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THE LIFE AND TIMES OF JANE AUSTEN





	1775

	Jane Austen is born on December 16 in the small village of Steventon in Hampshire, England, to George Austen, a parish clergyman, and Cassandra Leigh Austen. The seventh of eight children, Jane has only one sister, named Cassandra like her mother.




	
1776


	
America declares its independence from Britain.





	
1778


	
Fanny Burney, who will become one of Jane’s favorite writers, publishes the novel of manners Evelina anonymously.





	
1781


	
British troops surrender to the Americans, signaling the first stage of the end of the American Revolutionary War.





	
1782


	
Fanny Burney’s Cecilia—from which Jane will eventually find her title for Pride and Prejudice—is published.





	
1783


	
Jane and Cassandra are sent off to a girls’ school in Oxford. Jane catches a life-threatening fever there, but recovers fully back at home.





	
1785


	
After a short time at home the girls are sent to another school, in Reading. They leave after a year, and this is the end, at nine years old, of Jane’s formal education.





	
1789


	
The French Revolution begins.





	
	
Jane’s brother James produces a weekly magazine called the Loiterer, which lasts fourteen months.





	
1790


	
Jane writes one of the longest and most successful of her early stories, Love and Freindship [sic], when just fourteen.





	
1792


	
Mary Wollstonecraft’s immensely important feminist tract, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, is published.





	
1793


	
Britain declares war on France. Three of Jane’s brothers will be involved in the conflict.





	
1794


	
Ann Radcliffe publishes The Mysteries of Udolpho, a highly successful gothic novel.





	
	
Jane begins writing the epistolary novella Lady Susan, which isn’t published during her lifetime.





	
1795


	
Around this time, Jane starts writing Elinor and Marianne, the first version of Sense and Sensibility.





	
	
She meets and falls in love with Tom Lefroy, who returns her love. Because of his family’s lack of money, however, he can’t marry penniless Jane. He never proposes to her and eventually marries an heiress.





	
1796


	
Jane’s father gives up his practice of taking in boys as live-in pupils. This results in a calmer household with less work for the women. Jane has more leisure and quiet for writing. She starts First Impressions, an early version of Pride and Prejudice.





	
1797


	
Cassandra’s intended husband, Tom Fowle, dies of yellow fever in the West Indies. Cassandra never marries, and the two sisters draw even closer.





	
1798


	
Jane finishes Elinor and Marianne, renaming it Sense and Sensibility.





	
	
She begins to write a draft of what will become Northanger Abbey (at this time called Susan), her satire on the gothic novel.





	
	
William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge publish the first edition of their collection of poems Lyrical Ballads.





	
1801


	
After the Reverend George Austen and Mrs. Austen hand the rectory and the work of the parish at Steventon to their son James and his family, they move with Jane and Cassandra to Bath. Thus begins an unsettled period of moving about that prevents Jane from writing.





	
	
Maria Edgeworth publishes her novel Belinda, which Jane greatly admires.





	
1802


	
The younger brother of Jane’s friends, Harris Bigg-Wither, due to inherit a large estate, asks Jane to marry him. She says “yes” and then changes her answer to “no” after a night’s sleep, because she realizes how little she loves him.





	
1803


	
Jane’s brother Henry arranges to have Susan sold to a London publisher, Richard Crosby, who advertises it, but never publishes it.





	
	
During this year or the next, Jane starts The Watsons, but never finishes it.





	
1804


	
Napoleon becomes emperor of France.





	
1805


	
Jane’s father dies suddenly at Bath.





	
	
Sir Walter Scott publishes his long poem The Lay of the Last Minstrel, which Austen will allude to in Mansfield Park.





	
	
The Battle of Trafalgar is fought, ending in a major victory for the British fleet and shifting the Napoleonic wars in England’s favor.





	
1807


	
Jane, Cassandra, their mother, and their unmarried friend Martha Lloyd move to a house in Southampton, Hampshire, to be with Jane’s brother Frank and his young wife.





	
	
The slave trade is ended by an Act of Parliament, but slavery won’t be abolished in the British Empire until 1833.





	
1809


	
The three Austen women and their friend Martha Lloyd move to Chawton Cottage in Hampshire, one of the many houses owned by Jane’s wealthiest brother, Edward. Now finally settled again, Jane is able to write.





	
1811


	
Jane’s brother Henry helps to have Sense and Sensibility published by T. Edgerton, London, at Henry’s expense.





	
	
Jane begins writing Mansfield Park.





	



	
The Prince Regent takes over the crown from his father, George III, who has descended into madness.





	
1812


	
Lord Byron publishes the first two cantos of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, which becomes an overnight sensation.





	
1813


	
Pride and Prejudice is published by the same publisher as Sense and Sensibility, but this time the publisher undertakes the expense and pays Austen for the copyright. Both books sell moderately well and garner some positive reviews.





	
1814


	
Mansfield Park is published, also with T. Edgerton, London.





	
	
Jane starts writing Emma.





	
	
Sir Walter Scott publishes Waverley, the first in a series of novels that would become immensely popular.





	
1815


	
The English defeat Napoleon at the Battle of Waterloo, ending the Napoleonic Wars.





	
1815


	
Unhappy with her current publisher, who won’t put out another edition of Mansfield Park, Jane switches to John Murray, Lord Byron’s publisher, who publishes Emma.





	
	
Austen begins working on The Elliots, which will become Persuasion.





	
1816


	
She regains the copyright of Susan and revises the novel.





	
1817


	
Jane begins a new novel, Sanditon, which she never finishes. She moves with Cassandra to Winchester to be under a doctor’s care for her failing health.





	
	
On July 18, at the age of forty-one, Jane Austen dies, possibly of lymphoma, but the exact cause remains unknown.





	
	
In December, Cassandra and Henry arrange for Murray to publish Northanger Abbey and Persuasion posthumously.





	
1827


	
Cassandra Leigh Austen, Jane’s mother, dies.





	
1845


	
Jane’s sister, Cassandra, dies.





	
1940


	
The first Jane Austen Society is founded, and after many difficulties, Chawton Cottage is bought and opened as a museum, in 1949.











INTRODUCTION


FANNY PRICE IS A CLASSIC OUTSIDER. JANE AUSTEN PLACES THE heroine of Mansfield Park just on the margins of society so she has an observer, a watcher who can tell the reader about this world chock-full of selfish, greedy, and heartless individuals. What makes Mansfield Park such delicious reading is the knowledge that the reader and Fanny, but no one else, share. We revel in the comic schemes of the novel’s vain socialites, who appear virtuous to all except us. Even more delightful is the fact that the patient, reliable, and responsible Fanny, who is treated poorly by almost every character in the book, wins everything she wants by the end of the story, giving the reader the kind of satisfaction only an Austen novel of manners can bring.

Like Fanny in Mansfield Park, Jane Austen knew what it was like to be on the periphery looking in. She developed, by sheer cleverness and wit, a penetrating knowledge of a society that often rejected her. Born in 1775 in the village of Steventon in Hampshire, England, to the parish clergyman, Austen came to be part of a privileged world, but as one of its poorest and least free members. Her parents, while genteel, struggled to support their eight children. Her six brothers went off and did the things boys could do: joined the navy, received degrees at Oxford, and traveled widely. Jane and her sister, Cassandra, stayed home, tending to their aging parents and, later, to the many children their brothers were to produce. Marriage was a woman’s primary occupation, and neither of the sisters found a “position.” Jane fell in love once, but the young man had to marry an heiress in order to maintain his family’s status. At one point she said yes to a proposal from a different man, but then changed her answer to no after a night’s sleep, deciding she couldn’t marry someone she didn’t love. As nearly penniless spinsters, Jane and Cassandra grew ever closer. The two would have passed into obscurity, as so many women like them did, except for the fact that Jane not only found—against great odds—the time and space to write, but she had an extraordinary genius for it. The penning of her six slim novels had to be constantly set aside for womanly duties such as neighbors’ visits and the care of other people’s children. Her nephew James gives us the now-famous picture of the clash of a woman’s daily domestic cares and the life of an artist. She was


careful that her occupation should not be suspected by servants, or visitors, or any persons beyond her own family. She wrote upon small sheets of paper which could easily be put away, or covered with a piece of blotting paper.1



Austen chose, rather than the noisy life of wife and mother, to take the little bits of quiet she could find to give us some of the greatest novels in the English language. Mansfield Park (1814) was her third published novel, after Sense and Sensibility (1811) and Pride and Prejudice (1813). Emma came out in 1815 and her two other novels, Northanger Abbey and Persuasion, were published posthumously in 1818. After their father’s death, Jane and Cassandra lived a retired life with their mother in a house in Hampshire that belonged to their wealthy brother Edward. With the anonymous publication of her first two novels, Jane had, for the first time ever, an independent—if modest—income, and for the remainder of her short life she had more freedom to conduct herself as she pleased. While her novels were well liked, they brought her only slight fame. In 1817, she died a still largely unknown writer.

Austen compared her craft to that of the miniaturist. The scope of her novels was the “little bit (two Inches wide) of Ivory on which I work with so fine a Brush.”2 A few families in a country village were generally her focus, but on her tiny canvas she managed to include the depths of women’s experience. Mansfield Park is about the invisibility of women who don’t have wealth, status, or prominent husbands. Austen’s heroine Fanny Price could have quite easily slipped away into obscurity, merely fulfilling her role as a dutiful adopted daughter to her wealthy aunt and uncle, the Bertrams of Mansfield Park. Austen’s most sensitive and unassuming heroine, Fanny is taken away when just ten years old from her parents’ loud, dirty, and poor household, full of crying and tumbling siblings, and transplanted to stately Mansfield Park, Sir Thomas Bertram’s large estate. There Fanny must make her way among her handsome, arrogant female cousins, Maria and Julia, and the two male ones, Tom—the heir—and Edmund, destined to become a clergyman. At first Fanny appears to be at a distinct disadvantage among these more refined and better-educated cousins. Her aunt Mrs. Norris, the funniest character in the book because she is the most unselfconsciously awful—which somehow, hilariously, no one seems to realize except the reader—calls Fanny “the lowest and last.” The central consciousness from which the story unfurls, Fanny, the reader slowly figures out, is the one with the most understanding of what goes on around her. This is not because of a superior intellect, but rather because of her marginalization and her quiet, perceptive nature. Sitting on the sidelines, Fanny absorbs the action that happens in front of her—the flirtations, manipulations, and heartbreak of those who seem to have more exciting lives than she does. Largely ignored by her “betters,” Fanny steadily becomes the moral core of the book, the one who feels and comprehends everything, unlike the others who are oblivious to all but their own self-absorption. In this sense, she works as an excellent stand-in for us, the readers. Like we do, she “reads” the story around her, commenting on it as wiser than the “characters” who take part in the action. Around her meaning congeals. She is often the only link between sad and disappointed people: “Fanny saw and pitied much of this.… They were two solitary sufferers, or connected only by Fanny’s consciousness.” The only one who is still enough to see pain, Fanny, “being always a very courteous listener, and often the only listener at hand, came in for the complaints and the distresses of most of them.” It is through this very openness to those around her—her deep seriousness—that she moves from being a reader to an agent of her own story, to writing or creating it herself.

Fanny’s integrity keeps her, luckily, safe. She observes her female cousins fall prey to marital disaster—wed to dunderheads for their status or simply because they are the most readily available when needed. Flighty and unprincipled, they fly from bad decision to worse. This seems like a fairly uncomplicated plot, but Mansfield Park has become known, for good reason, as one of Austen’s most complex books. What we come to realize is how few options women had to lead fulfilling lives in late eighteenth and early nineteenth century England. Fanny’s cousins make bad choices, but almost all of the choices on offer are bad. While we are meant to see Fanny triumph because of her good qualities, we also note how much luck is involved. Coming from poverty and being a shy and reserved girl, Fanny teeters even more precariously on the edge than her cousins. Seduction and social ruin are possibilities, calamities that happen to many an Austen character. As a woman, Fanny is forced to rely for her well-being on the men around her. She falls into mostly ethical hands with Sir Thomas and Edmund, though these two are far from flawless. Yet the most palpable and likely danger for Fanny is to spend her life as the unnoticed servant to her two insensitive aunts, withdrawing increasingly inward, never to be known or cared for by anyone. Fanny thinks to herself:


She alone was sad and insignificant; she had no share in any thing; she might go or stay; she might be in the midst of their noise, or retreat from it to the solitude of the East room, without being seen or missed. She could almost think any thing would have been preferable to this.



This would be death by tedium, by spiritual inanition.

Fanny finds security in the familiar. The word “familiar” works well here, since its etymology connects it to “family” and “familial,” or that which is known because long-standing and close to home. Readers today often find it strange that Fanny has a romance with her cousin, but this was common practice at the time and throughout the nineteenth century. Yet Edmund is not only a cousin, he is also like a brother to her. She is just a child when she arrives at the Bertrams’ estate, and the older Edmund becomes her surrogate brother, with tinges of paternalism. He guides her reading and her thinking; he helps form her moral character. Her actual brother William remains her favorite person in the world. When she interacts with him, she seems almost in love with him. Falling for her near-brother Edmund holds the appeal of comfort. Fanny is a creature of continuity, of domestic stability. She fears being cast into the harsh world, and so staying with the familial is to love what is known, tried, and tested. What is more, her pertinacity in cherishing what is near and secure infects those around her. Sir Thomas, who initially wants to marry off his daughters and sons to those with wealth and status outside his circle—in order to enlarge the reach of his name and estates—realizes that the treasures to hand are better.

Austen’s novels are always about family, about the intimate bonds that can develop between siblings or surrogate siblings. In Sense and Sensibility, the greatest intimacy that exists is not what is found between men and women in love, but rather lies in the closeness between the sisters Marianne and Elinor. In Pride and Prejudice, this deep attachment occurs between the sisters Elizabeth and Jane. Sometimes in Austen novels, family is what needs to be escaped—this is true in Mansfield Park of Fanny’s parents and most of her actual siblings. But often marriage is something that happens satisfyingly within families. Austen draws from life: her own most intimate relationship was her bond with her sister Cassandra. Of Jane, Cassandra once wrote, “She was the sun of my life, the gilder of every pleasure, the soother of every sorrow, I had not a thought concealed from her.”3

Yet the engrossing complexity of Mansfield Park comes not from such stability and sameness, but rather from its mixed characters. There is no Elizabeth Bennet from Pride and Prejudice here—a girl full of sparkling intelligence, vitality, and confidence that one admires immediately. Characters in Mansfield Park have admirable qualities, but they also have troubling failings. Fanny can strike the reader as too passive, trembling, and anxious. We wish she would stand up for herself when she is trampled on. Edmund, primarily a dependable man, can be blinded by sexual desire. No one is just one thing, and thus do these characters feel much like the people around us—bound to disappoint eventually, but also holding surprising wells of kindness. Mansfield Park works as a novel because of its dedication to people’s ability to change, grow, and improve over time. Fanny does this, in such an incremental way one must read carefully to notice it. Time in the novel is “continuous rather than conclusive,” as the Austen scholar Susan Morgan describes it.4 In other words, it drops slowly, bringing experiences that work on us bit by bit so that one day we find ourselves different people without noticing we were changing. Fanny seems all passivity, but in the last quarter of the novel, when she tells Sir Thomas—the figure with the most power in the story—that she will not agree to a request dear to his heart because it goes against her principles, we understand that she has learned to pick her battles and fight them hard. This is no sudden epiphany, but a careful absorption of vital experience. Despite being the most powerless individual in the story, Fanny comes to glow with the most power, not because she pushes to dominate others—what most characters in the book try hard to do—but because she has an inflexible self-knowledge. She will not bend in her principles. This makes her eminently lovable and wins her, with a little good fortune on her side, the man she wants. Fanny emerges, as the true colors of everyone around her are exposed under trial, as the brightest and best.

Mansfield Park, like Pride and Prejudice before it, is a Cinderella story. In both works the poor, lower-class girl (figuratively covered in cinders) is rewarded for her virtuous innocence over the scheming and self-interested “stepsisters” (here, cousins) by an almost magical elevation into the prince’s heart and castle. While Austen has no interest in magic, she does dabble in the didactic. The noble-minded rise, the greedy fall. Yet an ironic, subversive thread runs through the fabric of this conventional plotline. With Mansfield Park, it is often difficult to catch Austen’s ironic tone. There is a good deal of humor here, but it’s not always clear when we are meant to laugh. This is true in all of Austen’s works: her wicked characters are drawn with such zest, we sometimes like them the most. Did Austen? It’s easy to find the selfish, fashionable Mary Crawford rather delightful. We enjoy her brother Henry’s flirting immensely, even though it leads to the ruin of another. There are instances when it’s difficult to know who is the authorial surrogate here: which character is carrying Austen’s message? Fanny definitely does at times, as discussed earlier, but so might some of these home-wreckers at certain points. Austen can be slippery in this way, and Mansfield Park is her slipperiest novel.

It must be emphasized, however, that Austen was not an early feminist like her contemporary Mary Wollstonecraft, who published A Vindication of the Rights of Woman in 1792, when Austen was in her teens. Austen was no radical or revolutionary like those other contemporaries of hers, the Romantic poets (Percy Bysshe Shelley, Lord Byron, and William Wordsworth, for instance). Her novels do not ask that the current social order be deposed or even shaken up. Yet Austen did care about the little daily miseries of women of her class—the minutiae that could make life a pleasure or a torment. She was a novelist of everyday life, a realist writing just before the great Victorian realists such as Charles Dickens and George Eliot. Reading her novels we find ourselves immersed in her time and social group, and we care about them—what they will wear to the next ball, with whom they will dance and how many times. Austen’s brilliance lies in making us feel for the small acts of womankind, an emotion and attentiveness not common enough during her era. In Austen we want to recover what Virginia Woolf would call, in the early twentieth century, the great, unpublished works of women. These are the gestures and productions of women who didn’t have the chance to be artists or statesmen: the dinner parties, the dances, the gardens, and the children. What great good fortune it is for us that Austen’s work did not go unpublished.

Deborah Lutz is an associate professor of Victorian Literature and Culture at Long Island University, C.W. Post. She has published two books—The Dangerous Lover: Gothic Villains, Byronism, and the Nineteenth-Century Seduction Narrative (Ohio State University Press, 2006) and Pleasure Bound: Victorian Sex Rebels and the New Eroticism (Norton, 2011)—and is currently working on another about Victorian death culture.




MANSFIELD PARK





VOLUME I






CHAPTER I


ABOUT THIRTY YEARS AGO MISS MARIA WARD, OF Huntingdon, with only seven thousand pounds, had the good luck to captivate Sir Thomas Bertram, of Mansfield Park, in the county of Northampton, and to be thereby raised to the rank of a baronet’s lady, with all the comforts and consequences of an handsome house and large income. All Huntingdon exclaimed on the greatness of the match, and her uncle, the lawyer, himself, allowed her to be at least three thousand pounds short of any equitable claim to it. She had two sisters to be benefited by her elevation; and such of their acquaintance as thought Miss Ward and Miss Frances quite as handsome as Miss Maria, did not scruple to predict their marrying with almost equal advantage. But there certainly are not so many men of large fortune in the world as there are pretty women to deserve them. Miss Ward, at the end of half-a-dozen years, found herself obliged to be attached to the Rev. Mr. Norris, a friend of her brother-in-law, with scarcely any private fortune, and Miss Frances fared yet worse. Miss Ward’s match, indeed, when it came to the point, was not contemptible, Sir Thomas being happily able to give his friend an income in the living of Mansfield; and Mr. and Mrs. Norris began their career of conjugal felicity with very little less than a thousand a year. But Miss Frances married, in the common phrase, to disoblige her family, and by fixing on a Lieutenant of Marines, without education, fortune, or connections, did it very thoroughly. She could hardly have made a more untoward choice. Sir Thomas Bertram had interest, which, from principle as well as pride, from a general wish of doing right, and a desire of seeing all that were connected with him in situations of respectability, he would have been glad to exert for the advantage of Lady Bertram’s sister; but her husband’s profession was such as no interest could reach; and before he had time to devise any other method of assisting them, an absolute breach between the sisters had taken place. It was the natural result of the conduct of each party, and such as a very imprudent marriage almost always produces. To save herself from useless remonstrance, Mrs. Price never wrote to her family on the subject till actually married. Lady Bertram, who was a woman of very tranquil feelings, and a temper remarkably easy and indolent, would have contented herself with merely giving up her sister, and thinking no more of the matter: but Mrs. Norris had a spirit of activity, which could not be satisfied till she had written a long and angry letter to Fanny, to point out the folly of her conduct, and threaten her with all its possible ill consequences. Mrs. Price, in her turn, was injured and angry; and an answer, which comprehended each sister in its bitterness, and bestowed such very disrespectful reflections on the pride of Sir Thomas, as Mrs. Norris could not possibly keep to herself, put an end to all intercourse between them for a considerable period.

Their homes were so distant, and the circles in which they moved so distinct, as almost to preclude the means of ever hearing of each other’s existence during the eleven following years, or at least to make it very wonderful to Sir Thomas, that Mrs. Norris should ever have it in her power to tell them, as she now and then did in an angry voice, that Fanny had got another child. By the end of eleven years, however, Mrs. Price could no longer afford to cherish pride or resentment, or to lose one connection that might possibly assist her. A large and still increasing family, an husband disabled for active service, but not the less equal to company and good liquor, and a very small income to supply their wants, made her eager to regain the friends she had so carelessly sacrificed; and she addressed Lady Bertram in a letter which spoke so much contrition and despondence, such a superfluity of children, and such a want of almost every thing else, as could not but dispose them all to a reconciliation. She was preparing for her ninth lying-in, and after bewailing the circumstance, and imploring their countenance as sponsors to the expected child, she could not conceal how important she felt they might be to the future maintenance of the eight already in being. Her eldest was a boy of ten years old, a fine spirited fellow who longed to be out in the world; but what could she do? Was there any chance of his being hereafter useful to Sir Thomas in the concerns of his West Indian property? No situation would be beneath him—or what did Sir Thomas think of Woolwich? Or how could a boy be sent out to the East?

The letter was not unproductive. It re-established peace and kindness. Sir Thomas sent friendly advice and professions, Lady Bertram dispatched money and baby-linen, and Mrs. Norris wrote the letters.

Such were its immediate effects, and within a twelvemonth a more important advantage to Mrs. Price resulted from it. Mrs. Norris was often observing to the others, that she could not get her poor sister and her family out of her head, and that much as they had all done for her, she seemed to be wanting to do more: and at length she could not but own it to be her wish, that poor Mrs. Price should be relieved from the charge and expense of one child entirely out of her great number. “What if they were among them to undertake the care of her eldest daughter, a girl now nine years old, of an age to require more attention than her poor mother could possibly give? The trouble and expense of it to them would be nothing compared with the benevolence of the action.” Lady Bertram agreed with her instantly. “I think we cannot do better,” said she, “let us send for the child.”

Sir Thomas could not give so instantaneous and unqualified a consent. He debated and hesitated—it was a serious charge—a girl so brought up must be adequately provided for, or there would be cruelty instead of kindness in taking her from her family. He thought of his own four children—of his two sons—of cousins in love, &c.—but no sooner had he deliberately begun to state his objections, than Mrs. Norris interrupted him with a reply to them all whether stated or not.

“My dear Sir Thomas, I perfectly comprehend you, and do justice to the generosity and delicacy of your notions, which indeed are quite of a piece with your general conduct; and I entirely agree with you in the main as to the propriety of doing every thing one could by way of providing for a child one had in a manner taken into one’s own hands; and I am sure I should be the last person in the world to withhold my mite upon such an occasion. Having no children of my own, who should I look to in any little matter I may ever have to bestow, but the children of my sisters?—and I am sure Mr. Norris is too just—but you know I am a woman of few words and professions. Do not let us be frightened from a good deed by a trifle. Give a girl an education, and introduce her properly into the world, and ten to one but she has the means of settling well, without farther expense to any body. A niece of ours, Sir Thomas, I may say, or, at least, of yours, would not grow up in this neighbourhood without many advantages. I don’t say she would be so handsome as her cousins. I dare say she would not; but she would be introduced into the society of this country under such very favourable circumstances as, in all human probability, would get her a creditable establishment. You are thinking of your sons—but do not you know that of all things upon earth that is the least likely to happen; brought up, as they would be, always together like brothers and sisters? It is morally impossible. I never knew an instance of it. It is, in fact, the only sure way of providing against the connection. Suppose her a pretty girl, and seen by Tom or Edmund for the first time seven years hence, and I dare say there would be mischief. The very idea of her having been suffered to grow up at a distance from us all in poverty and neglect would be enough to make either of the dear sweet-tempered boys in love with her. But breed her up with them from this time, and suppose her even to have the beauty of an angel, and she will never be more to either than a sister.”

“There is a great deal of truth in what you say,” replied Sir Thomas, “and far be it from me to throw any fanciful impediment in the way of a plan which would be so consistent with the relative situations of each. I only meant to observe, that it ought not to be lightly engaged in, and that to make it really serviceable to Mrs. Price, and creditable to ourselves, we must secure to the child, or consider ourselves engaged to secure to her hereafter, as circumstances may arise, the provision of a gentlewoman, if no such establishment should offer as you are so sanguine in expecting.”

“I thoroughly understand you,” cried Mrs. Norris; “you are every thing that is generous and considerate, and I am sure we shall never disagree on this point. Whatever I can do, as you well know, I am always ready enough to do for the good of those I love; and, though I could never feel for this little girl the hundredth part of the regard I bear your own dear children, nor consider her, in any respect, so much my own, I should hate myself if I were capable of neglecting her. Is not she a sister’s child? And could I bear to see her want, while I had a bit of bread to give her? My dear Sir Thomas, with all my faults I have a warm heart: and, poor as I am, would rather deny myself the necessaries of life, than do an ungenerous thing. So, if you are not against it, I will write to my poor sister tomorrow and make the proposal; and, as soon as matters are settled, I will engage to get the child to Mansfield; you shall have no trouble about it. My own trouble, you know, I never regard. I will send Nanny to London on purpose, and she may have a bed at her cousin, the saddler’s, and the child be appointed to meet her there. They may easily get her from Portsmouth to town by the coach, under the care of any creditable person that may chance to be going. I dare say there is always some reputable tradesman’s wife or other going up.”

Except to the attack on Nanny’s cousin, Sir Thomas no longer made any objection, and a more respectable, though less economical rendezvous being accordingly substituted, every thing was considered as settled, and the pleasures of so benevolent a scheme were already enjoyed. The division of gratifying sensations ought not, in strict justice, to have been equal; for Sir Thomas was fully resolved to be the real and consistent patron of the selected child, and Mrs. Norris had not the least intention of being at any expense whatever in her maintenance. As far as walking, talking, and contriving reached, she was thoroughly benevolent, and nobody knew better how to dictate liberality to others: but her love of money was equal to her love of directing, and she knew quite as well how to save her own as to spend that of her friends. Having married on a narrower income than she had been used to look forward to, she had, from the first, fancied a very strict line of economy necessary; and what was begun as a matter of prudence, soon grew into a matter of choice, as an object of that needful solicitude which there were no children to supply. Had there been a family to provide for, Mrs. Norris might never have saved her money; but having no care of that kind, there was nothing to impede her frugality, or lessen the comfort of making a yearly addition to an income which they had never lived up to. Under this infatuating principle, counteracted by no real affection for her sister, it was impossible for her to aim at more than the credit of projecting and arranging so expensive a charity; though perhaps she might so little know herself, as to walk home to the Parsonage after this conversation, in the happy belief of being the most liberal-minded sister and aunt in the world.

When the subject was brought forward again, her views were more fully explained; and, in reply to Lady Bertram’s calm inquiry of “Where shall the child come to first, sister, to you or to us?” Sir Thomas heard, with some surprize, that it would be totally out of Mrs. Norris’s power to take any share in the personal charge of her. He had been considering her as a particularly welcome addition at the Parsonage, as a desirable companion to an aunt who had no children of her own; but he found himself wholly mistaken. Mrs. Norris was sorry to say, that the little girl’s staying with them, at least as things then were, was quite out of the question. Poor Mr. Norris’s indifferent state of health made it an impossibility: he could no more bear the noise of a child than he could fly; if indeed he should ever get well of his gouty complaints, it would be a different matter: she should then be glad to take her turn, and think nothing of the inconvenience; but just now, poor Mr. Norris took up every moment of her time, and the very mention of such a thing she was sure would distract him.

“Then she had better come to us?” said Lady Bertram with the utmost composure. After a short pause, Sir Thomas added with dignity, “Yes, let her home be in this house. We will endeavour to do our duty by her, and she will at least have the advantage of companions of her own age, and of a regular instructress.”

“Very true,” cried Mrs. Norris, “which are both very important considerations: and it will be just the same to Miss Lee, whether she has three girls to teach, or only two—there can be no difference. I only wish I could be more useful; but you see I do all in my power. I am not one of those that spare their own trouble; and Nanny shall fetch her, however it may put me to inconvenience to have my chief counsellor away for three days. I suppose, sister, you will put the child in the little white attic, near the old nurseries. It will be much the best place for her, so near Miss Lee, and not far from the girls, and close by the housemaids, who could either of them help to dress her you know, and take care of her clothes, for I suppose you would not think it fair to expect Ellis to wait on her as well as the others. Indeed, I do not see that you could possibly place her any where else.”

Lady Bertram made no opposition.

“I hope she will prove a well-disposed girl,” continued Mrs. Norris, “and be sensible of her uncommon good fortune in having such friends.”

“Should her disposition be really bad,” said Sir Thomas, “we must not, for our own children’s sake, continue her in the family; but there is no reason to expect so great an evil. We shall probably see much to wish altered in her, and must prepare ourselves for gross ignorance, some meanness of opinions, and very distressing vulgarity of manner; but these are not incurable faults—nor, I trust, can they be dangerous for her associates. Had my daughters been younger than herself, I should have considered the introduction of such a companion as a matter of very serious moment; but as it is, I hope there can be nothing to fear for them, and every thing to hope for her, from the association.”

“That is exactly what I think,” cried Mrs. Norris, “and what I was saying to my husband this morning. It will be an education for the child, said I, only being with her cousins; if Miss Lee taught her nothing, she would learn to be good and clever from them.”

“I hope she will not tease my poor pug,” said Lady Bertram; “I have but just got Julia to leave it alone.”

“There will be some difficulty in our way, Mrs. Norris,” observed Sir Thomas, “as to the distinction proper to be made between the girls as they grow up; how to preserve in the minds of my daughters the consciousness of what they are, without making them think too lowly of their cousin; and how, without depressing her spirits too far, to make her remember that she is not a Miss Bertram. I should wish to see them very good friends, and would, on no account, authorise in my girls the smallest degree of arrogance towards their relation; but still they cannot be equals. Their rank, fortune, rights, and expectations will always be different. It is a point of great delicacy, and you must assist us in our endeavours to choose exactly the right line of conduct.”

Mrs. Norris was quite at his service; and though she perfectly agreed with him as to its being a most difficult thing, encouraged him to hope that between them it would be easily managed.

It will be readily believed that Mrs. Norris did not write to her sister in vain. Mrs. Price seemed rather surprized that a girl should be fixed on, when she had so many fine boys, but accepted the offer most thankfully, assuring them of her daughter’s being a very well-disposed, good-humoured girl, and trusting they would never have cause to throw her off. She spoke of her farther as somewhat delicate and puny, but was sanguine in the hope of her being materially better for change of air. Poor woman! She probably thought change of air might agree with many of her children.
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