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    Balancing fervent desire against the cold demands of reason, Memoirs of Emma Courtney stages the struggle of a woman who dares to think and feel publicly in a society that polices both, charting the perilous crossing between private passion and public principle, the wish for intellectual self-determination and the constraints of reputation, property, and convention, so that every confession also becomes an argument, every argument a plea for autonomy, and every plea a reckoning with the risks of candor, as the narrator tests how far rational inquiry can legitimize feeling without surrendering to the silence expected of her sex.

Mary Hays’s Memoirs of Emma Courtney, first published in 1796, is an epistolary and confessional novel set in late eighteenth-century England. Emerging from the political and philosophical ferment of the 1790s, it blends the novel of ideas with the culture of sensibility, inviting readers to weigh principles alongside feeling. The correspondence form yields a narrative that is intimate yet argumentative, attentive to the ethics of writing as well as to the consequences of being read. The book belongs to the era’s experiments with first-person self-scrutiny, while also exposing the legal and social frameworks that circumscribed women’s choices and reputations.

At the novel’s outset, an intelligent, financially vulnerable young woman takes the unusual step of addressing letters directly to the man whose mind and character have captivated her, and to a senior adviser whose philosophical counsel she seeks. Through these exchanges she narrates her formation, the pressures of family expectation, and the practical limits placed on women’s independence. The voice is urgent, analytical, and self-questioning, moving from heightened feeling to cool argument without abandoning either. Readers encounter digressions on duty and happiness, reflections on education, and acute observations of social rituals, all delivered with the immediacy of a confession composed in real time.

Central to the book is the contested boundary between reason and sensibility: the narrator refuses to treat feeling as mere weakness, instead testing it against argument and experience. Letter-writing becomes a tactic of agency, a way to claim intellectual equality and to make choices legible in a culture that often renders women’s motives invisible. Hays exposes how property, guardianship, and reputation shape what love can mean, and how candor itself can be read as transgression. The result is not a tidy doctrine but a dramatic inquiry into responsibility, desire, and the moral costs of speaking plainly under unequal conditions.

Memoirs of Emma Courtney matters now because it refuses the false choice between autonomy and attachment, insisting on the ethical labor required to hold both. Its analysis of economic precarity, social surveillance, and the marriage market illuminates structures that still shape intimate life, while its insistence on articulating desire in rational terms challenges stereotypes about emotion and thought. Readers will find not only narrative suspense but also a sustained conversation with the moral philosophy of its age, presented through a distinctive female voice. The novel invites us to consider how freedom is negotiated within relationships and how speech can both protect and endanger.

Hays crafts a hybrid that reads at once as confession, correspondence, and philosophical case study. Scenes arrive filtered through memory and through letters composed under pressure, which produces a texture of candor and misprision that the reader must navigate. The pacing moves between event and analysis, and the rhetoric is studded with questions that double as challenges to prevailing norms. Published at the close of the eighteenth century, the novel participates in a broader reassessment of education, duty, and rights, yet it grounds those abstractions in domestic circumstances, ensuring that the stakes of debate are felt in everyday decisions and constraints.

Approached today, Memoirs of Emma Courtney rewards patient, reflective reading, attentive to how a self is pieced together from letters, recollection, and argument. Without foreclosing its outcomes, the opening situation establishes a conflict that intensifies as competing obligations pull the narrator between prudence and frankness. The novel’s questions—what counts as rational love, how much truth a reputation can bear, what independence costs—remain pressing. Hays offers neither easy condemnation nor simple vindication; instead she compels us to inhabit difficulty. In doing so, her work links a specific historical moment to enduring dilemmas about choice, care, and the audacity of speaking for oneself.
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    First published in 1796, Mary Hays’s Memoirs of Emma Courtney is an epistolary novel that blends intimate confession with philosophical inquiry. Written as a sequence of reflective letters, the narrative traces a young woman’s effort to account for her choices, defend her feelings, and interrogate the rules that govern female conduct. Set in late eighteenth‑century England, the work moves between personal history and social critique, using Emma’s voice to question how reason, sensibility, and reputation shape a woman’s fate. The form allows Hays to stage arguments within lived experience, keeping the focus on moral hesitation, intellectual ambition, and the pressures of propriety.

Emma recounts a childhood marked by loss and dependency, followed by a piecemeal education through reading, conversation, and observation. Her aspirations outstrip the narrow expectations assigned to her, and she seeks mentors as well as texts to guide her toward independence. Early reversals expose her to the fragility of fortune and the vigilance of social surveillance. The memoirs chart how limited options—economic, legal, and familial—shape her earliest decisions. Hays uses these beginnings to establish Emma’s principles: a commitment to sincerity, a belief in rational self‑examination, and a longing for reciprocity that conflicts with the era’s hierarchies of class and gender.

A pivotal turn arrives when Emma encounters a reserved young man whose character and intellect ignite her admiration. Refusing the passivity expected of women, she pursues him directly, turning to letters to make a reasoned case for mutual attachment. The correspondence exposes both her candor and the social risks of female initiative. His reticence, distance, and changing circumstances sustain uncertainty, drawing out themes of miscommunication and restraint. Hays frames the episode as a test of sincerity and justice: should truth obligate openness, or should prudence govern desire? The courtship’s halting progress keeps the narrative poised between hope and the possibility of irreversible compromise.

Seeking guidance, Emma enters a sustained exchange with an older philosopher whose rationalism offers a counterweight to her susceptibility to feeling. Their dialogue probes duty, autonomy, marriage, property, and the moral authority of experience. He urges caution and self‑command; she challenges counsel that discounts the claims of passion and reciprocity. This intellectual plot runs in parallel with the love story, each illuminating the other. Hays uses the letters to dramatize contested Enlightenment ideals—how far reason can regulate emotion, and what justice demands of intimate relations—while showing how abstract principles alter when confronted by dependency, illness, and the stigma attached to female desire.

External pressures intensify: precarious finances, inherited obligations, and reputational peril circumscribe Emma’s choices. Practical necessities force her to weigh strategic alliances against fidelity to her ideals. The narrative treats economic vulnerability not as melodrama but as structural constraint, revealing how property, guardianship, and law mediate virtue and choice. Hays is careful to trace the moral costs of expediency without reducing her heroine to either victim or rebel. Emma’s efforts to preserve integrity under scrutiny—balancing candor with self‑protection—compose the central conflict, while the fate of her attachment remains unsettled, clouded by absence, rumor, and the unpredictable consequences of frankness.

In later letters, Emma reassesses earlier judgments, acknowledging errors of inference and the limits of reason when confronted by opacity in others. Acts of care—toward family connections and vulnerable dependents—reframe her ambitions, while fatigue, illness, and disappointment sharpen questions about moral responsibility. The philosopher’s maxims are measured against lived grief; the promise of perfectibility meets the contingencies of time and character. Hays sustains tension by intimating outcomes without final disclosure, allowing the reader to register both the durability of Emma’s commitments and the compromises carved out by necessity, restraint, and the lingering force of social suspicion.

Memoirs of Emma Courtney endures for its pioneering articulation of female subjectivity and its bold negotiation between sensibility and radical critique. Without relying on sensational revelation, Hays tests the reach of Enlightenment ethics within domestic life and exposes the gendered terms on which reason is granted authority. The novel’s epistolary candor helped shape debates on autonomy, consent, and the moral claims of desire, engaging contemporaries who were rethinking law, marriage, and education. Its resonance lies in the unresolved questions it leaves open: how to speak truth under constraint, how to love without surrendering self‑command, and how to live justly in an unjust order.
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    Mary Hays’s Memoirs of Emma Courtney appeared in London in 1796, amid the social and political ferment of late Georgian Britain. Set largely within the genteel milieu of English households, provincial towns, and the capital’s intellectual circles, the work uses the epistolary form to dramatize conflicts shaped by marriage law, property, and family authority. Institutions structuring its world include the established Church of England, the common-law courts, and patriarchal households governed by guardianship and coverture. Universities at Oxford and Cambridge remained closed to religious Dissenters, who organized their own academies and salons. This institutional landscape frames the heroine’s education, aspirations, and dependence on patronage.

The novel emerged during the Revolution Controversy, sparked by Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790) and answered by writers such as Mary Wollstonecraft and Thomas Paine. Debates over rights, representation, and reform animated metropolitan salons and periodicals. Hays moved in the radical, Dissenting circle around the publisher Joseph Johnson, contributing reviews and essays to the Analytical Review in the early 1790s. The Birmingham riots of 1791, targeting Joseph Priestley and other Dissenters, and continuing attacks on reformers underscored the risks borne by her associates. These disputes shaped the novel’s attention to conscience, civil liberty, and the moral claims of private judgment.

William Godwin’s Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793) supplied a vocabulary of reason, perfectibility, and opposition to coercive institutions, including marriage understood as a property contract. Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) demanded rigorous female education and condemned the sentimental training of obedience promoted by conduct books such as James Fordyce’s Sermons to Young Women. Hays absorbed these arguments while retaining the expressive resources of the earlier sensibility tradition. The epistolary novel, associated with Samuel Richardson, offered a form for testing principles in intimate, moral crisis. Emma’s letters wrestle with the friction between rational self-direction and social expectations.

Eighteenth-century English law circumscribed women’s autonomy. Under coverture, a married woman’s legal identity and property were absorbed into her husband’s. Lord Hardwicke’s Marriage Act (1753) enforced formalities that reinforced family control over matches and fortunes. Primogeniture and settlement practices concentrated estates in male lines, while genteel women without dowries or inheritances faced restricted employment options and precarious dependence on relatives or patrons. Guardianship arrangements, annuities, and trust law governed many lives portrayed in contemporary fiction. Such structures inform the novel’s preoccupation with prudence, secrecy, and negotiation, as characters attempt to reconcile affection, reputation, and subsistence within a legal order that privileges patriarchal authority.

The thriving late-eighteenth-century print marketplace—circulating libraries, subscription publishing, and monthly reviews—expanded a predominantly female readership for novels while provoking moral scrutiny. Hays participated as a critic for the Analytical Review and as a novelist attentive to how print could authenticate private experience. Memoirs of Emma Courtney was widely read as confessional and topical. Scholars have shown that several letters assigned to the novel’s philosopher figure incorporate, with minimal alteration, passages from William Godwin’s 1794–95 correspondence with Hays. The resulting blend of personal document and fiction provoked debate about propriety and authorship, even as it sharpened the book’s argument about sincerity and truth-telling.

Political repression intensified while Hays wrote. In 1794 the government suspended habeas corpus and tried leading reformers for high treason; acquittals were followed by continued surveillance. The Seditious Meetings and Treasonable Practices Acts of 1795 tightened controls on assembly and radical speech. Publishers and dissenting intellectuals calculated risks in an atmosphere of informers and prosecutions. Fiction offered a pliant vehicle for ethical and political reflection under pressure. Memoirs of Emma Courtney displaces programmatic debate into intimate dilemmas about choice, duty, and candour, allowing critiques of hierarchy and compulsion to register through domestic and psychological conflict rather than overt polemic.

Hays’s formation within English Dissent nurtured a commitment to rational religion and self-education. Excluded by the Test and Corporation Acts from civic office and the universities, Dissenters established academies and fostered scientific inquiry, Bible criticism, and debate. In London Hays joined a network that included Wollstonecraft, Godwin, and other reformers, meeting in salons and lecture rooms where women could argue as well as listen. The novel’s heroine studies philosophy, reads widely, and engages male interlocutors on equal intellectual terms. That emphasis reflects a dissenting valuation of private judgment and disciplined inquiry, while exposing how custom, clerical authority, and family strategy constrained such ideals.

Memoirs of Emma Courtney thus crystallizes the 1790s contest over feeling and reason, custom and reform. Its letters interrogate the economic calculus behind matrimony, the inequities of inheritance, and the reputational penalties attached to female frankness. Drawing on contemporary philosophy and dissenting sociability, Hays presents a woman insisting on rational choice and accountability in love and livelihood. The book mirrors the promises and perils of its moment—expanded print culture, radical argument, and tightening repression—while criticizing the legal and domestic structures that made women’s virtue a currency in male transactions. Without resolving public controversies, it presses for intellectual candour and equitable relations.
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The most interesting, and the most useful, fictions, are, perhaps, such, as delineating the progress, and tracing the consequences, of one strong, indulged, passion, or prejudice, afford materials, by which the philosopher may calculate the powers of the human mind, and learn the springs which set it in motion—'Understanding, and talents,' says Helvetius[1], 'being nothing more, in men, than the produce of their desires, and particular situations.' Of the passion of terror Mrs Radcliffe[2] has made admirable use in her ingenious romances.—In the novel of Caleb Williams[3], curiosity in the hero, and the love of reputation in the soul-moving character of Falkland, fostered into ruling passions, are drawn with a masterly hand.

For the subject of these Memoirs, a more universal sentiment is chosen—a sentiment hackneyed in this species of composition, consequently more difficult to treat with any degree of originality;—yet, to accomplish this, has been the aim of the author; with what success, the public will, probably, determine.

Every writer who advances principles, whether true or false, that have a tendency to set the mind in motion, does good. Innumerable mistakes have been made, both moral and philosophical:—while covered with a sacred and mysterious veil, how are they to be detected? From various combinations and multiplied experiments, truth, only, can result. Free thinking, and free speaking, are the virtue and the characteristics of a rational being:—there can be no argument which mitigates against them in one instance, but what equally mitigates against them in all; every principle must be doubted, before it will be examined and proved.

It has commonly been the business of fiction to pourtray characters, not as they really exist, but, as, we are told, they ought to be—a sort of ideal perfection, in which nature and passion are melted away, and jarring attributes wonderfully combined.

In delineating the character of Emma Courtney, I had not in view these fantastic models: I meant to represent her, as a human being, loving virtue while enslaved by passion, liable to the mistakes and weaknesses of our fragile nature.—Let those readers, who feel inclined to judge with severity the extravagance and eccentricity of her conduct, look into their own hearts; and should they there find no record, traced by an accusing spirit, to soften the asperity of their censures—yet, let them bear in mind, that the errors of my heroine were the offspring of sensibility; and that the result of her hazardous experiment is calculated to operate as a warning, rather than as an example.—The philosopher—who is not ignorant, that light and shade are more powerfully contrasted in minds rising above the common level; that, as rank weeks take strong root in a fertile soil, vigorous powers not unfrequently produce fatal mistakes and pernicious exertions; that character is the produce of a lively and constant affection—may, possibly, discover in these Memoirs traces of reflection, and of some attention to the phænomena of the human mind.

Whether the incidents, or the characters, are copied from life, is of little importance—The only question is, if the circumstances, and situations, are altogether improbable? If not—whether the consequences might not have followed from the circumstances?—This is a grand question, applicable to all the purposes of education, morals, and legislation—and on this I rest my moral—'Do men gather figs of thorns, or grapes of thistles?' asked a moralist and a reformer[1q].

Every possible incident, in works of this nature, might, perhaps, be rendered probable, were a sufficient regard paid to the more minute, delicate, and connecting links of the chain. Under this impression, I chose, as the least arduous, a simple story—and, even in that, the fear of repetition, of prolixity, added, it may be, to a portion of indolence, made me, in some parts, neglectful of this rule:—yet, in tracing the character of my heroine from her birth, I had it in view. For the conduct of my hero, I consider myself less responsible—it was not his memoirs that I professed to write.

I am not sanguine respecting the success of this little publication. It is truly observed, by the writer of a late popular novel1—'That an author, whether good or bad, or between both, is an animal whom every body is privileged to attack; for, though all are not able to write books, all conceive themselves able to judge them. A bad composition carries with it its own punishment—contempt and ridicule:—a good one excites envy, and (frequently) entails upon its author a thousand mortifications.'

To the feeling and the thinking few, this production of an active mind, in a season of impression, rather than of leisure, is presented.

1: The Monk.
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Rash young man!—why do you tear from my heart the affecting narrative, which I had hoped no cruel necessity would ever have forced me to review?—Why do you oblige me to recall the bitterness of my past life, and to renew images, the remembrance of which, even at this distant period, harrows up my soul with inconceivable misery?—But your happiness is at stake, and every selfish consideration vanishes.—Dear and sacred deposit of an adored and lost friend!—for whose sake I have consented to hold down, with struggling, suffocating reluctance, the loathed and bitter portion of existence;—shall I expose your ardent mind to the incessant conflict between truth and error—shall I practise the disingenuousness, by which my peace has been blasted—shall I suffer you to run the wild career of passion—shall I keep back the recital, written upon my own mind in characters of blood, which may preserve the child of my affections from destruction?

Ah! why have you deceived me?—Has a six months' absence obliterated from your remembrance the precept I so earnestly and incessantly laboured to inculcate—the value and importance of unequivocal sincerity? A precept, which I now take shame to myself for not having more implicitly observed! Had I supposed your affection for Joanna more than a boyish partiality; had I not believed that a few months' absence would entirely erase it from your remembrance; had I not been assured that her heart was devoted to another object, a circumstance of which she had herself frankly informed you; I should not now have distrusted your fortitude, when obliged to wound your feelings with the intelligence—that the woman, whom you have so wildly persecuted, was, yesterday, united to another.
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I resume my pen. Your letter, which Joanna a few days since put into my hands, has cost me—Ah! my Augustus, my friend, my son—what has it not cost me, and what impressions has it not renewed? I perceive the vigour of your mind with terror and exultation. But you are mistaken! Were it not for the insuperable barrier that separates you, for ever, from your hopes, perseverance itself, however active, however incessant, may fail in attaining its object. Your ardent reasoning, my interesting and philosophic young friend, though not unconsequential, is a finely proportioned structure, resting on an airy foundation. The science of morals is not incapable of demonstration, but we want a more extensive knowledge of particular facts, on which, in any given circumstance, firmly to establish our data.—Yet, be not discouraged; exercise your understanding, think freely, investigate every opinion, disdain the rust of antiquity, raise systems, invent hypotheses, and, by the absurdities they involve, seize on the clue of truth. Rouse the nobler energies of your mind; be not the slave of your passions, neither dream of eradicating them. Sensation generates interest, interest passion, passion forces attention, attention supplies the powers, and affords the means of attaining its end: in proportion to the degree of interest, will be that of attention and power. Thus are talents produced. Every man is born with sensation, with the aptitude of receiving impressions; the force of those impressions depends on a thousand circumstances, over which he has little power; these circumstances form the mind, and determine the future character. We are all the creatures of education; but in that education, what we call chance, or accident, has so great a share, that the wisest preceptor, after all his cares, has reason to tremble: one strong affection, one ardent incitement, will turn, in an instant, the whole current of our thoughts, and introduce a new train of ideas and associations.

You may perceive that I admit the general truths of your reasoning; but I would warn you to be careful in their particular application; a long train of patient and laborious experiments must precede our deductions and conclusions. The science of mind is not less demonstrative, and far more important, than the science of Newton; but we must proceed on similar principles. The term metaphysics has been, perhaps, justly defined—the first principles of arts and sciences.2 Every discovery of genius, resulting from a fortunate combination of circumstances, may be resolved into simple facts; but in this investigation we must be patient, attentive, indefatigable; we must be content to arrive at truth through many painful mistakes and consequent sufferings.—Such appears to be the constitution of man!

To shorten and meliorate your way, I have determined to sacrifice every inferior consideration. I have studied your character: I perceive, with joy, that its errors are the ardent excesses of a generous mind. I loved your father with a fatal and unutterable tenderness: time has softened the remembrance of his faults.—Our noblest qualities, without incessant watchfulness, are liable insensibly to shade into vices—but his virtues and misfortunes, in which my own were so intimately blended, are indelibly engraven on my heart.

A mystery has hitherto hung over your birth. The victim of my own ardent passions, and the errors of one whose memory will ever be dear to me, I prepare to withdraw the veil—a veil, spread by an importunate, but, I fear, a mistaken tenderness. Learn, then, from the incidents of my life, entangled with those of his to whom you owe your existence, a more striking and affecting lesson than abstract philosophy can ever afford.

2: Helvetius.
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The events of my life have been few, and have in them nothing very uncommon, but the effects which they have produced on my mind; yet, that mind they have helped to form, and this in the eye of philosophy, or affection, may render them not wholly uninteresting. While I trace them, they convince me of the irresistible power of circumstances, modifying and controuling our characters, and introducing, mechanically, those associations and habits which make us what we are; for without outward impressions we should be nothing.

I know not how far to go back, nor where to begin; for in many cases, it may be in all, a foundation is laid for the operations of our minds, years—nay, ages—previous to our birth. I wish to be brief, yet to omit no one connecting link in the chain of causes, however minute, that I conceive had any important consequences in the formation of my mind, or that may, probably, be useful to your's.

My father was a man of some talents, and of a superior rank in life, but dissipated, extravagant, and profligate. My mother, the daughter of a rich trader, and the sole heiress of his fortunes, allured by the specious address and fashionable manners of my father, sacrificed to empty shew the prospect of rational and dignified happiness. My father courted her hand to make himself master of her ample possessions: dazzled by vanity, and misled by self-love, she married him;—found, when too late, her error; bitterly repented, and died in child bed the twelfth month of her marriage, after having given birth to a daughter, and commended it, with her dying breath, to the care of a sister (the daughter of her mother by a former marriage), an amiable, sensible, and worthy woman, who had, a few days before, lost a lovely and promising infant at the breast, and received the little Emma as a gift from heaven, to supply its place.

My father, plunged in expence and debauchery, was little moved by these domestic distresses. He held the infant a moment in his arms, kissed it, and willingly consigned it to the guardianship of its maternal aunt.

It will here be necessary to give a sketch of the character, situation, and family, of this excellent woman; each of which had an important share in forming the mind of her charge to those dispositions, and feelings, which irresistibly led to the subsequent events.



CHAPTER II


Table of Contents



Mr and Mrs Melmoth, my uncle and aunt, married young, purely from motives of affection. Mr Melmoth had an active, ardent mind, great benevolence of heart, a sweet and chearful temper, and a liberal manner of thinking, though with few advantages of education: he possessed, also, a sanguine disposition, a warm heart, a generous spirit, and an integrity which was never called in question. Mrs Melmoth's frame was delicate and fragile; she had great sensibility, quickness of perception, some anxiety of temper, and a refined and romantic manner of thinking, acquired from the perusal of the old romances, a large quantity of which, belonging to a relation, had, in the early periods of her youth, been accidentally deposited in a spare room in her father's house. These qualities were mingled with a devotional spirit, a little bordering on fanatacism. My uncle did not exactly resemble an Orlando, or an Oroondates, but he was fond of reading; and having the command of a ship in the West India trade, had, during his voyages in fine weather, time to indulge in this propensity; by which means he was a tolerable proficient in the belles lettres, and could, on occasion, quote Shakespeare, scribble poetry, and even philosophize with Pope and Bolingbroke.

Mr Melmoth was one-and-twenty, his bride nineteen, when they were united. They possessed little property; but the one was enterprizing and industrious, the other careful and œconomical; and both, with hearts glowing with affection for each other, saw cheering hope and fairy prospects dancing before their eyes. Every thing succeeded beyond their most sanguine expectations. My uncle's cheerful and social temper, with the fairness and liberality of his dealings, conciliated the favour of the merchants. His understanding was superior, and his manners more courteous, than the generality of persons in his line of life: his company was eagerly courted, and no vessel stood a chance of being freighted till his had its full cargo.

His voyages were not long, and frequent absences and meetings kept alive between him and my aunt, the hopes, the fears, the anxieties, and the transports of love. Their family soon increased, but this was a new source of joy to Mr Melmoth's affectionate heart. A walk or a ride in the country, with his wife and little ones, he accounted his highest relaxation:—on these occasions he gave himself up to a sweet and lively pleasure; would clasp them alternately to his breast, and with eyes overflowing with tears of delight, repeat Thomson's charming description of the joys of virtuous love—




	'Where nothing strikes the eye but sights of bliss,



	All various nature pressing on the heart!'






This was the first picture that struck my young imagination, for I was, in all respects, considered as the adopted child of the family.

This prosperity received little other interruption than from my uncle's frequent absences, and the pains and cares of my aunt in bringing into the world, and nursing, a family of children. Mr Melmoth's successful voyages, at rather earlier than forty years of age, enabled him to leave the sea, and to carry on an extensive mercantile employment in the metropolis.—At this period his health began to be injured by the progress of a threatening internal disorder; but it had little effect either on his spirits or activity. His business every day became wider, and his attention to it was unremitted, methodical, and indefatigable. His hours of relaxation were devoted to his family and social enjoyment; at these times he never suffered the cares of the counting-house to intrude;—he was the life of every company, and the soul of every pleasure.

He at length assumed a more expensive style of living; took a house in the country (for the charms of which he had ever a peculiar taste) as a summer residence; set up an equipage, increased the number of his servants, and kept an open and hospitable, though not a luxurious, table.

The hours fled on downy pinions; his wife rested on him, his children caught sunshine from his smiles; his domestics adored him, and his acquaintance vied with each other in paying him respect. His life, he frequently repeated, had been a series of unbroken success. His religion, for he laid no stress on forms, was a sentiment of grateful and fervent love.—'God is love,' he would say, 'and the affectionate, benevolent heart is his temple[2q].'
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It will now be necessary, for the development of my own particular character, again to revert to earlier periods.—A few days before my birth, my aunt had lost (as already related) a lovely female infant, about four months old, and she received me, from the hands of my dying mother, as a substitute.—From these tender and affecting circumstances I was nursed and attended with peculiar care. My uncle's ship (it being war time) was then waiting for a convoy at Portsmouth, where he was joined by his wife: she carried me with her, and, tenderly watchful over my safety, took me on all their little excursions, whether by sea or land: I hung at her breast, or rested in her arms, and her husband, or attendant, alternately relieved her.—Plump, smiling, placid, happy, I never disturbed her rest, and the little Emma was the darling of her kind guardians, and the plaything of the company.

At the age at which it was thought necessary to wean me, I was sent from my tender nurse for that purpose, and consigned to the care of a stranger, with whom I quickly pined myself into a jaundice and bilious fever. My aunt dare not visit me during this short separation, she was unable to bear my piercing cries of anguish at her departure. If a momentary sensation, at that infantine period, deserve the appellation, I might call this my first affectionate sorrow. I have frequently thought that the tenderness of this worthy woman generated in my infant disposition that susceptibility, that lively propensity to attachment, to which I have through life been a martyr. On my return to my friends, I quickly regained my health and spirits; was active, blythsome, ran, bounded, sported, romped; always light, gay, alert, and full of glee. At church, (whither on Sunday I was accustomed to accompany the family) I offended all the pious ladies in our vicinity by my gamesome tricks, and avoided the reprimands of my indulgent guardians by the drollery and good humour which accompanied them.

When myself and my little cousins had wearied ourselves with play, their mother, to keep us quiet in an evening, while her husband wrote letters in an adjoining apartment, was accustomed to relate (for our entertainment) stories from the Arabian Nights, Turkish Tales, and other works of like marvellous import. She recited them circumstantially, and these I listened to with ever new delight: the more they excited vivid emotions, the more wonderful they were, the greater was my transport: they became my favourite amusement, and produced, in my young mind, a strong desire of learning to read the books which contained such enchanting stores of entertainment.

Thus stimulated, I learned to read quickly, and with facility. My uncle took pleasure in assisting me; and, with parental partiality, thought he discovered, in the ardour and promptitude with which I received his instructions, the dawn of future talents. At six years old I read aloud before company, with great applause, my uncle's favourite authors, Pope's Homer, and Thomson's Seasons, little comprehending either. Emulation was roused, and vanity fostered: I learned to recite verses, to modulate my tones of voice, and began to think myself a wonderful scholar.

Thus, in peace and gaiety, glided the days of my childhood. Caressed by my aunt, flattered by her husband, I grew vain and self-willed; my desires were impetuous, and brooked no delay; my affections were warm, and my temper irascible; but it was the glow of a moment, instantly subsiding on conviction, and when conscious of having committed injustice, I was ever eager to repair it, by a profusion of caresses and acknowledgements. Opposition would always make me vehement, and coercion irritated me to violence; but a kind look, a gentle word, a cool expostulation—softened, melted, arrested, me, in the full career of passion. Never, but once, do I recollect having received a blow; but the boiling rage, the cruel tempest, the deadly vengeance it excited, in my mind, I now remember with shuddering.

Every day I became more attached to my books; yet, not less fond of active play; stories were still my passion, and I sighed for a romance that would never end. In my sports with my companions, I acted over what I had read: I was alternately the valiant knight—the gentle damsel—the adventurous mariner—the daring robber—the courteous lover—and the airy coquet. Ever inventive, my young friends took their tone from me. I hated the needle:—my aunt was indulgent, and not an hour passed unamused:—my resources were various, fantastic, and endless. Thus, for the first twelve years of my life, fleeted my days in joy and innocence. I ran like the hind, frisked like the kid, sang like the lark, was full of vivacity, health, and animation; and, excepting some momentary bursts of passion and impatience, awoke every day to new enjoyment, and retired to rest fatigued with pleasure.



CHAPTER IV


Table of Contents



At this period, by the command of my father, I was sent to boarding school.—Ah! never shall I forget the contrast I experienced. I was an alien and a stranger;—no one loved, caressed, nor cared for me;—my actions were all constrained;—I was obliged to sit poring over needle work, and forbidden to prate;—my body was tortured into forms, my mind coerced, and talks imposed upon me, grammar and French, mere words, that conveyed to me no ideas. I loved my guardians with passion—my tastes were all passions—they tore themselves from my embraces with difficulty. I sat down, after their departure, and wept—bitter tears—sobbed convulsively—my griefs were unheeded, and my sensibility ridiculed—I neither gave nor received pleasure. After the rude stare of curiosity, ever wounding to my feelings, was gratified, I was left to sob alone.

At length, one young lady, with a fair face and a gentle demeanour, came and seated herself beside me. She spoke, in a soft voice, words of sympathy—my desolate heart fluttered at the sound. I looked at her—her features were mild and sweet; I dried my tears, and determined that she should be my friend.—My spirits became calmer, and for a short time I indulged in this relief; but, on enquiry, I found my fair companion had already a selected favourite, and that their amity was the admiration of the school.—Proud, jealous, romantic—I could not submit to be the second in her esteem—I shunned her, and returned her caresses with coldness.

The only mitigation I now felt to the anguish that had seized my spirits, was in the hours of business. I was soon distinguished for attention and capacity; but my governness being with-held, by an infirm constitution, from the duties of her office, I was consigned, with my companions, to ignorant, splenetic, teachers, who encouraged not my emulation, and who sported with the acuteness of my sensations. In the intervals from school hours I fought and procured books.—These were often wantonly taken from me, as a punishment for the most trivial offence; and, when my indignant spirit broke out into murmurs and remonstrance, I was constrained to learn, by way of penance, chapters in the Proverbs of Solomon, or verses from the French testament. To revenge myself, I satirized my tyrants in doggrel rhymes: my writing master also came in for a share of this little malice; and my productions, wretched enough, were handed round the school with infinite applause. Sunk in sullen melancholy, in the hours of play I crept into corners, and disdained to be amused;—home appeared to me to be the Eden from which I was driven, and there my heart and thoughts incessantly recurred.

My uncle from time to time addressed to me—with little presents—kind, pleasant, affectionate notes—and these I treasured up as sacred relics. A visit of my guardians was a yet more tumultuous pleasure; but it always left me in increased anguish. Some robberies had been committed on the road to town.—After parting with my friends, I have laid awake the whole night, conjuring up in my imagination all the tragic accidents I had ever heard or read of, and persuading myself some of them must have happened to these darling objects of my affection.

Thus passed the first twelvemonth of my exile from all I loved; during which time it was reported, by my school-fellows, that I had never been seen to smile. After the vacations, I was carried back to my prison with agonizing reluctance, to which in the second year I became, however, from habit, better reconciled. I learned music, was praised and encouraged by my master, and grew fond of it; I contracted friendships, and regained my vivacity; from a forlorn, unsocial, being, I became, once more, lively, active, enterprising,—the soul of all amusement, and the leader of every innocently mischievous frolic. At the close of another year I left school. I kept up a correspondence for some time with a few of my young friends, and my effusions were improved and polished by my paternal uncle.
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This period, which I had anticipated with rapture, was soon clouded by the gradual decay, and premature death, of my revered and excellent guardian. He sustained a painful and tedious sickness with unshaken fortitude;—with more, with chearfulness. I knelt by his bedside on the day of his decease; and, while I bathed his hand with my tears, caught hope from the sweet, the placid, serenity of his countenance, and could not believe the terrors of dissolution near.

'The last sentiment of my heart,' said he, 'is gratitude to the Being who has given me so large a portion of good; and I resign my family into his hands with confidence.'

He awoke from a short slumber, a few minutes before his death.—'Emma,' said he, in a faint voice, (as I grasped his cold hand between both mine) turning upon me a mild, yet dying, eye, 'I have had a pleasant sleep—Be a good girl, and comfort your aunt!'—

He expired without a groan, or a struggle—'His death was the serene evening of a beautiful day!' I gazed on his lifeless remains, the day before their interment, and the features still wore the same placid, smiling benignity. I was then about fourteen years of age,—this first emotion of real sorrow rent my heart asunder!

The sensations of Mrs Melmoth were those of agonizing, suffocating anguish:—the fair prospect of domestic felicity was veiled for ever! This was the second strong impression which struck my opening mind. Many losses occurred, in consequence of foreign connections, in the settlement of Mr Melmoth's affairs.—The family found their fortunes scanty, and their expectations limited:—their numerous fair-professing acquaintance gradually deserted them, and they sunk into œconomical retirement; but they continued to be respectable, because they knew how to contract their wants, and to preserve their independence.

My aunt, oppressed with sorrow, could be roused only by settling the necessary plans for the future provision of her family. Occupied with these concerns, or absorbed in grief, we were left for some time to run wild. Months revolved ere the tender sorrows of Mrs Melmoth admitted of any mitigation: they at length yielded only to tender melancholy. My wonted amusements were no more; a deep gloom was spread over our once cheerful residence; my avidity for books daily increased; I subscribed to
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