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​​Chapter 1 The Arrival

[image: ]


The entrance and establishment of Susan Price into Mansfield Park could not have contrasted more greatly from her sister Fanny’s eight years earlier. Notwithstanding the blows to the respectability of their Bertram kin, Susan’s arrival was full of advantage.

Whereas Fanny had been sent afraid and underdeveloped at age ten, unaware that she would become the permanent ward of Sir Thomas and Lady Bertram, Susan would arrive on deliberate invitation a bold, well-grown girl on the brink of fifteen who was not unacquainted with thoroughly defending herself from all manner of petty accusation and inebriated assault.

What might have proceeded felicitously, however, commenced forlornly. Throughout Susan’s childhood, Mansfield Park and Fanny had been the subjects of letters, mysterious and romantic as a novel. William’s visits animated the descriptions of Fanny’s grace and the elegance of the home and spaciousness of the park, but with Fanny’s pending arrival in Portsmouth, those subjects had fully quickened, and not so happily as Susan would have wished.

To dream of her sister in elevated circumstances, to imagine her surroundings, had been sources of satisfaction and solace, at least in the moments when Tom and Charles were at school and Sam out of the house and chores completed that the slovenly Rebecca had left undone; but to be faced in reality with this estranged sister—well, the Price house no longer could be said to be Fanny’s home, the place was already cramped enough, and just to provide a place to lay her head in Susan’s closet of a room meant the privileged Fanny would make for even further privation to Susan, if such were possible. Resentment built in her alongside excitement, an unpleasant alchemy that fouled her already tried temper.

It was compounded by the failure of her efforts to see to a proper welcome when Fanny did arrive with William. No sooner had Rebecca opened the door than Sam gushed the news of the need for William’s immediate removal. The Thrush had gone out of harbor to a berth at Spithead, ready for voyage. Seeing her opportunity to establish the upper hand on her own territory vanish in the degraded frenzy that ensued, Susan retreated down the hall and shielded herself behind a doorway curtain, whence she observed Fanny’s movement towards her. 

Fanny’s person was slight, with light eyes and hair, those distinct Price features; her garb was of better quality than any other Price was wont to wear, but not the mercery Susan supposed the Bertrams donned; and her voice was both soft and articulate, both out of place in the Price domicile. That Fanny was merely modest rather than fashionable, and found lacking in the comparisons Susan had made to the storied princess of her imagination, gave her courage to emerge from the flank.

When introduced, it was like meeting a stranger, and Susan almost dropped her knee, but why should she curtsey her sister? She felt the need, and want, of Sunday manners which her sister clearly possessed, despite having been thrown into abruptly trying circumstances at her very arrival; yet Fanny returned her greeting with warmth and kindness and a delicate embrace, and Susan immediately felt her own spirit affected.

With the jolting journey followed hard by unwelcome news, Fanny’s pacific demeanor was the more suppressed, and Susan found her easy to please, grateful and gracious in all. Coupled with Fanny’s reserve, Susan would not know for some time how irreparably damaged Fanny’s entire view of home was from that very moment of arrival.

A white flag in the usual fracas of the Price home, Fanny need not have been feared an unwelcome guest in the room they would share, where Susan had placed a pallet next to her cot. Susan took the pallet. Fanny protested, protest Susan had not expected. Though hardly without resentment, it also was not merely fear of reprisal that caused Susan to prevail upon Fanny to take the cot. For a fleeting moment she considered that this might be the sole opportunity to show her sister that the home of her birth beheld some hospitality in the form of her own person. Indeed, that is how it came to be remembered.

Fanny accomplished whatever little settling in could be done in the space. At the last, before blowing out the candle for the night, she brought out her book of prayer and said, “I’d hoped the family would have devotions.”

“Oh, no. Never.”

“Will it inconvenience you if I have my devotion now?” and she rushed on, apologetically, “I shall be glad to provide a candle for whatever time it takes. It has been my habit for some long time now, and I feel I must not alter from it, but I wish more to respect your need for sleep, in your own room.”

“No,” said Susan, “the light don’t matter to me.” Not if it was at Fanny’s cost, and Susan was flattered to receive such consideration. She would enjoy the art of a candle flickering on the walls while her sister read. “I don’t mind.” She turned and pulled up the covering, but Fanny said, “Shall I read aloud for both of us?”

Susan was apt to say no to that as well. Opposition rose in her. Excepting the lengthy walks on the ramparts that Sundays afforded, she had no care for religion. It was as constricting as a whalebone corset. Could true piety be said to exist in Portsmouth? Its reputation was far from that.

The calm creature called her sister sat looking at her, sorrowful yet attempting cheer, and waiting patiently for her consent.

“I suppose.”

Fanny looked down at the text, smiled a little, and ran her hand over the page as if it were a pet. She read a passage from Acts, and despite Susan’s inner opposition, the drama naturally interested her.

Fanny closed the book, bowed her head, and said, “Thank you, Lord, for the safe journey here. We pray for William and Sam’s journey ahead, and for your blessing on our family.”

Susan very nearly laughed at the close. Oh, but Fanny would learn for herself the limits of blessing. Devotion invariably spoiled everything, raising hope where it didn’t belong, and Susan had decidedly learned it was better not to raise any hope that could be disappointed.

She rued her consent the very next day, when Fanny prepared for morning devotion. So soon! They’d just had evening devotion, and Susan was eager to get out for the rare errand to the butcher, but once again, Fanny implored with kindness, “I should love to go with you—but only if you don’t mind my company.”

Susan truly was about to decline this time and put an immediate halt to the start of the routine about to entrap her when her mother’s habitual hollering after Rebecca, who could be heard pounding up the stairs, prompted her to stay in the room with Fanny. She was impatient for Fanny to get it over with, but the narrative, which portended a sea voyage, gripped her, and though she had to listen afterwards through another impossible supplication, at least Fanny was quick and plain about that part and pushed no further.

The sky was dreary and stench drifted in fits, but it was an improvement over the atmosphere of the house and small recompense for the loss Fanny felt in not riding her mare. Were it not for such intermittent need to run an errand no one else could be depended upon to handle correctly, Susan would have been deprived of her equally positive need for invigoration.

With Tom and Charles as their puerile chaperones, nowhere in Portsmouth could they be spared from unsolicited comments, to which Susan was ready with scowls, even retorts, but they heard nothing that was any less odious than came out of the mouth of Mr. Price, whose imprecations upon rising they had escaped. Though Fanny was disappointed to have lost William as her guide, Susan had as much to offer as he did in declaiming on the sights and sounds of land and sea. Traversing the streets changed by a decade, Fanny felt she had lost nothing in being away all that time. What was considered progress to some was to her merely more crowded.

With insistence that they would not be trouble, Susan thereafter seized sporadic opportunities for her and Fanny to trail in the wake of Mr. Price. Huddled under a single umbrella one day, they walked the High Street, and waiting while he jawed, they looked in the window of a shop wherein precious items beckoned. Besides the impossibility of Mr. Price agreeing on their entering, Susan’s appearance declared her unfit to enter, and Fanny gladly avoided the humiliation of appearing far below the lot of those who had the means to do so. In any event, after having gone out a few times, they had lost sight of being such a mixed pair and had no care for inaccessibility.

An older man holding the arm of a woman who was more gaudily than respectably attired stopped beside them, apparently deciding whether to go in. The woman looked the girls up and down, tossed her head, and tightened her grip on her companion.

Susan had glanced at them, but as soon as the woman began speaking in French, she turned to peer through the glass. She was startled when Fanny suddenly took her hand and spoke to her with great deliberateness. “Oui, cette table est très bien. Ne serait-il être parfait sous l'escalier?” 

Fanny looked demandingly at her with raised eyebrows, and she gave the only answer she knew: “Weee,” and the woman said “Oof!” and went with her companion into the shop.

It was as close to naughty adventure as Fanny dared, and both she and Susan skipped away in laughter, repeating, “Oof! Oof!”

But on top of amusement, Susan was astonished. “You speak French!”

“Only a little, and poorly at that, but I had to learn. My cousins—” and Fanny stopped abruptly at realizing she almost admitted that she had learned enough in order to avoid Maria and Julia’s open disrespect, and the consequent disparagement her ignorance might cost Lady Bertram.

Susan took no inference, only caring to know, “What did you say?” 

“I said that table is fine. Wouldn’t it be perfect under the staircase?”

It had been a simple phrase indeed, but Susan’s regard for Fanny rose instantly, as much for her knowledge as for her having made a bit of fun.

Unexpectedly, the effect of the seemingly weaker upon the obviously stronger was forged, and thus very soon Susan became eager to be useful, appear intelligent, and love and learn from her estranged sister. Their opposite temperaments had been born in untamed nature, but time and environment had matured Fanny’s melancholic temper into the patient calm which was her hallmark; and under that influence, with remarkable rapidity Susan’s choleric temper burned less hotly in the daily domestic battles she waged with her mother and the youngest, the spoiled Betsey. Her defenses had been breached. To be Fanny’s guide in practical matters for the household and in familiarity with the town gave Susan satisfaction in employing her energies usefully. Their mutual edification increased inversely to the number of times they had opportunity to test Mr. Price’s patience, Susan’s strides slowing when she pointed to features of interest, and stopping altogether when Fanny named the architectural details and origins of builders’ styles.

Afternoons always were spent in the oasis of Susan’s room, a confinement assuaged by Fanny’s subscription to the circulating library, treasure made possible by Sir Thomas. It softened how deeply she missed Mansfield Park, which she now recognized to be her true home. They began to delve into the subjects that Fanny loved and which she knew would form the best foundation to Susan’s untaught but quick and absorbent mind.

Susan’s intellect awoke and could not sleep again. The library was the window to a world wherein she was allowed, though she was awed upon entering. She pored over enormous books with color plates, gulping with undistinguishing taste designs upon potsherds, misty landscapes, and refined portraiture. Like a stagnant moat excavated into a watercourse, her energies began to flow. She soon saw what those with natural vigor are often reluctant to admit: how much does intellectual pursuit require effort!

On a day when cold and rainy conditions threatened to worsen Fanny’s weakening health, Fanny took entirely to the cot. Familial duty had never altered Susan’s avoidance of tending illness. Strong herself, illness disgusted her, and she feared it as well, observing many times that the care giver usually got whatever ailed the cared for. Compassion could not always be avoided, but she had managed to dodge several circumstances calling for it, which accounted for significant distance in the close house on those occasions and which festered afterward. Now, confined with Fanny in the room, she did not find affection sufficient to tolerate illness. It was surprising how resentment could return so quickly after experiencing her first genuine feeling for a relative. However, she reasoned, as bed rest was more precaution than prescription, she would stay. Oh, that all mean sacrifices were rewarded so well as was hers that day!

Fanny had received news of alarming nature from Lady Bertram and Edmund. Tom had lain ill and injured following a debauched fall, been deserted by his friends in Newmarket, and Edmund had brought him home. Fear for his lungs continued while he was in a fever. Moreover, Henry Crawford (yes, the very same who had come to Portsmouth and given Susan her first tantalizing taste of gentlemanly respect) was seen too often near the newly wed Maria, and neither she nor Julia, who stayed with her sister in London, indicated interest in seeing their brother, though his very life was doubtful. Sir Thomas remained in town to deal as he could with the affair, but Mary Crawford wrote that the implication of her brother Henry’s impropriety with Mrs. Rushworth was a rumor Fanny must not heed. Fanny had scrupled not to breathe a word to the Prices, but it was impossible to hide her reactions from Susan. Not having known that Fanny had been exiled to Portsmouth because of her steadfast refusal of Henry’s hand in marriage, Susan had supposed the opposite, that Fanny was recovering from their broken romance. Now Fanny’s deflection of his persistent politeness made sense.

Fanny’s life was more intriguing than Susan had imagined. She liked her the better for it. The situation was very bad for the Bertrams, and she wondered if they had fought about it. Though the children’s self-induced problems affected the reputation of the whole family, all Susan heard from her sister was the good in Edmund, the efforts of Sir Thomas, the affection from Lady Bertram. 

In the Price household, a previous argument was a weapon gripped forever, and one built upon another like stockpiled ammunition. Why, when her brother John had come home drunk and ill, Mr. Price had shown neither succor nor mercy, though he himself had perpetrated the same upon Mrs. Price and his children many a time. He threw him out in the street, literally. John woke up, went to London, and became a clerk. He was still there. No one supposed he would ever return.

While Fanny reread her letters and responded, Susan could not help but notice that entire reverses of letters from Lady Bertram went unused, since that lady could afford blank space, and Fanny had her own paper, though she economized, using a small hand. Ever since knowledge had been added to finer observation, Susan had longed to transform the nomenclature of pediments and plinths onto paper, and the size of such paper as she saw would permit her to indulge her secret fondness on a scale that could include the full setting. Her heart burned with the injustice of having to do without what she felt so much need for, while others had abundance with which to produce so little.

Overcoming her ruminations, she formulated her request.

“May I please have a piece of your paper?”

“Yes, of course,” said Fanny, intending nonchalance, wondering to whom Susan would write. She opened her trunk. “It’s here, in this section. You may help yourself to all you need, whenever you like.”

Susan touched the compartment like a cautious cat. She slipped out a single sheaf and placed it on her slate. Fanny read unmoving so that Susan would not feel her curiosity and thus curtail her efforts, for she was not writing. She was drawing. After some twenty minutes, a vocal eruption from the floor below disturbed both, and they looked up from their interests.

Fanny knew she must ask to see the drawing before Susan closed up. She leaned her head as if to take an interest but kept her eyes on Susan’s. She took her usual plain and honest tack. 

“I should like to see your work. Will you show it to me?”

Susan held it towards her, and Fanny immediately recognized the scenario at the shop window. Two girls stood sideways before the window, and there she was, her bonnet turned up at Susan, who was tilted towards her, listening, her mouth showing surprise; the man was a stolid back looking straight in, with the woman grasping his arm, her heavily lidded eyes condescending to the girls and her haughty hat thrown back. The dim outline of the table could be seen through the window panes, between the two couples. It was a spare sketch, but the simplicity of line spoke the mixed moods of the story.

“How like a hand you have,” she exclaimed. “This is remarkable.”

Susan shook her head. “Oh, I don’t know.”

“I do.”

Susan looked surprised, and after a moment’s consideration said, “I have more.”

“Oh, please, may I see them?”

Susan lifted a floor board and withdrew a tin box which previously had held candles. There on scraps were exhibited her knowledge of the port and seafaring life: every kind of vessel, from simple dinghy to Bermuda sloop, was recognizably rendered. Under these was a pile devoted to flora: single sprigs of celandine, a dog-rose, a bullrush, any herb or flower she could spy, rendered with equally true likeness. Fanny was delighted with everything, handling each piece as if it were a prized manuscript. It was evident that Susan had exceptional natural talent, for she could not have received any training, and they were the rarer for the scarcity of paper and being all in pencil, even charcoal shards scrounged from the hearth. She had placed dried leaves between some pieces to prevent the charcoal from smudging. Forced to work on such small palettes, she had become adept at a form of miniature.

“They are perfect, like cameos,” said Fanny.

Susan remained still. “Thank you,” she said, averting her eyes again. She deposited the box under the floor board. Had it not been for Fanny’s bed rest, she might have withheld its contents, but out of one act of closeness arose another, which was to deepen imminently.

Fanny thought of all the colors and sketch papers in abundance in her room at Mansfield. Though initially she had resisted instruction, as with French she had been required to take some, but she brought no inborn talent to it, and the materials sat fallow unless brought out for some visitor’s entertainment. Her heart went out to Susan, who literally had been hiding her talent. She must bring it out into the light! She prayed to encourage her in every way she was able. If only Susan could obtain formal instruction. It had to be a matter of faith, for she saw no way in the Portsmouth house.

Another eruption and rush of feet outside the door gave notice to put aside quiet efforts entirely. They went down. Mr. Price was gloatingly reading from the newspaper what Fanny already knew in her heart to be true. Maria Bertram Rushworth had deserted her husband and taken up with Henry Crawford.

Deeply distressed, Fanny was eager to write another letter—and to explain the entirety of the circumstances to Susan, whose look of loathing when listening to her father had convinced Fanny that she alone deserved to know. The account she gave her was honest and true, but it was spoken with censored reserve from gross details; however, the Price home was not unfamiliar with such stories, which Susan understood far more thoroughly than Fanny might have supposed or desired.

Though she soon would learn for herself more of its details, Susan had observed and heard of downfalls enough to view them as differing little in anything but the minutest particulars. Unhappy families are remarkably similar in their unhappiness. The wide path is well known and well worn. Every variety of disgrace inevitably pursues its usual scope, follows regular patterns in sequence, and uniformly results in tiresomely calculable heartaches. But the stories of those entering through the narrow door were mysteries. Show her a happy family!

Indeed, the Prices were schooled in their scandals, her father’s eyes searching the papers, his gleeful recitations, and then her brothers’ mocking repetitions of all that was disrespectable. Was there not direct evidence enough on their street—nay, within their very walls? If there were to be any differences in her apprehension of Bertram circumstances, they were only in position and degree. Like a heavy rock thrown from a high promontory onto a placid lake, the effects would be seen farther and last longer.

The baronet’s misfortunes became an anticipated saga of entertainment to Mr. Price, whose respect could not be mustered even when his wife’s close relations were the subjects. Bertram wealth created a gulf that could not be bridged in his mind, no matter who of his children resided in or benefitted from that estate.

Then, news came that Julia had eloped (predictably, to Gretna Green) with John Yates (yes, the Honorable) and that Edmund would arrive on the morrow! that he expected to take Fanny back to Mansfield Park, and that by invitation of Sir Thomas, Susan was to accompany her, if Miss Susan so wished.

It was a thunderbolt.

No one had foreseen the invitation to Susan, but in the short space of Fanny’s visit to Portsmouth, Susan had done the injudicious. She had begun to hope for just such a removal, not only to escape her present circumstances but to be close to Fanny, in whom she had begun to understand that true affection existed between some siblings, unlike those with whom she had been raised, who were merely those against whom she must contend for a heel of bread. For Fanny, it was answer to prayer. More than the return to her true home, their time together had borne the fruit of love.

Susan’s felicity was no more attenuated in knowing Mansfield tarnished. On the contrary, it aided her to find its inhabitants trimmed to moral size. Time, events, and Fanny had secured exhilaration in her, but all of them together could not address her inadequacies. Despite improvement, three months of love and friendship were insufficient to transform the raw Susan into a young lady deserving the appellation Miss. Susan pressed Fanny for details of manners so she might act according to proper customs, but an evening of hurried communication left Susan entirely uncertain of refinement.​
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​Chapter 2 The Departure
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As they exited Portsmouth, Edmund was silent and serious, and Susan hoped it was not the usual clerical dampening. She was jubilant. Though she had looked all her life on vessels that plied the farthest oceans, and considered every destination they had reached, her own travels had been circumscribed by the dockyards. Now she crossed the drawbridge in a fine chaise to a new land.

The intermingled smells confined in narrow streets and the sounds carried far by broad water were separated and muffled by degrees as the salt air gave way to earth. After the first terrifying lurches and bumps of the ride, she leaned into the rhythm of jostling with the movements, and she faced out the window, cataloguing trees of size and color and shapes unknown, season seedlings in fields still brown from second plowings, and wild verdant profusion along every ditch. With each mile, the clouds passed or cleared so that there seemed to be a different sky in the countryside. She breathed out the congested air of refuse and took in draughts of sweet clover and loam and flavors all distinct along the passing miles—a pungent dairy, a sulfurous clang, a sour field of early cabbage, all gathering in close again with grease and beer and dung as they approached the inn.

They had a simple meal, after which a foretaste of Mansfield Park arrived: a carriage and four of such fine appearance as to attract the notice of guest and hostler, who swiftly responded to the respectable livery. Edmund, now in charge, spoke a few words to Wilcox and the footmen, who would be ready to take them the remainder of the trip in the morning.

Fanny, too tired to keep her eyes open, much less have a full-fledged devotion, prayed quickly but with fervent thanks, to which Susan, for the first time, silently and sincerely assented. Susan could not succumb to rest, not while there was a feast of cup and plate clinking amid conversations rising from the dining room and arrivals and departures continuing in the stable yard. She beheld the stirrings and cessations into the night until the natural snorts of beast and susurrus of insect were heard, and when they too ceased, she fell into a deep sleep.

In the morning, she dressed excitedly and found Fanny and Edmund sitting together at the best table. Fanny lit up when she saw Susan, happier than Susan had yet seen her, and Edmund’s demeanor was much improved. Where conversation had been lacking, it now was supplied with interchanges of ordinary bits of information that seemed reassuring to Fanny and uplifting to Edmund, for at her every positive utterance, he said, “my good Fanny” or “dear Fanny.”

So this is how a gentleman whose heart had been broken, whose family was broken, acted when his cousin, his best friend was restored to him. If he was at his worst, it was better than the best of many. Much as their discussion was oracle to which Susan attended, she was fascinated with the family breakfasting next to them. She glanced several times at the animated distraction.

Every family is a theme played with infinite variations throughout the ages, and this one cut through the pattern of eternal epic tragedy of Susan’s conception. It attracted everyone with its boisterous magnetism. The father was tall and stout and his boys circled him like constellations, pestering him with endless questions he answered with patient thoroughness until they nodded and quieted with understanding. The younger daughter, though prettily dressed, sat still and sucked her thumb when Mother was done feeding her. Mother proceeded to eat heartily while the elder daughter coddled the baby and showed him off to admiring patrons. Seeing Susan’s notice, she walked near and smiled at Susan, who was almost moved to tears to find herself so happy as to smile back and touch the baby’s toes.

After breakfast, she went to a window and watched them depart. The eldest still held the baby until Mother was made comfortable in the coach. The respect given her, the good-humored bantering of the children, the cheerful corrections, were an epiphany.

The Mansfield carriage appeared. The first footman tethered the trunks and bundles, and the second opened the carriage door and released the steps. He bowed to Fanny. She smiled kindly at the man. “Thank you, Phillips,” she said as he helped her in. Immediately he turned and bowed to Susan and held his gloved hand out to her. When she hesitated at the step, his grasp strengthened to guide her, a firmness that coursed through her veins. She murmured a vague thank you, for her voice seemed incapable of rising above a whisper. Seeing them settled, Edmund got in, and they departed with the encouragement of anticipation.

Every detail of the carriage spoke cost. They passed many a laborer who looked with particular attention to it, and Susan knew her position as low as theirs, yet she was in the carriage, and they looked on so longingly! Fanny was as ardent in her love of nature in the country as Susan was in the city. She pointed out endearing sights, as Susan had for her.

After they passed Northampton, Mansfield could be expected soon, and when they turned off the highway at an intersection, Edmund informed Susan that the opposite direction went to Thornton Lacey. Just as Susan felt her excitement rising higher than she thought possible, Fanny felt a start of dismay at remembering that Edmund would be absent from Mansfield Park. His position as rector had commenced at Thornton Lacey. Though he had been enticed by Mary Crawford into subsequently going to town, and his sorrows were compounded for having forsaken his first love—his calling—he now was delayed from returning to it to do the deeds for which he was ordained.

He read Fanny’s thoughts as he read her face and said, “I might regret being away again, but I cannot be sorry to leave my ministry for my family, especially with your coming. The parish will be tended, however. I have been successful in persuading my friend Owen to the curacy in my absence. Assuming Tom’s health is mended well enough by fall, I should hope to resume then.”

Fanny could not wish Edmund’s company at Tom’s expense, but now she would gain for a time the one, with William and Susan, dearest to her heart.

“How conscientious.”

“You are good to think so, Fanny. It has just been arranged. He will come to see us soon as I inform him of my—our arrival.”

Whether Edmund’s return to Thornton Lacey was imminent or distant, Fanny was immeasurably consoled to lose Edmund to his calling rather than to Mary’s conceit.

Susan needed not be told when they neared the dramatic situation of Mansfield Park. From the long approach across upland fields, it stood apart from the village. Its outline could be sketched. The house, with its glinting windows and surrounded by lawn and woods, was set like a jewel. The workings of so great a habitation spread out back of it, and a placid branch of river skirted its front. Though its greatness had been described to her, Susan had failed in her comprehension of Mansfield Park: its grandeur was entirely stupendous.

The prospect now gone, they went slowly through the village, which was dominated by two elegant houses, twins built next to each other, who gazed across a spacious common at a post inn, storefront shop houses, blacksmith, and farms at its fringes. They passed the Mansfield church and rectory and had hardly gone by the White house when they entered a canopy and emerged upon a sweep to a scene that gave Susan another tremor: a column of liveried servants standing in attendance.​
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​​Chapter 3 The House
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Two canines bounded across the lawn and sat wagging behind an acutely alert boy last in the line. The carriage steps clicked down and the door opened. Fanny emerged, and Susan knew she must follow every cue or hint of direction, but she was startled by the acknowledgments of “Miss Price” and “Miss Susan” as Fanny murmured greetings. She was astonished at the respect. The dogs went to Edmund, whose pats were received with glee, and they walked alongside him with their noses high. The door opened at their approach, and another group of servants met them.

Susan realized she was holding her breath and let it out tremulously. Overcompensating for her uncertainty, she unconsciously assumed hauteur, nodding obliquely at their addresses, her face frozen in an unsuccessful attempt to emulate Fanny. When she was about to pass by the last maid, she was arrested from listening to Fanny and Edmund. She saw—could it be? a smile covering condescension? It was! A maid was smirking at her! She was certain of it and it immediately provoked her to attach the name—Ellis—to the features, and then was glad to be through the gauntlet.

It broke her fascination with their solemnity and assurance of deference. This world of new customs unfolded with a rapidity to ignite fear of the unfamiliar, to which her sensibilities rose in automatic defense. She was ready to take notice anew of the slightest hint of derision, lest she need to make her notice known...in time...if need be.

Fanny had but moments before Lady Bertram greeted her so effusively that Susan was surprised, for Fanny had described her as being uncommonly retiring. As a result, she had expected her aunt to be fleshy, yet she was slender, not spindly like her mother, not skeletal from privation, but delicate out of privilege. Rich or poor, the maternal line ran to form. It was the least expected and most remarkable observation yet, and for a moment she felt awful at the thought of her mother; but when Fanny spoke, Fanny the bridge between the Bertrams and the Prices, Susan saw the genteel expression of the line in her, too.

“And Susan,” said Lady Bertram softly, taking her hand. She seemed on the verge of a tear, and Susan said, “You are very kind to invite me, Lady Bertram.”

“Excuse me, I must go to Tom,” said Edmund.

“We shall be there in a moment,” said Lady Bertram.

They spent a few minutes in the drawing room, and when Lady Bertram was ready to go into Tom’s sickroom, and Fanny insisted on going with her, Susan demurred with her usual suspicion of illness. She murmured awkwardly about not intruding and recovered sufficiently to mention something about a more favorable time.

“How considerate of you, Miss Susan,” said Lady Bertram. “You will want to go to your room.”

The servants had melted away without notice, but now Ellis reappeared in the periphery, and Lady Bertram said, “Where is that pretty maid? I want her for Miss Susan.”

Ellis, looking confused and dismayed, started with a tone, “Lady Bertram,” but Lady Bertram, naturally assuming her word was command, was already walking out another door with Fanny.

“We opened up the room,” Lady Bertram was saying to Fanny, and Susan’s last glimpse of them was of Fanny saying, “Oh.”

Ellis stood for a moment longer, red with shame and anger, and immediately, without knowing anything, Susan knew that she was insolent. She shot her a look of fierce hatred through narrow eyes, and the servant, shocked into submission, cowed more than curtseyed and departed.

Susan had but a couple of minutes more to look about the drawing room to satisfy her first impressions of the furnishings whose comfortable groupings balanced the scale of a room otherwise too large for coziness, marvel at the clean and massive fireplace, glance at the portraits to discern the lineage of Bertram characteristics, and have struck a key on the pianoforte when the appointed maid arrived.

“I’m to show you to your room, ma’am.”

“Miss.”

“Pardon me?”

“Miss Susan Price.”

“Oh, yes. Miss Susan. May I show you to your room?”

Susan lifted her chin. “You may.”

She followed the girl who, she realized, must be near to her in age, though not in size. She was adorably short and had soft auburn curls arranged around her cap. Feeling gargantuan and awkward, Susan noted her tiny waist, pulled in by a clean starched apron with a very pretty lace work along the hem. Everything about her was tidy and fresh, and Susan felt the dust of travel all about her person and the inferior quality of her dress. The maid showed Susan up the stairs and they arrived in what Susan inferred to be Fanny’s room.

“Harwood has brought your things, you see, and,” she appeared ready to say something further, but Susan already had turned away in awe of the room, and the maid took it as her signal to leave.

Susan understood in a minute Fanny’s response to Lady Bertram. Fanny had told her the east room was a former schoolroom, but in preparation for her arrival, the pair of pocket doors long locked between it and an adjoining room had been pried open, and the east room now joined it to form an ell spanning the northeast corner of the house. The large north side of the ell, unoccupied as long as the doors had been locked, had been refurbished. In comparison, the east room was but an ante-chamber to it. Intact as Fanny had left it months earlier, it clearly had been amended only insofar as it became a rudimentary space for habitation rather than instruction, and her personal touches made it so more than any of its furnishings. Where the north room had a silk covered couch, the east room had worn wooden chairs. It was clean and sufficiently furnished, though, and it was a far finer room than Susan had ever been in, much less inhabited—but the contrast was bewildering for a moment. “Oh,” indeed.

The thought was interjected by the unstoppable flow of impressions. She went to the windows, which overlooked a long vista of park whose path on one side led to the orchards and woodlands that stretched upward and was matched opposite by the path that ran the length of the placid river as far as eye could see. Here was the east room’s reward, what no furnishing could suffice. She opened a window and breathed the warm air.

When she turned to speak to the servant, Susan found she had left and closed the door so quietly she had been unaware of it. She crossed into the ell and back—to be able to cross a room with several strides! Notwithstanding the disparity in decoration between the two rooms, Fanny’s shelves contained books of every color and were arranged with a system that told the subjects of her interests. Susan reached out her hand and took the first book it found. She sat on the bed situated on the north side, facing more windows, but she put the book down and gazed out. Its view was constricted in comparison, looking out on a wall of green ascending above the terraced garden on the hillside. The bed quilt, like that in the adjoining east room, was of a beautiful multi-hued pansy pattern, and the pillow beckoned with scent of lavender. She lay back. The canopy bent over the bed like a footbridge, and when the curtains were drawn, the compartment would be a delightful dark sanctum.

Though eager to walk along the water path and across to the orchard, she closed her eyes, for the sounds of the place intruded as welcome strangers: chirp and caw, swishing branches, crunch of carriage wheels, bellows from the dairy house, remote voices whose soft words could not be understood. The aromas were harder to place, for those of unpleasant origin were muted by distance, but fragrant at hand were fresh scents of soap and polish and beeswax candle and a hanging pomander whose ingredients she did not know.

Suddenly, less ethereal urges moved her beyond her unaccustomed repose. Having been distracted from breakfast, and having neither sadness nor sickbed to repress her appetite, the efforts of travel produced a severe pang of hunger. She recalled Fanny telling her about supper, but she only remembered that it was late, and she could not wait. She very much wanted a filling dish of tea now and remembered with annoyance that she had not dismissed that maid.

Though Susan had improved and matured under Fanny’s gentle tutelage and constant companionship of the past three months, how to go about having her desires fulfilled by a baronet’s servants had not been one of the subjects. But she knew that the signal she had sent to Ellis, and to whoever that pretty little maid was, was clear: she would brook neither insolence nor deficiency. This was not the derelict Price household!

She thought of what to do and spied the bell, whose silent rope she pulled tentatively, then harder several times. She started at the prompt knock at the door, which had not been forewarned by footsteps.

She opened the door energetically.

The auburn-haired girl stood without. “Yes, Miss Susan?”

“Bring me tea.”

The girl appeared to want to say something. Susan supposed she was about to mount an objection, and she stood to her fullest height. “Immediately.”

“Well, yes Miss Susan. Of course,” and it was spoken with such agreeable alacrity that Susan was startled into looking the maid directly in the eye, and regrettably she saw irises of lively cornflower hue holding an equally agreeable expression. The girl curtseyed respectfully and left.

Susan flushed. But how could she, who came from a home where repeated requests, or even demands, were not sufficient to produce effect, know otherwise how to establish authority? 
She must be allowed to be less than perfect on her first attempt. Observance, that patient instructor, she had developed well enough at Portsmouth; at Mansfield Park, she must observe anew, and not just Fanny but every one and thing bombarding her.
In a short while, another knock came, and she stood still for a moment, to slow herself in opening the door. A silver tray with a tea set was brought in by a discreet man, who was followed by the alert boy confidently carrying a tier of fruit and breads and butter and sweets. Susan figured that her opportunity had passed to show herself as good as Fanny to the maid, but the girl appeared and opened the tea table, where the service was deposited. All three stood expectantly before Susan.

“Shall I make the tea, Miss Susan?”

“I know how to make tea.” This was true, and it was something Susan was proud of, but she immediately regretted her response.

“No. Why don’t you? Go ahead,” she said suddenly, and the girl smiled agreeably.

“Yes, Miss Susan.”

Susan sat while the tea was poured into a nearly translucent cup sitting on a plate whose wreath of delicate flowers on leafy vine seemed costly works of art.

“What is your name?”

“Edgerton, Miss.”

Fearing breach of conduct but determined against custom, Susan persisted, “Your Christian name.”

“Amy, Miss.”

At the ready, the man said, “Walter Harwood, and this is Henry Finch.”

Finch, as he must be called, could be but a little older than Sam, and at least as disciplined; he did not speak unless permitted or required. Susan would not allow herself to stare at him.

“Thank you, Edgerton.” With all the elegance she knew to effect, which looked rather like she had an ache in the neck, Susan nodded her head slightly at all three. Finch bowed sharply from the waist, Harwood dipped his head, and Edgerton bent her knee, and all three departed.

The delight in sampling each item from the tray was superadded by discovering its engraving under the napkins and subsequent guesses at its value. She had no way of knowing. She marveled at each bite—but the tea! She had never had such tea, clear in color and pure of ingredient. She might have just enjoyed its flavor alone, but it was too irresistible not to add sugar and fresh cream of wondrous thickness.

A bath the likes of which she had never seen was made for her in an adjacent dressing room. She recoiled so palpably at Edgerton’s approach to bathe her that the maid left a dressing gown and Susan to her own ablutions, bidding her leave her clothes. When Susan returned, her dress had been shaken out, a blouse, not her own but fine and fitting well, laid out, and her shoes polished. Again Edgerton approached to dress Susan, but she again withdrew, and the servant said quickly, “I’ll be back for your buttons, Miss Susan,” and she left. Susan hardly had time to pin up her hair than Edgerton reappeared to inform her that dinner was ready, and they must hurry. Susan could not disguise her reaction at having thwarted the communication that would have forestalled her from the extremity of her indulgence, as well as mismanaging her time and foregoing her best appearance, but Edgerton showed no recognition of it and only swiftly buttoned while Susan stood at attention.

The dining room, like the drawing room, was impossibly large, the more so for an intimate repast of their reduced company, being Lady Bertram and Edmund and Fanny, who immediately inquired after her comfort, but Susan was glad of their smallness for the test of her manners, which otherwise only the silent footmen would witness, though they were trained in pretending not to notice. She could not at first take in the details of the room for all the attentions she must pay to the table and her manners. She sat very correctly in the chair held out for her and was faced with a table of such resplendence as she supposed the king must enjoy. Oh, with every step, in every aspect her imagination had been a pauper! for she had not heard nor smelled nor touched what her art had conceived from afar, all mere shadow of the real.

Edmund spoke the blessing, and she bowed her head after the manner of Lady Bertram and Fanny. When she raised her head, Lady Bertram was looking at her and smiling slightly. Set out on the table in a geometric pattern were exquisite designs of china, amongst whose dishes were pink tongue, roasted chicken flecked with sage, wine-red venison, bright asparagus, and in the center, a magisterial tureen of fresh pea soup surrounded by colorful garnishes. The entire table sparkled with plate and silver and crystal, and her aunt’s earrings, all illuminated by superfluous candles in the afternoon light.

Edmund carved, and sitting in such proximity, everything was offered with amplitude. He mixed the wine and poured it for them all. Susan was heartily opposed to feeling the effects she so unhappily had seen in others, especially her father. Would not Fanny disapprove? but Fanny was speaking to Edmund and completely engaged, not in the least displeased at the gesture. All three partook. Deeming this sufficient example to assuage her concern, she managed to sip without appearing it was her first taste, though Fanny, turning to speak to her, noticed the slight pucker of her cheeks and rapid swallow. Susan was pleased to leave the glass.

Following their movements, she passed the test of the silver selection for the soup, used her right hand for the fish, but was consumed with indecision over myriad unfamiliar variety of dishes presented in entertaining shapes of molds and curls and festoons, a feast, presumably taken by all save Susan as common repast for their small gathering.

It seemed too much for barely a bite of each to be enjoyed, and then another course followed! rabbit and pickles and trout and meat pies and puddings.

Fanny took and ate very small portions, as did Lady Bertram, but her aunt’s plate always was cleared with yet a few bites remaining, an example that enabled Susan to leave a spongy fungus after one exploratory and unsatisfactory taste which necessitated another sip of wine. Although she took the smallest amounts that could be deemed polite in order to keep up with their consumption and the conversation that governed the pace of the meal, she began to feel very full, and although each subsequent morsel was more tender and with yet more distinct and delicate flavors than she had ever tasted, she was forced to leave more and more on each plate—a horrible waste, perhaps a sin.

Lady Bertram nodded and commented, “It is so warm for dinner,” her smile approving Susan’s restraint at cup and plate. Such a beautiful girl, and of sense, too!

Susan could only suppose that her aunt’s slender frame naturally resisted the rich sustenance. Her indolence seemed the result of a constitution that was consumed by nothing more than the exertion of existence itself.

Only one thing could prompt Susan to initiate a topic: her burning curiosity of aunt Norris. She had anticipated her aunt to be the trial to her that she had been to Fanny, and she was prepared. She had expected to resist her at the very first, to contend with her throughout the day, to suffer her over dinner. She thought over and over how best to broach the subject, and found an easy opening when discussion turned to the doings of acquaintance in the neighborhood. Most naturally, looking eager she slipped in, “I had hoped to see my aunt Norris.”

“Oh, yes, of course!” remembered Lady Bertram. “I meant to tell you, she conveys her regrets. You are so kind to ask after your aunt. She wants very much to see you as well, and Fanny, and will shortly, no doubt, but she has a cold.”

“Aunt Norris has a cold?” said Fanny.

“She sent word saying that she does,” said Edmund evenly, looking down.

“And such a shame, when it is so fine, but I have a fear of colds at any time of year. Sir Thomas has always cautioned me.”

Apparently, her love for Tom overcame whatever fear there might have been for her son’s symptoms, but a cold was a different matter, and Susan was gratified to hear of her avoidance where it was concerned. “Then it’s best that she not be near us ‘til she’s fully recovered,” she said, “and for her own sake, of course.”

“And Tom’s especially,” added Fanny.

“Indeed, it is best all around,” said Edmund.

“We’ll send some soup,” said Lady Bertram. “No doubt she will be well soon.”

“I shall look forward to the time,” said Susan stiffly, and Lady Bertram smiled at her polite manners. What a delight! The girl spoke sparely, as was only meet, and only to the good. What a shame she had not thought to invite her sooner.

Lady Bertram decided that Fanny would stay in a room adjacent to her. She wanted her nearby at least until Sir Thomas returned.

However much surprise Fanny felt at seeing the north room of the ell opened, she covered it with the graciousness of her attentions to Susan. She directed Harwood in articles to be moved, and according to Lady Bertram’s wish, charged Edgerton as Susan’s regular maid, a charge Susan took in wide-eyed silence and Edgerton with a willing, “Yes, Miss Price.” Fanny guided Susan in sundry arrangements and locations of items, and bid her use all as her own.

Edgerton left, and Susan hoped that with privacy they immediately would fall to talking, but Fanny went off to Lady Bertram, who had missed her and had so much to do with her. Susan returned to the book she had taken and was enthralled by its pages until she involuntarily drowsed and was awakened by Edgerton’s knock again, bringing scented water to refresh her.

Evening tea brought a smaller yet equally elegant service and more luxurious sweets, which tempted Susan, but she could ingest only plain tea, a very small fruit tart, and an ice, which she judged ambrosial (a word she’d never previously had call to employ), and reasoned there would be opportunity to taste all in turn. With only themselves in the drawing room, Edmund’s comments on the park, Fanny’s on Tom’s condition, and Lady Bertram’s on the roses blooming, she could relax, somewhat, in listening, nodding in acknowledgement a great deal, and making an occasional verbal assent.

Finally, Lady Bertram thought to ask what might have been prompted by the discussion at dinner. “How is my sister?”

No one spoke, and Susan realized it was her obligation to answer. What could she say? That Mrs. Price was destitute, worn, and the whole family at the mercy of Mr. Price’s vagaries?

“Well,” she started to say.

“I am very glad to hear it.” Lady Bertram turned to Fanny. “See, your embroidery is still here. I thought of you every night when I looked upon it.”

And that was it.

Fanny picked up her work, Edmund read, and she ventured to the end of the room to look at a picture, and found a slim edition whose cover portended enjoyment but turned out to be sacred poetry. Lady Bertram looked up and said, “We must get something for Susan to work on.”

Fanny recalled Susan’s sewing with alarm. Everything she had worked on at Portsmouth had had to be redone and had created a major delay in Sam’s preparedness. It had caused an argument that seemed to Fanny the proportion of Armageddon. She thought quickly.

“The rug work is still undone. It would be good to complete them.”

“Oh, yes,” recalled Lady Bertram slowly. “I had forgotten about them. I got so tired of them. They are not such fine work.”

“No, aunt.”

Edmund smiled. Susan smiled back.

Silence followed.

“But the chairs yet want new covers. They should be done.”

Susan felt she had lost her breath, and she heard herself speaking as out of the air. “Thank you, Lady Bertram.”

Lady Bertram smiled, said nothing, and continued on her beautiful hem work. Yes, the girl had exactly the gratitude she should possess. To make chair covers for Sir Thomas’s private room would be an honor to many, and must be to her sister’s daughter.

Though Susan feared what injury she might inflict on the rugs, it was nonetheless a reprieve, for the roughness of the work suited her lack of precision. She could as easily fly as do the kind of work Lady Bertram and Fanny did. She returned the slim book and replaced it with the papers Edmund put aside when he was done, and sat in relieved contentment until Edmund excused himself and went to Tom, and she was free to leave at her own desire as well.

She returned to the bed in the ell never having felt so full. With Fanny occupied, though the house was of entrancing attraction for her, the summer sun was still up and she must walk, walk off the fullness, walk as she was never free to do in Portsmouth. She passed through cool and quiet halls where the servants deferentially stood aside even as her approach was many paces off. So many of them, so ever-present! Was there anything they did not know about the inhabitants?

She hoped to see the dogs again, but the park was before her in the solitary grandeur of slanting sun. She looked about as she had from her window—Fanny’s window! and immediately sought the path along the water. Like the servants, deer paced her approach and at a critical distance scattered before her. She wished the graceful creatures would stay. She had never seen them so close.

Each slight turn brought a fresh aspect near and far. Gratitude overwhelmed her. It was so much to behold. She stopped often to take it in and hoped it all would become familiar. When the shadows began to lengthen, she turned back, selecting a spot of particular delight in the distance to go to on the morrow.

By this time, the room at Portsmouth would have been dark and Fanny have lit the candle. During her visit, Fanny had maintained her morning and evening devotions, and Susan had shared in listening to her reading with silent reflection. Only Fanny prayed. It was pattern of behavior as new and uncomfortable as unbroken shoes, and if initially tolerated for the sake of avoiding argument in the kitchen, and then because she wanted to be closer to Fanny, it was not without some merit. Whatever she said, Fanny listened to her. The apostle Paul’s shipwreck had her calling up all her secondhand knowledge, and she heatedly condemned the captain who renounced all seafaring sense and Paul’s advice and sailed into the Mediterranean out of season. The entire company might have been lost! Susan had little patience for thou-shalt-nots, and even less for miracles, and thus what was fascinating to her in the beginning became infuriating at the end, when by angelic message delivered to Paul, everyone was saved by swimming or floating on the vessel’s broken boards to land.

“It’s a good story, but it’s a fairy tale,” she concluded. “Things don’t happen that way in real life.”

“You know much more about that than I do,” conceded Fanny, “but this was a real historical event.” She closed her testament. “And it’s a picturing of how God loves us.”

Susan was confounded by such arguments and shot back. “Love! If they’d had any sense at all, they wouldn’t have sailed in the first place, and then there wouldn’t have been a problem that needed fixing.”

“True, but we like to go our own way—or I should say I do.” Fanny was polite like that, for of course of the two of them, Susan was brazenly headstrong.

“All the goods were lost, though, and they suffered a great deal. That’s not very loving.”

“Sometimes that’s the cost of disobedience.”

“Stupidity, you mean.”

“Yes, willful stupidity in this case, as you say. But they got away with their lives. ‘Better to lose the world than one’s soul,’” misquoted Fanny.

Susan abruptly went silent. If ever a man lost both world and soul, it was her father. If ever the loss was through disobedience or stupidity, he exemplified it. The Portsmouth Prices suffered his wreckage.

Susan had no intention of starting devotions on her own at Mansfield, but it was the usual time for Fanny. She waited. If Fanny continued with her this evening, they would not need a candle to read; though in the darkest corner of the house, the room was yet illuminated from reflections off of the trees and water. She lay on the bed and looked out the window. Soon the country air, the exercise she’d taken, and the lack of sleep the previous night brought on natural weariness and she drifted off, but when she heard a soft knock, she knew it was not Edgerton’s.

“Oh, Fanny, you need not knock at your own door!”

“It is yours entirely now, until I share it with you. And you must sleep in the ell. Are you finding all you need?”

“Finding all I need! I can’t begin to take it all in.”

“Yes, I do know how you feel. Oh, I didn’t show you this,” Fanny said. She opened the desk drawers to sketch and crayon kits and watercolors and promised to order a new supply of paper for her, to which Susan felt all the privilege of use and an order for her pleasure.

Fanny took her Bible and turned to a passage in Isaiah: “’Behold, I will do a new thing; now it shall spring forth; shall ye not know it? I will even make a way in the wilderness, and rivers in the desert.’” Fanny took Susan’s hand and squeezed it. The affection Susan returned was genuine. Her sister’s kindness was great.

Fanny had faith that a new thing was indeed springing forth, a thing of great blessing. Susan was uncertain of that and could only say, “Fanny, it’s like a dream being here. Thank you.”

“It’s Sir Thomas who’s to thank.”

But Susan knew, in her elevated surroundings, where bravado was of no effect, she would have been lost without Fanny. The land may belong to Sir Thomas, but Fanny had brought her to its shore.

Though Fanny also was tired, her eyes shone with the satisfaction of returning home, and Susan felt with her its freedom and order and beauty and quiet. She supposed they were about to part for the night, when Fanny said, “Shall we go to supper together?”

Supper! She remembered Fanny’s instruction now. Though supper was far lighter, with cheeses and salads and small sweets and savories served on a round table set before them in the drawing room, it was still more than Susan could face. She found herself utterly astounded. For the first time in her life, she was too full to eat.

She recalled what Fanny had instructed her, that the former custom of late supper was these days a different meal, reserved for special guests and occasions, and she strained to think why now, of all times, it was laid.

Why, it was for her! whose arrival was celebrated in what even she knew to be truncated excess. They had eaten dinner earlier than usual to accommodate the late supper. She took no more than a few morsels, all of which remained on her plate except a jelly which slowly melted on her tongue while she busied herself rather more with posturing with the tea cup than actually drinking from it. But she looked forward to it all being served again, especially the delicate tart with the fruit, such fresh fruit, arranged so stylishly, saving for such time very soon as she would have governed her appetite to adjust to the vast pantry availed daily.

Even with her restraint, it had been too much. Oh, how she rued her indulgence before dinner. If she had let Edgerton speak, she could have been satisfied with just tea until dinner. She felt threateningly bilious when she returned to the ell.

Edgerton had been in and laid out a dressing gown whose freedom provided immediate relief, and she noticed a covered porcelain cup on the table. It was still warm. Not more! she thought, but opening it, discovered a strong mint decoction. She took a very small sip and soon felt improvement.

She sipped slowly and watched the last light dissolve. In this one day, she had encountered greater novelty than Portsmouth offered for months on end. All the common endless commerce there would not have provided her with the opportunity before her here. The sea had extended its arms to her brothers, who were sailing away to their destinies, and now Susan had to consider what hers was. Admittedly, that was ‘a new thing,’ but duration proves authenticity.

One thing was certain. She had been mistaken in supposing it was possible to enjoy perpetual indulgence. Sustained surfeit of luxury is not unlike long glut of poverty: they both lead to pain.
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​​Chapter 4 The Park
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Birdsong woke Susan out of a deep sleep, not the scream of gulls nor the crow of the cock, but the pleasing chorus of a dozen species singing from their perches in the trees, praising the morning, calling to each other, perhaps just exulting in song. She went to the east windows, where the rosy-fingered dawn welcomed early rising, rising herself with soaring heart to watch the mist radiate above the river.

Adventure beckoned. There was no Fanny so of course there would be no devotion. Nonetheless, Susan reread Fanny’s embroidery of a psalm, deliberately placed next to the window where the first rays shone.

Cause me to hear

thy lovingkindness

in the morning;

for in Thee do I trust:

cause me to know

the way wherein

I should walk;

for I lift up my soul

unto Thee.

Susan knew she was bound to encounter this sort of expression more often, particularly with a rector in the house, but she was not resigned to accepting its frequency at Mansfield any more than she had rued its rarity at Portsmouth. Most religion was easy enough to dismiss, and this verse particularly easily, for she plainly acknowledged to herself that she did not trust God, never had. Therefore the whole verse was void.

But walk she would, and she already knew the way wherein she wanted to go. The shrubbery would be where she was expected to go, if she went alone, but it and Lady Bertram’s rose garden would be nearby all the time, good for rainy days, and it was too tame for her desire. A clear day could not be wasted, and especially not this one. She was eager to see the park, to stretch her legs to that select scene she could view from the window, and she would have liked Fanny to walk with her, but surely there could be no dangers in going out alone, not as in the port. She gathered pencil and paper into Fanny’s leather slipcase and went in the direction of the kitchen, guided first by probability and then by smell and sound to where a group was gathered in ordered rank around the table. In the confusion of their surprise, they scrambled to stand.

Although stunned into the silence of a captured trespasser, Susan saw how she held the room. She knew that her trespass was related to custom, not right—such as any she might possibly have—but clearly it was complete absurdity, and an apology could only create further damage. She froze, looking at them with that creeping hauteur that belied her shame at being trapped through her own fault. There was Ellis, and Susan stared her down again.

“Good morning, Miss Susan,” said Baddeley.

“Good morning...” She couldn’t remember the butler’s name! and knowing she would forever be a laughable subject, her feet somehow began to move, and she walked away without another word. Although Edgerton looked at her with her amiable expression, she felt the warmth of all their eyes on her as she departed, yet even as she walked as if in slow motion she marveled at the sumptuousness of their breakfast and the strict community of the table.

“I did not hear your ring, Miss Susan,” said Mrs. Allen worriedly, coming after her. “Anything you wish, Miss Susan, I can have in a moment.”

The bell! Susan had not thought of it, she was so eager to get out, and, admittedly, to see whatever she could. She wanted only a hoddle of tea to carry, she said. In the half a minute it took Mrs. Allen to supply it, she got her fill as she looked around. In the perpetual ovens, the night’s embers slowly roasted meat over potatoes, but a Rumford stove had been installed to fire the morning’s bread, and a constant kettle was kept with its companion stock pot. Though her stomach was still full, it smelled delicious.

To the butler and cook’s suppressed surprise, she departed not back through the house but through the kitchen door and stopped to look out on the northern aspect. It projected out from the center, and her room in the northeast ell was protected by trees and bushes, but she saw that the terrace in this section supplied the kitchen garden.

She felt Mrs. Rose, the housekeeper, come up behind her as she looked over its fecundity so accessible to the door. Beyond the courtyard, a path diverged to the west, towards the White house, preceded in the distance by a neatly fenced poultry yard; opposite were the stables and kennel and paddock. Conjecture by sound supplied the rest of the layout where line of vision straight ahead was obscured: the dairy house; the hidden smokehouse whose vapors wafted away above the trees; the cottages laid out for dairymaids and butcher and steward and other hands whose labor were the foundation of all enjoyments were situated close as to be convenient and far as to be comfortable. Yet a few moments’ observation revealed the intelligent design, but to forestall any communication with Mrs. Rose, Susan passed by. Would she have leave to explore the riches of the husbandry, or was hers a confined freedom?

A man came out of the kennel and approached with the dogs. They raced towards her and he whistled. Instinctively, she moved aside, but they came to a halt before they reached her.

Baddeley stepped forward and said, “Robert Hervey, Miss Susan Price.”

Robert Hervey bowed. Why, she was made in the image of Lady Bertram, and a Fanny improved by several degrees.

Feeling she was expected to speak, she merely bid him “good morning.”

“Ye need not fear them, lassie,” he returned. “Master Bertram trained them to obey the least command. Obedient they are, and affectionate, too, but they want for movement.”

The dogs went to their pots, which contained scraps of better quality than had graced the Price table on many
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