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For Janice,

who will always be to me

what Elizabeth is to Darcy
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steventon, Hampshire, 1796

Fond as she was of solitary walks, Jane had been wandering rather longer 

than she had intended, her mind occupied not so much with the story 

she had lately been reading as with one she hoped soon to be writing. 

she was shaken from this reverie by the sight of an unfamiliar figure, 

sitting on a stile, hunched over a book. Her first impression was that he 

was the picture of gloom – dressed in shabby clerical garb, a dark look 

on his crinkled face, doubtless a volume of dusty sermons clutched in 

his ancient hand. even the weather seemed to agree with this assess-

ment, for while the sun shone all around him, he sat in the shadow of 

the single cloud that hung in the Hampshire sky. Realizing how far she 

had come from home, Jane thought it best to retrace her steps without 

interrupting the cleric’s thoughts as he had unknowingly interrupted 

hers. During the long walk home across the fields, shimmering with the 

haze of summer heat, she amused herself by sketching out a character of 

this old man, storing him away, like so many others, for possible inclu-

sion in some novel yet to be conceived. He was, she decided, a natural 

history enthusiast, but his passion lay not with anything beautiful like 

butterflies or wildflowers. No, his particular expertise was in the way 

of garden slugs, of which he could identify twenty-six varieties.

By week’s end, Jane had filled in the pathetic details of his life. Disappointed 

in love, he had turned to natural history, where the objects of his pursuit 

were less likely to spurn his advances. As his passion for his study grew, and 

as he shared it more enthusiastically with those around him, his invitations 

to dine gradually declined until he was left alone on most evenings with his 

books and his slugs. He was a melancholy figure, which made it all the more 

shocking to find him, on sunday morning, not only seated in the Austen 

family pew, but smiling broadly and greeting her by name.
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Jane had led the family procession from the rectory to the small stone 

church of st Nicholas, where her father was rector. The church stood on 

the far outskirts of the village, flanked by flat, green meadows. After pass-

ing through the rectory gates into the narrow lane that led to the church, 

the Austens had fallen in with several villagers. When she had concluded 

her pleasantries with these acquaintances, Jane had not a moment to 

respond to the stranger’s greeting before the service began and she found 

herself separated from him by her mother and her sister, Cassandra; of 

her six brothers, none were currently in residence in steventon.

The man’s robust baritone voice, evident in his hymn singing, exuded 

a spirit that was anything but melancholy. Jane endured a sharp elbow 

from Cassandra for not attending to the gospel reading; instead, she was 

trying to watch the man out of the corner of her eye. she failed to follow 

the thread of her father’s sermon, lost as she was in a re-evaluation of 

the stranger’s history. By the time the service ended she was thoroughly 

intrigued and determined to secure a proper introduction to satisfy her 

curiosity about the true nature of his character.

“Go along home and I shall wait for Father,” she told her mother and 

Cassandra as they stood beside the ancient yew tree that clung to the 

west end of the church. Jane felt certain that a visiting clergyman with 

leave to occupy the Austen pew must be known to her father, and she 

expected mr Austen to make the necessary introduction, so it came as 

a surprise when she felt a tap on her shoulder and turned to face the 

stranger, who addressed her in a cheerful voice.

“miss Jane Austen, if I am not mistaken.”

“You are at an advantage, sir,” said Jane. “You know my name, but 

I do not know yours.”

“mansfield. Reverend Richard mansfield at your service,” he said with 

a slight bow. “But we have nearly met already.”

“What can you mean, sir?”

“only that two days ago you emerged from the waving grain of Lord 

Wintringham’s field and stopped in your tracks when you spotted me 

reading on a stile just outside Busbury Park. At the time I conceived the 
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idea that you were a rather dull and impetuous young lady, but I already 

begin to suspect that I may have been mistaken.” His eyes twinkled in the 

morning sun as he said this, and his smile transformed from one meant 

for the general public to one that seemed to be reserved solely for Jane.

“I hope you will come to believe so, mr mansfield. I have been accused 

of having many faults by those who know me well, but neither dullness 

nor impetuousness has been among them.”

“And what faults do they accuse you of?”

“my worst, or so I am told, are a too highly developed interest in 

fictionalizing my acquaintances and a tendency to form opinions of 

others hastily.”

“opinions such as the one you formed of me when you saw me alone 

with my book?”

“You do me wrong, sir. You assume first that I saw you, second that I 

gave your appearance sufficient thought to form an opinion, and third 

that my opinion was ill considered.”

“In the first case,” said mr mansfield, “I observed you myself, for 

though your mind may have been elsewhere, your eyes were certainly on 

me; in the second case, your father tells me, somewhat to my surprise, 

that you aspire to write novels, so I can only assume that anyone you 

meet may become a victim of your imagination; and in the third case it 

seems impossible that you would have guessed the extent to which our 

interests overlap.”

“I confess that shared interests did not occur to me. I imagined you a 

student of natural history, reading… but you will laugh when I tell you.”

“I enjoy a good laugh,” said mr mansfield.

“I imagined you reading a book on garden slugs.”

mr mansfield did laugh, long and heartily, before confessing the true 

nature of his reading. “It may shock you, miss Austen, but in fact I was 

reading a novel.”

“A novel! You do shock me, sir. Do you not find novels full of nonsense? 

I myself find them the stupidest things in creation.”

“Then you read novels?”
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“Novels! I’m surprised at you, mr mansfield, suggesting that a young 

lady such as myself, the daughter of a clergyman, no less, could occupy 

her time with such horrid things as novels.”

“You tease me, miss Austen.”

“Indeed I do not, mr mansfield, for though you know that I aspire to 

write novels, you cannot expect that I would take my interest in the form 

so far as to actually read them.” Because mr mansfield was old enough 

to be her grandfather, Jane took the bold step of adding a wink to this 

statement and turned toward the rectory. The congregation had dispersed 

and only the sounds of birdsong and the breeze in the yew tree disturbed 

the silence of the morning. Jane was pleased when mr mansfield fell 

into step beside her as she made her way up the tree-lined lane. With the 

summer sun now high in the sky, she was grateful for the cooling shade.

“surely, mr mansfield, your shortest route to Busbury Park lies in the 

opposite direction,” said Jane.

“Indeed it does, but you are assuming again, miss Austen. First that I 

am staying at the park, and second that I am taking my luncheon there.”

“And my novelist’s imagination has deceived me again?”

“Not entirely,” said mr mansfield. “For I am a guest at Busbury Park, 

but though he can offer me only cold mutton, your father has asked me 

to take my luncheon at the rectory.”

“I confess, mr mansfield, I am sorry to hear it.”

“And why is that? Are you so embarrassed to be seen in the company 

of a novel reader?”

“on the contrary, it is because you are a novel reader that I had rather 

hoped to keep you to myself. once you enter the doors of the rectory, 

you will become a friend to my mother and my sister Cassandra, and 

you will no doubt retire after lunch to the study with my father and 

abandon the rest of us.”

“surely, miss Austen,” said mr mansfield, “I can be both a visitor 

at the rectory and a special friend of the rector’s younger daughter.”

“I believe, mr mansfield,” said Jane as she took the clergyman’s arm, 

“that I should like that very much indeed.”
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After five years at oxford, sophie Collingwood had mastered the 

art of reading while walking. she knew every curve of the Thames 

Path from oxford to Godstow, and had the ability to sense and avoid 

oncoming pedestrians. This was a useful skill for someone so absorbed 

by the books she read that she often pictured herself at the centre of 

whatever romance or mystery or adventure played out on their pages. 

on a sunny day in July, she was walking opposite the wide expanse 

of Port meadow, where horses and cattle stood grazing as they had 

for centuries. on the river a quartet of picnickers were making their 

way back downstream in a punt, and the smooth sound of the flat-

bottomed boat gliding across the water seemed the perfect accom-

paniment to the day. In the midst of this idyll, sophie spotted, over 

the top of her well-worn copy of Mansfield Park, a young man lying 

under a tree, reading. His artfully relaxed sprawl and his intentionally 

dishevelled clothes radiated a combination of arrogance and apathy. 

Slovenly would be the best word to describe him, she decided – the 

unwashed hair, the shredded jeans, the faded T-shirt. It was a style 

that both puzzled and annoyed her. sure, sophie didn’t always go 

out of her way to look good, but to go out of one’s way to look 

bad just seemed rude. As she drew level with him he greeted her in 

a lazy American voice.

“How’s it goin’?” he asked, but sophie only raised her book higher 

and walked on, pretending his question had been lost in the breeze. As 

she rounded the next bend in the river and was lost to his sight, she had 

a sudden recollection. she had heard that voice before. It had been two 

nights ago, at the Bear. she had been standing at the bar waiting to order 

drinks for a group of friends who were discussing the relative merits of 
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Mansfield Park and Persuasion, when that brash American accent had 

cut through the clamour of the crowd.

“What really gets me is these Austen fangirls. Running around 

pretending the sun rises and sets with some chick who wrote soap 

operas two hundred years ago.” And then, in a mocking imitation of 

an english girl, he had added, “I think Mansfield Park isn’t properly 

appreciated by the establishment.” sophie had crossed back to the 

table with her drinks, and the sound of his voice had been bless-

edly swallowed up by the noise of the crowd, but the damage had 

been done, for it had been sophie who had made the remark about 

Mansfield Park, not five minutes earlier. When she told her friends 

what she had heard, they had all had a good laugh about the whole 

thing and had quickly come to the conclusion that this conceited 

American was a prat.

After a half-pint of bitter in the garden of the Trout, sophie headed 

back toward oxford. It would take her just over an hour to walk the four 

miles to Christ Church, and that should be enough time, she thought, 

to see Fanny and edmund married. But, just as things were beginning 

to look inevitable for the two young lovers, sophie heard once again 

that insufferable voice.

“Whatcha reading?” it asked, as sophie approached. He spoke louder 

this time, and she couldn’t pretend she hadn’t heard.

“Not that it’s any of your business,” said sophie, “but I happen to be 

reading Jane Austen.”

“The person, be it gentleman or lady, who has not pleasure in a good 

novel, must be intolerably stupid.”

sophie was so taken aback that she almost smiled in spite of herself. 

After his comments in the Bear the last thing she expected from him 

was a Jane Austen quote.

“surprised to hear me say that?” 

“It’s just that that’s a rather obscure Austen quote for a… a…”

“A what?” asked the man. “An unsophisticated, uncultured, unen-

lightened dilettante?”
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“That’s not what I meant,” said sophie. “It’s just that most people 

haven’t read…”

“Northanger Abbey?”

“exactly.”

“And you’re surprised since I’m not wearing tweed and sitting in a 

dusty study, that I have the first idea about Austen.”

“on the contrary,” she said politely. “I think lounging on the banks of 

the Thames on a sunny summer day is the perfect way to read Austen.”

“Well, to be fair, there are two reasons I can quote that passage so 

precisely. First, I saw it on a T-shirt in the Bodleian shop yesterday, so 

it’s not as obscure as you think.”

sophie could barely conceal her irritation at this. “And the second 

reason?” she said icily.

He held up a battered paperback copy of Northanger Abbey. “I just 

read it about ten seconds before you walked up. I’m eric. eric Hall.” 

He extended his hand without raising himself off the ground, simulta-

neously tossing his hair out of his eyes. sophie fought to keep her face 

from betraying that she already knew he was a jerk. And yet she sensed 

that behind his studied appearance and almost scripted insolence there 

was something softer. It wasn’t just that he read Jane Austen. It was the 

way he waited for her response with almost painful anticipation – like 

a little boy seeking approval.

“sophie,” she said, offering her hand but not her surname.

“Pleasure to meet you.”

“Is it really?” said sophie. “I thought you didn’t care for Austen 

fangirls.”

“Whatever gave you that idea?”

“You said so yourself, in the Bear. And don’t you think that Jane Austen 

is just a chick who wrote soap operas?”

“You heard that?” said eric. “Well, I only meant that I don’t care for 

people who worship what they don’t understand. You have to admit, 

there are an awful lot of girls bouncing around oxford whose main 

impression of Jane Austen is Colin Firth in a wet shirt.”
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sophie smiled in spite of herself – much as she hated to admit it, eric 

had a point. she recalled one doe-eyed girl lurking at the edge of her 

circle of literary friends in the Bear. From her few intrusions into the 

conversation it seemed that she thought mr Darcy’s principal character 

trait was the “adorable” way his wet hair hung across his forehead.

“Now,” said eric, “if you’re walking back into oxford, I think I’ll 

join you. We can keep talking about Jane Austen if you like.” He stood 

up without brushing the dirt and grass from his pants and slipped his 

book into his pocket.

“Do you promise not to imitate my voice?” said sophie.

“What do you mean?”

“I think Mansfield Park isn’t properly appreciated by the establish-

ment,” said sophie, doing her best impersonation of his impersonation.

“That was you?”

she only scowled in response.

“Well, come on,” said eric, “it’s such a clichéd line – all that stuff 

about Mansfield Park not being appreciated. It may not make as good 

a movie as some of the others, but of course it’s appreciated.”

“even if you were right, that’s entirely beside the point.”

“And what is the point?”

“That you’re an ass,” said sophie.

“Yes, but wouldn’t talking to me be more interesting than walking 

alone?”

she stared at him, detecting an intensity in his eyes that belied his 

relaxed attitude. Finally she sighed and said, “marginally.”

“Great,” said eric, starting toward oxford. she wasn’t sure how it 

happened, but by the time they reached the edge of Port meadow, they 

were deep in conversation about the youthful style of Northanger Abbey.

“Listen, tomorrow’s saturday – I thought I might drive down to 

steventon,” said eric at a lull in the conversation. “You want to come?” 

sophie had, in fact, never been to steventon, the village in Hampshire 

where Jane Austen had spent the first twenty-five years of her life and 

had written the first drafts of three of her novels. she would have loved 
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to go, but not with him, and in any case she couldn’t help laughing at 

his transparency.

“Does that work?” she asked.

“Does what work?”

“That ploy. You find out a girl’s favourite author and then offer to 

drive her to Jane Austen’s birthplace, or George orwell’s gravesite, or 

Charles Dickens’s favourite pub.”

“I don’t like Dickens.”

“How can you not like Dickens?”

“All that poverty. It depresses me. At least Austen’s heroines end up 

in nice big houses.”

“setting aside the fact that I find you disagreeable,” said sophie, “the 

truth is I have plans tomorrow.”

“oh, I don’t think you find me disagreeable,” said eric.

“Then how do you think I find you?”

“I think you’re intrigued by me – and even though I’m rude and gen-

erally unpolished, you think you might have finally met someone who 

appreciates Jane Austen as much as you do.”

“When I heard you the other night, my first impression was that you 

were a prat,” said sophie, annoyed that he had so accurately guessed 

what she was thinking. she had dated Clifton for two years and he never 

knew what she was thinking. This guy had known her for twenty minutes 

and he could read her like a book. It was unnerving.

“First impressions can be misleading,” said eric. “Just ask eliza Bennet. 

Come to steventon with me.”

“I have plans.”

“What plans?”

“I have to go home for the weekend. my mother’s having a… thing.”

“A thing?”

“A garden thing,” said sophie. “It’s a sculpture show. my mother 

is a bit obsessive about her garden. she thinks it’s the finest in 

oxfordshire.”

“What sort of things does she grow?”
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“Latin things,” she said. “english names aren’t good enough for my 

mother. everything is Latin.” she hadn’t meant to sound quite so harsh. 

sophie actually liked her mother’s use of Latin – it reminded her of her 

Uncle Bertram reading Horace to help her fall asleep when she was a girl.

“I take it you’re not a gardener,” said eric.

“I like to read in the garden,” said sophie, “and I can tell a flower 

from a shrubbery, and a shrubbery from a tree, but my thumb has always 

been distinctly black.”

“And your father?”

“What about my father?”

“What sort of chap is he?” asked eric.

“oh, really, don’t use the word ‘chap’. You’re American; don’t try to 

pretend otherwise.”

“sorry, what sort of bloke is he?”

sophie rolled her eyes. “He likes to shoot things. They’re quite the 

pair, my parents. mother only wants to grow things and Father only 

wants to kill them.”

“sounds like you don’t like them very much.”

“mother and I get on well enough,” she said. “she’s not much of a 

reader, but we like to sit in the kitchen and talk all morning over coffee. 

I don’t get to do that as often as I used to.” It suddenly struck sophie 

that, in spite of her apathy about her mother’s garden, she was really 

looking forward to the morning after the sculpture show, when she and 

her mother could have one of their long relaxing talks.

“so it’s your father you don’t like. Is he just annoying or is it some-

thing worse?”

eric’s question cut a little too close to the bone, so she turned the 

conversation on him.

“What about you? Are you on one of those American university study 

abroad programs?” she asked.

“Hardly,” he said. “I’m a little old for that.” He explained that after 

getting his BA he had taught at Berkeley for two years but was now 

between jobs, so he was taking a year off, hitch-hiking across europe, 
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and reading great books in beautiful places. “You know, Proust in Paris, 

Dante in Rome, and Jane Austen in the english countryside. I suppose 

you think that sounds a bit pompous.”

“I think it sounds wonderful,” said sophie, who could think of no 

better way to spend a year. “But, if you’re hitch-hiking, how were you 

going to drive me to steventon?”

“Good question,” said eric. They had reached osney Lock. He leant 

against the white metal railing that separated the nineteenth-century 

lock, with its hand-cranked wooden gates, from the narrow width of 

the path. They stood watching as the water pouring into the lock slowly 

raised up a long, narrow canal boat. sophie loved the locks and almost 

always stopped to watch the traffic whenever she passed one.

“I would have found someone to loan me a car,” eric said as the 

boatman cranked open the upstream gates and the boat began to move 

slowly away. “I’m very persuasive.”

she wasn’t quite sure how he had done it, since she had thought they 

were both watching the canal boat, but suddenly she found him looking 

directly into her eyes and she felt her knees go weak. The desperation 

and need for approval were gone, replaced by a confidence that both 

frightened her and drew her in. she turned away and continued down 

the path toward oxford, convinced now that he could, indeed, be very 

persuasive. she resolved not to look into those eyes again.

“I don’t get along with my father, either,” he said, falling back into 

step with her.

“I’m shocked,” said sophie. “I mean, unkempt and unemployed – he 

should be so proud.”

“sarcasm!” said eric. “Bully for you.”

Perhaps she was being too harsh – after all, they had been having a 

pleasant conversation – but the way he’d gazed into her eyes had really 

thrown her. “I’m sorry,” she said, more gently. “Tell me about your 

father.”

“I’d rather talk about yours,” he said. “I look forward to meeting him.”

“oh, I hardly think that’s going to happen.”
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“You never know.”

“Actually, I do know. You don’t have a job, you don’t cut your hair, and 

you love books. You represent everything my father abhors.”

“You’ve got to introduce us. I could learn to shoot things.”

“I don’t think arming you is a very good idea,” said sophie.

“Well, even unarmed, I’m sure he’d find me delightful.”

“You have an awfully high opinion of yourself, don’t you?”

“Not really,” said eric. “I mean, not like you do. I’m just American. 

maybe we’re better at joking around and having fun.”

“What makes you think I have such a high opinion of myself?”

“Well, you think you’re better than me, right?”

sophie felt chastened. They had arrived at the gentle stone arches of 

Folly Bridge, and the oxford traffic was now just ahead of them, at the 

top of a long flight of stone steps.

“Look,” said eric, gently laying a hand on her arm and pulling her to 

a stop. “I’m not very good at first impressions. But think about it – we 

both like Jane Austen, we both like walks in the countryside, and I’m 

an uncouth American who would drive your parents crazy. I’m kind of 

a catch.”

she stared at the stones beneath her feet and felt her cheeks turn hot.

“We don’t have to get married or anything,” said eric. “I just thought 

we had kind of a nice walk and it might be fun to hang out or get a 

coffee or something. I’m only in oxford for a few more days anyway.”

sophie was dying to look at him, to give him her number, even to kiss 

him on the cheek and walk away with a toss of her hair, but she had 

never been good at this. And at the moment his insensitive impersona-

tion of her was still pounding in her ears, doing its best to drive away 

that feeling she had had when he looked into her eyes.

still looking down, she pulled away and said, “It was nice to meet you, 

eric.” she was halfway up the steep stone steps that led from the riverside 

to the street when she impulsively turned back and called to him, “It’s 

Collingwood, by the way. I’m sophie Collingwood. You can reach me 

at Christ Church. Just leave a message with the porter.”
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Ten minutes later, sophie stood in the Upper Library of Christ Church, 

surrounded by neoclassical bookcases of highly polished oak filled with 

bindings of leather and vellum and cloth that contained the library’s 

greatest treasures. Although she worked in a modern office downstairs, 

this was her favourite room in the college – second among oxford spaces, 

in her opinion, only to Duke Humfrey’s Library in the Bodleian. For 

the past five years, through two degrees, she had come here whenever 

she needed a place for quiet reflection, a place to centre herself before 

diving back into the raucous world of oxford. sophie had finished her 

master’s degree three weeks ago and was taking the Long Vacation to 

explore her career options. The college librarian had said she could keep 

her part-time job until the new term started. so, for a few more weeks, 

sophie could stay connected to the world of education – a world she 

had been immersed in her entire life and where answers always came, 

if only you looked in the right place. Now she stood alone in the centre 

of this glorious room and wondered if any of her questions – what to 

do about a man like eric, how to soften her own sharp edges, and above 

all what to do with her life – could be answered by the priceless books 

that surrounded her.
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“I felt that as a young lady whose love of books is equalled only by my 

own, you would enjoy such a spot,” said mr mansfield.

“You were, as usual, correct, mr mansfield,” said Jane, running her 

finger along a row of gleaming leather spines and sighing audibly.

They stood, by invitation of His Lordship, the earl of Wintringham, in 

the library of Busbury House. Jane was overwhelmed. The trove of books 

in her father’s study at steventon paled in comparison to this treasure 

house. shelves seemed to stretch for miles, nearly disappearing overhead.

“I generally prefer to keep to my own sitting room,” said mr mansfield, 

“but as you mentioned that you had just finished reading Camilla, I 

thought you might enjoy looking for new material in His Lordship’s 

collection.”

“Indeed, mr mansfield,” said Jane, “I feel as if I could spend my life 

searching for things to read in a library as grand as His Lordship’s. I 

see it was not just the possibility of friendship with young ladies who 

love novels that drew you to Hampshire. I am surprised you do not live 

in this room.”

Though their acquaintance had extended for only two weeks, Jane 

already felt that she and mr mansfield were old friends. As she had 

learnt at luncheon in the rectory that day when they had first spoken, 

Revd Richard mansfield was the rector of Croft-on-Tees, Yorkshire. 

When he had entered his ninth decade a few months earlier, his physician 

had encouraged him to seek warmer climes, so he had hired a curate 

and decamped to Hampshire, where he was now a guest of edward 

Newcombe, the earl of Wintringham, at Busbury Park. earlier in his 

career, mr mansfield had been a schoolteacher, and Robert and samuel, 

the two sons of the earl, had come under his tutelage. He had since 
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remained a friend of the family, and was now ensconced in a disused 

gatehouse at the end of the long east drive.

“I am asked to dine with His Lordship regularly,” said mr mansfield 

as Jane pulled a lusciously bound copy of Amelia off the shelf, “but I 

prefer not to stay here. A draughty gatehouse is much more to my liking.”

“And, I suspect, gives you an independence you might not otherwise 

possess,” said Jane. mr mansfield smiled.

“Let us say that the conversation at His Lordship’s dinner table is not 

what I have come to expect from you, miss Austen. It is far too much 

composed of gossip, especially when His Lordship’s sister and her 

daughters are visiting from London as they are at present.”

“And you would rather have your intrigue in the form of novels,” said 

Jane, holding up Amelia and waving it at him, “than in the form of idle 

speculation by His Lordship’s sister concerning her neighbours.”

“Though you jest, miss Austen, you are correct. Why, just three 

nights ago, Lady mary informed us all with breathless delight that 

she had heard, while staying with His Lordship’s cousin in Kent, that 

a nearby house had been let to a bachelor with four thousand pounds 

a year. she told us this as if it were news as momentous as the French 

Revolution.”

“But you have said that Lady mary has daughters,” said Jane, “so to 

her the news was certainly much more momentous than the beheading 

of a few thousand French nobles.”

“I am afraid you have lost me with your youthful logic.” 

“surely you know, mr mansfield, as any good mother of daughters 

does, that a bachelor of such means wants nothing more than a wife. 

No doubt Lady mary has a high enough opinion of her daughters to 

believe that he will choose one or the other of them. marrying one’s 

daughter to a wealthy man is certainly more important than anything 

than could happen in France.”

“I did not think such a thing could happen, miss Austen,” said mr 

mansfield with a wink, “but I think it is altogether possible that you 

have read too many novels.”
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“Well then,” said Jane, “I shall return Amelia to the shelf and borrow 

this volume of The Spectator to see if, in fact, it ‘tempers my wit with 

morality’.”

summer was in full bloom on the grounds of Busbury Park, and Jane 

took to making almost daily visits to mr mansfield. They walked in the 

park, through gardens, along carriage paths and across fields, occasion-

ally catching a glimpse of the impressive edifice of the main house, but 

more often enjoying the views across the gently rolling park. Jane loved 

the way the sheep gathered under the isolated trees in the meadows at the 

hottest time of day. she relished the view of the stone bridge at the far 

end of the lake and the broader vistas that one particular hilltop provided 

beyond the boundaries of the estate across the fields of Hampshire. They 

talked of nothing but books – what they had read, what they hoped to 

read and, in Jane’s case, what she hoped to write. When they returned 

to the gatehouse after their walks, Jane would invariably read aloud the 

latest chapter of her current project, a novel in letters called Elinor and 

Marianne. mr mansfield would sit with his eyes closed listening to the 

gentle sound of her voice, then ponder the reading silently when she had 

finished. These were tense moments for Jane, for she valued his opinion, 

and knew that he would give it eventually. often he approved of every 

word; other times he grimaced as he made suggestions.

“You needn’t make such a face, mr mansfield,” said Jane on one such 

occasion. “I take no offence at your criticism. Quite the contrary, I am 

honoured that you grace me with your honest opinion. An opinion, I 

might add, which I believe strengthens my work.”

“I only felt that if sir John middleton were a more affable sort – the 

type to throw parties or host picnics – your younger characters might 

be thrown together with more frequency.”

“I confess I had not yet given much thought to the character of sir 

John,” said Jane. “But I think you are right. And it should not take 

much rewriting to set him on a course to host picnics and balls aplenty.”

“It is, I think,” said mr mansfield, “the sign of a well-crafted novel 

when the minor characters are as fully realized as the hero and heroine.”
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“Wisely spoken, mr mansfield. And I am certainly guilty of giving 

less life to those whose time upon the stage of my novel is but brief. It 

is a fault I shall endeavour to correct.”

“Tell me, miss Austen – you have said that you read these same pages 

at the rectory. Do you receive advice from your listeners there as well? 

Does your sister Cassandra offer you suggestions?”

“Alas no, sir. Though I often entreat her. I fear she believes her honest 

reaction would harm my feelings or somehow damage our intimacy, 

and so she says only that she thinks each chapter ‘marvellous’, or, what 

is worse, ‘the best yet’, without giving any indication how the inferior 

previous chapters might be brought up to the level of quality of the most 

recent. Your honesty, sir, is one of many reasons I so value our friendship.”

Another reason was that, at his age, mr mansfield posed no threat 

as a suitor. Though Jane took delight in writing of the courtship and 

wedded bliss of her characters, she was quite uncertain how she would 

react should the opportunity for such courtship fall into her own path. 

The chance to spend so much time with a mind so in sympathy with her 

own without the slightest thought for romance made mr mansfield, to 

her, the perfect companion.


