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Mansfield Park, by Jane Austen, was first published in 1814.

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, Fanny, 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 1814 at the back of this book!
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Fanny Price was unlucky enough to have been born into a poor family. Her strong-headed mother had fallen in love with a man who had no education and preferred drinking to work, and so, she’d been disowned by the family. Eleven years had passed without any communication between them. Fanny knew that she had cousins, aunts and uncles, but they all felt very distant – living a much grander life than the one she knew at home. But when Mrs Price fell pregnant with her ninth child, she decided – finally – that her family owed her some support. She wrote a letter to her wealthy sister, Lady Bertram, that was full of so much misery and so many children, and asked if the Bertrams might help her.
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Lady Bertram and her husband, Sir Thomas, replied to Mrs Price with friendly advice, a small sum of money and some baby linen.

Mrs Price’s other sister was married to a man called Reverend Norris. They lived near the Bertrams, though not in quite such a grand house. Mrs Norris was the most passionate of the sisters, and she sent very long letters filled with sympathy. But she couldn’t help but feel this wasn’t enough, and soon she was scheming of new ways to lighten the load for Mrs Price.

‘Why don’t we take over the care of one of her children?’ she suggested one day. ‘We could take the eldest daughter. Think of all the advantages she’d have, being brought up in this family? A good marriage, at least. What more could a lady want?’

Lady Bertram agreed without thinking too much about it. She liked it when other people had her thoughts for her.

Sir Thomas hesitated. He was thinking of his eldest sons, Tom and Edmund, and cousins falling in love. ‘It happens all the time, after all, and our statuses ar—’

‘Better for her to grow up with the children, so they see each other as brothers and sisters,’ interrupted Mrs Norris. ‘She won’t be as good-looking as your beautiful Maria and Julia, but even if she is, think what would happen if Tom or Edmund met her ten years from now? She’d be quite mysterious.’

‘You have a point,’ Sir Thomas replied, thoughtfully.

‘You are so considerate,’ exclaimed Mrs Norris. ‘I’ll never love the girl as much as your children, but she is my sister’s child and so I must help. You know I have a warm heart. I will write to my sister tomorrow and have it organised. My own trouble never matters to me.’

Sir Thomas agreed to the plan – happy that they were doing something good. ‘She could become a very good companion for you, sister.’

‘Me?’ replied Mrs Norris. ‘She can’t live with me. Mr Norris couldn’t bear the noise of a child. His health, you know?’

Sir Thomas didn’t know. He’d assumed that since Mrs Norris had no children of her own, and had suggested the plan, that Fanny would live with her. But Mrs Norris had other views. Lady Bertram, who was falling asleep on the sofa with her pug, had no opinion on the matter either way.
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‘I see,’ Sir Thomas replied. ‘Well, I suppose she’ll have children her own age here at Mansfield Park.’

‘Exactly, ‘said Mrs Norris. ‘I do hope for all our sakes that she’s a good girl and realises how lucky she is.’

‘There’s no reason to think the worst,’ Sir Thomas replied. ‘But we must be prepared for her to be ignorant and ill-mannered. Still, these faults can be cured. If Maria and Julia were younger, I’d have reconsidered our plan, but they will be good role models for her. We will make her a part of the family but will have to remind her that she is not a Miss Bertram.’

Mrs Norris wrote the letter and Mrs Price was delighted, though a little surprised that they didn’t want any of her lovely boys, instead. It was all settled, and everyone was now free to enjoy the idea of how kind they were, especially Mrs Norris, who would do her duty as an aunt without having to spend a penny.
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Fanny, aged ten, had to hold back her tears when she met her aunt. They sat in the carriage and the old lady looked at Fanny up and down with her beady eyes.

‘Well, there’s nothing offensive about you, at least,’ she said. ‘I hope you know how lucky you are, being taken in like this?’

Fanny felt bad, but being taken away from her family and home seemed very unlucky. Her aunt talked at her the entire journey: amazing family, beautiful girls, such handsome boys! They approached Mansfield Park and the house’s magnificent size filled Fanny with fear. How could she ever belong here?

She walked in behind her aunt, head low, taking deep breaths.

‘Welcome, my child,’ exclaimed Sir Thomas loudly, frightening Fanny further. ‘How was your journey? Is your family well? Would you like something to eat? There, there, you’re with a new family now …’

Fanny didn’t know how to respond to Sir Thomas’s thousand words per minute. Lady Bertram merely smiled, which Fanny preferred.

‘Hallo, there,’ bellowed Tom, the eldest Bertram boy, jumping out at Fanny with a flashing smile.

‘Don’t mind him,’ added Edmund, giving Tom a look. ‘Welcome to our home,’ he added, offering his hand.

Slowly, she gave him hers. Maria, aged thirteen, and Julia, aged twelve, gave Fanny’s outfit a quick once over. She was unimpressive enough for them both to start showing off how impressive they were.
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Fanny stared at them all. Everyone was so good-looking and seemed well-mannered. She felt ashamed of her shabby clothes, her awkwardness and missed home even more. She tried to hold back the tears, but it was no good. They burst out, surprising the whole family. No one knew what to do.

‘Maybe she needs rest?’ suggested Sir Thomas.

So, Fanny was given a quick dinner and sent off to bed.

‘Well, this isn’t very promising,’ said Mrs Norris. ‘Even after everything I told her about being grateful. She’ll get over it soon, I daresay.’

Unfortunately, it wasn’t quite as soon as they’d all hoped. No one meant to be unkind, but no one went out of their way to make Fanny feel at home, either. The sisters were shocked that Fanny couldn’t speak French or play an instrument or three, Lady Bertram’s continued silence made Fanny feel like she had done something wrong, Sir Thomas’s stern looks scared her, and her boy cousins were intimidating. Mrs Norris only added to all this by repeating how lucky Fanny should feel.

A whole week went by with Fanny secretly sobbing herself to sleep, until one day she was sitting behind the staircase having a good cry, when somebody interrupted her.
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‘Fanny.’

She jumped. It was Edmund, looking surprised and worried.

‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.

He sat next to her and spoke so gently it made Fanny want to cry again.

‘Nothing. I’m sorry. I’m fine.’

‘Has someone said something?’

Fanny shook her head

‘Are you ill?’

‘No,’ she replied.

He asked a hundred other questions to which she could do nothing but reply, ‘no’. How could she explain how she was feeling?

‘You don’t have to be shy with me. I won’t bite. I promise,’ said Edmund.

This made Fanny smile.

‘You miss home, don’t you?’ he asked.

Fresh tears fell down Fanny’s cheeks as Edmund handed her his handkerchief.

‘Come on, let’s take a walk outside and you can tell me all about your family.’

The fresh air did Fanny good, and though it took a while (and many questions from Edmund) she began to tell him about her brothers and sisters, but especially her older brother, William.

‘He said he’d miss me lots.’

‘Of course,’ replied Edmund. ‘Who wouldn’t miss such a lovely child like you? Why don’t you write to him?’

‘I promised I would, but …’

‘But?’

She mumbled something.

‘Sorry?’ asked Edmund

‘But,’ she repeated, ‘I don’t have any paper or pens.’

Edmund tried not to laugh at just how shy she was.

‘I’ll give you everything you need. Come on,’ he added.

He took Fanny to a room where she could write her letter. Edmund sat with her the whole time, even writing a note to his cousin and slipping some money in the seal for him. Fanny didn’t have the words to show her thanks, while Edmund felt ashamed that the family hadn’t done more to help her settle in.

After that day, Sir Thomas didn’t scare Fanny as much, nor did Mrs Norris’s voice fill her with dread. Tom, who at seventeen was as spirited as a young man with everything should be, sometimes gave Fanny presents and sometimes laughed at her. Plus, she came in handy as a third person in the girls’ playtimes, even though they did think Fanny was stupid. She couldn’t even put the map of Europe together! They didn’t think about the fact that she’d never had a governess to teach her about such things. When they told their aunt, Mrs Norris, she simply replied, ‘Well, girls. Not everyone can be as clever as you.’

This was the most moral guidance the girls were ever given, so who could blame them for being selfish? Their father, Sir Bertram, wasn’t very affectionate, so they never showed their true colours to him, and Lady Bertram didn’t have time for things like parenting. She was too busy sitting on the sofa, beautifully dressed, giving her attention to her beloved pug. So, the girls had everything except warmth and humility, which some might say is more important than knowing how to put a map of Europe together.

Years passed like this as Fanny grew up in her adopted family, not feeling a part of it, but not horrified by it any more either. As for her family, no one really thought of her, apart from William.

He came to spend a week with her before he was sent off to be a sailor. It was just as wonderful to be reunited with her brother as Fanny had imagined. She was dreadfully sad when the week came to an end, but thankfully Edmund was there to comfort her when William had to leave. With her brother’s visit, and Edmund by her side, how could she not feel grateful for all of it?

Edmund’s affection and attention didn’t fade over the years – even when he went off to school and then university to study. With all of this, how could she not love Edmund? He was the finest gentleman she had ever met and would ever meet.
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The most significant thing almost happened to Fanny when she was fifteen. Her uncle, Reverend Norris, died and Sir Thomas felt that one positive thing could come out of his friend’s death: now that Mrs Norris was alone, she could take Fanny.

Fanny had only just got over her luck at living at Mansfield Park. Now she was in danger of more luck than she could handle. Thankfully, it turned out that Mrs Norris had other ideas.

‘I’m just a poor widow,’ she exclaimed. ‘You couldn’t expect me to look after a child alone? And Fanny may seem sweet, but she could take advantage of a poor, kind woman like me.’

Sir Thomas was once again surprised by his sister-in-law. Especially because the only trouble Fanny ever gave was when she was asked to speak in front of more than one person.

Still, now that Mrs Norris was widowed, she had to leave the parsonage that was next to their home, but managed to get a place that was within walking distance. Edmund was expected to become a clergyman when he was full-grown, at which point the parsonage would be his, and, as with all clergymen, it would come with its own living wage. But in the meantime a Dr and Mrs Grant would live there. They were a very respectable couple – she was always in a good mood and he spent more time thinking about his dinner than he did about his sermons.

Sir Thomas had other worries, though. He had discovered that his eldest son, Tom, had been spending such vast sums of money on gambling and drinking that it was going to affect Edmund’s inheritance. He sat Tom down one day and tried to explain things.

‘Because of your debts, poor Edmund will have half the income that should have been his,’ said Sir Thomas gravely.

Tom listened with some shame, which lasted about three and a half minutes. He felt sure that his father must be exaggerating, and he wasn’t keen to change. But what he hadn’t realised was that Sir Thomas had a plan to take Tom far away from temptation. He needed to deal with some business matters on the other side of the world, in Antigua, and, hoping that a change of scenery might change Tom’s ways, Sir Thomas decided to take him too.

Their absence had very little effect on the household, except that since Maria and Julia were now free of Sir Thomas’s restrictions they could regularly attend parties and balls. Fanny felt ashamed that she wasn’t sadder with her uncle gone, but as Edmund was able to deal with everything at home, things didn’t quite fall apart.

A year passed and Sir Thomas was kept in Antigua, taking care of his business, but he sent Tom home, as any sensible parent might.

‘Sir Thomas making it home alive looks less and less likely,’ declared Mrs Norris, always the hopeful one.

Her fears, which she shared often, were soon forgotten when Maria and Julia came down, ready to go to another ball.

‘Well, don’t you both look beautiful,’ said Mrs Norris admiringly.

‘Very beautiful,’ added Lady Bertram, who smiled vaguely at her daughters before getting back to her pug (she was going to stay at home, as usual). Maria was told she was beautiful so often, by everyone she knew, that she now fully believed she was perfect. Fanny couldn’t help but admire her cousins’ beauty, and their ease in social gatherings. It never occurred to her she was never asked to go with them, but she was happy to stay behind to keep Lady Bertram company, while Mrs Norris acted as chaperone to the Bertram sisters.

‘We’ll bring back all the gossip, as always,’ Edmund told Fanny with a smile, as they all left.

At the ball, Mrs Norris immediately scanned the room, looking for a certain gentleman she had decided would make a suitable husband for Maria. It had recently occurred to Mrs Norris that Maria, with all her beauty and accomplishments, should get married – and who better than a responsible aunt to arrange things, since, with Sir Thomas away, her poor niece was practically fatherless.

‘There! There is Mr Rushworth,’ said Mrs Norris to Maria, pointedly, when she spotted him across the room.

Maria had met Mr Rushworth at a previous ball and felt that he had enough money and property to make him very handsome. Mr Rushworth believed the time had come for him to get married, and so thought he must be in love with Maria.

‘Miss Bertram,’ he said, as he approached them all. He shook everyone’s hand, talked non-stop about how his carriage had needed fixing and so he and his mother had almost not come, before sensing that Maria was getting bored.

‘I say! Let’s dance, eh?’ he said.
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So, they did. Mr Rushworth had enough common sense to see that his partner was the most beautiful woman he’d ever met, and this was all the common sense necessary to make him a suitable husband, in Mrs Norris’s eyes.

Soon, both families decided that the marriage would be a good thing. A letter was written to Sir Thomas for his approval, which was given, and all they had to do now was wait for him to return before the couple got married (if he didn’t die first, of course).

Edmund was the only one who had reservations.

‘Fanny,’ he confided in his cousin one day. ‘I’m afraid that Mr Rushworth’s money is the only thing that keeps people from seeing how stupid he is.’

Fanny tried to name one good quality of Mr Rushworth’s. ‘He said nice things about my needlework the other day.’

Edmund raised his eyebrows. ‘You really are the kindest creature on earth.’

She lowered her face so he wouldn’t see her blush.

‘Maria should be able to decide her own happiness,’ Edmund continued.
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