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INTRODUCTION


That the Miss Lucases and the Miss Bennets should meet to talk over a ball was absolutely necessary.

—Pride and Prejudice



There are few authors whose name alone personifies wit, style, and social reproof as brilliantly as that of English novelist Jane Austen. Her six major works, published between 1811 and 1817, have been embraced as masterpieces of world literature by scholars and pleasure readers alike, evoking images of the landed gentry engaged in drawing-room comedies of manners and social machinations during the Regency era. Renowned for her perceptive characterizations, beautiful language, and engaging plots, Austen was not only the witty muse of the nineteenth-century novel, she continues to inspire writers today, fostering the flourishing Austenesque-sequel genre. For those who greatly admire Austen and the unique world she created, there are now hundreds of books continuing her stories, characters, and outlook on life and love, written by creative and talented authors. This short-story anthology contains twenty-two contributions exclusively commissioned from popular and bestselling authors who have excelled in fiction inspired by Austen or other genres and who greatly admire her talent. Each will readily admit, “Jane Austen made me do it!”


“We have all a better guide in ourselves, if we would attend to it, than any other person can be.”

—Fanny Price, Mansfield Park



Editing this anthology has been a lifetime in the making, and I, too, freely admit that “Jane Austen made me do it!” In 1980, I was a young college student studying landscape design at Cal Poly, San Luis Obispo, secretly taking elective units in British history and literature to fuel my interest for all things English. I was a closet Anglophile in a sea of agriculture and engineering students when the PBS television series Masterpiece Theatre aired Fay Weldon’s adaptation of Pride and Prejudice. It was a seminal moment. A fan had been born. I was now a Janeite, though at the time I did not know the term existed, let alone that there were other acolytes out there as passionate as I was. Inspired by the miniseries, I read all of Austen’s novels and worshiped in silence.


If adventures will not befall a young lady in her own village, she must seek them abroad.

—Northanger Abbey



I was familiar with Jane Austen and the story of Pride and Prejudice in a peripheral way through an early introduction by my mother to the 1940 MGM movie starring Laurence Olivier and Greer Garson. However, that creative Hollywoodization of one of literature’s glistening jewels did not ignite an iota of interest beyond a quick perusal of an edition of The Complete Novels of Jane Austen in the family library. It did, however, plant a seed. By the time I saw actors Elizabeth Garvie’s and David Rintoul’s captivating portrayals of Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Darcy in the 1980 adaptation, I was primed for a revelation. Five hours of visual splendor—including plenty of footage of English drawing rooms filled with period frocks and breeches—combined with Austen’s beautiful nineteenth-century language and an enchanting love story, hooked me like an intoxicating drug. In 2007, after years of reading, study, and online discussion, I created Austenprose.com, a blog dedicated to the brilliance of Jane Austen’s writing and the many books and movies that she has inspired. To the unindoctrinated, devoting an entire website to one author may seem a bit excessive. For me it was as logical as dancing being “a certain step toward falling in love,” leading me to connections and a career that I never anticipated.


“One man’s ways may be as good as another’s, but we all like our own best.”

—Admiral Croft, Persuasion



Thirty years after I first discovered Austen, “my Jane” is everywhere. In the last two hundred years, there have been many novels that qualify as masterpieces of world literature, but none have inspired the creative output that Austen’s have. From books to movies to websites—not even the eminent Charles Dickens or the venerable William Shakespeare can touch our Incomparable Jane. Why do her stories so entrance and delight us? What is it about her haughty Mr. Darcy that makes him an iconic romantic hero? How does she cleverly play with our emotions, making us laugh out loud while reading Emma for the tenth time? And why has she inspired a whole new book genre?

Perhaps the most curious question is: How did an English author of only six major novels written anonymously “by a lady” close to two centuries ago become an international sensation, media darling, and pop culture icon?


I am very much flattered by your commendation of my last letter, for I write only for fame, and without any view to pecuniary emolument.

—Jane Austen, in a letter to her sister Cassandra,
16 January 1796



Austen’s rise to fame has been steady since her nephew James Edward Austen-Leigh’s biography, A Memoir of Jane Austen, introduced “dear Aunt Jane” to broader readership in 1869, but recently, two elements have been her strongest catalyst: the Internet and a wet shirt. In 1995 a new five-hour mini-series of Pride and Prejudice adapted by British screenwriter Andrew Davies would expose Austen to a wider audience with his new, more energized interpretation, including a provocative plunge into the Pemberley pond by Austen’s hero Mr. Darcy, who emerged not only dripping wet, but a romantic icon of Nonpareil. Moreover, add to that the notion that both Regency-era and twentieth-century ladies thought it absolutely necessary that they “should meet to talk over a ball,” and Jane Austen on the Internet was born at Pemberley.com. With the further production of movie adaptations of each of her novels in the mid 1990s and into the 2000s, Austen’s celebrity had reached far beyond its author’s ironic boast of “writing only for fame” to megastar status.


“But, Lizzy, you look as if you did not enjoy it. You are not going to be missish, I hope, and pretend to be affronted at an idle report. For what do we live, but to make sport for our neighbours, and laugh at them in our turn?”

—Mr. Bennet, Pride and Prejudice



Prior to the landmark airing of Pride and Prejudice in 1995, only a few dozen Austen-inspired sequels had been published, and even fewer still remained in print. Jane Austen’s own nieces were the first to take up the banner. In the 1830s, Anna Lefroy, daughter of her eldest brother, James, was the first to attempt completing Sanditon, Austen’s last unfinished work, written in 1817 while she was in failing health. Ironically, Lefroy did not complete Austen’s story either. I can’t say I blame her. Aunt Jane was a hard act to follow, and the pressure must have been overwhelming. Two decades later the novel The Younger Sister by Catherine-Anne Hubback, daughter of Austen’s brother Frank, was published in 1850. Freely incorporating characters and plot from Austen’s unfinished and unpublished fragment The Watsons, it can now be classified as a completion of Austen’s story, though at the time of publication, the only credit given to her Aunt Jane was Hubback’s dedication to her in the book. Fifty years later the first Austen sequel to be published would be Sybil G. Brinton’s 1913 Old Friends and New Fancies, a clever amalgamation of characters from each of Austen’s novels worked into Brinton’s own unique plot. One could say that it was the first Austen “mash-up,” published close to a century before Pride and Prejudice and Zombies would make the bestseller lists in 2009. Each of these novels, though vastly different in style and concept, share their success through their unique creativity and connection to Austen fans who crave more of the world and characters that Jane Austen created.


“Silly things do cease to be silly if they are done by sensible people in an impudent way.”

—Emma Woodhouse, Emma



Since 1995, the Jane Austen sequel industry has evolved into its own niche-genre in publishing. As a professional bookseller, I do not remember a month in the last ten years that an Austenesque novel or two has not been featured on the new-release table. With so many titles readily available from your local bookstore or online retailer, there are prequels, sequels, retellings, and continuations to suit every reading style. We all have our favorites, and one of the joys of editing this anthology was composing a list of my “dream authors” who write in the genre, and others whom I greatly admire who have been influenced by Austen’s style, and asking them to contribute a short story. My only request was that they stay within the theme of exploring Austen’s philosophies of life and love by reacquainting readers with characters from her novels or introducing original stories inspired by her ideals. From historical to contemporary to young-adult fiction to paranormal, five of the six major novels and Austen’s life are featured in this anthology, covering “every possible flight which the subject will afford.” I hope you will be as pleased and delighted as I am by the variety of amusing and poignant stories created for this collection.


“Oh! It is only a novel … or in short, only some work in which the greatest powers of the mind are displayed.”

—Northanger Abbey



In an era when women had few opportunities beyond marriage and motherhood, Jane Austen chose another path—she became a writer. In keeping with Austen’s passion for her craft, it seemed only fitting to encourage new writers to do the same. The Jane Austen Made Me Do It Short Story Contest was held online this past winter at Pemberley.com. One new voice in the Austenesque genre would be chosen from the entrants. Eighty-eight previously unpublished writers submitted their Austen-inspired short stories. The variety and talent exhibited was amazing. Selecting only one was quite a challenge, but I’m elated to include “The Love Letter” by Brenna Aubrey, a story that embraced both the spirit of the contest and Austen’s enduring legacy, in this anthology.


“It is not time or opportunity that is to determine intimacy;—it is disposition alone. Seven years would be insufficient to make some people acquainted with each other, and seven days are more than enough for others.”

—Marianne Dashwood, Sense and Sensibility



As 2011 marks the bicentenary of Sense and Sensibility, Jane Austen’s first published novel, please join me and the twenty-four contributing authors of Jane Austen Made Me Do It in applauding literature’s wittiest muse and astute observer of the human heart with this celebratory collection of short stories, created to honor and to entertain.

Laurel Ann Nattress
Austenprose.com
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Chawton, Wednesday 2 August 1815

An extraordinary adventure which I only just experienced proved to be so vivid and distressing—and yet ultimately so illuminating—that I feel I must record it in its entirety.

It was a gloomy, grey, frigid afternoon, and I found myself traversing a strangely quiet and deserted street in Bath. (Bath! It is indeed the most tiresome place in the world, a visit there surely akin to a descent into Hades.) A low fog hung in the air, dampening the pavements and obscuring the heights of the long rows of limestone townhouses on either side of me.

I wondered how I had come to be there, and why I was alone. Should I not be snug at home at Chawton Cottage? Where were all the residents of Bath—a city generally so filled with crowds, noise, and confusion? Where did I get the (very smart) pale blue muslin gown in which I was attired, and the grey wool cloak with its beautiful lace collar, both too handsome to be seen much less worn? As I shivered and wrapped my cloak more tightly about me, I observed a pretty young woman of about seventeen years of age emerge from the fog and venture in my direction. I could not prevent a little start of surprise, for the newcomer looked exactly like Marianne Dashwood—at least the Marianne that I had envisioned while writing Sense and Sensibility.

How wonderful it was, I thought, that a real-life woman and a complete stranger should so closely resemble the character whom I had created entirely in my mind! I was about to politely avert my gaze when, of a sudden, the young woman’s eyes widened and she marched determinedly up to me.

“Miss Jane Austen, is it not?” exclaimed she, stopping directly before me.

“Yes,” replied I, uncertain how it was possible that this young woman should be acquainted with me.

“Surely you recognise me!” persisted she in an impassioned tone.

“Should I? I am very sorry. I do not believe we have ever met.”

“Of course we have! You created me. I am Marianne.”

I was at a loss for words. Had I imbibed too much wine at dinner? Was this exchange simply another one of my imaginative flights of fancy? Or could it be that, by some remarkable twist of fate, it was truly occurring? Whatever the cause, I did not wish to appear rude. “Of course,” said I, smiling as I extended my hand to her, “I did think you looked familiar. How lovely to make your acquaintance in person at last. How have you been?”

“Not well. Not well at all!” cried she with a vigorous shake of her curls as she ignored my proffered hand. “I have wanted to converse with you for such a long time, I am grateful to at last have the opportunity.” Her eyes flashed as she demanded, “What could you have been thinking, Jane—I may call you Jane, may I not?—when you wrote all that about me?”

“When I wrote what?” responded I uncertainly.

“In every scene throughout that entire, horrid novel,” answered Marianne, “you presented me as the most selfish and self-involved creature on the face of the earth. I was always waxing rhapsodic about poetry or dead leaves, harshly critiquing somebody or something, or crying my eyes out in the depths of despair! Could not you have given me even one scene where I might have behaved with equanimity?”

This verbal assault, so entirely unexpected and delivered with such depth of emotion, took me utterly aback. “I—I was simply attempting to make you different from your sister,” explained I, my voice faltering, “to portray two opposite temperaments.”

“By my example then, do you mean to imply that having passionate feelings is a great evil?” cried Marianne.

“No—not at all. My aim was to illustrate the injurious nature of wallowing in excessive emotion and the importance of self-restraint.”

“If that is so, was it truly necessary to enforce such suffering upon me to get across your point? You made me look ridiculous and pathetic! You humiliated me at a party! You nearly had me die—literally die! And the most cruel offence of all, Jane: you broke my heart. You had me fall madly, passionately in love with a man who was akin to my second self, and then you deliberately and remorselessly snatched him away!” Marianne choked back a sob as she dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief from her reticule. “All the other heroines in every one of your novels end up with the man they love, except me. You married me off to a man nearly twice my age! How could you do it?”

A paroxysm of guilt pierced through me with the speed of an arrow. Every word she spoke was true. Had I indeed sacrificed Marianne’s happiness to convey a lesson? But no—no.

“I am sorry, Marianne,” murmured I with sincere compassion. “I did indeed put you through a great many trials in my novel—but in the end, everything turns out well. I hope you and Colonel Brandon are very happy?”

“Colonel Brandon is the most loyal, amiable, and goodhearted of gentlemen,” retorted Marianne testily. “He loves me, of that I am well aware, and I suppose I love him back. Every day I try to remind myself how fortunate I am to be his wife. But every day is just as quiet, spiritless, and dull as the last! We read. We take walks. We ride horses. We dine. He cleans his rifle and hunts. I do needle-work and play the pianoforte. Oh! Were it not for my mother’s and sisters’ visits, I think I should go mad! Where is the heart-pounding excitement I felt in every encounter with Willoughby? Am I never to feel that way again?”

“Marianne,” answered I solemnly, “the excitement you describe might be thrilling for a moment, but it is not the preferred way to live. A marriage based on affection, respect, and companionship is a more desirable union, and will make you far happier.”

“Happier? What do you know of happiness, Jane? Upon what do you base these assumptions? You, who have never married!”

Her brutal and tactless remarks made me gasp—yet I reminded myself that I had created her—I had made her what she was. “I base them upon my observations of other married couples. I could not in good conscience allow you to marry Willoughby. He was greedy, selfish, and fickle, and would have made you miserable. I thought you understood that at the end.”

“You put words in my mouth to show what I had learned—but they were your words, Jane, not mine. I know the truth. I know why you stole my Willoughby away: it was because you could not have Mr. Ashford. You suffered, so you made certain that I suffered, as well!”

At the mention of Mr. Ashford’s name, my heart seized and I let out a little gasp. Not a day passed that I did not think of Mr. Ashford. He was the one, true love of my life, but for good reason, I had told no one about our relationship—no one except Henry and my sister. How could Marianne know about him?

“It was most unfair of you, Jane! Most unfair!” Tears streamed down Marianne’s cheeks now and she took a quivering breath. “Could not you have given me and Willoughby a second chance? You might have redeemed him at any time had you chosen to, but you did not. I declare, I will never forgive you!” With this last, heated remark, she turned and darted away.

“Marianne, come back!” cried I, running after her. “Have you forgotten Eliza, whom Willoughby seduced, disgraced, and abandoned? I saved you from Willoughby! He was one of the worst offenders I ever created! Colonel Brandon is worth a hundred Willoughbys! He is the true hero of the novel!”

But the fog enveloped Marianne’s retreating form and she disappeared from my view.

I stopped, catching my breath, remorse and confusion coursing through me. If only she had given me more time to explain! But even if she had, how could I defend what I had done? Should I have redeemed Willoughby? I had barely the briefest interval, however, to contemplate these misgivings when, from a tea shop but a few yards ahead of me, emerged two young ladies deeply engaged in conversation.

I recognised them at once: it was Marianne’s sister Elinor, walking arm in arm with Fanny Price. I was astounded. How was it possible that these two women from entirely different novels should be acquainted with each other? Moreover, what were they doing in Bath? They looked up, exchanged a brief, surprised glance, and hurried up to me.

“Good afternoon, Miss Austen,” said Elinor with a graceful curtsey. “How lovely to see you.”

“This is an extraordinary coincidence,” murmured Fanny with a shy curtsey of her own. “Mrs. Ferrars and I were just talking about you.”

“We only just met an hour ago,” explained Elinor, nodding towards the establishment behind them, “and already we have become fast friends. We discovered that we have a great deal in common.”

“You are indeed very much alike,” agreed I with a smile, pleased by the notion of their new friendship. “I have dearly loved you both since the moment of your inception.”

“You see?” said Fanny quietly, darting a meaningful look at her companion.

Elinor nodded gravely but remained silent.

A foreboding feeling came over me. “Is any thing the matter?” asked I.

“Not a thing,” said Elinor.

“The weather is very cold and damp,” observed Fanny, “do not you think?”

I knew them both too well to be taken in by the polite composure on their faces. “You need not keep any secrets from me. If there is something you wish to say, please speak freely.”

“Well,” said Fanny reluctantly, “we do not mean to complain. It is just that—” She could not go on.

“It is about our characters,” interjected Elinor quickly.

“Your characters?” answered I. “But what is wrong with your characters? You are both excellent, intelligent women, with sincere and affectionate dispositions, strength of understanding, calmness of manner, and coolness of judgment.”

“Precisely,” stated Fanny.

“You made us too perfect,” said Elinor.

“Too perfect?” cried I. “How can any one be too perfect?”

“I always behaved with the utmost of propriety,” said Elinor, “no matter how difficult or oppressive the circumstance. At only nineteen years of age, I was required to be the model of patience, perseverance, and fortitude, obliged to keep my entire family financially and emotionally afloat, and to conceal my pain beneath a façade of complete composure, even when my heart was breaking.”

“Yes, and you are admired for your strength of character, Elinor,” insisted I.

“Admired perhaps, but not liked. No one likes a character who is flawless, Miss Austen.”

“It was the same for me,” remarked Fanny. “How I succeeded in maintaining even a modicum of self-respect in such a hostile, belittling, and unfeeling environment as Mansfield Park is purely due to God’s grace and your pen. You made me sit timidly by while the man I loved chased after another woman, had me refuse a charming man because you deemed him insincere, and would not even allow me to participate in a private play, insisting that it was indelicate and wrong! How I disliked myself! No one is fond of a shy, priggish, and passive character, Miss Austen. No one!”

“I am very fond of you,” returned I emphatically. “Henry and Mary liked you. And Edmund loves you.”

“Only because you made him just as good and virtuous as I.”

“The book has oft been praised for its morality and sound treatment of the clergy!” insisted I a little desperately.

“That may be so,” said Fanny, “and please correct me if I am wrong, but your own mother finds me insipid, your niece Anna cannot bear me, and the reading public at large finds Edmund and I both annoying and as dull as dishwater.”

To my mortification, I could not refute her statement.

“People love strong, outspoken characters,” said Elinor, “who will not allow themselves to be trampled on by others—characters who have flaws but overcome them. Yet in our books, you imply that by being consistently patient, good, and silent, a woman can rise above difficult circumstances.”

“Surely this message controverts everything you told us about life in that other book,” said Fanny.

“What other book?” asked I.

“Why, the book that is everyone’s favorite,” answered Elinor with a tight little smile. She then said good-day, and after Fanny made a final comment about the weather, the pair linked arms, turned, and made their way down the damp, grey pavement.

My thoughts were in such a state of disarray that I hardly knew what to think or feel. I strode off in the opposite direction, crossing the road, when a carriage suddenly appeared out of the fog and nearly ran me down. It was some time before my heart returned to its natural pace. How long I walked on in this distracted manner along the nearly deserted streets I cannot say, but at length I passed the Abbey Church and found myself standing outside the Pump-room. A cacophony of voices issued from within, proof that not all the inhabitants of Bath had stayed at home.

As I was cold and thirsty, I hurried inside the Pump-room, where a crowd milled about in spacious elegance, and musicians in the west apse performed a pleasant air. A cursory glance revealed that I had no acquaintance there. Appreciative of the heat emanating from two large fireplaces, I made my way to the fountain, where I paid the attendant for a glass of water and drank it down. As I turned, I nearly collided with a handsome young man smartly dressed in the uniform of a naval officer, exactly like that of my brothers Frank and Charles.

“Forgive me,” said he with a bow, before purchasing his own glass and moving on. The naval captain made a most arresting figure, and I wondered what lay behind the sad look in his eyes. My attention was soon diverted, however, by the sight of an attractive, fashionably dressed young woman who was intently studying all the passersby, as if seeking out some one in particular. She looked strangely familiar. All at once I knew why: it was Emma Woodhouse.

Emma! In my view, one of the most delightful creatures I had ever conceived! Upon catching sight of me, Emma started with recognition, a look that quickly turned to worry as she glided to my side.

“There you are! I have been looking every where for you, Miss Austen. Have the others found you?”

“The others?”

“Word has got out that you are in town. There are quite a few people who are—” (she hesitated) “—most anxious to speak with you.”

Oh dear, I thought, my heart sinking. This could prove to be a most exhausting day. “Thank you. I will keep an eye out for the others, whoever they may be. But how is it that you are here, Emma? My book about you is only just completed. It has yet to be sold or published.”

She shrugged. “I suppose since it is written, I therefore exist?”

“I see.” I smiled hopefully, praying that, unlike my previous encounters, she might have some kind words for me. My hopes on that score, however, were soon dashed.

“I admit, Miss Austen, that I too have been hoping to have a word with you. You know it is not in my nature to criticise. And far be it from me to give advice—Mr. Knightley is for ever counseling me on that subject, and he is never wrong—but I believe it my duty as a friend to share certain thoughts which I feel might prove to be of benefit to you.”

“Do go on.”

“You must be the judge of what is best to write, of course—I would not dream of interfering—but I cannot help but think that you presented me in a very disagreeable light in your novel.”

“Disagreeable?” I sighed, knowing full well what was coming. “How so?”

“It started out so well. You called me handsome, clever, and rich, and you gave me a happy disposition. You placed me in a comfortable home, I was original in my thinking, and admired by all who knew me. But then you went off in such an unacceptable direction! You made me oblivious to every real thing going on around me. I spent the entire novel completely blind to the truth of my affections, while trying in vain to elevate Harriet’s status and procure her a husband. I was dense, obtuse, manipulative—yet all the while firm in my belief that I knew what was best for every body!”

“Yes, but Emma: every thing you said and did, you did from the fullness of your heart and with the best of intentions.”

“Not everything,” insisted Emma. “I gossiped wickedly about Jane Fairfax, I flirted outrageously with Frank Churchill, and I was unpardonably rude to Miss Bates at Box Hill.”

“That is true, but in each instance, you learned from your mistakes—and this ability to learn and change is the very definition of a heroine. Consider your many positive and attractive qualities. Your temperament is cheerful, patient, and resilient. You are not given to self-pity. You are intelligent and have an excellent sense of humour. Your errors are the result not of stupidity but of a quick mind—a mind so necessitous of stimulation that you were obliged to invent interesting diversions for yourself. You are an imaginist, Emma—like me.”

Emma puzzled briefly over all that I had said, then charged, “Nevertheless, there is one offence so egregious, it negates all the positive qualities you mentioned: you portrayed me as a snob.”

“Dearest Emma,” returned I quietly and with affection, “compare yourself to Mr. and Mrs. Elton. They are my shining examples of true vulgarity, self-importance, and boorishness. You, by contrast, are a charming and amusing creature—a loveable snob.”

“How can a snob be loveable?” retorted Emma sharply. “That is a contradiction in terms. Even you admitted that you were writing a heroine whom no one but yourself would much like.”

“Perhaps I will be proven wrong. My sister read the manuscript, and she loves you as you are.”

“She is hardly the most impartial judge, is she?” cried Emma. Lowering her voice now and speaking with great feeling, she added, “I must depart, but please allow me to leave you with two vital pieces of information. First: tell your cook to try gooseberry jam in her Bakewell Pudding, it is quite delicious. Second: I have just been speaking with a Mr. Thurston, a most interesting, unattached clergyman with good teeth and a nice living in the parish of Snitterfield. Do you see him standing over there by the great clock?” With a slight inclination of her head, Emma gestured towards a stout, red-faced, nearly bald-headed clergyman who was smiling at me. “I made all your charms known to him and he is hoping to speak to you. No, no, do not even think of thanking me,” said she, turning to go. “Just to know that my actions might bring you some future happiness gives me great joy. Good-day, Miss Austen, and good luck.”

“Wait!” cried I, darting after Emma, as anxious to continue our conversation as I was to avoid the man in question, “may we not return to the earlier topic of our discussion? You are the second person to-day who has alleged that I gave her too many faults, while two others insist that I made them too perfect. How am I to reconcile these opposing points of view?”

Emma glanced back at me and shrugged prettily. “That is for you to decide. I cannot give you an opinion. If you prefer to go on writing flawed heroines who must continually humiliate themselves on the road to learning life’s lessons, then be my guest—do not hesitate. You are the author, not I. Not for the world would I think of influencing you either way.” With a parting smile, she whirled round and vanished into the crowd.

In a state of great agitation, I hurriedly navigated my way out of the Pump-room and into the yard beyond. How could it be, I asked myself, that all the characters whom I loved and had created with such care should prove to be so unsatisfied with themselves? Had I erred in their conception? Was it better to be good or flawed? If neither option was acceptable, what was an author to do?

Half a minute conducted me through the empty Pump-yard to the archway opposite Union-passage, where I paused in great surprise. Even Cheap-street—which was normally so congested with the confluence of carriages, horsemen, and carts entering the city from the great London and Oxford roads that a lady was in danger of losing her life in attempting to cross it—was entirely devoid of traffic. The bleak, eerie stillness was not even broken by the advent of a single female window shopper or a gentleman in search of tea and pastry. Where was every body? The only evidence of life in Bath had been the congregation in the Pump-room. The late afternoon light was quickly fading into early evening. Perhaps, I thought, there was a ball taking place in the Upper Rooms.

I had only just conceived this notion when, to my astonishment, I suddenly found myself halfway across the city, standing immediately outside those very Assembly Rooms, enveloped by an eager, jostling crowd making its way in through the open doors.

I had no wish to go within. In my youth, I had greatly enjoyed a ball—I loved music and dancing, and had welcomed the opportunity it afforded for animated association with friends and neighbours or, at times, new faces—but I had never cared for such diversions at Bath, a city of peripatetic visitors of little sense and even lesser education, where young ladies made overt displays of themselves in search of husbands.

Nevertheless, I was pulled along by the crush of people into the hall and the adjoining ball-room. At length the bustle subsided, depositing me at a vantage point from whence I was able to obtain a good view of the dancers. I felt very out of sorts, and was mortified to be standing amongst this well-dressed crowd clad in my day gown and bonnet (although a brief glance in a nearby looking-glass revealed that the bonnet was trimmed with the loveliest blue satin ribbon and a very fine spray of forget-me-nots).

I was fanning my face from my exertion when my gaze fell upon two couples dancing nearby, at the end of a line. Did my eyes deceive me? Could it possibly be? The first couple looked for all the world like Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy. Dancing directly beside them—I was absolutely certain of it—were Jane and Mr. Bingley. The music ended and I watched in wonder as Elizabeth slipped her hand into the bend of Mr. Darcy’s arm and, smiling and chatting, they made their way across the floor. Jane and Mr. Bingley followed behind at a leisurely pace, engaged in a similarly affectionate tête-à-tête.

A great thrill coursed through me. Was it possible that I was actually going to meet those four dear souls with whom, for so many long years, I had been acquainted only in my mind? My initial exhilaration, however, turned to alarm at the thought of another demoralising scene such as the ones to which I had just been subjected. Hot tears threatened behind my eyes. Oh! I could not bear it! Despite my desperate wish to leave, I was frozen to the spot. In moments the first couple stood before me.

“Good-afternoon, Miss Austen,” said Elizabeth, beaming.

“What a pleasure it is to see you!” exclaimed Mr. Darcy.

Their manner was so friendly and congenial, I could scarcely believe my ears—but I knew better than to expect it to last. “Please,” returned I anxiously, “if you have complaints—if you are angry with me or have found fault with any thing I have done—I would truly rather you did not voice it.”

“Complaints?” repeated Elizabeth in surprise.

“Faults?” reiterated Mr. Darcy. “We could not in good conscience find fault with you, Miss Austen. And we are hardly angry.”

“In fact, it is quite the reverse,” said Elizabeth. “We would like to express our most fervent gratitude.”

“Gratitude?” said I, astonished.

Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy exchanged a very loving look and then a happy laugh, as he gently clasped her gloved hand in his. “Everything you devised for us was so cleverly thought out,” said Elizabeth.

“I shudder to think what kind of man I would have been, had you not thrown my darling Elizabeth in my way,” said Mr. Darcy with a warm smile.

“I believe we are the happiest two creatures on earth,” added Elizabeth with the liveliest emotion.

“No, you must reserve that honour to us,” interjected Mr. Bingley, joining us with a bright grin and Jane on his arm. “I thank you, Miss Austen. You have done us all proud.”

“Truly, I do not deserve such happiness!” cried Jane, her adoring gaze meeting Bingley’s, where it found an identical response. “Miss Austen, you are a heroine in our eyes. And thank you for giving me your name.”

So fraught with emotion and relief was I at this discourse that I was unable to utter a single syllable. All four shook my hand enthusiastically in turn and said their good-byes. When I had at last sufficiently regained my composure to make my way out of the rooms, I was still so consumed with delight that I barely noticed the coldness of the evening air or the grimness of the ever-present fog.

What felicity was this! I thought as I wandered along, heedless of the direction in which I was heading. After such a litany of heartbreaking indictments, to find that I had at least done something right! It was in this exultant frame of mind that I approached the wide green lawn of the Royal Crescent, where I suddenly felt a hand on my arm and my musings were interrupted by a feminine voice.

“Miss Austen! Oh! I have been quite wild to speak to you!”

I stopped and looked at the young lady in astonishment. It was Susan Morland! It must be, for she was pretty, seventeen at most, and dressed just as I had imagined her, in a sprigged muslin gown with blue trimmings (which was bound to fray upon the first washing). Well, I thought—at least it makes sense that she is in Bath, for I did put her here before sending her off to Northanger Abbey.

“I must be quick,” exclaimed she, looking about with an anxious expression. “I fear for your safety, Miss Austen.”

“My safety?”

“Yes! I will explain in a moment. But first—oh!” (studying my expression) “I dare say you have forgotten all about me. I would not blame you if you had—I have been sitting so long on the shelf!”

“How could I forget you, Susan? You were my very first sale.”

“It is that very subject which I long to discuss with you. Oh! Miss Austen—it has been twelve years that I have languished in obscurity at Richard Crosby and Company—twelve years and still I have not seen the light of day! Clearly that gentleman does not intend to publish my story. I understand that ten pounds is a great deal of money—but you are a successful author to-day. Surely you have the means to buy back the manuscript now. Would it be asking too much—could you find it in your heart—please, please, will you rescue me?”

I took a moment to consider her request. I, too, had long agonised over that book’s fate—but I had written it so long ago, and much had changed during the interval. Would another bookseller—not to mention the public—still find Susan to be of interest? Or would they think it obsolete? Yet how could I voice aloud these thoughts to the sweet, innocent girl who stood trembling so violently before me, gazing at me with such hope and trust in her eyes?

In a tone softened by compassion, I said, “Dear Miss Morland. If I am fortunate enough to sell Emma, I will use a portion of the funds to buy back your book. You may depend upon it.”

“Thank you, Miss Austen. Thank you so much!”

“However, I must warn you, Miss Morland—should I succeed in this effort, there is another problem which I fear may cause you additional distress.”

“What is that?”

“It has come to my attention that an anonymous, two-volume novel called Susan was published by John Booth some six years ago. Therefore, even if I do recover my own manuscript, its title—and your very name—will necessarily have to be altered.”

“Oh! I would not mind that a bit,” replied Susan earnestly. “In truth, I have never much cared for my name. Please feel free to change it. Although I do hope you will not call me Milicent or Lavinia or Eunice—that would be too, too horrid!”

“I promise to give you only the most delightful name.”

“You fill me with relief, Miss Austen. And now—” She looked about us with an expression of renewed dread and apprehension. “To that other matter of which I must speak without further delay. I am very concerned about you. You must leave Bath this instant!”

“Leave Bath? Why?”

“A little while ago,” confided Susan with rising agitation, “I was strolling through Sydney Gardens when I observed Mr. Wickham engaged in a heated discussion with Mr. Willoughby, William Walter Elliot, and John Thorpe. All four appeared to be very angry about something.”

My heart leapt in sudden alarm. I had already witnessed the wrath and disdain of several of my creations whom I thought I had portrayed in a most becoming light. What manner of reception could I expect to receive from those characters whom I had represented in a less than favourable manner? Indeed, I could not deny that with the most deliberate of intentions, I had conceived a great many characters who were truly selfish, vain, vulgar, greedy, wicked, stupid, thoughtless, or senseless—or, as in the case of the four scoundrels Susan had described, a combination of most of those traits.

“You say that all four of those men are in Bath to-day?” replied I with unease.

“They are! While strolling by, I overheard some of their conversation. It was dreadful!” She moved closer. “I heard Mr. Wickham and Mr. Willoughby mention your name, Miss Austen, in the same sentence as the word murder.”

“Murder? Pray, Susan, do not let your imagination run away with you. Did you learn nothing from your own story?” Despite my brave words, in truth I was growing quite afraid.

All at once I heard the ominous sound of approaching footsteps. Appearing out of the dark fog on the rise of lawn before me came the very four male figures Miss Morland had just named, steadily advancing with torches in hand and no kind looks on their countenances.

I swallowed hard and stepped backward. “Miss Morland—” I began, but strangely, Miss Morland had vanished. I was alone, quite alone, except for the men who were bearing down upon me. The heavy trampling of feet began to grow into an ever-louder, thundering din. To my dismay, just behind the angry four, I saw another group of people coming at me through the fog: Mr. Collins, Mrs. Bennet, Lydia and Mary Bennet, Louisa Bingley Hurst, Caroline Bingley, and Lady Catherine de Bourgh.

I gasped in terror. From a different direction, an additional, furious assemblage was descending: Mr. and Mrs. Elton, Sir Walter and Elizabeth Elliot, Mary Musgrove, Isabella Thorpe, and General Tilney. Behind them strode Fanny and John Dashwood, Lucy Steele, Mr. Price, Mr. Rushworth, Maria Bertram Rushworth, Lady Bertram, Mrs. Ferrars, and Robert Ferrars. Many of them carried pitchforks and flaming torches. Some had guns. All of them were staring at me. The hatred and malice in their eyes is beyond my power to describe.

Panic surged through me. I screamed in horror, but no sound escaped my lips. I turned sharply in an attempt to flee, when I heard Lady Catherine de Bourgh call out in fury:

“Not so hasty, if you please. Unfeeling, selfish girl! I am most seriously displeased!”

Her piercing tone so paralysed me that my feet were rooted to the ground. The fuming horde drew closer and closer. They were chanting now: “Jane! Jane! Jane!” Again, I tried to scream.

“Jane! Jane! Jane! Wake up!”

Cassandra’s voice broke through my consciousness, hurtling me out of that terrifying reality and back to the warm cocoon of my own bed. I awoke to find myself bathed in perspiration, my heart pounding, my sister’s gentle hand upon my arm as she looked at me through the moonlit darkness from the next pillow.

“Oh! Cassandra!” I struggled to catch my breath. “I have just had the most horrible dream.”

“What was it about?” asked Cassandra softly.

I told her everything, as I always did.

“Well,” said she after I had finished my story, “your dream does not surprise me. Your characters have become very real to you—as real as life itself. It is only natural that you should hear their thoughts and feel their emotions as they do.”

“Yes, but what does it signify? I can understand why many of my lesser characters would despise me. But my heroines? I love them all! To think that four of them are so unhappy makes me absolutely miserable. Have I done a terrible thing? Am I the most vile and ignorant authoress who ever dared to put pen to paper?”

“Of course not, dearest,” replied Cassandra soothingly, as she found and tenderly squeezed my hand. “If all writers were obliged to atone for the portrayals or fates of their creations, think what Shakespeare owes to Romeo and Juliet or Iago and Richard III. Should Defoe and Richardson feel remorse for the trials and tribulations they inflicted on poor Mr. Crusoe, Clarissa, or Pamela?”

“Of course not. Their work has afforded me and the public untold hours of reading pleasure.”

“So it is with your books, Jane. You have told me time and again that a perfectly smooth course never makes a satisfying story, that it is an author’s job to make his or her characters suffer so that they might learn something at the end.”

“True. Although after hearing Fanny Price’s complaints, I believe I may have erred in her creation. I ignored my own model! Her suffering did not culminate in a lesson.”

“I did try to persuade you to let her marry Henry Crawford.”

“I know.” I sighed. “I have learned my lesson. People do not appreciate pure goodness in a character in a novel. Even Fanny does not like herself! Given the complaints of the others, perhaps I ought to strive for a more happy medium in my next effort.”

“A happy medium? What do you mean?”

I thought for a moment. “Next time, I will create a heroine who is modest and good, but not entirely perfect. She will have made mistakes that she regrets.” My mind fixed on one of my greatest regrets in life: the day I was obliged to say good-bye to Mr. Ashford. “Marianne asked for a second chance. Well then—I will fill this new character with longing and regret for a lover she was persuaded to refuse many years past, and I will give her a second chance to make things right.”

“A lovely idea. Who will this lover be? A clergyman or a landed gentleman?”

“Neither.” New ideas spilled into my brain with lightning speed. “In my dream, I saw a young officer in the Pump-room—a naval captain with sad eyes. Perhaps he was regretting his lost love. I will write about him, and thus honor Frank and Charles and all men of that worthy profession.”

“A naval captain! I approve of this notion.”

“I think I shall set the book primarily in Bath.”

“Bath? But Jane, you hate Bath.”

“That is precisely why it is the ideal location.” I sat up, hugging my pillow to my chest, my heart pounding with rising excitement. “My heroine will be obliged to quit her beloved home in the country and remove with her family to Bath—just as we did when papa retired—and she will despise it as much as I did. Think of the drama! Imagine all the intriguing circumstances which may ensue! And to make up for the odiousness of Bath, I will include a visit to a place I love—” (recalling the precise spot where I met Mr. Ashford) “Lyme, perhaps. Yes, Lyme.”

“I declare, Jane, this must be the book you are supposed to write next. I have not seen you this impassioned about any thing in months.”

“Speaking of passion,” said I with enthusiasm, “do you recall how Marianne accused me of giving passionate feelings a bad name? This time, I will allow my characters to better express their emotions. And something else occurs to me. In my dream, all my female heroines seemed so incredibly young. I would prefer to write about someone a bit closer to my own age and experience now.”

“What age do you have in mind?”

“I don’t know, seven-and-twenty perhaps.”

“A heroine of seven-and-twenty is very old indeed,” returned Cassandra dubiously. “Has such a thing ever been attempted before?”

“Not to my knowledge, but I could be the first to do it. And what would you think if I named her after our dear friend Anne Sharpe?”

“I should think Anne would be flattered.”

“Then it is done! Anne she shall be.” I leapt from the bed and threw on my shawl, ignoring the brief, painful twinge in my back which I had been experiencing infrequently of late, clearly a sign of my advancing age.

“Jane, what are you doing?”

“I am getting up.”

“It is the middle of the night.”

“Do you imagine that I could sleep, with all these ideas spinning in my head?” I lit a candle and strode to the door. “No, I must go downstairs at once, write out the dream I had, and then jot down my plans for this novel, before all these thoughts scatter to the wind.”

“Of course you must,” said Cassandra with a smile as she lay back upon her pillow. “Do not stay up too long, dearest.”

“I will not,” replied I, although we both knew very well that I would be up until my fingers were stained black with ink and the first light of dawn was creeping in beneath the shutters.
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