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Persuasion, by Jane Austen, was first published in 1817.

 

This was the Regency era – a time when English society was sharply divided by wealth and women were expected to marry young.

The heroine of this story, Anne, might have some things in common with modern readers, but she lived in a very different world.

You can find out more about Jane Austen and what England was like in 1817 at the back of this book!
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‘Elizabeth, my dear, we must economise!’ Sir Walter Elliot said gloomily to his favourite daughter. He waved a hand at the pile of bills on his desk. ‘I have spent nothing but what the owner of Kellynch Hall and a man of my social standing should spend – and yet we are in debt.’

‘But, Papa, we have already cut our expenses to the bone!’ Elizabeth protested sulkily. She was a tall, good-looking young woman who enjoyed spending money as much as her father did. ‘Didn’t we agree to stop giving to some of our charities? Didn’t we decide not to buy new furniture for the drawing room? And’ – Elizabeth glanced at her younger sister, Anne, who was sitting reading quietly beside the roaring fire – ‘we also saved money by not bringing Anne a present when you and I returned from our trip to London. Surely all this means we can now pay our debts?’

Anne did not look up from her book, although she couldn’t help overhearing the conversation. Their home, Kellynch Hall, was a large, grand house, surrounded by many acres of land, all owned by Sir Walter. The land brought the Elliot family a good income, but Anne had realised that her father had been over-spending for a very long time. When his wife, Lady Elliot, was alive, she’d managed the family’s money and prevented Sir Walter from frittering it away. But Lady Elliot had become ill and died some years ago. Anne sighed gently, a sigh heard by no one else in the room.

If only Mama was still here, she thought, her dark eyes filled with sadness. How different things would be!

‘Papa, perhaps it’s time to think about selling off some of the Kellynch land,’ Elizabeth began, but Sir Walter immediately shook his head.

‘Never!’ he declared dramatically, glancing at himself in the mirror to admire how handsome he looked as he spoke. ‘The Kellynch estate shall be passed on whole and entire to the man who succeeds me.’ Then he frowned and added, ‘Even though Mr William Elliot certainly does not deserve it!’

Anne knew that William Elliot, a distant relative of the family, was very definitely not a favourite of her father’s. Sir Walter and Elizabeth had met the young man who would inherit Kellynch Hall in London, several years ago. Anne suspected that her father had secretly hoped William Elliot would propose marriage to Elizabeth, and then they could keep Kellynch Hall within their immediate family. William Elliot had been polite and friendly, but then he’d gone off and married someone else, a very rich woman of whom Sir Walter did not approve.
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Added to this, William Elliot had then made some extremely rude and disrespectful remarks about Sir Walter and his eldest daughter. These remarks had been reported back to them, and a furious Sir Walter and Elizabeth had never seen or spoken to William Elliot since.

But now we have heard that Mr Elliot’s wife has sadly died, perhaps Elizabeth is hoping she may have another chance to marry him, Anne thought. She had no idea how Elizabeth felt about the matter, though. There was little affection, understanding and friendship between the two of them, which upset Anne. She had a closer relationship with their youngest sister, Mary, who was married and lived not far from Kellynch, although Mary, too, could be difficult at times.

‘How unfortunate and ill-used we are, Papa!’ Elizabeth complained bitterly. ‘Our family is so important and so well-respected. How can we be in this terrible situation?’

Anne remained silent. She was ashamed of having so much family debt and longed to offer some suggestions as to how they could pay back the money they owed. But she knew her father and Elizabeth wouldn’t listen to anything she said. To them, she was ‘only Anne’ – quiet, uninteresting and of no importance whatsoever.

‘My dear Elizabeth, do not despair,’ Sir Walter replied absently. He was only half-listening because he was once again admiring himself in the mirror. The cut of his orange silk waistcoat was particularly good, he thought with pleasure, although it had cost a great deal of money. But a man like himself had to be smartly dressed at all times. It was expected. And Elizabeth looked very well, too, in her expensive lace gown. They were a handsome pair, Sir Walter thought smugly, unlike the people around them. There was Anne, so small and thin and pale. And last time he’d seen his youngest daughter, Mary, her complexion had looked so rough and red!

‘I have an idea that will no doubt ease our worries,’ Sir Walter went on. ‘I shall seek advice from our two closest friends, Lady Russell and Mr Shepherd. I’m sure they will have a solution to offer us.’

‘Very well, Papa,’ Elizabeth replied, brightening up a little. ‘But I warn you, I can’t be expected to give up my horses, my carriage, my maids, my new dresses or our trips to London.’

‘Of course not, my dear!’ Sir Walter exclaimed, shocked. ‘There’s no need to go that far.’

Anne wasn’t so sure. It appeared that her father and sister expected to be told how they could save money without cutting out any of their luxuries. Mr Shepherd, who was the Elliot family lawyer, usually agreed with everything Sir Walter said, so Anne had no hopes of any support from him. But Lady Russell was different. She had been a close friend of Lady Elliot, Anne’s mother, and was a very sensible, straightforward woman whom Anne loved dearly. Perhaps Lady Russell would be able to talk Sir Walter and Elizabeth into making some big changes. Anne certainly hoped so.

‘Lady Russell will be glad to help, I’m sure.’ Anne spoke up at last in her soft, gentle voice. ‘It’s a very good idea to ask her, Papa.’

‘Yes,’ Sir Walter agreed. ‘However, I do wish Lady Russell didn’t have quite so many wrinkles, especially around her eyes. I felt quite upset when I noticed how bad they were when she visited last week. And she and I are of the same age! Incredible!’

‘Lady Russell certainly does not look as youthful and handsome as you do, Papa,’ Elizabeth replied, smiling.

‘True,’ Sir Walter agreed with high good humour. ‘You and I are blooming, my dear, even if everyone around us is ageing rapidly!’

Looking very pleased with themselves, Sir Walter and Elizabeth left the room together. Meanwhile, Anne closed her book and thought over what she’d just heard. She was pleased that Lady Russell was to be involved, but she felt very anxious, too.

Would her father and sister agree to any economies? And if they did not, then what on earth would become of them all? Anne decided that she must visit Lady Russell straight away and talk things through with her, as she so often did.
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‘My dear Anne, your advice has been so very useful!’ Lady Russell said affectionately as she studied the figures she had been scribbling down on paper. She was extremely fond of Anne, and wished that Sir Walter and Elizabeth would realise how clever and lovely Anne was. ‘If only we can persuade your father to accept these cuts, then he should be clear of all debt in seven years’ time.’

‘Yes,’ Anne replied, but a little doubtfully. She had hoped the debt could be paid back more quickly. However, Lady Russell believed that Sir Walter should be allowed to live like the gentleman and landowner he was, and so she’d changed and toned down some of Anne’s suggestions. But secretly Anne could hardly believe that her Father and Elizabeth would accept any change in their style of living, however small.

Anne was proved right. When she and Lady Russell met with Sir Walter, Elizabeth and Mr Shepherd in the drawing room later that day, there was uproar when Lady Russell explained her seven-year plan for paying back the debts.

‘What!’ Sir Walter exclaimed, his face turning purple with rage. ‘You are not serious, Lady Russell?’

‘No trips to London, no maids, half the horses to be sold?’ Elizabeth was at her most cold and haughty as she glared at Lady Russell. ‘Only two new gowns a year? Impossible!’

‘Impossible indeed!’ Sir Walter agreed furiously. ‘I would rather quit Kellynch Hall at once than stay here on such disgraceful terms!’

‘Ah, now that might be the very thing, Sir Walter,’ Mr Shepherd said, quickly leaping into the conversation when he saw which way the wind was blowing. He was a cautious, long-faced lawyer who knew Sir Walter had to be treated with care. ‘You have so many expenses here at Kellynch Hall. If you and your family moved out, you could live very well on less money somewhere else.’

Anne felt a thrill of horror run through her. Leave Kellynch Hall, the beautiful place she’d called home all her life? The home where she had so many happy memories of her mother? Surely her father would not willingly to agree to Mr Shepherd’s suggestion! But to Anne’s despair, she saw her father and Elizabeth exchange a swift glance of approval.

‘That seems like a sensible idea, Shepherd,’ Sir Walter said thoughtfully. ‘We could find a splendid house to rent in London, could we not?’

‘Certainly,’ Mr Shepherd agreed easily, ‘although you might find that the elegant city of Bath suits you and your daughters better.’

‘Indeed, I think Mr Shepherd is right,’ Lady Russell said hastily. Anne guessed both Lady Russell and Mr Shepherd knew that Sir Walter could not be trusted in London where everything was so expensive! ‘Consider the advantages of Bath, my dear Sir Walter. It is only fifty miles from Kellynch, and a man of your standing can live there very well and much more cheaply than in London. And as you know, I spend part of every year in Bath myself.’

Anne’s low spirits fell even further. For several reasons, she disliked Bath. While Sir Walter and Elizabeth were discussing their proposed move with Mr Shepherd, Anne turned to Lady Russell.

‘Perhaps Papa might be happier to stay nearer Kellynch,’ Anne suggested quietly to her friend. ‘We could find a smaller house here in the village.’

Lady Russell shook her head at once. ‘Oh no, my dear,’ she said. ‘Consider how your father would feel. All his neighbours would know why he’d had to leave Kellynch Hall. He would be so very embarrassed.’

Anne sighed. She saw the force of Lady Russell’s argument, but still, she couldn’t look forward to going to Bath.

‘I understand why you do not like Bath.’ Lady Russell patted Anne’s hand gently. ‘You were sent to school there after your dear mother died, so your memories of the city are not happy ones. And you were not in good spirits on your second visit there with me, some seven or eight years ago, I recall.’

Anne stared down at the floor. She remembered exactly why she had not been in good spirits on that second visit to Bath. The memory of it still caused her pain.

‘Then to Bath we shall go!’ Sir Walter announced with a smile. ‘We must start searching for a suitable house, Elizabeth.’
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‘Certainly,’ Elizabeth agreed eagerly. ‘We shall rent a stylish and elegant property, shall we not, Papa?’

‘And in the meantime, I will advertise for someone to rent Kellynch Hall,’ Mr Shepherd added.

Sir Walter drew himself up to his full height and fixed his lawyer with a furious glare. ‘Advertise?’ he thundered. ‘I forbid you to advertise my home and estate for rent as if I was a common landlord! I forbid it, Shepherd. Do you hear me, man?’

‘Very well, Sir Walter,’ Mr Shepherd muttered.

Anne wondered how anyone looking for a country house to rent would know that Kellynch Hall was available if Sir Walter refused to allow it to be advertised. So she clung to this as her only hope of remaining in her beloved home for a little while longer. But unluckily for Anne, it was only a few days later that Mr Shepherd arrived with some important news. He brought with him his daughter, Mrs Clay, who was a close friend of Elizabeth’s.

Neither Anne nor Lady Russell was fond of Mrs Clay. Lady Russell was annoyed that Elizabeth chose to be friends with the lawyer’s daughter, instead of spending more time with her sister Anne. Mrs Clay had returned to live with her father after her husband died, and Anne strongly suspected that she was on the lookout for a new husband.

‘My dear Penelope!’ Elizabeth exclaimed warmly as Mrs Clay and Mr Shepherd were shown into the drawing room. ‘How wonderful to see you. Come and sit beside me.’

Anne noticed Mrs Clay flash a sweet smile at Sir Walter as she went to join Elizabeth.

‘I have, of course, followed your advice, Sir Walter,’ Mr Shepherd began pompously. ‘I have not advertised that Kellynch Hall is for rent. And yet, because you are such an important person, Sir Walter, with so many eyes upon you, it seems possible that someone may have heard a rumour and spread it around.’

Sir Walter looked torn between the embarrassment of it being publicly known that he was short of money, and the pleasure of being the subject of gossip.

‘There are many rich navy officers who are coming home after the end of the war,’ Mr Shepherd continued, ‘and I think there could be no better tenant for Kellynch Hall than one of our brave sailors.’

‘A sailor!’ Sir Walter exclaimed in a very displeased tone. ‘If a sailor came to live at Kellynch Hall, he would consider himself a very lucky man! I am not convinced I would allow a soldier or a sailor to rent my house.’

‘Surely the navy, who have done so much to keep our country safe, deserve their home comforts even more than the rest of us?’ Anne pointed out, finding the courage from somewhere to speak up.

‘The navy has its uses, certainly,’ Sir Walter replied coldly. ‘But I would be sorry to see any friend of mine become a sailor! The seafaring life is a hard one, and it changes their appearance quite dreadfully. Why, I was introduced to an Admiral Baldwin some years back, and from his rough, weather-beaten face, I thought he was around sixty years of age. I later discovered he was but forty years old! I was quite shocked. It’s a pity sailors are not knocked on the head before they reach Admiral Baldwin’s age!’

‘Oh, Sir Walter, do have mercy on these poor sailors!’ Mrs Clay cried. ‘Not all men are lucky enough to be a high-born gentleman, and blessed with great good looks, a charming appearance and perfect health.’ Sir Walter beamed at Mrs Clay, who smiled brightly back at him. Anne saw it all.

‘I have had an enquiry from an Admiral Croft about renting Kellynch Hall,’ Mr Shepherd announced cautiously. ‘He’s a little weather-beaten for sure, my dear Sir Walter, but very eager and friendly, and ready to pay whatever rent we ask. He is also married to an extremely well-spoken, sensible lady, who has travelled the world with him. In fact, Mrs Croft has connections with the village of Monkford, not far from here. Her brothers lived there for a while.’ Mr Shepherd frowned. ‘I cannot recall their names, however. Penelope, do you remember what Mrs Croft told us about her brothers?’

Mrs Clay was deep in private conversation with Elizabeth on the other side of the room so did not hear. But Anne did.

Anne made her excuses and escaped from the drawing room. She knew exactly whom one of Mrs Croft’s brothers was, and she felt quite overwhelmed by her memories of him. As she wandered out into the garden, glad to feel the cool air on her flushed cheeks, she murmured to herself, ‘A few months more, and he, perhaps, may be walking here.’
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