her hands to her bosom with a beatifi c sigh, 
after she had admired my ruby ring with great enthusiasm. 

“To know that a man’s love is so deep and so strong that he 
would give up every thing for you, that is true love,” said Cas-
sandra. “I envy you, Jane. Mr. Ashford is the best of men, and 
your perfect match. I know you will be very happy.” 

“Would you give up everything for love of me, dearest?”  
enquired Eliza, patting her husband’s thigh affectionately. 

“I believe I already have, my dear,” replied Henry, to which 
my sisters laughed. 

“But seriously, darling,” persisted Eliza. “Do not you think 
it the most romantic and wonderful thing in the world? To say 
adieu to property and fortune, to follow one’s heart, to rest 
one’s happiness in life solely on l’amour?” 

“I think it depends on the size of the property and the for-
tune,” answered Henry, a twinkle in his eyes. 

“Oh! Men!” cried Eliza, indignant. “You are insufferable.” 
But Henry’s words stayed with me, echoing a worry that 

had been eating away at my own conviction, even as I had said 
the words I will. 

I spent a sleepless night, tossing and turning, alternately 
burning up as if with fever, or suffused with an icy chill, just 
as I had the night following Harris Bigg-Wither’s proposal. 
On that occasion, I had suffered under the weight of the evils 
that would befall a marriage based solely on the acquisition of 
material comforts, without benefit of love. Now, I was tor-
mented by visions of a  union founded on precisely the re-
verse. 

At last I  rose, shivering as my bare feet touched the cold 
wooden floor; drawing a shawl about me, I crossed to the 
window-seat and drew back the curtain, gazing out at the 
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nearby rooftops and inky sky. I heard Cassandra stir in the 
next bed; in a moment she joined me at the  window-seat, lov-
ingly draping a blanket around both our shoulders. 

“You are having second thoughts?” asked she gently. 
I nodded. 
“But why? You love Mr. Ashford, and he loves you.” 
“If he marries me, Pembroke Hall and all its lands will be 

lost to creditors.” 
“I understand. But if that is his choice—” began Cassandra. 
“You did not see Pembroke Hall,” I interjected. “It is the 

most immense, magnificent estate I have ever seen, like some-
thing out of a fairy tale, each room more impressive than the 
last. And the woods and grounds—” My voice broke as I 
shook my head. “It is not something to be given up lightly.” 

We were packed by morning. I sent a lengthy letter by early 
post to Mr. Ashford, explaining why I must go without delay. 
The ink, I admit, was stained by tears in several locations, but 
the intent, I hoped, was ascertainable. 

As Henry’s coachman readied his carriage for our removal 
to Chawton, I paced alone in the shrubbery of the small  back-
garden, dabbing my eyes with my handkerchief; I had been 
weeping all morning, and the flow of tears refused to cease. 

I heard the back gate open, and knew it must be he. As I 
heard his footsteps cross the lawn, I took a deep breath to 
steady myself and attempted to dry my eyes. With great ef-
fort, I turned to face him. He stood but a yard away, gripping 
a letter in his hand, which I took to be the one I had just sent 
him. His face was ashen, his voice diffused with emotion. 

“You cannot mean what you have written  here.” 
“I am sorry,” said I brokenly, willing away the tears which 

threatened. 
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“Jane, do not do this. Come away with me, now.” 
“Come away where?” 
“Any where you choose.” 
“And live how?” 
“One day at a time.” 
“How will we support ourselves?” 
“I will find work. I could take orders.” 
“It has never been your ambition to join the clergy.” 
“A man can change his ambition. I might be well suited to  

such a profession.” There was doubt in his eyes, which he 
could not hide; he knew I saw it. In frustration, he crumpled 
the letter in his hand and threw it to the ground. “I could go 
into a trade.” 

“What trade? What have you trained for, other than to own 
and manage a great estate?” 

“That training can be of use. I could work as a bailiff.45 

“And manage another man’s property?” 
“Why not?” said he, but his face coloured at the prospect. I 

knew that such work could only be humiliating to a man with 
his upbringing. 

“And where would we live, my dearest?” I asked quietly. 
“In a rented  house, with rented furniture?” 

“I do not need a palace to be happy,” said he. 
“That is true for me. But for  you—once born to privilege, 

it is not easy to go without.” 
“I can learn. If it means that we can be together—” 
“Pembroke Hall has been in your family for nearly two 

45 The term “bailiff ” had two meanings at the time. One was a sheriff ’s 
offi cer, who carried out court orders, in particu lar, seizing goods or peo-
ple for debt. Based on Jane’s response, Mr. Ashford refers to the other 
type of bailiff, who was a hired overseer or steward of an estate, whose du-
ties included managing a large farm for its owners, collecting rents, re-
sponding to complaints from tenant farmers, etc. 
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hundred years. It is part of who you are. It is your children’s 
and your grandchildren’s birthright, and your duty to pre-
serve it for those future generations. You know it to be true. If 
you gave it up, in time you would grow to regret it, and to re-
sent me.” 

“No. Jane—” 
“You would. And even if you did not, think of your family. 

Of the disgrace. How could Sir Thomas ever hold up his head 
in society again? And what of your sister? You have told me 
how dearly Sophia loves her home. Now she will suffer not 
only that great loss, but she will have no dowry, no income. 
What will become of them? Where will they go?” 

Mr. Ashford did not immediately reply. I could ascertain 
from his agonized expression that that very question had been 
tormenting him. “Sophia might still marry, even without a 
dowry,” said he at last, “and if not, I will provide for them, 
somehow.” 

“That is easier said than done, my love. I know what it is to 
lose your home, to be penniless. It is too high a price to pay. I 
cannot let you do it.” 

“Jane—” 
“Isabella’s fortune can save you all. There is no other re-

course. You know that I am right. I must be strong for the both 
of us. You  must—you must marry Isabella in a fortnight.” 

A look of intense melancholy and defeat settled on his 
countenance, and tears started in his eyes. His voice was suf-
fused with anger and intense regret as he said softly, “And be 
miserable all the rest of my days.” 

We stood in wretched silence for a long moment, each of us 
wiping away tears. I silently removed the ruby ring from my 
finger and held it out to him. He shook his head, waving his 
hand emphatically. “Keep it.” 
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“I could not.” 
“I want you to have it. It was my promise. I will not take a 

promise back.” 
I replaced the ring upon my hand. 
He sighed deeply, and said, “I saw the carriage being made 

ready for your journey. Where do you go, in such haste? Home 
to Chawton?” 

“Yes.” 
“Where you will immerse yourself in your writing, I sup-

pose.” 
I shook my head. “I will never write again.” 
“Promise me you do not mean that.” 
“I would find no pleasure in writing of love and courtship 

now. Surely the readers of the world do not need yet another 
droll tale of a man and woman who meet and fall in love at 
fi rst sight.” 

“Then give them the opposite. Give them a man and 
woman who loathe each other at fi rst sight.” 

“Loathe each other?” 
“They meet and despise each other. Then, over time, as 

their true natures emerge, they grow to admire each other—” 
“—as they overcome their pride—” 
“—and prejudice.” He took my hands in his; his eyes met 

mine, with a knowing look. “It is already written, is it not? In 
that trunk of yours? First Impressions, I think you said you 
called it?” 

“I did compose such a story, many years past, but it needs 
alteration and contraction,  and—I have not the heart for it.” 

“Why not?” 
“Because I now know how it must end.” 
“Do not accept that end. Play God. Give us another witty, 

romantic novel by Jane Austen, with the ending you choose.” 
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“Jane!” Cassandra called to us from the back door, apology 
in her tone. “The coachman is ready. It is late, we must start.” 

“I shall be there directly.” 
Cassandra vanished into the  house. I turned back to Mr. 

Ashford. We looked deeply into each other’s eyes; then, at the 
same instant, rushed into each other’s arms. 

“Are we never to see each other again?” said he. 
I felt his tears wet against my cheek. “I shall see you in my 

mind. And in my dreams.” 
“I shall carry you in my heart, Jane. Every day, every hour, 

for the rest of my life.” He turned his face to mine and kissed 
me intensely. 

I never wanted the kiss to end. “Good-bye, my love,” said I. 
“Good-bye,” he whispered. 
I turned and ran, my heart so filled with pain I wondered  

how it could possibly continue beating. 



Chapter Twenty- seven 

$| 

I 
never saw Mr. Ashford again. I never returned to 
Derbyshire, or visited his neighbourhood in Mayfair 
when I went to town. I know only that he married. I 

assume that his family’s financial ruin was averted by that 
marriage, as news of that threat never became widely known. 

Henry, Cassandra and Eliza, the only family members 
privy to my relationship with Mr. Ashford, shared my view 
that it was best not to discuss that history with any one, but 
rather, to behave as if it had never occurred. Any mention 
of my involvement with him, we realised—particularly the 
reason for the termination of that involvement—could only 
serve to bring to light the circumstances regarding the Ash-
fords’ fi nancial difficulties, which might cause embarrass-
ment to him and his family. 

As for myself, I knew I should abhor the pitying looks and 
comments that would be certain to arise if the details of that 
affair were ever to be made public. A cursory telling might 
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put one lover or the other in an unsavory light, and could 
never begin to reveal the emotional truth behind it. Better, I 
decided, to be thought a spinster with no history of love than 
a tragic, foolish figure who had dared to love above her sta-
tion, and lost. 

Henry accepted the credit for securing the publishing 
house for Sense and Sensibility, and for financing its initial 
printing. Alethea, who knew only that I had been briefl y ac-
quainted with the Churchill family, enquired about them 
once a few years later, but the topic was soon forgotten. 

I received a brief note from Mr. Ashford upon the publica-
tion of Pride and Prejudice; his warm congratulations brought 
tears to my eyes and an ache to my heart. I burnt the letter, 
though now I wish I had not. All I have left of him now are 
memories, and my ruby ring. 

And so the history of Mr.  Ashford—my Mr. Ashford— 
was made to disappear. It was for the best, I thought, both 
for the preservation of the character and reputation of all 
parties involved, and for the sake of the story itself, for what 
value is there in a tale of heartbreak? A love story, to be told, 
must end happily, must it not? 

That is how I felt at the time, and for some years since. 
But I feel differently  now—now that I have watched my 

nieces and nephews grow up around me, through all the vi-
cissitudes of life, into fine young women and men, many of 
them married; now that I have lost my own true love, yet 
found it in my work; now that I have seen four books, my 
dearest children, go forth into the world, and enjoyed a 
greater success than I had ever dreamt of; now, though there 
are days when I am not well enough to walk, yet I am still al-
ways well enough to hold a pen; now, I believe there is a kind 
of happiness to be found in every thing in life, in all that is 
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good and pleasing, as well as in that which is sad or poi-
gnant. 

I no longer dread the revelation of failings in myself or oth-
ers. I have come to believe, in the end, that there is no shame 
in truth, only freedom; and that, in time, every tale has a right 
to be told. 

Finis 

January 2, 1817 



Editor’s Afterword 

$| 

S 
ense and Sensibility appeared in print in October 
1811, and was very well received by critics and the 
public. By July 1813, every copy of the fi rst edition 

had been sold, not only covering its original expenses, but 
earning a profit of about £140 for its author, and it went into 
a second printing. Encouraged by her success, in 1812 Jane 
Austen offered her newly revised First Impressions, now fa-
mously  re-titled Pride and Prejudice, for publication. Egerton, 
no doubt recognizing a potential best seller, paid £110 for it, 
and secured the copyright for himself. 

All four of Jane Austen’s novels which  were published dur-
ing her lifetime, the other two being Mansfi eld Park and 
Emma, were published anonymously. 

Jane Austen became unwell in the first months of 1816 
from an unspecified illness, which seemed to come and go 
over the next year and a half. In early June of that year, Jane 
and Cassandra tried the waters at the spa town of Cheltenham, 
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hoping for a cure, but the effects, if any, were not lasting. On 
the eighteenth of July, 1816, she fi nished writing Persuasion 
(which she apparently intended to call The Elliots). She spent 
three weeks rewriting the ending, and then set it aside. She 
did not write again, as far as was previously known, until 
January, 1817, when she began her fi nal, unfinished work, the 
brilliant fragment Sanditon. 

In spite of her declining health, for a writer as energetic 
and productive as Jane Austen (who, after moving to Chaw-
ton, wrote or rewrote six books in seven years), the silence of 
the last fi ve months of 1816 has been mysterious. Why didn’t 
she submit Persuasion for publication? What, if anything, was 
she working on? 

We now have the answer. From the final date inscribed 
herein, we may conclude that Jane was finishing this Memoir 
during that time, a work she had probably devoted much of 
her free time to in the previous couple of years. The fact that 
Jane Austen was reminiscing about her own unknown love af-
fair while writing Persuasion helps to explain certain facets of 
that novel, for it is considered by most critics to be her most 
passionately rendered story. Perhaps this is why she kept Per-
suasion to herself. There is an overlying sense of romanticism 
in the character of Anne Elliot in Persuasion, which Austen 
had thoroughly rebuked in Sense and Sensibility, her fi rst pub-
lished novel. The final chapters of Persuasion are extremely 
emotional, tense and moving. When Captain Wentworth re-
veals his love for Anne, some of his phraseology is an eerie 
echo of Mr. Ashford’s romantic confession to Jane herself on 
that fateful night in Henry’s drawing-room on Sloane Street. 

Jane Austen’s illness progressed. She suffered from debili-
tating weakness, fever, discolouration of the skin, and pain in 
her back so severe that she agreed to be taken to Winchester 
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in May, 1817, to be cared for by the surgeons connected to a 
hospital there, who  were considered as good as any in Lon-
don. Cassandra nursed her devotedly, but less than two 
months later, Jane Austen passed away. 

Based on Jane’s description of her symptoms in her letters, 
current medical opinion has theorized that she may have suf-
fered from Addison’s Disease, a loss of function of the adre-
nal glands; the condition can be controlled by medication 
today, but it eventually proves fatal. 

In her last letter, when speaking of her illness, Jane Austen 
remarks, “On this subject I will only say further that my 
dearest sister, my tender, watchful, indefatigable nurse has 
not been made ill by her exertions. As to what I owe to her, 
and to the anxious affection of all my beloved family on this 
occasion, I can only cry over it, and pray to God to bless 
them more and more.”46 

We are told by her brother Henry that “she supported, dur-
ing two months, all the varying pain, irksomeness, and te-
dium,” attendant on her decline “with more than resignation, 
with a truly elastic cheerfulness . . . She retained her facul-
ties, her memory, her fancy, her temper, and her affections, 
warm, clear, and unimpaired, to the last . . . She expired on 
Friday, the eighteenth of July, 1817 in the arms of her sister.”47 

She was  forty-one years old. 
On the  twenty-fourth of that month, Jane Austen was bur-

ied in Winchester Cathedral in the north aisle of the nave. 
She was the third and last person to be buried in the cathedral 
that year. Henry must have arranged it, since he knew the 

46 Le Faye, Deidre, Jane Austen’s Letters; Letter #161; 29 May 1817. 
47 Austen, Henry, Biographical Notice of The Author, 1818 (accompanied 
the joint publication of Persuasion and Northanger Abbey.) 
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bishop from his recent examination for ordination. The long, 
pious inscription on her fine black marble gravestone (proba-
bly written by her brothers, who also wrote memorial poems 
in her honour) names her father, Reverend George Austen, as 
the former Rector of Steventon, and refers to her patience in 
dealing with her illness, but gives no mention of her greatest 
claim to fame, merely saying, 

“The benevolence of her heart, 
the sweetness of her temper, and 
the extraordinary endowments of her mind 
obtained the regard of all who knew her and 
the warmest love of her intimate connections.” 

The loss of this sparkling talent has been keenly felt by the 
world. As new generations have discovered her books, they 
have lamented that, as had been previously thought, only six 
completed manuscripts had been left behind. The discovery 
of Jane Austen’s Memoirs should prove of great value to histo-
rians, in providing answers to many of the questions about 
her life and her work, which have been the centre of so much 
debate. 

There is one curious note, which I must add. Jane Austen 
clearly wrote this Memoir several years after the events de-
picted therein took place. Therefore, any small inconsisten-
cies, if any, can be attributed to an imperfect memory on the 
part of the author. It will be gratifying to the reader to learn 
that, after a careful review, it has been established that nearly 
every detail covered  here, as to date, time, person and place, 
is historically accurate, and corresponds with what is known 
of Jane Austen’s life and whereabouts at the time. There is, 
however, one notable exception. There is no record of a Mr. 
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Frederick Ashford or a Sir Thomas Ashford residing in Der-
byshire at the time of writing, and no record of an estate 
called Pembroke Hall in that county. 

Which raises several questions. 
Who, in fact, was Mr. Ashford? The most obvious theory, 

based on Jane Austen’s discreet nature, is that she deliber-
ately changed the name of her lover and the name of his es-
tate, to protect his privacy. Only in this way could she fulfi ll 
her burning need to tell the tale, while at the same time, pre-
serve her lover’s dignity. She knew it was safe to keep the ruby 
ring he’d given her, which was later found in the chest with 
her memoirs, as it had not been inscribed with his name. 

But another theory, which cannot be ignored, can best be 
summed up in the words of her young nephew  James-Edward, 
who so solemnly asked his aunt Jane, on that golden morning 
at Steventon, “Do you mean to say, that if I believe in your 
story as you have told it, then it is as good as if it  were true?” 



Author’s Note 

Despite all efforts to convince you otherwise, this book is a 
work of fiction. However, the elements of fiction in the novel are 
all firmly embedded in the known facts of Jane Austen’s life. 
All the dates in the story, Jane’s whereabouts at the time, and 
the details about her books, her habits, her personal life, family 
members, close friends, and places of residence, are all accu-
rately presented. 

Some of the more specific facts in this novel include: 
Jane Austen and her family did indeed reluctantly leave her be-

loved Steventon upon her father’s retirement and move to Bath, 
where he died in 1805, leaving the women in his family in the dis-
tressing financial situation as pictured. (A heart-wrenching ac-
count of his death in Jane’s own hand is included in her personal 
correspondence.) Jane disliked Bath and left with “happy feelings 
of escape” when she, her mother, her sister, and her friend Martha 
moved to Southampton to live at Castle Square with her brother 
Frank and his family. 

Mrs. Austen was a bit of a hypochondriac, which Jane often 
mentioned in her letters and parodied in her fi ction. She was ex-
tremely close to her sister Cassandra, who was her best friend 
and confidante to the end of her life. 

After writing the first drafts of First Impressions, Sense and Sen-
sibility and Susan from 1796 to 1799, Jane’s pen (with the excep-
tion of a few minor, unfinished works) went silent (as far as we 
know for ten years. We know that she began revising Sense and 
Sensibility in 1809, after she moved to Chawton Cottage, and sub-
mitted it for publication in the fall of 1810. The poetry is all Jane 
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 . Austen’s (or Mrs. Austen’s), as is the letter she wrote to Crosby on 

April 5, 1809; that is his actual reply. 
The Harris Bigg-Wither proposal (including Jane’s ac ceptance 

and subsequent refusal, and her hurried and mortifi ed departure 
from Manydown Park) is well-known to biographers and is based 
entirely on fact. Harris had a pronounced stammer, and he actu-
ally served an undrinkable wine punch to a group of guests, with 
that same startling announcement. Jane really did post those three 
fictitious marriage banns in her father’s parish register. Jane trav-
eled to Lyme Regis several times with her family and was very 
fond of it. She mentioned in her correspondence several visits to 
the ruins at Netley Abbey, which is still open to the public today. 

Frank Austen was, in fact, an expert knotter of both sailor’s 
knots and curtain fringe. The Marchioness of Landsdowne did 
indeed keep an outlandish equipage of eight little ponies of vary-
ing sizes and shades to draw her carriage. A chaplain (who hap-
pened to be the Prince Regent’s librarian, both of whom were 
great admirers of her work) really did write to Jane Austen, ask-
ing her to write his life story, as Mr. Morton does  here; she po-
litely declined by post. 

The information in the Editor’s Notes, Foreword and After-
word is all true, with the exception of the discovery of that trunk 
in the attic. 

Which brings us to the fi ction: 
Mrs. Jenkins, Mr. Morton, and Charles, Maria and Isabella 

Churchill are invented, and inspired by various characters in 
Jane Austen’s novels. We cannot be certain that Jane ever visited 
Derbyshire, with or without Alethea Bigg and the Squire  Bigg-
Wither, or if she ever had her palm read. 

Although a few lines  here and there are taken from Jane’s let-
ters or novels, all of her inner thoughts, feelings and emotions 
are, of course, invented, as is her relationship with Mr. Ashford. 

As far as we know, Jane Austen never actually met Sir Walter 
Scott; however, they were each fans of the others’ work. 

There are no early drafts of Sense and Sensibility or Pride and 



Prejudice, so there is no way to know how much was rewritten, 
or when. 

It has always been surmised that Jane’s brother Henry secured 
the publisher for Sense and Sensibility, but no one really knows. 
She apparently paid for the first publication herself, with money 
borrowed from Henry. 

Mary I. Jesse, PhD, Oxford University, does not exist, nor is 
there a Jane Austen Literary Foundation. Mary I. Jesse is an ana-
gram of my name. 
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