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Volume I




Chapter I

Emma Woodhouse was handsome, clever, and rich, with a comfortable home and a cheerful disposition. She seemed to possess some of the finest blessings life had to offer and had lived nearly twenty-one years with very little to distress or vex her. As the youngest of two daughters of a most affectionate and indulgent father, she had been the mistress of his house from a very early age, especially after her sister’s marriage. Her mother had passed away long ago, leaving Emma with only a faint memory of her loving embrace. In her absence, an excellent governess had stepped in, one who had come to be almost like a mother to her. Miss Taylor had been with Mr. Woodhouse’s family for sixteen years, serving less as a governess and more as a friend, deeply fond of both daughters, but particularly devoted to Emma. Their relationship was more akin to that of sisters. Even before Miss Taylor officially stepped down as governess, her gentle nature had made it difficult for her to impose any real authority. With the shadow of her authority now long gone, they lived together as close friends, deeply attached, with Emma enjoying the freedom to do as she pleased. While she held Miss Taylor’s judgment in high regard, she primarily followed her own inclinations. The true challenges in Emma’s life stemmed from having a bit too much autonomy and a tendency to think too highly of herself—these were the flaws that threatened to tarnish her many pleasures. Yet, at that moment, the potential dangers went unnoticed; they hardly registered as misfortunes in her mind. Then came sorrow—a gentle sorrow—but not in the form of any unpleasant awareness. It was the loss of Miss Taylor that first brought her grief. On the day of her beloved friend’s wedding, Emma found herself lost in mournful thoughts for the first time. With the wedding concluded and the guests departed, she and her father were left to dine together, facing a long evening without the company of a third. As was his custom, her father settled in for a post-dinner nap, leaving her to reflect on what she had lost. The day had promised happiness for her friend; Mr. Weston was a man of impeccable character, comfortable means, appropriate age, and charming demeanor. There was some solace in recalling how selflessly and generously she had supported the match. Yet, it felt like a heavy blow for her. The absence of Miss Taylor would be a constant reminder, felt every hour of every day. She reflected on the kindness she had shown over the past sixteen years—the affection, the care. From the time she was five, she had taught and played with her, dedicating all her energy to nurture and entertain her in health, and nursing her through the various childhood illnesses. A significant debt of gratitude was owed for that. Yet, the bond they had forged in the last seven years, marked by an equal footing and complete openness after Isabella’s marriage, was an even more cherished memory. Isabella had been a friend and companion like few others: intelligent, well-informed, gentle, and deeply invested in the family and its affairs, particularly in Emma’s own joys and ambitions. She was someone with whom Emma could share every thought as it arose, and who offered an unwavering affection that never judged. How would she cope with this change? It was true that her friend was moving only half a mile away, but Emma understood that there would be a world of difference between a Mrs. Weston living nearby and a Miss Taylor in the house. Despite all her advantages, both natural and domestic, she now faced the real risk of intellectual solitude. She loved her father dearly, but he was no companion for her. He found it difficult to engage her in conversation, whether rational or playful. The stark difference in their ages—exacerbated by Mr. Woodhouse’s late marriage—was further magnified by his constitution and habits. Having been a valetudinarian all his life, lacking both mental and physical activity, he felt much older than his years. Though universally cherished for his warm heart and amiable nature, his talents had never been particularly noteworthy. Her sister, though only slightly removed by marriage and living just sixteen miles away in London, was still beyond her daily reach. Many long evenings in October and November would drag on at Hartfield before Christmas brought Isabella, her husband, and their little children back to fill the house and provide her with delightful company once more. Highbury, the large and bustling village that Hartfield, despite its separate lawn, shrubberies, and name, truly belonged to, offered her no peers. The Woodhouses held the highest standing there. Everyone looked up to them. Emma had many acquaintances in the area, thanks to her father’s universally kind nature, but none could replace Miss Taylor, even for a single day. It was a sorrowful change, and Emma couldn’t help but sigh over it, wishing for the impossible, until her father awoke and reminded her to be cheerful. His spirits needed support. He was a nervous man, easily prone to sadness; he cherished everyone he was accustomed to and detested parting from them. He disliked change in any form. Matrimony, as the source of change, was particularly disagreeable to him, and he had yet to come to terms with his daughter’s marriage. He could only speak of it with compassion, even though it had been a union founded on love. Now, he was also forced to say goodbye to Miss Taylor, and due to his gentle selfishness and inability to imagine that others might feel differently, he was inclined to believe that Miss Taylor had made a grave mistake for herself as well as for them. He thought she would have been far happier spending the rest of her life at Hartfield. Emma smiled and chatted as cheerfully as she could, hoping to steer him away from such thoughts. But when tea arrived, he couldn’t help but echo his earlier sentiment from dinner. “Poor Miss Taylor! I wish she were here again. What a pity it is that Mr. Weston ever thought of her!” “I can’t agree with you, Papa; you know I can’t. Mr. Weston is such a good-humored, pleasant, and excellent man that he truly deserves a wonderful wife. Besides, would you really want Miss Taylor to live with us forever, enduring all my quirks when she could have a home of her own?” “A home of her own? But what’s the advantage of that? This place is three times as large! And you don’t have any quirks, my dear.” “Just think of how often we’ll visit them and they’ll visit us! We’ll be seeing each other all the time!” “We must begin; we need to pay our wedding visit very soon.” “My dear, how am I supposed to get that far? Randalls is quite a distance. I couldn’t walk half that way.” “No, Papa, no one expects you to walk. We’ll go in the carriage, of course.” “The carriage! But James won’t want to harness the horses for such a short trip. And where will the poor horses be while we pay our visit?” “They’ll be put in Mr. Weston’s stable, Papa.” You know we’ve already settled all of that. We discussed it with Mr. Weston last night. As for James, you can be certain he will always enjoy going to Randalls, especially since his daughter is the housemaid there. My only concern is whether he’ll ever take us anywhere else. That’s your doing, Papa. “You found Hannah that wonderful position. No one had thought of her until you mentioned her—James is so grateful to you!” “I’m really glad I did think of her. It was quite fortunate, as I wouldn’t want poor James to feel slighted in any way. I’m confident she’ll make an excellent servant; she’s a polite, well-spoken girl, and I have a high opinion of her. Whenever I see her, she always curtsies and asks how I’m doing in such a charming way. And when you’ve had her here doing needlework, I’ve noticed she always turns the lock of the door properly and never slams it. I truly believe she’ll be a fantastic addition. It will also be a great comfort for poor Miss Taylor to have someone around that she’s familiar with. Whenever James visits his daughter, you know, she’ll be hearing about us.” “He will be able to tell her how we all are.” Emma made every effort to sustain this brighter stream of thoughts, hoping that with the help of backgammon, she could guide her father through the evening without being plagued by regrets beyond her own. The backgammon table was set up, but just then, a visitor arrived, rendering the game unnecessary. Mr. Knightley, a sensible man in his late thirties, was not only a long-standing and close friend of the family but also intimately connected to it as the elder brother of Isabella’s husband. Living about a mile from Highbury, he was a frequent and always welcome visitor, and his presence was especially appreciated at this time, having just returned from London after a few days away. He had come to Hartfield to share the good news that everyone in Brunswick Square was well. It was a fortunate turn of events that lifted Mr. Woodhouse’s spirits for quite a while. Mr. Knightley’s cheerful demeanor always had a positive effect on him, and his numerous inquiries about “poor Isabella” and her children were met with satisfying responses. Once this exchange concluded, Mr. Woodhouse expressed his gratitude, saying, “It is very kind of you, Mr. “Knightley, to come out at this late hour to visit us. I’m afraid you must have had a dreadful walk.” “Not at all, sir. It’s a beautiful moonlit night, and so mild that I find I must step back from your roaring fire.” “But you must have encountered dampness and mud. I hope you don’t catch a cold.” “Dirty, sir? Look at my shoes—not a speck on them.” “Well! “That’s quite surprising, considering we’ve had an abundance of rain here. It poured dreadfully hard for half an hour while we were at breakfast. I even suggested postponing the wedding.” “By the way, I haven’t congratulated you yet. Knowing the kind of joy you both must be experiencing, I didn’t want to rush into my well-wishes. Still, I hope everything went smoothly. How did everyone behave? Who cried the most?” “Ah!” “Poor Miss Taylor! It’s such a sad affair.” “Let’s not forget about Mr. and Miss Woodhouse, if you please. I can’t bring myself to say ‘poor Miss Taylor.’ I hold you both in high regard, but when it comes to the matter of dependence versus independence—surely it’s better to have just one person to please rather than two.” “Especially when one of those two is such a fanciful, troublesome creature!” Emma said playfully. “That’s exactly what you’re thinking, I know—and you would certainly say it if my father weren’t here.” “I must admit, my dear, that you’re quite right,” Mr. Woodhouse replied with a sigh. “I fear I can be rather fanciful and troublesome at times.” “My dearest papa!” Surely, you don’t think I could mean you, or that Mr. Knightley could mean you. What a dreadful thought! No, I was only referring to myself. Mr. “Knightley loves to find fault with me, you know—in jest, of course. It’s all in good fun. We always speak our minds to each other.” Mr. Knightley was one of the few who could see Emma Woodhouse’s flaws, and the only one bold enough to mention them. While this was not particularly pleasant for Emma, she recognized that it would be even less so for her father. She couldn’t bear the thought of him suspecting that she wasn’t regarded as perfect by everyone. “Emma knows I never flatter her,” Mr. Knightley remarked. “But I meant no offense to anyone. Miss Taylor has always had two people to please; now she will have only one.” “The chances are she must be a gainer.” “Well,” Emma replied, willing to let it slide, “you want to hear about the wedding, and I’m more than happy to share. We all behaved splendidly. Everyone was punctual and looked their best; not a tear was shed, and hardly a long face was to be seen. Oh no, we all felt reassured knowing we would be only half a mile apart and could meet every day.” “Dear Emma handles everything so well,” her father remarked. “But, Mr. Knightley, she is truly going to miss poor Miss Taylor, and I’m certain she will feel the loss more than she realizes.” Emma turned her head, caught between tears and smiles. “It’s impossible for me not to miss such a companion,” Mr. Knightley said. “We wouldn’t admire her as much as we do, sir, if we could think otherwise,” Knightley replied. “But she understands how advantageous this marriage is for Miss Taylor. At her age, having a home of her own must be incredibly appealing, and securing a comfortable future is crucial for her. So, she can’t allow herself to feel more pain than joy. Every friend of Miss Taylor’s should be delighted to see her so happily married.” “And you’ve overlooked one important source of joy for me,” Emma interjected, a smile playing on her lips. “A significant one, indeed—I orchestrated the match myself. I brought them together four years ago, and now to see it come to fruition, especially when so many doubted that Mr. Weston would ever marry again, is a comfort that outweighs everything else.” Mr. Knightley shook his head at her, a hint of amusement in his eyes. Her father replied fondly, “Ah, my dear, I wish you wouldn’t play matchmaker and predict the future. Whatever you say seems to come true. Please, no more matchmaking.” “I promise I won’t make any matches for myself, Papa, but I simply must for others. It’s the greatest amusement in the world! And after such success, how could I resist? Everyone said Mr. Weston would never marry again.” Oh dear, no! Mr. Weston, who had been a widower for so long and appeared perfectly content without a wife, was always busy—either with his work in town or socializing with friends here. He was welcome wherever he went, always cheerful. Mr. Weston could easily avoid spending a single evening alone if he chose not to. Oh no! Mr. Weston would certainly never marry again. Some whispered about a promise he made to his wife on her deathbed, while others claimed that his son and uncle were preventing him from doing so. A great deal of solemn nonsense circulated on the subject, but I believed none of it. “Ever since that day—about four years ago—when Miss Taylor and I encountered him on Broadway Lane, I’ve been convinced of my stance. It started to drizzle, and with such gallantry, he dashed off to borrow two umbrellas from Farmer Mitchell for us. From that moment, I resolved to play matchmaker. Now that I’ve had such success in this instance, dear papa, you can’t expect me to stop matchmaking.” “I don’t understand what you mean by ‘success,’” Mr. Knightley replied. “Success requires effort. If you’ve truly spent the last four years working towards this marriage, then your time has been well and wisely invested. What a noble pursuit for a young lady’s mind! However, if, as I suspect, your idea of making the match simply involves daydreaming—thinking to yourself one idle afternoon, ‘It would be a splendid thing for Miss Taylor if Mr. Weston were to marry her,’ and then occasionally repeating that thought—then why do you speak of success? Where is the merit in that?” “What are you proud of? You made a lucky guess, and that’s all there is to it.” “Have you never experienced the thrill and satisfaction of a fortunate guess? I pity you. I expected you to be more insightful—because, believe me, a lucky guess is never just luck. There’s always some skill involved. And regarding my humble word ‘success,’ which you seem to take issue with, I don’t believe I’m entirely devoid of any claim to it. You’ve painted two lovely pictures, but I suspect there’s a third—a middle ground between doing nothing and doing everything. If I hadn’t supported Mr. Weston’s visits here, along with his many little encouragements and efforts to smooth over minor issues, might not have amounted to anything after all. You must know Hartfield well enough to understand that. “A straightforward, open-hearted man like Weston, paired with a rational, unaffected woman like Miss Taylor, can certainly manage their own affairs. Your interference is more likely to cause harm to yourself than to help them.” “Emma never thinks of herself if she can do good for others,” Mr. Woodhouse replied, grasping only part of the sentiment. “But, my dear, please refrain from making any more matches; they are foolish endeavors and disrupt the family circle terribly.” “Just one more, Papa; only for Mr. Elton.” Poor Mr. Elton! You like him, don’t you, Papa? I really must find a wife for him. There’s no one in Highbury who deserves him, and he’s been here for a whole year, making his house so comfortable that it would be a shame for him to remain single any longer. When he was joining their hands today, he looked as if he would love to have the same kind of ceremony done for him! I think very highly of Mr. Elton. “Mr. Elton, and this is the only way I can do him a service.” “Mr. Elton is indeed a handsome young man, and a good one at that. I hold him in high regard. However, if you wish to show him any kindness, my dear, I suggest inviting him to dine with us one evening. That would be far more meaningful. I’m sure Mr. Knightley would be gracious enough to join us.” “With great pleasure, sir, at any time,” Mr. Knightley replied. Knightley laughed. “I completely agree with you; it will be much better this way. Invite him to dinner, Emma, and serve him the best of the fish and chicken, but let him choose his own wife. Trust me, a man of six or seven-and-twenty can take care of himself.” # Chapter II Mr. Weston was a native of Highbury, born into a respectable family that had been steadily rising in gentility and property for the last two or three generations. He received a good education, but after coming into a small inheritance early in life, he found himself disinclined toward the more mundane pursuits that occupied his brothers. Instead, he satisfied his active, cheerful mind and sociable nature by joining the militia of his county, which had recently been embodied. Captain Weston quickly became a general favorite; when the twists of military life brought him into contact with Miss Churchill, a member of a prominent Yorkshire family, it was no surprise that she fell in love with him. The only ones taken aback were her brother and his wife, who had never met Weston and were filled with pride and importance—qualities that the connection would surely offend. Miss Churchill, being of age and fully in control of her fortune—though it paled in comparison to the family estate—was resolute in her decision to marry. This union took place, much to the dismay of Mr. and Mrs. Churchill, who formally disowned her. The match was ill-suited and brought little happiness. Mrs. Weston should have found more joy in her situation, for she had a husband whose warm heart and gentle nature made him feel that everything was owed to her in gratitude for the privilege of being in love with him. Yet, despite her spirited nature, she lacked the most admirable qualities. She had enough determination to follow her own desires despite her brother’s objections, yet not enough to avoid feeling unreasonable regret over his unjust anger or to stop missing the comforts of her former home. They lived beyond their means, but it was nothing compared to the lavishness of Enscombe. While she continued to love her husband, she found herself longing to be both Captain Weston’s wife and Miss Churchill of Enscombe. Captain Weston, once seen—especially by the Churchills—as having made an extraordinary match, ultimately found himself at a disadvantage. After three years of marriage, when his wife passed away, he was left in a poorer state than before, now with the added responsibility of a child. Fortunately, he was soon relieved of some of the burdens of parenthood. The boy, who had been a source of softening sympathy due to his mother’s lingering illness, became a catalyst for a sort of reconciliation between Mr. and Mrs. Churchill, having no children of their own or any other young relatives to care for, offered to take full responsibility for little Frank shortly after her mother’s passing. The widowed father likely experienced some hesitation and reluctance, but these feelings were soon overshadowed by other considerations. Ultimately, the child was entrusted to the care and wealth of the Churchills, leaving him free to focus on his own comfort and improve his situation as best he could. A complete change of life became necessary for him. He left the militia and entered the world of trade, supported by brothers who were already well-established in London, which provided him with a promising opportunity. This new venture offered just enough work to keep him engaged. He maintained a small house in Highbury, where he spent most of his leisure days. Balancing useful work with the pleasures of social life, the next eighteen or twenty years of his life passed cheerfully by. By that time, he had achieved a comfortable level of success—enough to purchase a small estate adjacent to Highbury, a dream he had long cherished. He was also in a position to marry a woman as portionless as Miss Taylor and to live in accordance with his friendly and sociable nature. For some time, Miss Taylor had begun to influence his plans; however, her guidance was not the overpowering sway of youth over youth. It did not deter him from his determination to wait until he could buy Randalls, a prospect he had eagerly anticipated for quite a while. He remained focused on his goals until they were realized. He had made his fortune, bought his house, and secured a wife, entering a new chapter of his life with every indication that it would bring greater happiness than any he had experienced before. He had never been an unhappy man; his temperament had shielded him from that, even during his first marriage. Yet his second marriage promised to reveal just how delightful a well-judging and genuinely amiable woman could be. It would also provide him with the gratifying realization that it is far better to choose than to be chosen, to inspire gratitude rather than merely feel it. In his choice, he had only himself to please; his fortune was entirely his own. As for Frank, his status had evolved from being merely his uncle’s heir to an openly acknowledged adoption, allowing him to take on the name of Churchill upon reaching adulthood. Therefore, it was highly unlikely that he would ever need to rely on his father’s support. His father felt no apprehension about it. The aunt was a whimsical woman who completely dominated her husband, but Mr. Weston could not fathom that any whim could impact someone so dear to him—someone he believed was truly deserving of affection. He saw his son every year in London and took great pride in him; his glowing reports of the young man had instilled a sense of pride in Highbury as well. The community regarded him as someone who belonged there, making his achievements and future a shared concern among the townspeople. Mr. Frank Churchill was one of Highbury’s proudest claims, and a lively curiosity surrounded him, though the feeling was hardly mutual—he had never visited the town in his life. His anticipated visit to see his father had been a frequent topic of conversation but had never come to fruition. However, with his father’s recent marriage, it was widely suggested that this visit should finally happen as a fitting gesture. There was no dissenting voice on the matter, whether Mrs. Perry was sipping tea with Mrs. and Miss Bates or when Mrs. Miss Bates returned the visit, and now was the moment for Mr. Frank Churchill to join them. Hopes soared when it became known that he had written to his new mother on the occasion. For several days, every morning visit in Highbury included some mention of the lovely letter Mrs. Weston had received. “I suppose you’ve heard about the charming letter Mr. Frank Churchill has written to Mrs. Weston? I hear it was quite a handsome letter. Mr. Woodhouse mentioned it to me. Mr. Woodhouse remarked that he had never seen such a handsome letter in his life. Indeed, it was a letter of great significance. Mrs. Weston had formed a very favorable impression of the young man, and this thoughtful gesture served as undeniable evidence of his good sense. It was a delightful addition to the many expressions of congratulations that had already accompanied her marriage. She felt incredibly fortunate, and after years of experience, she understood just how lucky she truly was. Her only regret was the partial separation from friends whose affection for her had never waned and who could hardly bear to see her go. She recognized that there would be times when she would be missed and felt a pang at the thought of Emma losing even a moment of joy or enduring an hour of boredom due to her absence. Yet, dear Emma was no fragile character; she was more than capable of handling her situation. With her sense, energy, and spirited nature, Mrs. Weston hoped that Emma would navigate the small challenges and adjustments ahead with grace and happiness. Moreover, there was great comfort in the short distance from Randalls to Hartfield, making it convenient for even solitary walks. And then there was Mr. Weston… Weston’s disposition and circumstances ensured that the upcoming season would not hinder their spending half the evenings together each week. Emma felt a deep sense of gratitude towards Mrs. Weston regarding her situation, though it was often tinged with moments of regret. Her satisfaction—indeed, her joy—was so genuine and evident that even Emma, who knew her father well, was occasionally surprised by his continued pity for “poor Miss Taylor.” This was especially true when they left her at Randalls, surrounded by every domestic comfort, or watched her depart in the evening, accompanied by her pleasant husband to their own carriage. Yet, without fail, Mr. Woodhouse would let out a gentle sigh and say, “Ah, poor Miss Taylor! She would be very glad to stay.” There was no recovering Miss Taylor—nor much chance of ceasing to feel pity for her; however, a few weeks brought some alleviation for Mr. Woodhouse. Woodhouse. The neighbors’ compliments had come to an end; he was no longer subjected to teasing remarks about the sorrowful event. The wedding cake, which had caused him considerable distress, was now completely consumed. His own stomach could tolerate nothing rich, and he found it hard to believe that others could be any different. What he deemed unwholesome, he considered unfit for anyone. Thus, he had earnestly attempted to dissuade them from having any wedding cake at all, and when that effort failed, he fervently tried to prevent anyone from eating it. He even went so far as to consult Mr. Perry, the apothecary, on the matter. Mr. Perry was an intelligent and gentlemanly man, whose frequent visits brought comfort to Mr. Woodhouse’s life. When asked about it, he reluctantly admitted—despite his natural inclination to disagree—that wedding cake could indeed disagree with many people, perhaps even most, unless consumed in moderation. With this opinion to support his own, Mr. Woodhouse hoped to sway every visitor of the newly married couple. Yet, despite his efforts, the cake was still eaten, leaving him restless until it was all gone. A curious rumor circulated in Highbury that all the little Perrys had been spotted with a slice of Mrs. Weston’s wedding cake was in their hands, but Mr. Woodhouse would never believe it. # Chapter III Mr. Woodhouse enjoyed society in his own way. He loved having his friends come to visit him. Thanks to a combination of factors—his long residence at Hartfield, his good nature, his fortune, his comfortable home, and his beloved daughter—he could largely dictate the visits of his small circle of friends. He had little interaction with families outside this group; his aversion to late hours and large dinner parties made him ill-suited for any acquaintances who wouldn’t come to see him on his own terms. Fortunately for him, Highbury—along with Randalls in the same parish and Donwell Abbey, the estate of Mr. Knightley in the neighboring parish—offered many such opportunities. Not infrequently, through Emma’s persuasion, he would invite some of his chosen friends to dine with him. However, he preferred evening gatherings; unless he felt particularly out of sorts, there was hardly a night of the week when Emma couldn’t arrange a card table for him. The Westons and Mr. Knightley shared a genuine, long-standing friendship, while Mr. Elton, a young man living alone and discontented with it, enjoyed the privilege of trading his solitary evenings for the elegance and companionship of Mr. Knightley’s company. Woodhouse’s drawing-room, filled with the smiles of his lovely daughter, was never at risk of being neglected. Following this, a second group arrived, including the ever-accessible Mrs. and Miss Bates, along with Mrs. Goddard—three ladies who were almost always ready to accept an invitation from Hartfield. They were fetched and returned home so frequently that Mr. Woodhouse considered it no burden for either James or the horses. If it had happened only once a year, it would have felt like a grievance. Mrs. Bates, the widow of a former vicar of Highbury, was a very old lady, nearly past everything except for tea and quadrille. She lived modestly with her unmarried daughter and garnered the regard and respect that a harmless old woman in such unfortunate circumstances can inspire. Her daughter, Miss Bates, enjoyed an unusual level of popularity for someone who was neither young, beautiful, wealthy, nor married. In fact, Miss Bates found herself in the most challenging position to attract public favor; she lacked any intellectual superiority to redeem herself or intimidate those who might dislike her into showing respect. She had never claimed to possess beauty or cleverness. Her youth had passed without much distinction, and her middle years were devoted to caring for a declining mother while striving to stretch a modest income as far as possible. Yet, she was a happy woman, one whom no one spoke of without goodwill. It was her universal kindness and cheerful disposition that worked such wonders. She loved everyone, took an interest in their happiness, and was quick to recognize their merits. She considered herself incredibly fortunate, surrounded by blessings in the form of an excellent mother, wonderful neighbors, and friends, all within a home that lacked for nothing. The simplicity and cheerfulness of her nature, along with her grateful spirit, endeared her to everyone and provided her with a wealth of happiness. She was a great conversationalist about life’s little matters, which suited Mr. perfectly. Woodhouse was a hub of trivial chatter and harmless gossip. Mrs. Goddard ran a school—not a seminary or an establishment that claimed, in long-winded sentences of refined nonsense, to blend liberal education with elegant morality through new principles and systems. It wasn’t a place where young ladies, for exorbitant fees, were pressured into sacrificing their health for vanity. Instead, it was a genuine, old-fashioned boarding school, offering a reasonable amount of accomplishments at a fair price. Here, girls could be sent to stay out of trouble and gain a bit of education without the risk of returning as prodigies. Mrs. Goddard’s school enjoyed a stellar reputation, and rightly so; Highbury was known for its particularly healthy environment. She had a spacious house and garden, provided the children with plenty of wholesome food, encouraged them to run around freely in the summer, and tended to their chilblains herself during the winter. It was no surprise that a procession of twenty young couples followed her to church. She was a plain, motherly woman who had worked hard in her youth and now believed she deserved the occasional respite of a tea visit. Having once benefited greatly from Mr. Woodhouse’s kindness, she felt a particular obligation to leave her tidy parlor, adorned with her needlework, whenever possible, to spend time by his fireside, where she could win or lose a few sixpences. These were the ladies Emma often found herself able to gather, and she felt a sense of happiness for her father’s sake in doing so. However, as far as she was concerned, it did little to alleviate the absence of Mrs. Weston. She took delight in seeing her father comfortable and felt quite pleased with herself for arranging things so well. Yet, the quiet musings of three such women reminded her that each evening spent in their company was indeed one of the long evenings she had dreaded. One morning, as she sat anticipating just such an evening, a note arrived from Mrs. Goddard respectfully requested permission to bring Miss Smith along, a welcome proposal indeed. Emma recognized Miss Smith, a seventeen-year-old girl whose beauty had long captured her interest. A gracious invitation was promptly extended, alleviating the anxiety of the lady of the house about the evening ahead. Harriet Smith was the illegitimate daughter of an unknown father. Several years ago, someone had placed her at Mrs. Goddard’s school, and recently, that same someone had elevated her status from student to parlor-boarder. This was the extent of what was generally known about her background. She had no visible friends beyond those she had made at Highbury, and had just returned from a lengthy visit to some young ladies who had attended school with her. A very pretty girl, her beauty was of a kind that Emma particularly admired. She was short, plump, and fair, with a lovely complexion, blue eyes, light hair, regular features, and an expression of great sweetness. By the end of the evening, Emma was as charmed by her manners as she was by her looks, and she was determined to pursue the acquaintance. While Miss Smith’s conversation wasn’t remarkably clever, Emma found her altogether engaging—neither overly shy nor reluctant to speak. Yet, she was far from pushy, displaying a proper and respectful demeanor. She seemed genuinely grateful for being welcomed at Hartfield and was artlessly impressed by the superior surroundings, which were so different from what she was accustomed to. This suggested to Emma that she possessed good sense and deserved encouragement. Such soft blue eyes and natural graces should not be wasted on the inferior society of Highbury and its connections. The acquaintances she had already formed were beneath her. The friends from whom she had just parted, though decent people, were doing her a disservice. They were the Martin family, whom Emma knew well by reputation as tenants of Mr. Knightley, residing in the parish of Donwell—she believed they were quite respectable, and she knew Mr. Knightley thought highly of them. However, they were coarse and unrefined, entirely unsuitable as companions for a girl who needed only a touch more knowledge and elegance to be truly perfect. She would take notice of her; she would improve her; she would distance her from her undesirable acquaintances and introduce her to better society. She would shape her opinions and refine her manners. It was an intriguing and undoubtedly generous endeavor, perfectly suited to her circumstances, her leisure, and her abilities. She became so absorbed in admiring those soft blue eyes, engaging in conversation, and weaving her plans during the pauses, that the evening slipped away at an unusually swift pace. Before she realized it, the supper table—always the finale of such gatherings, which she typically monitored with great care—was set and moved closer to the fire. With a lively spirit that was both attentive and eager to ensure everything was done well, she took it upon herself to host the meal. She enthusiastically served and recommended the minced chicken and scalloped oysters, knowing her guests would appreciate her urgency, especially given the early hour and their polite sensibilities. On such occasions, poor Mr. Woodhouse found himself in a state of inner turmoil. He cherished the tradition of a laid table, a custom from his youth, yet his belief that suppers were quite unhealthy made him regret seeing anything placed upon it. While his hospitality urged him to offer his guests everything, his concern for their well-being left him troubled at the thought of their eating. He could only recommend another small basin of thin gruel, feeling quite pleased with himself for doing so. Yet, as the ladies busily cleared away the more appealing dishes, he managed to say: “Mrs. Bates, may I suggest you try one of these eggs? A softly boiled egg is quite wholesome. Serle knows how to boil an egg better than anyone else. I wouldn’t trust just anyone with it, but you needn’t worry; they’re very small. One of our small eggs won’t hurt you at all. Miss Bates, let Emma serve you a tiny bit of tart—a very tiny bit.” All of our tarts are made with apples. You needn’t worry about any unwholesome preserves here. I wouldn’t recommend the custard, though. Mrs. Goddard, how about a small half-glass of wine mixed with a tumbler of water? “I don’t think it could disagree with you.” Emma allowed her father to speak, but she engaged her visitors in a much more satisfying manner. That evening, she took particular pleasure in sending them away happy. Miss Smith’s joy matched her intentions perfectly. Given Miss Woodhouse’s prominent status in Highbury, the prospect of their introduction had stirred as much anxiety as excitement. Yet, the humble, grateful young woman left feeling immensely pleased, thrilled by the warmth with which Miss Woodhouse had treated her throughout the evening—and she had even shaken hands with her at last! # Chapter IV Harriet Smith’s friendship with Emma at Hartfield quickly became a settled affair. Decisive in her actions, Emma wasted no time in inviting and encouraging Harriet to visit often. As their acquaintance deepened, so did their enjoyment of each other’s company. Emma had recognized early on how valuable Harriet could be as a walking companion. In that regard, Mrs. Weston’s absence had a significant impact. Her father rarely ventured beyond the shrubbery, where two sections of the grounds sufficed for his long or short walks, depending on the season. Since Mrs. Weston’s marriage, her own opportunities for exercise had become quite limited. She had attempted to visit Randalls alone once, but it had not been an enjoyable experience. Therefore, having a companion like Harriet Smith—someone she could easily call upon for a walk—would be a valuable addition to her life. As she spent more time with Harriet, her approval deepened, reinforcing all her kind intentions. Harriet may not have been particularly clever, but she possessed a sweet, gentle, and grateful nature. Free from any trace of conceit, she sought guidance from those she admired. Her early affection for herself was endearing, and her desire for good company, along with her ability to appreciate elegance and wit, revealed a certain taste, even if she lacked intellectual depth. Ultimately, she was convinced that Harriet Smith was precisely the young friend she needed—exactly what her home required. A friend like Mrs. Weston was simply out of the question; two such companions could never be granted. She did not desire two such attachments. This was a different matter altogether—a sentiment that was distinct and independent. Mrs. Weston was the recipient of a regard rooted in gratitude and esteem. Harriet, on the other hand, would be cherished as someone to whom she could offer her support. For Mrs. Weston There was nothing to be done; for Harriet, everything was at stake. Her initial attempts at being helpful revolved around discovering the identities of her parents, but Harriet was unable to provide any answers. She was eager to share everything she knew, yet when it came to this particular subject, questions proved futile. Emma found herself forced to imagine what she liked, though she could never truly believe that she herself would have failed to uncover the truth in the same situation. Harriet lacked insight; she had been content to hear and accept whatever Mrs. Goddard chose to confide in her and looked no further. Mrs. Goddard, the teachers, the girls, and the general affairs of the school naturally dominated their conversations. Yet, it was her connection with the Martins of Abbey-Mill Farm that truly occupied her thoughts. She had spent two blissful months with them and loved sharing the joys of her visit, recounting the many comforts and wonders of their home. Emma encouraged her enthusiasm, captivated by this glimpse into another world and charmed by the youthful innocence that could express such delight over Mrs. Martin’s “two parlours—two very good parlours, indeed; one of which was almost as large as Mrs. Goddard’s drawing room was filled with talk of her long-serving maid, who had been with her for twenty-five years, and the eight cows they owned—two of which were Alderneys, and one a charming little Welsh cow that Mrs. Martin adored so much she insisted it be called her cow. They also had a beautiful summer house in their garden, where they planned to enjoy tea together next year—a spacious structure that could comfortably accommodate a dozen guests. At first, she found this amusing, not thinking much beyond the surface. However, as she got to know the family better, her feelings began to shift. She had initially assumed it was a mother and daughter living with a son and his wife, but she soon realized that Mr. Martin, who was frequently praised for his good-natured deeds, was actually a single man. There was no young Mrs. Martin, no wife in the picture. This revelation raised her concerns for her dear friend, as she feared that all this hospitality and kindness might lead to complications. If Harriet wasn’t careful, she might find herself in a situation from which there was no escape. With this unsettling thought in mind, her curiosity grew, prompting her to ask more questions and delve deeper into the subject. She encouraged Harriet to share more about Mr. Martin. Martin was evidently well-liked, and Harriet was more than eager to share her fond memories of him. She often reminisced about their moonlit walks and the joyful games they played in the evenings, emphasizing his good humor and willingness to please. One day, he even went three miles out of his way just to bring her some walnuts, knowing how much she enjoyed them. In every regard, he was incredibly accommodating. One night, he invited the shepherd’s son into the parlor specifically so he could sing for her, knowing how much she loved music. Martin could carry a tune himself, albeit just a little. She believed he was exceptionally clever and understood everything. He had a remarkable flock, and during her time with them, he had received higher bids for his wool than anyone else in the country. She was convinced that everyone spoke highly of him. His mother and sisters adored him. One day, Mrs. Martin confided in her—blushing as she spoke—that it was impossible for anyone to be a better son. Therefore, she was certain that when he married, he would make a wonderful husband. Not that she wanted him to marry; she was in no hurry at all. “Well done, Mrs. Martin!” Emma thought. “You know exactly what you’re doing.” Afterward, Mrs. Martin was gracious enough to send Mrs. Goddard was a magnificent goose—the finest Mrs. Goddard had ever laid eyes on. She had dressed it up for Sunday and invited all three teachers—Miss Nash, Miss Prince, and Miss Richardson—to join her for supper. “Mr. Martin, I take it, isn’t particularly well-informed outside of his own profession? He doesn’t read much, does he?” “Oh yes!—that is, no—I’m not sure. I believe he has read quite a bit, but probably not anything you would consider noteworthy.” He reads the Agricultural Reports and a few other books that sit in one of the window seats—but he always reads those to himself. However, sometimes in the evenings, before we played cards, he would read aloud from the Elegant Extracts, which was quite entertaining. I know he has read The Vicar of Wakefield, but he has never touched The Romance of the Forest or The Children of the Abbey. He hadn’t even heard of those books until I mentioned them, but now he’s determined to get his hands on them as soon as possible.” The next question was— “What does Mr. Martin look like?” “Oh! Not handsome—not at all handsome. I found him quite plain at first, but my opinion has changed over time. You know how that goes. But have you never seen him? He comes to Highbury regularly and rides through on his way to Kingston every week. He’s likely passed you many times. “That may be true, and I might have seen him fifty times, but I wouldn’t know his name.” A young farmer, whether on horseback or on foot, is the last person to pique my curiosity. The yeomanry are precisely the kind of people with whom I feel I have nothing in common. If they were a rung or two lower in status, their respectable appearance might intrigue me; I might even hope to be of some use to their families. But a farmer requires none of my assistance, and in that sense, he is as much above my notice as he is below it in every other regard. “Indeed. Oh yes! It’s unlikely you’ve ever noticed him, but he knows you quite well—at least by sight.” “I have no doubt he is a very respectable young man.” “I know, indeed, that he is as you say, and I genuinely wish him well. How old do you think he is?” “He turned twenty-four on the 8th of last June, while my birthday is on the 23rd—just a fortnight and a day apart, which is quite peculiar.” “Only twenty-four. That’s far too young to settle down. His mother is absolutely right not to rush things. They seem quite comfortable as they are, and if she were to push him into marriage, she would likely regret it. In six years, if he were to meet a good young woman of similar standing, with a bit of money, it could be quite advantageous.” “Six years from now!” “Dear Miss Woodhouse, he would be thirty years old!” “Well, that’s as early as most men can afford to marry, unless they’re born into wealth. Mr. Martin, I assume, has his fortune entirely to make—he can’t be ahead of the game. Whatever money he might have inherited when his father passed away, whatever share of the family property he received, I’m sure it’s all tied up, invested in his stock and so on. And while, with hard work and a bit of luck, he may become wealthy in time, it’s nearly impossible for him to have amassed anything substantial yet.” “Indeed, that’s true. But they live quite comfortably. They don’t have an indoor servant, yet they seem to lack for nothing; and Mrs. “Martin talks of taking a boy another year.” “I hope you won’t find yourself in a difficult situation, Harriet, when he does marry—especially regarding his wife. While his sisters, due to their superior education, aren’t entirely objectionable, it doesn’t mean he’ll marry someone suitable for you to associate with. Given your background, you must be particularly cautious about your companions. There’s no doubt you’re a gentleman’s daughter, and you need to uphold that status in every way possible. Otherwise, there will be plenty of people eager to undermine you.” “Yes, I suppose that’s true. But as long as I’m visiting at Hartfield and you’re so kind to me, Miss Woodhouse, I’m not worried about what anyone else might do.” “You understand the power of influence quite well, Harriet. However, I want you to be firmly established in good society, independent of Hartfield and Miss Woodhouse. My goal is to see you well-connected for the long term, which means minimizing any questionable acquaintances. Therefore, I hope that if you’re still in this country when Mr. Martin marries, you won’t be drawn into a friendship with his wife, who will likely be just some farmer’s daughter without much education.” “Of course.” “Yes, not that I believe Mr. Martin would ever marry anyone who hasn’t had a good education and been raised properly. Still, I don’t intend to impose my opinion on you, and I certainly won’t wish to befriend his wife. I will always hold the Miss Martins, especially Elizabeth, in high regard, and I would be quite sorry to lose their company, as they are just as well educated as I am. However, if he were to marry a woman who is very ignorant and vulgar, I would certainly prefer to avoid visiting her, if I can.” Emma observed her closely throughout this speech, noting that there were no alarming signs of love. The young man had been her first admirer, but she felt confident that there were no other ties to complicate matters, and that Harriet would not pose any serious objections to a friendly arrangement of her own. The very next day, as they strolled along the Donwell road, they encountered Mr. Martin. He was on foot, and after casting a respectful glance in her direction, he looked at her companion with genuine satisfaction. Emma welcomed the chance to observe him more closely; she walked a few yards ahead while they conversed, allowing her keen eye to take in Mr. Robert Martin. His appearance was tidy, and he seemed like a sensible young man, but he had little else to recommend him. When compared to gentlemen, she feared he would lose any ground he had gained in Harriet’s affections. Harriet was not oblivious to demeanor; she had noticed her father’s gentleness with both admiration and a hint of wonder. Mr. Martin, on the other hand, seemed completely unaware of the concept of manners. They spent only a few minutes together, as Miss Woodhouse could not be kept waiting. Soon after, Harriet came running to her, a smile on her face and a flutter of excitement in her spirit, which Miss Woodhouse hoped to calm soon. “Can you believe we happened to meet him? How very odd!” “It’s quite a coincidence,” he remarked, “that I didn’t take the route by Randalls. I don’t believe we ever walk this road; it seems we head toward Randalls most days. I still haven’t managed to get my hands on The Romance of the Forest. I was so busy the last time I was at Kingston that I completely forgot about it. But I’m going back tomorrow. Isn’t it strange that we should happen to meet like this?” “Well, Miss Woodhouse, is he what you expected? What do you think of him? Do you find him so very plain?” “He is undeniably plain—remarkably so—but that pales in comparison to his complete lack of gentility. I had no right to expect much, and I didn’t, but I never imagined he could be so utterly clownish, so entirely devoid of refinement. I had pictured him, I confess, as being a notch or two closer to gentility.” “Indeed,” said Harriet, her voice tinged with embarrassment, “he is not as genteel as true gentlemen.” “I think, Harriet, that since you’ve been with us, you’ve spent time in the company of some very real gentlemen. You must surely notice the difference with Mr. Martin.” At Hartfield, you’ve encountered some truly remarkable examples of well-educated, well-bred men. I would be surprised if, after meeting them, you could spend time with Mr. Martin again without realizing just how inferior he is—and perhaps even questioning why you ever found him agreeable in the first place. Don’t you feel that way now? Were you not struck by his awkward appearance, his abrupt manner, and the roughness of his voice, which I noticed was completely unmodulated while I stood here?” “Certainly, he is not like Mr. “Mr. Knightley may not have the same refined air or graceful stride as some, but I can clearly see the distinction. There’s no denying that he is truly an exceptional man!” Knightley’s demeanor is so exceptionally refined that it hardly seems fair to compare Mr. Martin to him. It’s rare to encounter a gentleman with such unmistakable qualities as those embodied by Mr. Knightley. However, he isn’t the only gentleman you’ve recently been acquainted with. What do you think of Mr. Weston and Mr. Elton? When you compare Mr. Martin to either of them, the contrast becomes clear. Consider their mannerisms: how they carry themselves, how they walk, how they speak, and even how they choose to be silent. The differences are striking. “Oh yes! There is a significant difference.” “But Mr. Weston is nearly an old man. He must be between forty and fifty.” “Which makes his good manners all the more valuable. As a person ages, Harriet, it becomes increasingly important that their manners remain refined; any loudness, coarseness, or awkwardness becomes all the more glaring and distasteful. What may be excusable in youth becomes utterly unacceptable in later years.” Mr. Martin is now awkward and abrupt; what will he be like at Mr. Weston’s age?” “There’s no telling,” Harriet replied, her tone serious. “But we can make some educated guesses. He will likely become a completely coarse and vulgar farmer, utterly indifferent to appearances, focused solely on profit and loss.” “Is that so? That would be quite unfortunate.” “It’s clear how much his business consumes him, especially since he forgot to ask about the book you recommended.” He was far too engrossed in the market to think of anything else—which is exactly how it should be for a successful man. What does he have to do with books? I have no doubt he will thrive and become quite wealthy in time, and his lack of education and rough demeanor need not concern us.” “I wonder why he didn’t remember the book,” was all Harriet replied, her tone tinged with a serious displeasure that Emma felt was best left unaddressed. So, she chose to remain silent for a while. When she finally spoke again, she began with, “In one respect, perhaps, Mr. Elton’s manners are superior to Mr. Knightley’s or Mr. Weston’s approach embodies a gentler quality. They present a more reliable model to emulate. Mr. Weston possesses an openness, a quickness, and even a certain bluntness that endears him to everyone; his good humor makes it all the more appealing. However, such traits are not easily replicated. Mr. Knightley’s straightforward, decisive, and commanding demeanor suits him perfectly; his stature, appearance, and position in life all contribute to this impression. However, if any young man attempted to imitate him, it would likely come off as insufferable. In contrast, I believe a young man would do well to look to Mr. Elton as a model. Mr. Elton embodies good humor, cheerfulness, kindness, and gentleness. He seems to have grown particularly gentle lately. I can’t tell if he’s trying to ingratiate himself with either of us, Harriet, by being extra soft, but it strikes me that his manners have become noticeably gentler. If he has any intention at all, it must be to please you. Didn’t I mention what he said about you the other day?” She then recounted some heartfelt praise she had drawn from Mr. Elton, giving it the full weight it deserved. Harriet blushed and smiled, admitting that she had always found Mr. Elton very agreeable. Mr. Elton was precisely the man Emma had in mind to drive the young farmer from Harriet’s thoughts. She believed it would be an excellent match—so evidently desirable, natural, and likely that she felt it hardly required much merit on her part to orchestrate it. Yet, she worried that everyone else would think the same and predict the outcome. Still, it was unlikely that anyone could match her timing; the idea had struck her the very first evening Harriet arrived at Hartfield. The more she contemplated it, the stronger her conviction grew regarding its practicality. Mr. Elton’s situation was quite suitable. He was a gentleman of good standing, without any low connections, and belonged to a family that could hardly object to Harriet’s uncertain origins. He had a comfortable home to offer her, and Emma believed he had a sufficient income. Although the vicarage of Highbury was modest, he was known to possess some independent property. Emma held him in high regard as a good-humored, well-meaning, and respectable young man, lacking any deficiency in practical understanding or worldly knowledge. Emma was already convinced that he found Harriet to be a beautiful girl, and she trusted that their frequent meetings at Hartfield provided a solid foundation for his affections. As for Harriet, it was clear that the idea of being favored by Mr. Elton would hold considerable weight and influence. He was genuinely a charming young man, someone any woman who wasn’t overly particular might find appealing. He was generally considered handsome, and while many admired his looks, Emma herself found him lacking in the elegance of feature that she valued. However, the girl who could be pleased by Robert Martin’s efforts to gather walnuts for her might very well be won over by Mr. Elton’s Admiration # Chapter V “I’m curious to hear your thoughts on the close friendship between Emma and Harriet Smith, Mrs. Weston,” Mr. Knightley remarked. “I believe it’s a detrimental situation.” “A detrimental situation? Do you truly believe that? Why do you say so?” “I fear that neither will benefit the other.” “You surprise me! Surely, Emma must bring some good to Harriet. And in providing Harriet with a new focus of interest, Harriet, in turn, could be said to benefit Emma.” I have been observing their intimacy with great pleasure. How differently we perceive things! I can’t believe you think this will benefit either of them! This is surely the start of one of our disagreements about Emma, Mr. Knightley.” “Do you think I’ve come here specifically to argue with you, knowing that Weston is out and that you must defend your own position?” “Mr. Weston would undoubtedly support me if he were here, as he shares my views on the matter. We were discussing it just yesterday, agreeing on how fortunate it is for Emma to have such a girl in Highbury to associate with.” Mr. Knightley, I cannot trust you to be an impartial judge in this matter. You are so accustomed to solitude that you may not fully appreciate the value of companionship. Moreover, I doubt any man can truly understand the comfort a woman derives from the company of another woman, especially after having experienced it throughout her life. I can anticipate your objections to Harriet Smith; she may not be the exemplary young woman that Emma’s friend should ideally be. However, on the flip side, Emma’s desire to see Harriet more informed will motivate her to read more herself. “They will read together. She means it, I know.” “Emma has been saying she wants to read more ever since she was twelve. I’ve seen countless lists she’s created over the years, detailing the books she intended to read regularly—and they were quite impressive. Each list was thoughtfully curated and neatly organized—sometimes alphabetically, other times by different criteria. I still remember the list she made at just fourteen; it showcased her excellent judgment, and I kept it for quite a while. I have no doubt she could craft another good list now. But I’ve given up on expecting any consistent reading habits from Emma. She will never commit to anything that demands diligence and patience, nor will she willingly subordinate her imagination to reason.” Where Miss Taylor failed to inspire, I can confidently assert that Harriet Smith will achieve nothing. You could never persuade her to read as much as you wished—of that, you know, you could not. “I dare say,” replied Mrs. Weston with a smile, “that I thought so back then; but since we parted, I can’t recall a time when Emma didn’t do everything I asked of her.” “There’s little desire to revisit such a memory,” Mr. Knightley said, his tone earnest. He paused for a moment, reflecting. “But I, who have not been enchanted by her charm, must still see, hear, and remember. Emma is spoiled by being the cleverest in her family. At just ten years old, she had the misfortune of being able to answer questions that puzzled her sister at seventeen.” She was always quick and confident, while Isabella was slow and hesitant. Ever since she turned twelve, Emma has been the mistress of the house and of everyone in it. With her mother gone, she lost the only person who could truly understand her. Emma has inherited her mother’s talents, but she must have been under her influence for far too long. “I would have felt sorry, Mr. Knightley, to rely on your recommendation if I had left Mr. Woodhouse’s household in search of another position. I doubt you would have said a kind word on my behalf to anyone.” “I’m sure you always thought I was unfit for the position I held.” “Yes,” he replied with a smile. “You’re much better suited here—perfectly fit to be a wife, but not at all for a governess. All the while you were at Hartfield, you were preparing yourself to be an excellent wife. You may not have provided Emma with the complete education your abilities suggested, but you were certainly receiving a valuable education from her—specifically, the crucial lesson of submitting your own will and following directions. If Weston had asked me to recommend a wife, I would have undoubtedly named Miss Taylor.” “Thank you. There’s not much merit in being a good wife to a man like Mr. Weston.” “To be honest, I fear you might be somewhat wasted on him. Despite your willingness to adapt, there may be little for you to endure.” We shall not despair, however. Weston may become irritable from the indulgence of comfort, or his son may trouble him.” “I hope it won’t come to that. It seems unlikely. No, Mr. Knightley, please don’t predict any annoyance from that direction.” “Not I, indeed. I merely mention possibilities. I don’t claim to have Emma’s talent for predicting and guessing.” I sincerely hope that the young man proves to be a Weston in merit and a Churchill in fortune. But as for Harriet Smith—I haven’t finished my thoughts on her. I believe she is the worst possible companion for Emma. Harriet knows so little and views Emma as if she knows everything. She flatters in every way, and it’s even more troubling because it’s unintentional. Her ignorance serves as constant flattery. How can Emma believe she has anything left to learn when Harriet offers such a pleasing sense of inferiority? As for Harriet, I daresay she won’t benefit from this acquaintance. Hartfield will only make her dissatisfied with the other places she belongs to. She’ll become just refined enough to feel out of place among those with whom her birth and circumstances have associated her. I’m afraid Emma’s teachings won’t strengthen her mind or help her adapt rationally to the different situations in life. They merely provide a superficial polish. “I either have more faith in Emma’s good sense than you do, or I’m simply more concerned for her well-being; I can’t bring myself to regret the acquaintance. She looked so lovely last night!” “Oh! So you’d rather discuss her looks than her intellect, would you?” “Very well; I won’t deny that Emma is pretty.” “Pretty? I would say beautiful, rather. Can you imagine anything closer to perfect beauty than Emma, in both face and figure?” “I can’t think of anything, but I must admit that I have rarely seen a face or figure more pleasing to me than hers. But then again, I am a biased old friend.” “Such an eye! The true hazel eye—so bright! Her features are regular, her countenance open, and that complexion! Oh!” What a vibrant display of health she is, with such a lovely height and stature; her figure is both firm and upright! There’s vitality not just in her bloom, but in her demeanor, her posture, and her gaze. People often speak of a child as being ‘the picture of health,’ but to me, Emma embodies the very essence of adult vitality. She is truly a vision of beauty. Don’t you agree, Mr. Knightley?” “I have no complaints about her appearance,” he replied. “I believe she embodies everything you’ve described. I love to look at her, and I must add this praise: she doesn’t strike me as vain. Given her striking beauty, she seems surprisingly unconcerned with it; her vanity manifests in a different way. Mrs. Weston, I cannot be swayed from my dislike of Harriet Smith, nor from my fear that it will bring harm to both of them.” “And I, Mr. Knightley, am equally steadfast in my belief that it will not cause them any harm.” With all of dear Emma’s little faults, she is truly an exceptional person. Where else can we find a better daughter, a kinder sister, or a truer friend? No, she possesses qualities that can be relied upon; she will never lead anyone astray, nor will she make any lasting mistakes. For every time Emma errs, she is right a hundred times. “Very well; I won’t trouble you any further. Emma shall be an angel, and I’ll keep my grievances to myself until Christmas brings John and Isabella. John loves Emma with a reasonable, and therefore not a blind, affection, and Isabella always shares his views—except when he isn’t quite concerned enough about the children. I’m confident I’ll have their support. “I know you all love her too much to be unjust or unkind; but please excuse me, Mr. “Knightley, if I may take the liberty—consider me as having a privilege of speech akin to what Emma’s mother might have had—I must suggest that discussing Harriet Smith’s intimacy among you may not yield any good. Please forgive me, but if there are any concerns about this relationship, it’s unreasonable to expect Emma to end it, especially since she is accountable only to her father, who fully supports the friendship. As it has been my role for so many years to offer advice, you can hardly be surprised, Mr. Knightley, that I still feel compelled to do so.” “Not at all,” he replied. “I appreciate your input. It’s sound advice, and it will be treated with more respect than your suggestions have often received; I will take it to heart.” “Mrs. John Knightley is easily alarmed and might worry about her sister,” she added. “Rest assured,” he said, “I won’t make a fuss.” I will keep my ill humor to myself. My interest in Emma is genuine. Isabella has never felt more like a sister to me; in fact, my feelings for her hardly compare. There’s an anxiety, a curiosity that comes with my feelings for Emma. I can’t help but wonder what will become of her. “So do I,” Mrs. Weston replied gently, “very much.” “She always insists that she will never marry, which, of course, means absolutely nothing.” But I have no idea if she has ever truly cared for a man. It wouldn’t be a bad thing for her to fall deeply in love with someone worthy. I would love to see Emma in love, perhaps even uncertain about whether her feelings would be reciprocated; it would do her good. Unfortunately, there’s no one around here to capture her heart, and she rarely ventures far from home. “There seems to be little to tempt her to change her mind at the moment,” Mrs. Weston replied. “As long as she is so happy at Hartfield, I can’t wish for her to form an attachment that might create difficulties for poor Mr. Woodhouse.” “I do not recommend matrimony to Emma at present, though I mean no slight to the institution, I assure you.” Part of her intention was to conceal some cherished thoughts of her own and Mr. Weston’s on the matter as much as possible. There were hopes at Randalls regarding Emma’s future, but it was best not to have them suspected. The smooth transition Mr. Knightley soon made to, “What does Weston think of the weather? Shall we have rain?” reassured her that he had nothing further to say or speculate about Hartfield. # Chapter VI Emma felt confident that she had properly directed Harriet’s thoughts and raised the gratitude of her young vanity to a commendable purpose. Harriet was now decidedly more aware of Mr. Elton’s remarkable handsomeness and agreeable manners. With no hesitation, Emma followed up on the assurance of his admiration with subtle hints, and she soon felt quite certain that she was fostering a significant liking on Harriet’s part, as much as could be reasonably hoped for. She was thoroughly convinced that Mr. Elton was on the verge of falling in love, if he wasn’t already. She had no doubts about him. He spoke of Harriet with such warmth and admiration that she couldn’t imagine anything more could be added with just a little time. His recognition of the remarkable improvement in Harriet’s demeanor since her introduction at Hartfield was one of the most pleasing signs of his growing affection. “You have given Miss Smith everything she needed,” he remarked; “you have made her graceful and at ease.” She was a stunning creature when she first came to you, but in my view, the enhancements you’ve added far surpass what nature bestowed upon her.” “I’m glad you believe I’ve been of help to her; but really, Harriet only needed a little encouragement and a few gentle suggestions. She already possessed an innate grace, a sweet disposition, and a natural innocence. I’ve done very little.” “If it were permissible to disagree with a lady,” said the charming Mr. Elton— “Perhaps I’ve given her a bit more confidence, taught her to consider ideas that hadn’t previously crossed her mind.” “Exactly! That’s what stands out to me—the added confidence! Your touch has been masterful!” “I’m sure it has brought great joy.” “I have never encountered a disposition more genuinely amiable.” “I have no doubt about that.” The response came with a sigh of enthusiasm, tinged with a hint of affection. Emma felt equally delighted on another occasion when he readily supported her sudden desire to have a portrait of Harriet. “Harriet, have you ever had your likeness taken?” she asked. “Have you ever sat for a portrait?” Harriet was about to leave the room but paused to reply with an endearing innocence, “Oh, dear, no, never.” As soon as she was out of sight, Emma exclaimed, “What a treasure a good portrait of her would be! I would pay any amount for it. I almost wish I could attempt her likeness myself.” You may not know this, but a few years ago, I had a great passion for capturing likenesses. I attempted to portray several of my friends and was considered to have a decent eye for it. However, for various reasons, I eventually abandoned the pursuit in frustration. Yet, I must admit, I would be tempted to take up the brush again if Harriet would agree to sit for me. It would be such a joy to have her portrait! “Please, I urge you,” Mr. Elton exclaimed. “It would truly be a delight! I implore you, Miss Woodhouse, to share your wonderful talent in favor of your friend.” “I know what your drawings are. How could you think me ignorant? This room is filled with your landscapes and flowers, and doesn’t Mrs. Weston have some exquisite figure pieces in her drawing room at Randalls?” “Yes, good man!” Emma thought to herself. “But what does that have to do with capturing likenesses? You know nothing about drawing. Don’t pretend to be enamored with my work.” “Save your enthusiasm for Harriet’s face,” he said. “Well, if you’re offering me such kind encouragement, Mr. Elton, I suppose I shall attempt it. Harriet’s features are quite delicate, which makes capturing a likeness challenging; yet there’s a distinct shape to her eyes and a unique curve to her mouth that I should be able to convey.” “Precisely! The shape of her eyes and the lines around her mouth—I have no doubt you’ll succeed. Please, do try. As you undertake this, it will truly be, to borrow your words, an exquisite possession.” “But I’m afraid, Mr. “Elton, Harriet won’t want to sit for a portrait. She thinks so little of her own beauty. Did you notice how she responded to me? It was as if she was saying, ‘Why should anyone bother to draw my picture?’” “Oh, I certainly noticed. It didn’t escape me at all.””But still, I cannot imagine she would not be persuaded.” Harriet soon returned, and the proposal was made almost immediately. She had no scruples that could withstand the earnest urging of both Emma and the others for long. Emma was eager to get started, so she brought out the portfolio containing her various attempts at portraits—none of which had ever been finished—so they could decide together on the best size for Harriet. The portfolio displayed her many beginnings: miniatures, half-lengths, full-lengths, executed in pencil, crayon, and watercolors. She had always wanted to try everything and had made more progress in drawing and music than many might achieve with far more effort than she was willing to invest. She played and sang, drawing in almost every style, but she lacked the steadiness needed to reach the level of excellence she aspired to and which she should have been able to attain. She was not entirely deceived about her own talents as an artist or a musician, yet she didn’t mind if others were misled, nor was she troubled by the fact that her reputation for skill often exceeded her actual abilities. There was merit in every drawing—even in the least finished ones, perhaps even more so; her style was spirited. But whether her work had been significantly less or ten times more accomplished, the delight and admiration of her two companions would have remained unchanged. They were both in ecstasies. A good likeness pleases everyone, and Miss Woodhouse’s creations must be exceptional. “Not much variety in faces for you,” Emma remarked. “I had only my own family to study from.” There is my father—another version of him—but the thought of posing for his portrait made him so anxious that I had to capture him in secret; neither of the images truly resemble him. And then there’s Mrs. Weston, again and again. Dear Mrs. Weston! Always my kindest friend in every circumstance. She would sit whenever I asked her. There’s my sister, with her own little elegant figure! Her face is quite similar, too. I could have captured a good likeness if she had been willing to sit longer, but she was so eager for me to draw her four children that she couldn’t stay still. Here are my attempts at three of those four children—Henry, John, and Bella—scattered across the sheet. Any one of them could easily pass for the others. She was so insistent on having them drawn that I couldn’t refuse, but getting children aged three or four to hold still is no simple task. It’s also challenging to capture their likeness beyond their general demeanor and complexion, unless they happen to have coarser features than any of Mama’s children ever did. And here’s my sketch of the fourth child, who was just a baby. I found him sleeping on the sofa, and the resemblance to his cockade was striking. He had nestled his head in a most convenient position. It truly captured his likeness. I must admit, I take pride in little George. The corner of the sofa adds a nice touch. And here is my latest—a charming sketch of a gentleman, full-length and in miniature—my last and best work: my brother, Mr. John Knightley. This was nearly finished when I set it aside in frustration, vowing never to attempt another likeness. I couldn’t help but feel annoyed; after all my efforts, I had truly captured a very good likeness—Mrs. Weston and I both agreed it was very much like him—perhaps a bit too handsome, too flattering, but that was a fault on the right side. Yet, after all this, I was met with poor dear Isabella’s tepid approval: “Yes, it was a little like him, but it certainly didn’t do him justice.” We had gone to great lengths to persuade him to sit for the portrait at all; it was treated as a great favor. Altogether, it was more than I could bear, and so I resolved never to finish it, only to have it dismissed as an unfavorable likeness by every morning visitor in Brunswick Square. As I said, I then swore off drawing anyone ever again. But for Harriet’s sake—or rather for my own, since there are no husbands and wives involved at present—I will break my resolution now. Mr. Elton appeared genuinely captivated by the idea, repeating, “No husbands and wives in the case at present, indeed, as you observe. Exactly so. No husbands and wives,” with such an intriguing awareness that Emma began to wonder if she should leave them alone together after all. However, since she wanted to focus on her drawing, she decided to postpone that decision for a little while longer. She quickly settled on the size and style of the portrait: a full-length watercolor, similar to Mr. John Knightley’s portrait was destined, if she had her way, to hold a prominent place over the mantelpiece. The sitting began, and Harriet, smiling and blushing, struggled to maintain her pose and expression, presenting a charming blend of youthful innocence to the artist’s steady gaze. However, the presence of Mr. Elton fidgeting behind her, watching every brushstroke, made it nearly impossible for her to relax. While she appreciated that he had positioned himself where he could gaze without being intrusive, she ultimately felt compelled to ask him to move. It then occurred to her to put him to work by having him read instead. “If he would be so kind as to read to them, it would be a true kindness! It would ease her burdens and make Miss Smith’s task much less tedious.” Mr. Elton was more than willing. Harriet listened intently, while Emma worked in peace. She had to accept that he would frequently come to check on her; anything less would hardly suffice for a lover. He was quick to jump up at the slightest pause in her drawing, eager to see her progress and utterly enchanted by it. It was impossible to be annoyed with such a supportive admirer; his enthusiasm allowed him to see a resemblance almost before it was evident. While she couldn’t fully respect his judgment, his affection and attentiveness were beyond reproach. The sitting was entirely satisfactory; she was quite pleased with the first day’s sketch and eager to continue. There was no lack of resemblance; she had been fortunate with the pose, and since she intended to enhance the figure—adding a touch more height and significantly more elegance—she felt confident that it would ultimately become a lovely drawing. It would serve as a lasting tribute to the beauty of one, the skill of the other, and the friendship they shared, enriched by the pleasant associations that Mr. Elton’s promising attachment was sure to bring. Harriet was scheduled to sit again the following day, and Mr. Elton, as was only proper, requested permission to join them and read aloud once more. “By all means.” “We would be delighted to welcome you as part of the group.” The same civilities and courtesies, along with the same success and satisfaction, continued the following day, accompanying the swift and joyful progress of the painting. Everyone who saw it was pleased, but Mr. Elton was in a constant state of rapture, defending it against every critique. “Miss Woodhouse has given her friend the only beauty she needed,” Mrs. Weston remarked to him, completely unaware that she was speaking to a man in love. “The expression of the eye is spot on, but Miss Smith lacks those eyebrows and eyelashes. It’s simply a flaw in her features.” “Do you really think so?” he replied. “I cannot agree with you. To me, it seems a striking resemblance in every feature. I’ve never seen such a likeness in my life. We must consider the effect of shade, of course.” “You’ve made her too tall, Emma,” Mr. Knightley remarked. Emma was aware that he was right, but she refused to admit it; and Mr. Elton added warmly, “Oh no! Not too tall at all; not in the least. Just consider, she’s sitting down—which naturally changes the perspective. In short, it perfectly conveys the idea—and we must preserve the proportions, you know. Proportions, foreshortening—oh no! It truly gives one an accurate sense of Miss Smith’s height. Exactly so indeed!” “It is very pretty,” said Mr. Woodhouse. “So beautifully done! Just like all your drawings, my dear. I don’t know anyone who draws as well as you do. The only thing I find a bit unsettling is that she appears to be sitting outside with just a light shawl over her shoulders—it makes one worry she might catch a chill.” “But, dear Papa, it’s meant to be summer—a warm day in summer. Just look at the tree.” “Still, it’s never truly safe to sit outside, my dear.” “You, sir, may say anything,” exclaimed Mr. Elton said, “I must confess, I find it a delightful idea to place Miss Smith outdoors; the tree captures such an inimitable spirit! Any other setting would have been far less fitting. The naïveté of Miss Smith’s manners—oh, it’s simply admirable! I can’t take my eyes off it. I’ve never seen such a striking resemblance.” Next on the agenda was getting the picture framed, which presented a few challenges. It needed to be done promptly, in London, and the order had to pass through the hands of someone with discerning taste. Isabella, who usually handled such commissions, was not an option this time, as it was December, and Mr. Woodhouse could not bear the thought of her stepping outside her house in the December fog. However, as soon as Mr. Elton learned of her distress, he swiftly offered his assistance. His gallantry was ever at the ready. “If I might be entrusted with this task, what immense pleasure it would bring me to carry it out! I could ride to London at any time.” It was impossible to determine just how much he should feel gratified by being entrusted with such a task. “He’s too good! I can’t bear the thought of burdening him with this troublesome errand,” she insisted, prompting the desired repetition of pleas and reassurances. Within just a few minutes, the matter was settled. Mr. Elton would take the drawing to London, choose the frame, and provide the necessary directions. Emma believed she could pack it securely enough to ensure its safety without causing him much inconvenience, while he seemed primarily concerned about not being inconvenienced enough. “What a precious deposit!” he exclaimed with a tender sigh as he accepted it. “This man is almost too gallant to be in love,” Emma mused. “I might think so, but I suppose there are countless ways to experience love.” He is an excellent young man and will suit Harriet perfectly; it will be an “Exactly so,” as he himself puts it. However, he does tend to sigh and languish, seeking compliments a bit more than I could tolerate as the main focus. I find myself caught up in it as a secondary player. But it’s his gratitude toward Harriet that truly matters. # Chapter VII On the very day Mr. Elton left for London, another opportunity arose for Emma to assist her friend. Harriet had been at Hartfield, as usual, shortly after breakfast. After a while, she returned home, only to come back for dinner sooner than expected, her face agitated and hurried, eager to share some extraordinary news. In less than half a minute, she revealed everything. As soon as she returned to Mrs. Goddard’s, she learned that Mr. Martin had visited an hour earlier. Finding her absent and not particularly expected, he had left a small parcel for her from one of his sisters before departing. When she opened the parcel, she discovered not only the two songs she had lent Elizabeth to copy but also a letter addressed to her. It was from Mr. Martin and contained a direct proposal of marriage. “Who could have thought it?” she mused, utterly surprised and unsure of how to respond. Indeed, it was quite a proposal of marriage—a well-crafted letter, or so Harriet believed. He wrote as if he truly loved her, but Harriet remained uncertain. In her haste, she had come to seek Miss Woodhouse’s counsel on what to do next. Emma felt a twinge of embarrassment for her friend, who seemed both delighted and apprehensive. “Upon my word,” Emma exclaimed, “this young man is determined not to miss any opportunity. He clearly intends to secure a good match if he can.” “Will you read the letter?” Harriet implored. “Please do. I would much prefer it.” Emma was not displeased to be urged. She read the letter and was surprised. The style exceeded her expectations. There were not only no grammatical errors, but as a composition, it would not have disgraced a gentleman. The language, though straightforward, was strong and unaffected, and the sentiments conveyed reflected well on the writer. It was brief yet expressed good sense, warm affection, generosity, propriety, and even a delicacy of feeling. She lingered over it while Harriet anxiously awaited her opinion, prompting her with a “Well, well,” and finally adding, “Is it a good letter? Or is it too short?” “Yes, indeed, it’s a very good letter,” Emma replied slowly. “So good, in fact, that considering everything, I suspect one of his sisters must have helped him.” I can hardly believe that the young man I saw speaking with you the other day could express himself so eloquently on his own. Yet, it’s not a woman’s style; no, it’s too strong and concise, lacking the usual flow. He must be a sensible man, perhaps with a natural talent for thinking clearly and decisively. When he puts pen to paper, his thoughts seem to find their words effortlessly. Some men are like that. Yes, I recognize that kind of mind—vigorous and resolute, with sentiments that are strong but not coarse. It’s a better-written letter, Harriet (as I return it) than I had anticipated.” “Well,” replied the still-waiting Harriet, “well—and what should I do?” “What should you do!” “In what respect? Are you referring to this letter?” “Yes.” “But what exactly are you uncertain about? You must respond, of course—and quickly.” “Yes, but what should I say? Dear Miss Woodhouse, please advise me.” “Oh no, no! It’s far better if the letter is entirely your own.” “I’m sure you’ll express yourself very clearly. There’s no risk of you being misunderstood, which is the most important thing. Your meaning must be unambiguous—no doubts or hesitations. And I have no doubt that the expressions of gratitude and concern for the pain you’re causing will come to your mind naturally, as propriety dictates. You needn’t be reminded to write with a semblance of sorrow for his disappointment.” “You think I should refuse him, then?” Harriet said, her gaze dropping. “Should I really refuse him? My dear Harriet, what do you mean?” “Are you uncertain about that? I thought—I apologize if I’ve misunderstood you. Clearly, I’ve misread your intentions if you’re unsure about the meaning of your response. I had assumed you were simply seeking my advice on how to phrase it.” Harriet remained silent. With a hint of formality, Emma pressed on: “You intend to give a favorable answer, don’t you?” “No, I don’t; that is, I don’t intend—What should I do? What would you suggest?” “Pray, dear Miss Woodhouse, what should I do?” “I won’t give you any advice, Harriet. This is something you must resolve with your own feelings.” “I had no idea he liked me so much,” Harriet said, gazing at the letter. For a moment, Emma remained silent, but sensing that the flattering words might be too enchanting, she decided it was best to speak up. “I believe, Harriet, that if a woman finds herself uncertain about accepting a man’s proposal, she should definitely decline. If she can hesitate over a ‘Yes,’ then she should firmly say ‘No.’ It’s not a situation to enter with doubt or a divided heart.” I felt it was my duty as a friend—and as someone older than you—to share my thoughts. But please don’t think I’m trying to sway you. “Oh, no! I know you’re far too kind for that. But if you could just advise me on what I should do—No, that’s not what I mean. As you said, one’s mind should be fully made up. Hesitation isn’t wise. It’s a serious matter. Perhaps it would be safer to say ‘No.’ Do you think I should say ‘No?’” “Not for the world,” Emma replied with a warm smile. “I wouldn’t dream of advising you one way or the other. You are the best judge of your own happiness. If you prefer Mr. Martin above all others, if you find him the most agreeable man you’ve ever met, then why hesitate?” You blush, Harriet. Is there anyone else on your mind at this moment who fits that description? Harriet, please don’t deceive yourself; don’t let gratitude and compassion cloud your judgment. Who are you truly thinking of right now? The signs were promising. Instead of responding, Harriet turned away, flustered, and stood lost in thought by the fire. The letter still clutched in her hand was now twisted absentmindedly, showing her distraction. Emma watched with impatience, but her hopes remained high. Finally, after a moment of hesitation, Harriet spoke. “Miss Woodhouse, since you won’t share your opinion, I suppose I must rely on my own judgment. I’ve nearly made up my mind—I will refuse Mr. Martin.” “Do you think I’m right?” “Absolutely, my dearest Harriet; you are doing exactly what you should. While you were still uncertain, I kept my thoughts to myself, but now that you’ve made a firm decision, I wholeheartedly approve. Dear Harriet, I’m truly delighted by this. It would have saddened me to lose your friendship, which would have been the inevitable result of your marrying Mr. Martin. During your moments of doubt, I chose to remain silent, not wanting to sway your choice, but losing you as a friend would have been a great sorrow for me.” “I could never have visited Mrs. Robert Martin at Abbey-Mill Farm. Now, I am certain of you forever.” Harriet had not considered her own peril until the thought struck her with force. “You couldn’t have visited me!” she exclaimed, her expression one of shock. “No, of course you couldn’t; but I never thought of that before. That would have been too dreadful! What an escape! Dear Miss Woodhouse, I wouldn’t trade the pleasure and honor of our friendship for anything in the world.” “Indeed, Harriet, it would have been a deep sorrow to lose you; but it seems it was meant to be.” “You would have cast yourself out of all respectable society. I would have had to give you up.” “Oh, how could I have endured that? It would have broken my heart to never visit Hartfield again!” “My dear, affectionate friend! You, banished to Abbey-Mill Farm! You, confined to the company of the uneducated and crude for the rest of your days! I can hardly believe he had the audacity to suggest it. He must think quite highly of himself.” “I don’t believe he’s conceited, at least not generally,” Harriet replied, her conscience pushing back against such criticism. “He’s very good-natured, and I will always feel grateful to him and hold him in high regard. But that’s quite different from—well, you know, just because he may like me doesn’t mean I should feel the same way. I must admit, since coming here, I’ve met people who—if you compare them, both in appearance and manners—there’s simply no contest. One is so very handsome and charming. Still, I truly think Mr. “Martin is a very amiable young man, and I think highly of him. His attachment to me and the letter he wrote are both touching, but leaving you is something I would never consider.” “Thank you, my dear friend. We will not be separated. A woman shouldn’t marry a man simply because he asks or because he has feelings for her and can write a decent letter.” “Oh no, and it’s quite a short letter, too.” Emma recognized the poor taste in her friend’s remarks but chose to let it slide with a simple, “Very true. It would hardly be a comfort to her, knowing that her husband could write well, if his clumsy manner offended her every hour of the day.” “Oh, absolutely. No one really cares about letters; what matters is being happy with good company. I am completely resolved to refuse him.” “But how shall I proceed? What should I say?” Emma reassured her that finding the right words would be easy and suggested they write the letter directly. This was agreed upon, with the hope of Emma’s guidance. Although Emma insisted that no assistance was needed, she inevitably contributed to the crafting of every sentence. Revisiting the letter while composing a response had a softening effect on Harriet, making it essential for Emma to bolster her with a few firm phrases. Harriet was deeply troubled by the thought of causing him distress, preoccupied with how his mother and sisters might perceive her, and anxious that they wouldn’t view her as ungrateful. Emma believed that if the young man had appeared before them at that moment, he might have been welcomed after all. Nonetheless, the letter was written, sealed, and sent. The task was complete, and Harriet was safe. She felt somewhat downcast throughout the evening, but Emma understood her gentle regrets. To lift her spirits, Emma occasionally spoke of her own affection and sometimes brought up the idea of Mr. Elton sighed, “I shall never be invited to Abbey-Mill again,” his tone tinged with sorrow. “And even if I were, I couldn’t bear to part with you, my Harriet. You are far too essential at Hartfield to be spared for Abbey-Mill.” “I can’t imagine wanting to go there anyway; I’m only truly happy at Hartfield.” After a while, he added, “I think Mrs. Goddard would be quite surprised if she knew what had happened. I’m certain Miss Nash would be as well—she believes her sister has made a splendid match, and yet it’s only a linen-draper.” “It would be unfortunate to see greater pride or pretension in the teacher of a school, Harriet.””I daresay Miss Nash would envy you this opportunity of marriage. Even this conquest would seem valuable in her eyes. As for anything more remarkable for you, I suspect she remains completely unaware. The attentions of a certain someone are hardly the talk of Highbury just yet. So far, I believe you and I are the only ones who have deciphered his looks and manners.” Harriet blushed and smiled, remarking on her surprise that people should like her so much. The thought of Mr. Elton was certainly in high spirits, yet after a while, she found herself feeling tender-hearted again towards the rejected Mr. Martin. “Now that he has received my letter,” she murmured softly, “I wonder what they’re all doing. Do his sisters know? If he’s unhappy, they’ll be unhappy too. I hope he doesn’t take it too hard.” “Let’s focus on those among our absent friends who are more cheerfully occupied,” Emma exclaimed. “At this very moment, perhaps, Mr. Elton is showing your picture to his mother and sisters, telling them how much more beautiful the original is. After being asked for it five or six times, he finally lets them hear your name—your own dear name. “My picture! But he left my picture in Bond Street.” “Did he? Then I know nothing of Mr. Elton. No, my sweet, modest Harriet, you can be sure the picture won’t be in Bond Street until just before he mounts his horse tomorrow. It’s his companion this evening, his solace, his delight. It reveals his intentions to his family, introduces you among them, and fills the group with those most delightful feelings of our nature: eager curiosity and warm prepossession. Just imagine how cheerful, animated, suspicious, and busy their imaginations must be!” Harriet smiled again, her smiles growing brighter. # Chapter VIII That night, Harriet stayed at Hartfield. For several weeks, she had been spending more than half her time there, gradually making a bedroom her own. Emma believed it was best—both safest and kindest—to keep Harriet close for the time being. The next morning, Harriet had to visit Mrs. Goddard for an hour or two, but it was agreed that she would return to Hartfield afterward for a proper stay of several days. While she was away, Mr. Knightley dropped by and spent some time with Mr. Woodhouse. Woodhouse and Emma were preparing to leave when Mr. Woodhouse, who had already resolved to take a walk, was persuaded by his daughter not to postpone it. Despite his own reservations about being impolite, he was convinced by both Emma and Mr. Knightley to step away for a moment. Mr. Knightley, with his straightforward demeanor, provided a refreshing contrast to Mr. Woodhouse’s lengthy apologies and polite hesitations. “Well, if you’ll excuse me, Mr. “Knightley, if you don’t mind my being a bit forward, I think I’ll take Emma’s advice and step out for a quarter of an hour. With the sun shining, I’d better make the most of it while I can. I hope you don’t mind my informal approach, Mr. Knightley. We invalids like to think we have our privileges.” “My dear sir, please don’t treat me like a stranger.” “I leave you in excellent hands with my daughter. Emma will be more than happy to keep you company.” “Therefore, I believe I shall excuse myself and take my three turns—my winter walk.” “You couldn’t do better, sir.” “I would invite you to join me, Mr. Knightley, but I walk quite slowly, and my pace might bore you. Besides, you have a long walk ahead to Donwell Abbey.” “Thank you, sir, thank you. I’m actually on my way there myself, and I think it would be best if you set off sooner. I’ll fetch your greatcoat and open the garden door for you.” At last, Mr. Woodhouse was ready to leave; however, instead of departing immediately, Mr. Knightley sat back down, seemingly eager for more conversation. He began to speak of Harriet, offering more praise than Emma had ever heard from him before. “I can’t quite appreciate her beauty the way you do,” he said, “but she is a charming little creature, and I have a good feeling about her disposition. Her character will depend on the company she keeps; in the right hands, she could become a remarkable woman.” “I’m glad you think so. I hope those right hands won’t be hard to find.” “Come now,” he replied, “you’re fishing for a compliment. I’ll say it: you’ve improved her. You’ve helped her shed that schoolgirl giggle; she truly reflects well on you.” “Thank you. I would be mortified if I didn’t believe I had made some difference, but not everyone is generous with their praise. You don’t often overwhelm me with it.” “You’re expecting her back this morning, aren’t you?” “Any moment now. She’s been gone longer than she intended.” “Something must have delayed her—perhaps some visitors.” “Those Highbury gossips! Such tiresome creatures!” “Harriet may not find everyone as tiresome as you do.” Emma recognized the truth in his words and chose to remain silent. He smiled as he added, “I don’t mean to specify times or places, but I have good reason to believe your little friend will soon hear something advantageous.” “Really? What do you mean? What kind of news?” “A very serious kind, I assure you,” he replied, still smiling. “Very serious! I can think of only one thing—who is in love with her? Who confides in you?” Emma felt a flicker of hope that Mr. Elton had dropped a hint. Mr. Knightley was a general friend and adviser, and she knew Mr. Elton held him in high regard. “I have reason to believe,” he replied, “that Harriet Smith will soon receive a marriage proposal, and from a most respectable source: Robert Martin is the man. Her visit to Abbey-Mill this summer appears to have sealed the deal for him.” “He is desperately in love and intends to marry her.” “He is quite obliging,” Emma replied. “But is he certain that Harriet wants to marry him?” “Well, well, he means to make her an offer, then. Does that suffice? He came to the Abbey two evenings ago specifically to consult me about it. He knows I hold him and his family in high regard, and I believe he considers me one of his closest friends. He wanted to know if I thought it would be unwise for him to settle down so early, if I believed her too young, and, in short, whether I approved of his choice altogether. He seemed a bit concerned, perhaps, that she might be viewed—especially since you have been so attentive to her—as being from a social class above his. I was quite pleased with everything he shared. I’ve never heard better sense from anyone than Robert Martin. He always speaks directly and clearly, with sound judgment. He shared everything with me—his circumstances, his plans, and what everyone intended to do in the event of his marriage. He is an excellent young man, both as a son and a brother. I had no hesitation in advising him to marry. He demonstrated to me that he could afford it, and given that, I was convinced he couldn’t find a better path. I praised the fair lady as well, sending him away quite happy. If he had never valued my opinion before, he surely did at that moment; I dare say he left the house thinking I was the best friend and counselor a man could have. This took place the night before last. Now, one can reasonably assume that he wouldn’t let much time pass before speaking to the lady. Since he didn’t seem to have done so yesterday, it’s quite likely he’s at Mrs. Goddard’s today. She may simply be occupied with a visitor, not considering him at all tiresome.” “Pray, Mr. Knightley,” Emma interjected, a smile playing on her lips throughout much of his speech, “how do you know that Mr. “Martin didn’t speak yesterday?” “Certainly,” he replied, surprised. “I can’t say for sure, but it seems likely. Wasn’t she with you all day?” “Come now,” she said, “I’ll share something in return for what you’ve just told me. He did speak yesterday—well, he wrote, and was turned down.” This revelation had to be repeated before it could be fully believed. Mr. Knightley’s face flushed with surprise and displeasure as he stood up, tall and indignant, and exclaimed, “Then she is a greater simpleton than I ever imagined. What is that foolish girl thinking?” “Oh, of course,” Emma cried. “It’s always incomprehensible to a man that a woman could ever refuse a marriage proposal.” “A man always imagines a woman is ready for anyone who asks her.” “Nonsense! A man doesn’t think that way at all. But what does this mean? Harriet Smith turned down Robert Martin? That would be madness if it’s true; I hope you’re mistaken.” “I saw her response! Nothing could be clearer.” “You saw her response? You wrote her response too. Emma, this is your doing.” “You convinced her to reject him.” “And even if I did—though I certainly wouldn’t admit it—I wouldn’t feel guilty. Mr. Martin is a respectable young man, but I can’t consider him Harriet’s equal. I’m quite surprised he even had the audacity to approach her. From what you’ve said, he seemed to have some reservations. It’s a shame he overcame them.” “Not Harriet’s equal!” Mr. Knightley exclaimed, his voice rising with passion. After a moment, he added with a measured intensity, “No, he is not her equal at all; in fact, he surpasses her in intellect as much as he does in social standing.” Emma, your infatuation with that girl is blinding you. What claims does Harriet Smith have—by birth, nature, or education—that would connect her to anyone of higher standing than Robert Martin? She is the illegitimate daughter of an unknown father, likely without any financial security, and certainly lacking respectable relatives. She is merely known as a parlor-boarder at a common school. She is neither sensible nor informed. She has not been taught anything of real value and is too young and naïve to have learned anything on her own. At her age, she lacks experience, and with her limited wit, it’s unlikely she’ll ever gain any that would truly benefit her. She is pretty and good-natured, and that is all there is to her. My only hesitation in advising the match was for his sake; I felt she was beneath his worth and a poor connection for him. I believed he could likely find someone of greater fortune, and as for a rational companion or a supportive partner, he couldn’t do worse. However, I knew I couldn’t reason with a man in love. I was willing to trust that there was no harm in her and that, in capable hands like his, she might be gently guided in the right direction and turn out well. I sensed that the advantages of the match lay entirely on her side, and I had no doubt—nor do I now—that there would be widespread talk of her extraordinary good fortune. I even ensured your satisfaction. It struck me right away that you wouldn’t regret your friend leaving Highbury, especially since she’s settled so well. I remember thinking to myself, ‘Even Emma, with all her fondness for Harriet, will see this as a good match.’ “I can’t help but be surprised at how little you understand Emma if you believe that. What? Consider a farmer—though Mr. Martin is certainly sensible and deserving— a suitable match for my close friend?” I cannot regret leaving Highbury to marry a man whom I could never acknowledge as an acquaintance! I find it hard to believe you think I could feel that way. My feelings are quite the opposite. I must say, your statement seems rather unfair. You are not giving Harriet’s claims the consideration they deserve. Others, as well as myself, would view them very differently; Mr. Martin may be the wealthier of the two, but he is undeniably her inferior in terms of social standing. The sphere in which she operates is far above his. It would be a degradation. “A degradation to be married to a respectable, intelligent gentleman-farmer, despite being born illegitimate and uneducated?” “Regarding her birth, while she may legally be considered a Nobody, that perspective doesn’t hold up to common sense. She shouldn’t be penalized for the failings of others by being placed below those with whom she was raised. There can be little doubt that her father is a gentleman—and a man of means. Her allowance is quite generous; nothing has been spared for her education or comfort. It is beyond question that she is the daughter of a gentleman; her associations with other gentlemen’s daughters are equally undeniable. She is superior to Mr. Robert Martin.” “Regardless of who her parents may be,” Mr. Knightley replied, “or who was responsible for her upbringing, it seems clear that it was never their intention to introduce her to what you would consider good society. After receiving a rather inadequate education, she has been left in Mrs. Goddard’s care to fend for herself; in short, to navigate the world under Mrs. Goddard’s influence.” Goddard’s line was sufficient for Mrs. Goddard’s acquaintance. Her friends clearly believed this was good enough for her, and it truly was. She wanted nothing more. Until you decided to elevate her to the status of a friend, she had no aversion to her own social circle, nor any aspirations beyond it. She was perfectly content spending her summers with the Martins. She felt no sense of superiority back then. If she does now, it’s because of you. You have not been a true friend to Harriet Smith, Emma. Robert Martin would never have pursued her so ardently if he hadn’t believed she was at least somewhat inclined toward him. I know him well; he possesses too much genuine feeling to approach any woman out of mere selfish desire. “And as for conceit, he is the furthest from it of any man I know. Trust me, he had encouragement.” Emma found it convenient not to respond directly to this assertion; instead, she decided to steer the conversation back to her own point. “You are a loyal friend to Mr. Martin, but as I mentioned before, you are being unfair to Harriet. Her prospects for a good marriage are not as insignificant as you suggest. While she may not be particularly clever, she possesses more sense than you realize, and she certainly doesn’t deserve to have her intelligence dismissed so lightly.” Setting that point aside for a moment, let’s consider your description of her as merely pretty and good-natured. I must tell you, in the measure she possesses these qualities, they are far from trivial in the eyes of the world. In fact, she is a truly beautiful girl, and I would wager that ninety-nine out of a hundred people would agree. Until it becomes evident that men are more philosophical about beauty than they are generally credited for—until they begin to fall in love with well-informed minds rather than merely handsome faces—a girl with Harriet’s striking beauty is guaranteed admiration and attention. She has the privilege of choosing from many suitors, which certainly gives her a rightful claim to be discerning in her choices. Her good-natured disposition is no small asset either. It encompasses a genuine sweetness of temperament, a humble opinion of herself, and an eagerness to appreciate others. I would be very much mistaken if I thought that your gender, as a whole, wouldn’t regard such beauty and such a temperament as the highest virtues a woman could possess. “Upon my word, Emma, hearing you criticize your own reasoning is almost enough to make me question it too. It’s better to lack sense than to misapply it as you do.” “Of course!” she replied playfully. “I know that’s how all of you feel. I understand that a girl like Harriet is precisely what every man finds irresistible—someone who captivates his senses while also appealing to his judgment.” “Oh! Harriet can pick and choose. If you were ever to marry, she would be the perfect match for you. At just seventeen, she is stepping into the world, beginning to be noticed and admired for not accepting the first offer that comes her way. Let her take her time to explore her options.” “I’ve always considered that friendship rather foolish,” Mr. Knightley remarked after a moment, “though I’ve kept my opinions to myself. However, I now see that it will be quite unfortunate for Harriet.” You will fill her head with such notions of her own beauty and what she deserves that soon, no one within her reach will seem good enough for her. Vanity, when paired with a weak mind, can lead to all sorts of trouble. It’s all too easy for a young woman to elevate her expectations beyond reason. While Miss Harriet Smith is indeed a very pretty girl, she may not find marriage proposals coming in as quickly as she hopes. Men of sense, no matter what you might say, do not seek out foolish wives. Those of good family are unlikely to want to associate with a girl of such obscurity, and most sensible men would worry about the potential embarrassment and complications that could arise when the truth of her parentage eventually comes to light. Let her marry Robert Martin, and she will be safe, respectable, and happy for life. But if you encourage her to aim for a grand match and teach her to settle for nothing less than a man of status and wealth, she might end up as a parlor boarder at Mrs. Goddard’s for the rest of her days—or, at the very least, until she grows desperate and is grateful to accept the old writing-master’s son. “We see this matter so differently, Mr. Knightley, that discussing it seems futile. All we’ll do is make each other more frustrated. As for my allowing her to marry Robert Martin, that’s out of the question; she has turned him down so firmly that I doubt there will be a second proposal. She must face the consequences of her refusal, whatever they may be. And while I won’t deny that I might have influenced her decision a bit, I assure you there was very little anyone could do.” His appearance works against him, and his manner is so off-putting that if she ever had any inclination to favor him, it has vanished now. I can imagine that before she encountered anyone of higher standing, she might have tolerated him. After all, he was the brother of her friends, and he made an effort to please her. Having seen no one better—this must have been his greatest advantage—she might not have found him disagreeable while she was at Abbey-Mill. But the situation has changed. She now knows what gentlemen truly are, and only a man of true education and refinement stands a chance with Harriet. “Nonsense, utter nonsense!” exclaimed Mr. Knightley. “Robert Martin’s manners are marked by sense, sincerity, and good humor, and his character possesses more genuine gentility than Harriet Smith could ever comprehend.” Emma said nothing, attempting to appear cheerfully indifferent, but inside, she felt uncomfortable and wished fervently for him to leave. She did not regret her actions; she still believed she understood female rights and refinement better than he did. However, she felt a habitual respect for his judgment, which made it uncomfortable to have him so openly opposed to her. His angry demeanor, sitting directly across from her, was particularly disagreeable. Several minutes passed in this tense silence, during which Emma made a half-hearted attempt to discuss the weather, but he offered no response. He was lost in thought. Finally, he broke the silence with these words: “Robert Martin has suffered no great loss—if he can convince himself of that. I hope it won’t be long before he does. Your intentions for Harriet are best known to you, but since you make no secret of your passion for matchmaking, it’s fair to assume you have plans and projects in mind. As a friend, I’ll just suggest that if Elton is the man you have in mind, it will likely be a fruitless endeavor.” Emma laughed and dismissed his concerns. He continued, “Rest assured, Elton is not the answer. He’s a decent man and a respectable vicar of Highbury, but he’s not the type to make an imprudent match. He understands the value of a good income as well as anyone. While Elton may speak sentimentally, he will act rationally. He knows his own worth as well as you know Harriet’s. He’s aware that he’s a handsome young man and a favorite wherever he goes. From the way he speaks in unguarded moments, when it’s just men around, I’m convinced he has no intention of throwing himself away.” “I’ve heard him speak with great enthusiasm about a large family of young ladies his sisters are close with, each possessing twenty thousand pounds.” “I truly appreciate that,” Emma replied, laughing once more. “If I had been set on Mr. Elton marrying Harriet, it would have been very considerate of you to open my eyes. But right now, all I want is to keep Harriet to myself. I’m done with matchmaking, really. I could never hope to replicate my own success at Randalls. I’ll quit while I’m ahead.” “Good morning to you,” he said, rising and walking away abruptly. He was deeply vexed. He felt the young man’s disappointment keenly and was mortified to have played a role in it, especially given the support he had provided. The part he believed Emma had taken in the situation only added to his frustration. Emma, too, was in a state of agitation, but her feelings were less clear-cut than his. Unlike Mr. Knightley, she didn’t always feel entirely confident in her own judgments or convinced that her opinions were right while her adversary’s were wrong. He walked away with a sense of self-approval that she could not quite match. She was not so deeply troubled that a little time and Harriet’s return couldn’t serve as effective remedies. However, Harriet’s prolonged absence was beginning to make her anxious. The thought of the young man possibly visiting Mrs. Goddard that morning, encountering Harriet, and pleading his case filled her with unease. The fear of such a failure loomed large in her mind, becoming her primary source of worry. Yet when Harriet finally appeared, in high spirits and offering no explanation for her absence, a wave of relief washed over her. This satisfaction calmed her thoughts and reassured her that, regardless of what Mr. Knightley might think or say, she had acted in a manner that any woman would find justifiable in the name of friendship and feelings. He had unnerved her a bit regarding Mr. Elton; however, as she reflected on it, she realized that Mr. Knightley could not have observed Mr. Elton in the same way she had—neither with the same interest nor, she had to remind herself, despite Mr. Knightley’s confidence, with the same perceptiveness on such a personal matter. She concluded that he had spoken out of haste and anger, and she could believe that he was expressing what he wished to be true rather than what he truly understood. It was certainly possible that he had heard Mr. Elton speak with more candor than she ever had, and Mr. Elton might not be inherently imprudent or inconsiderate when it came to money; in fact, he could be quite attentive to financial matters. However, Mr. Knightley failed to consider the powerful influence of a strong passion that could easily overshadow any self-interested motives. Mr. Knightley saw no evidence of such passion and, naturally, dismissed its potential effects. But she was acutely aware of it, confident that it would easily override any reservations that a reasonable sense of caution might initially suggest. Moreover, she was certain that Mr. Elton lacked even a modest sense of prudence. Harriet’s cheerful demeanor and lively spirit reinforced her own feelings; she returned not to dwell on Mr. Martin, but let’s focus on Mr. Elton. Miss Nash had just shared some news that she eagerly relayed. Mr. Perry had visited Mrs. Goddard to attend to a sick child, and Miss Nash had seen him. He told her that while returning from Clayton Park yesterday, he encountered Mr. Elton was surprised to discover that Mr. Elton was actually on his way to London and did not intend to return until the following day. This was particularly unusual since it was whist-club night, an event he had never missed before. Mr. Perry had voiced his concerns, pointing out how inconsiderate it was for their best player to be absent, and he had made a strong effort to persuade Mr. Elton to postpone his trip by just one day. However, Mr. Elton was resolute, insisting in a rather emphatic manner that he had business he could not delay for any reason. He mentioned a highly coveted commission and hinted at being the bearer of something exceedingly precious. Mr. Perry couldn’t quite grasp the details, but he was certain there was a lady involved, and he expressed his suspicions to Mr. Elton. Elton rode off with a bright smile, clearly in high spirits. Miss Nash had shared all this with her and had gone on to discuss Mr. Elton at length. With a significant look, she remarked, “I can’t pretend to know what his intentions are, but I will say that any woman Mr. Elton chooses would be the luckiest woman in the world. Without a doubt, he has no equal in beauty or charm.” # Chapter IX Mr. Knightley might argue with her, but Emma found no reason to argue with herself. He was so displeased that it took longer than usual for him to return to Hartfield. When they finally met again, his serious demeanor made it clear that she had not been forgiven. Emma felt regret, but not true remorse. In fact, her plans and actions were increasingly justified and endeared to her by the events of the following days. The picture, elegantly framed, arrived safely soon after Mr. Elton’s return. Once it was hung over the mantelpiece in the common sitting room, he stood up to admire it, sighing out half-formed sentences of praise just as he should. As for Harriet’s feelings, they were visibly solidifying into a strong and steady attachment, one that her youth and temperament allowed. Emma soon became fully convinced of Mr. Elton’s admiration. Martin was remembered primarily as a foil to Mr. Elton, which served the latter to great advantage. Her aspirations to enrich her little friend’s mind through a wealth of useful reading and engaging conversation had yet to yield more than a few initial chapters and the promise of continuing tomorrow. It was far easier to chat than to study; much more enjoyable to let her imagination wander and speculate on Harriet’s future than to toil away at expanding her understanding or grappling with sober facts. The only literary endeavor that currently occupied Harriet’s thoughts—the sole preparation she was making for her later years—was the collection and transcription of every riddle she could find into a slim quarto of hot-pressed paper, crafted by her friend and adorned with ciphers and trophies. In this literary age, such extensive collections are not uncommon. Miss Nash, the head teacher at Mrs. Goddard had written out at least three hundred riddles, and Harriet, who had picked up on this from her, hoped to gather many more with Miss Woodhouse’s assistance. Emma contributed her creativity, memory, and taste, and since Harriet had a lovely handwriting, their collection was likely to be impressive in both form and quantity. Mr. Woodhouse was nearly as invested in the endeavor as the girls were, often trying to recall something worthy of inclusion. “There were so many clever riddles when I was young—how could I not remember any?” he mused, though he remained hopeful that something would come to him in time. It always seemed to end with “Kitty, a fair but frozen maid.” His good friend Perry, whom he had consulted on the matter, also couldn’t recall any riddles at the moment. However, he had asked Perry to keep an eye out, believing that since Perry was often out and about, he might stumble upon something useful. It was certainly not her daughter’s intention to involve the intellects of Highbury at large. Mr. Elton was the sole person she sought for assistance. She invited him to share any particularly clever enigmas, charades, or conundrums he could remember. It was a pleasure to see him deeply engaged in recalling them, all the while being careful to ensure that nothing he uttered was ungallant or devoid of a compliment to women. Thanks to him, they had a few of the politest puzzles at their disposal. The joy and pride with which he finally recalled and somewhat sentimentally recited that well-known charade— My first doth affliction denote, Which my second is destin’d to feel, And my whole is the best antidote That affliction to soften and heal.— made her regretfully acknowledge that they had already transcribed it several pages ago. “Why won’t you write one yourself for us, Mr. “Elton?” she asked. “That’s the only way to ensure its freshness, and it couldn’t be easier for you.” “Oh no! He had never written anything of the sort in his life. What a foolish fellow! He was afraid that even Miss Woodhouse—or Miss Smith—couldn’t inspire him.” However, the very next day brought some evidence of inspiration. He stopped by for just a moment to leave a piece of paper on the table. It contained, as he explained, a charade that a friend of his had composed for a young lady he admired. But from his demeanor, Emma was instantly convinced it must be his own. “I don’t offer it for Miss Smith’s collection,” he added. “Since it belongs to my friend, I have no right to reveal it to the public, but perhaps you wouldn’t mind taking a look.” The remark was directed more at Emma than at Harriet, and Emma could sense it. There was a profound awareness in him, making it easier for him to meet her gaze than that of her friend. In an instant, he was gone. After a brief pause, he added, “Take it,” Emma said with a smile, nudging the paper toward Harriet. “It’s for you. Go on, take what’s yours.” But Harriet was trembling and couldn’t bring herself to touch it. Emma, never one to shy away from taking the lead, decided to examine it herself. To Miss—— CHARADE. My first reveals the wealth and splendor of kings, Lords of the earth! their luxury and ease. Another perspective on man, my second brings: Behold him there, the monarch of the seas! Yet, united, we see a different truth. Man’s claimed power and freedom have all but vanished; Lord of the earth and sea, he becomes a slave, And woman, lovely woman, reigns supreme. Your quick wit will soon provide the word, May its approval shine in that gentle gaze! She glanced over the paper, contemplated its meaning, and read it again to ensure she fully grasped the lines. Satisfied, she passed it to Harriet, a smile spreading across her face as she thought to herself, while Harriet struggled with the paper amid a swirl of hope and confusion, “Very well, Mr. Elton, very well indeed. I’ve seen worse charades. Courtship—that’s a clever hint. I commend you for it. This shows you’re finding your footing.” This is saying quite plainly: “Please, Miss Smith, allow me to express my feelings for you. Approve both my intentions and my charade with just one glance.” May her approval shine from those gentle eyes! Harriet—yes, that’s exactly it. “Gentle” is the perfect word to describe her gaze; it’s the most fitting epithet one could use. Your quick wit will soon find the right words. Ah, Harriet’s quick wit! All the better. A man must be truly in love to describe her that way. Ah, Mr. Knightley, I wish you could see this; I believe it would change your mind. For once in your life, you would have to admit you were mistaken. “An excellent charade indeed! And very much to the point. Things must come to a crisis soon.” She had to pause her delightful musings, which could have easily gone on for quite some time, due to Harriet’s eager, curious questions. “What can it be, Miss Woodhouse? What can it possibly be? I have no idea—I can’t guess at all. What could it be?” Please, do try to figure it out, Miss Woodhouse. I need your help. I’ve never encountered anything so perplexing. Is it a kingdom? I can’t help but wonder who the friend might be—and who the young lady is. Do you think it’s a positive thing? Could it be a woman? And indeed, a lovely woman reigns alone. Could it be Neptune? Behold him there, the monarch of the seas! Or perhaps a trident? Or even a mermaid? “Or a shark? Oh no! ‘Shark’ is only one syllable. It must be very clever, or he wouldn’t have brought it up. Oh, Miss Woodhouse, do you think we’ll ever figure it out?” “Mermaids and sharks!”Nonsense! My dear Harriet, what on earth are you thinking? What purpose would it serve for him to bring us a charade created by a friend about a mermaid or a shark? Hand me the paper and pay attention. For Miss ———, read Miss Smith. My first reveals the wealth and grandeur of kings— Lords of the earth!” Their luxury and ease—that is court. Now, let me present another perspective on man, my second view: Behold him there, the monarch of the seas! That is ship—as straightforward as it gets. Now for the essence of it all. But alas! When united, (courtship, as you know), what a contrast we find! Man’s claimed power and freedom have all vanished. The lord of the earth and sea finds himself a slave, while woman—lovely woman—reigns supreme. What a fitting compliment! Then comes the application, which I believe, my dear Harriet, you will find quite easy to understand. Read it in comfort, just for yourself. There’s no doubt it was written for you and about you. Harriet could hardly resist such an enticing invitation. She read the concluding lines, her heart fluttering with happiness. She couldn’t find her voice, but she didn’t need to. It was enough for her to simply feel. Emma spoke on her behalf. “There’s such a pointed and specific meaning in this compliment,” she said, “that I have no doubt about Mr. Elton’s intentions.” You are his object—and soon you will receive the clearest proof of it. I believed it had to be true; I couldn’t have been so misled. But now, it’s evident: his feelings are as clear and certain as my own wishes have been since I first met you. Yes, Harriet, I have longed for this very circumstance to unfold. I could never decide whether a connection between you and Mr. Elton was more desirable or simply more natural. Its probability and eligibility have truly matched each other! I am so happy for you. Congratulations, my dear Harriet, from the bottom of my heart. This is a connection that any woman would take pride in fostering. It offers nothing but good. It will provide you with everything you desire—consideration, independence, a proper home. It will place you at the heart of your true friends, close to Hartfield and to me, solidifying our bond for all time. “This, Harriet, is an alliance that will never cause either of us to blush.” “Dear Miss Woodhouse!” was all Harriet could manage at first, her words accompanied by many tender embraces. But as their conversation progressed, it became clear to her friend that Harriet understood, felt, anticipated, and remembered just as she should. Mr. Elton’s superiority was acknowledged in abundance. “Whatever you say is always right,” Harriet exclaimed. “So, I suppose, believe, and hope it must be true; otherwise, I could never have imagined it. It’s so far beyond anything I deserve. Mr. Elton, who could marry anyone! There can be no doubt about him—he is truly exceptional. Just think of those lovely verses—‘To Miss ———.’ How clever! Could it possibly be meant for me? “I can’t entertain any questions about that. It’s a certainty. Trust my judgment on this.” This serves as a sort of prologue to the play, a motto for the chapter, and will soon give way to straightforward prose. “It’s something no one could have anticipated. I certainly had no inkling of it myself just a month ago! The most astonishing things do happen!” “When Miss Smith and Mr. Elton become acquainted—and they truly will—it’s undeniably strange. It’s remarkable how something so evidently desirable, something that seems to invite the careful planning of others, can so swiftly take shape. You and Mr. Elton are brought together by circumstance; every aspect of your lives aligns perfectly. Your marriage would be just as fitting as the match at Randalls.” There’s something in the air of Hartfield that seems to guide love in just the right direction, channeling it where it’s meant to flow. After all, the course of true love never did run smooth— A Hartfield edition of Shakespeare would certainly have a lengthy note on that line. “Can you believe that Mr. Elton is actually in love with me? Me, of all people, who didn’t even know him well enough to speak to him at Michaelmas! And he’s the most handsome man I’ve ever seen, someone everyone admires—just like Mr. Knightley! His company is so sought after that people say he need never dine alone if he doesn’t want to; he receives more invitations than there are days in the week.” And how remarkable he is in the Church! Miss Nash has meticulously recorded every sermon he has preached since arriving in Highbury. Goodness! When I reflect on the first time I saw him, I can hardly believe it! The two Abbots and I dashed into the front room and peeked through the blinds when we heard he was passing by. Miss Nash scolded us for our curiosity but stayed to look herself. However, she soon called me back and kindly let me take a peek too. How handsome we thought he looked! He was walking arm-in-arm with Mr. Cole. “This alliance, regardless of your friends’ opinions, should be agreeable to them—provided they possess at least a modicum of common sense. We shouldn’t concern ourselves with the thoughts of fools. If they’re eager to see you happily married, here stands a man whose amiable character assures that possibility. If they want you settled in the same country and social circle they’ve chosen for you, that can be achieved here. And if their sole aim is for you to be, in the common parlance, well married, then look no further—this match offers a comfortable fortune, a respectable establishment, and the promise of upward mobility that will surely satisfy them.” “Yes, that’s very true. How eloquently you speak; I love listening to you. You understand everything. You and Mr. Elton is as clever as they come. This charade! If I had studied for a year, I could never have crafted anything like it.” “I thought he intended to showcase his talent by the way he declined it yesterday.” “I truly believe it’s the best charade I’ve ever read.” “I can’t recall one that’s more fitting, that’s for sure.” “It’s nearly twice as long as most we’ve seen before.” “I don’t think its length is particularly advantageous. Generally speaking, such things can’t be too short.” Harriet was too absorbed in the lines to notice their conversation. Satisfactory comparisons were bubbling up in her mind. “It’s one thing,” she said, her cheeks flushed, “to have good sense like everyone else, to sit down and write a letter when there’s something to say, and express exactly what you need in a concise manner; it’s quite another to write verses and charades like this.” Emma couldn’t have wished for a more spirited dismissal of Mr. Martin’s prose. “Such lovely lines!” Harriet exclaimed. “These last two are simply perfect! But how can I ever return the paper or admit that I’ve figured it out? Oh, Miss Woodhouse, what shall we do about this?” “Leave it to me. You don’t need to worry. He’ll be here this evening, and I’ll return it to him then. We’ll exchange some lighthearted banter, and you won’t be implicated at all. Your gentle eyes can choose their own moment to shine. Just trust me.” “Oh, Miss Woodhouse, it’s such a shame that I can’t write this beautiful charade in my book!” “I’m sure mine isn’t half as good.” “Just leave out the last two lines, and there’s no reason you can’t include it in your book.” “Oh! But those two lines are—” —“The best part, I know. But they’re for your private enjoyment; keep them to yourself. Just because you separate them doesn’t mean they’re any less written. The couplet still exists, and its meaning remains unchanged. However, if you take it away, all appropriation stops, leaving you with a charming little charade that would fit perfectly in any collection.” Rest assured, he would much prefer his charade to be overlooked than his passion. A poet in love must be supported in both pursuits, or in neither. Hand me the book, and I will write it down—this way, there can be no possible implication against you.” Harriet complied, though her thoughts struggled to disentangle the two aspects, leaving her uncertain whether her friend was truly recording a declaration of love. It felt like too precious an offering to subject to any form of publicity. “I will never let that book leave my possession,” she declared. “That’s perfectly understandable,” Emma replied. “And the longer it remains with you, the happier I will be.” But here comes my father: you won’t mind if I read the charade to him, will you? It would bring him so much joy! He adores anything like this, especially when it pays a compliment to women. He has the most tender spirit of gallantry towards all of us! Please, let me share it with him.” Harriet’s expression turned serious. “My dear Harriet, don’t overthink this charade. If you’re too aware of your feelings or too eager, you might inadvertently reveal more meaning than is intended—or even all the meaning that could be drawn from it. Don’t let yourself be overwhelmed by such a small gesture of admiration.” If he had truly been concerned about secrecy, he wouldn’t have left the paper out while I was present. In fact, he seemed to push it toward me rather than you. Let’s not take this too seriously; he has enough encouragement to move forward without us sighing over this charade. “Oh, I certainly don’t want to be ridiculous about it. Do as you wish.” Mr. Woodhouse entered the room and quickly steered the conversation back to his usual question: “Well, my dears, how is your book coming along? Have you found anything new?” “Yes, Papa, we have something to read to you—something quite fresh.” A piece of paper was found on the table this morning—(dropped, we assume, by a fairy)—containing a charming charade that we’ve just copied down. She read it to him just the way he liked: slowly and distinctly, repeating it two or three times, with explanations for every part as she went along. He was thoroughly pleased and, as she had anticipated, particularly taken with the complimentary conclusion. “Aye, that’s very true, indeed. ‘Woman, lovely woman.’ It’s such a delightful charade, my dear, that I can easily guess which fairy brought it. Nobody could have written so beautifully but you, Emma.” Emma simply nodded and smiled. After a moment of reflection and a soft sigh, he added, “Ah! It’s no mystery who you take after! Your dear mother was so talented at all these things!” If only I could recall her memory! Yet, I remember nothing—not even that particular riddle I’ve mentioned before. I can only grasp the first stanza, and there are several more. Kitty, a fair but frosty maiden, Kindled a flame I still lament. The blindfolded boy I called for aid, Though I feared his near approach, So disastrous to my cause before. That’s all I can remember, but it’s clever throughout. I believe, my dear, you said you had it written down.” “Yes, Papa, it’s transcribed on our second page. We copied it from the Elegant Extracts.” “It was Garrick’s, you know.” “Aye, that’s true. I wish I could remember more about it. Kitty, a fair but frosty maid. Just hearing her name brings Isabella to mind; she was almost named Catherine after her grandmother. I hope we’ll have her here next week. Have you thought about where you’ll put her—and how we’ll manage with the children?” “Oh, yes—she’ll have her own room, of course; the same one she always has. And the nursery for the children will be just as it usually is, you know.” “Why should there be any change?” “I’m not sure, my dear, but it’s been so long since she was here—since last Easter, and even then it was just for a few days. Mr. John Knightley being a lawyer makes things quite inconvenient. Poor Isabella! She’s so far removed from us all! How sorry she will be when she arrives and finds Miss Taylor not here!” “She won’t be surprised, at least,” said her father. “I don’t know, my dear. I was certainly taken aback when I first heard she was getting married.” “We should invite Mr. and Mrs. Weston to dinner while Isabella is here.” “Yes, my dear, if there’s time. But…” he sighed, his tone heavy with disappointment, “she’s only coming for a week. There won’t be time for anything.” “It’s unfortunate they can’t stay longer, but it seems unavoidable.” Mr. John Knightley is set to arrive in town again on the 28th, and we should be grateful, Papa, that we will have them for the entire time they can spare from the city. It’s a relief that two or three days won’t be taken for the Abbey. Mr. Knightley has promised to forgo his claim this Christmas—though, as you know, it has been longer since they visited him than since they were with us. “It would be quite unfair, my dear, if poor Isabella were to be anywhere but at Hartfield.” Mr. Woodhouse could never quite acknowledge Mr. Knightley’s claims on his brother or anyone else’s claims on Isabella, except his own. He sat in thought for a moment before speaking. “But I don’t understand why poor Isabella should have to leave so soon, just because he does. I think, Emma, I’ll try to persuade her to stay with us a little longer. She and the children could easily remain here.” “Ah, Papa, that’s something you’ve never managed to do, and I don’t believe you ever will. Isabella simply can’t bear to be apart from her husband.” This was too true to dispute. Unwelcome as it was, Mr. Woodhouse let out a resigned sigh. Noticing how the thought of his daughter’s attachment to her husband weighed on his spirits, Emma quickly shifted the conversation to a more uplifting topic. “Harriet must spend as much time with us as possible while my brother and sister are here. I know she’ll enjoy the children. We’re quite proud of them, aren’t we, Papa? I wonder which one she’ll find the handsomest—Henry or John?” “Aye, I wonder too. Poor little dears, how delighted they will be to come.” “They truly enjoy being at Hartfield, Harriet.” “I can imagine they do, sir. I can’t think of anyone who wouldn’t.” “Henry is a wonderful boy, but John takes after his mother quite a bit. Henry, the eldest, was named after me, not his father. John, the second, carries his father’s name. Some people are surprised, I believe, that the eldest wasn’t named after his father, but Isabella insisted on calling him Henry, which I thought was quite lovely of her. And he is indeed a very clever boy.” They are all remarkably clever and have such charming ways. They come to stand by my chair and say, “Grandpapa, can you give me a bit of string?” Once, Henry asked me for a knife, but I told him that knives are only for grandpapas. I do think their father is often too rough with them. “He may seem rough to you,” Emma replied, “because you are so gentle yourself. But if you compared him to other fathers, you wouldn’t find him so harsh. He wants his boys to be active and strong, and if they misbehave, he isn’t afraid to give them a sharp word now and then. But he is a loving father—Mr. John Knightley is certainly an affectionate dad. The children all adore him.” “And then their uncle comes in and tosses them up to the ceiling in a rather alarming way!” “But they love it, Papa; there’s nothing they enjoy more.” The enjoyment they derived from their games was so profound that, without their uncle’s rule of taking turns, whoever started would never yield to the other. “Well, I can’t understand it.” “That’s true for all of us, Papa. One half of the world simply cannot grasp the pleasures of the other.” Later that morning, just as the girls were preparing to part ways for their regular four o’clock dinner, the star of this delightful charade walked in again. Harriet turned away, but Emma greeted him with her usual smile. Her keen eye quickly detected a spark in his gaze—a hint of awareness that he had taken a risk, as if he were eager to see how it would play out. However, his stated reason for visiting was to inquire whether Mr. Woodhouse’s party could proceed in the evening without him or if his presence was absolutely necessary at Hartfield. If it was, everything else would have to take a backseat; otherwise, his friend Cole had been so insistent about dining together that he had conditionally promised to attend. Emma thanked him but couldn’t let him disappoint his friend on their behalf; her father was certain of his rubber. He pressed the issue again, and she declined once more. Just as he seemed ready to take his leave, she picked up the paper from the table and handed it to him. “Oh! Here’s the charade you were kind enough to leave with us. Thank you for sharing it. We admired it so much that I took the liberty of writing it into Miss Smith’s collection. I hope your friend won’t mind. Of course, I only transcribed the first eight lines.” Mr. Elton was at a loss for words. He looked uncertain and confused, mumbling something about “honor.” He glanced at Emma and Harriet, then, noticing the book open on the table, picked it up and examined it closely. To ease the awkwardness, Emma smiled and said, “You must extend my apologies to your friend. Such a delightful charade should not be limited to just one or two performances. He can be assured of every woman’s approval when he writes with such gallantry.” “I have no hesitation in saying,” Mr. Elton replied, though he stumbled over his words, “I have no hesitation in saying—at least if my friend feels as I do—I have no doubt that if he could see his little creation honored as I do,” (he glanced at the book again before placing it back on the table), “he would consider it the proudest moment of his life.” After this, he left as quickly as he could. Emma couldn’t help but think it was a relief; despite his many good qualities, there was a certain pompousness in his speeches that often made her want to laugh. She ran away to indulge her whims, leaving the tender and sublime pleasures to Harriet. # Chapter X Though it was now the middle of December, the weather had yet to hinder the young ladies from maintaining a reasonably regular exercise routine. The following day, Emma planned to pay a charitable visit to a poor, sick family living just outside of Highbury. Their route to the secluded cottage took them down Vicarage Lane, which intersected the broad, albeit irregular, main street of the town. As one might expect, this lane also led to the modest residence of Mr. Elton. They first passed a few lesser homes, and then, about a quarter of a mile down the lane, they came upon the Vicarage—an old and rather unimpressive house, situated almost as close to the road as possible. It lacked any advantages of location, yet the current owner had made considerable efforts to spruce it up. Despite its shortcomings, there was no way Emma and her friend could pass by without slowing their pace and casting observant glances. Emma’s remark was— “There it is.” Elton, for instance, is certainly not that person. He may be amiable, but he lacks the spark that would entice me to consider marriage.” Harriet looked thoughtful for a moment before responding. “But he is so handsome, and he seems to admire you.” Emma smiled, appreciating her friend’s enthusiasm. “Yes, he is handsome, but I need more than good looks. A connection, a shared understanding—that’s what truly matters.” Harriet nodded, though her expression hinted at lingering doubt. “But what if you never find someone who meets your standards?” Emma shrugged lightly. “Then I shall remain single, and that is perfectly fine. There’s much to enjoy in life without a husband. Besides, I have you, and that is a treasure in itself.” Harriet beamed at the compliment, her spirits lifted. “Oh, Miss Woodhouse, you always know how to make me feel better.” As they continued their walk, Emma’s mind wandered back to the Vicarage. “I really wish we could find a way to see inside. It’s such a lovely place, and I can’t help but feel curious about what lies beyond those walls.” “Perhaps we could ask Mr. Elton to show us around?” Harriet suggested, her eyes sparkling with excitement. Emma considered this for a moment. “That might work, but I’d prefer to go without any obligation. I want to explore it on our own terms, not as guests of Mr. Elton.” “Then we must think of a clever plan,” Harriet replied, her imagination ignited. “What if we simply stroll by and see if anyone is around?” “An excellent idea,” Emma said, her spirits lifting at the prospect. “Let’s see if we can catch a glimpse of the gardens. Who knows what we might discover?” With renewed energy, they quickened their pace, eager to unveil the mysteries of the Vicarage, their laughter mingling with the soft rustle of leaves overhead. “Elton is simply out of the question,” she said, collecting herself. “I do not wish to see someone like him. I’d rather avoid temptation altogether. I can’t really change for the better. If I were to marry, I would only expect to regret it.” “Goodness! It’s so strange to hear a woman speak like that!” “I lack the usual reasons women have for marrying. If I were to fall in love, it would be a different story! But I’ve never been in love; it’s just not in my nature, and I don’t believe I ever will be.” “And without love, I’m certain I’d be a fool to change my situation. I have no desire for fortune, employment, or social standing. I believe few married women are as much the mistress of their husband’s house as I am of Hartfield. I could never expect to be so truly cherished and valued—always first and always right in any man’s eyes as I am in my father’s.” “But then, to end up an old maid like Miss Bates!” “That’s a daunting image, Harriet! If I ever found myself resembling Miss Bates—so silly, so content, so perpetually smiling, so prone to rambling on about everyone and everything—I would marry tomorrow. But between us, I’m convinced there will never be any resemblance, except in our unmarried status.” “But still, you will be an old maid! And that’s so dreadful!” “Never mind, Harriet. I won’t be a poor old maid, and it’s poverty that makes celibacy contemptible in the eyes of society! A single woman with a meager income is often seen as a ridiculous, disagreeable old maid!” the proper pursuit for boys and girls, yet a single woman of good fortune remains respectable and can be as sensible and delightful as anyone else. The distinction isn’t as harsh against the candor and common sense of the world as it may initially seem; a limited income often narrows the mind and sours the temperament. Those who struggle to make ends meet and find themselves in a small, often inferior social circle can easily become illiberal and irritable. However, this does not apply to Miss Bates; she is simply too good-natured and a bit too silly for my taste. Yet, in general, she is quite well-liked by everyone, despite being single and poor. Poverty has certainly not limited her perspective: I truly believe that if she had only a shilling to her name, she would likely give away sixpence of it. And no one fears her—that is a significant charm. “Dear me! What will you do?” “How will you occupy yourself when you grow old?” “If I know myself, Harriet, I have an active, busy mind with plenty of independent resources. I don’t see why I should need more employment at forty or fifty than I do at twenty-one. The usual pursuits of women—both manual and intellectual—will still be available to me then, just as they are now, with little significant change. If I draw less, I’ll read more; if I give up music, I’ll take up carpet work. As for matters of the heart, which is truly the main point of concern regarding the disadvantages of remaining unmarried, I’ll be just fine with all the children of my beloved sister to care for. There will likely be enough of them to provide every kind of emotion that later life requires. There will be plenty to inspire hope and fear alike, and while my bond with them won’t match that of a parent, it aligns better with my idea of comfort than something more intense and consuming.” “My nephews and nieces!—I shall often have a niece with me.” “Are you familiar with Miss Bates’s niece? I know you’ve seen her countless times, but do you actually know her?” “Oh, yes; we are always obliged to be acquainted whenever she visits Highbury. By the way, that alone is nearly enough to make one lose their fondness for nieces. Heaven forbid! I could never bore people half as much with tales of the Knightleys as she does with her incessant chatter about Jane Fairfax.” One grows weary of even hearing the name Jane Fairfax. Every letter from her is read and reread countless times; her compliments to friends circulate endlessly, and if she merely sends her aunt the pattern for a stomacher or knits a pair of garters for her grandmother, it becomes the sole topic of conversation for a month. I wish Jane Fairfax well, but she exhausts me. As they approached the cottage, idle chatter faded away. Emma was deeply compassionate; the struggles of the less fortunate were met with her personal attention and kindness, as much as with her financial support. She understood their circumstances, was forgiving of their ignorance and temptations, and held no unrealistic expectations of extraordinary virtue from those whom education had overlooked. She engaged with their troubles with genuine empathy, always offering assistance that combined intelligence with goodwill. In this instance, she was visiting a family facing both illness and poverty. After staying as long as she could provide comfort or advice, she left the cottage with a lasting impression that prompted her to say to Harriet as they walked away, “These are the moments, Harriet, that truly uplift the spirit.” How trivial everything else seems! I feel as if I could focus on nothing but these poor souls for the rest of the day. Yet, who can say how quickly it might all fade from my mind? “Very true,” Harriet replied. “Those poor souls! It’s impossible to think of anything else.” “I really don’t believe this impression will fade quickly,” Emma said as she navigated the low hedge and the unsteady footing that marked the narrow, slippery path through the cottage garden, leading them back to the lane. She paused to take one last look at the visible misery of the place, recalling the even greater suffering hidden within. “Oh, no,” her companion echoed. They continued walking. The lane took a gentle curve, and as they rounded it, Mr. Elton came into view, close enough that Emma had only a moment to say, “Ah! Harriet, here comes a sudden test of our resolve to maintain good thoughts. Well,” she added with a smile, “I hope we can agree that if compassion inspires us to take action and provide relief to those in need, then we have accomplished what truly matters. If we genuinely feel for the wretched and do everything we can to help them, then the rest is merely empty sympathy, which only serves to distress us.” Harriet managed to reply, “Oh!” “Dear, yes,” she replied just before the gentleman joined them. However, the needs and struggles of the poor family quickly became the primary topic of their conversation. He had intended to visit them, but decided to postpone his trip for now. Instead, they engaged in a lively discussion about what could and should be done to help. Mr. Elton then turned back to accompany them. “To embark on such an errand together,” Emma mused, “to unite in a charitable endeavor—this will surely deepen the affection between them. I wouldn’t be surprised if it leads to a declaration of feelings. It certainly would, if I weren’t here. I wish I were anywhere else.” Eager to distance herself from them as much as possible, she soon took to a narrow footpath that rose slightly above the main road, leaving them together on the more traveled route. However, within just two minutes, she realized that Harriet’s tendency to depend on and imitate her was drawing her in as well, and it wouldn’t be long before they both followed. This simply wouldn’t do. With a quick decision, she paused, pretending to adjust the lacing of her half-boot. Stooping down to occupy the footpath fully, she called out to them, asking them kindly to continue on without her, assuring them she would join them in just a moment. They did as they were asked, and by the time she deemed it reasonable to finish with her boot, she found herself with the comforting prospect of further delay. A child from the cottage had caught up with her, setting out as instructed with a pitcher to fetch broth from Hartfield. Walking alongside the child, engaging her in conversation and asking questions, felt entirely natural—or would have, had she been acting without ulterior motives. This allowed the others to maintain their pace ahead of her without needing to wait. However, she found herself gaining on them involuntarily; the child’s pace was brisk, while the others moved more slowly. Emma felt a pang of concern, especially since Mr. Elton and Harriet were clearly engrossed in a conversation that captivated them. Mr. Elton spoke with enthusiasm, and Harriet listened with rapt attention. As Emma sent the child on her way, she began to contemplate how she might discreetly fall back even further when both Mr. Elton and Harriet turned to look at her, compelling her to join them. Elton continued to talk, fully engrossed in some intriguing detail, and Emma felt a twinge of disappointment when she realized he was merely recounting the events of yesterday’s party at his friend Cole’s. She herself had made an appearance only for the Stilton cheese, the North Wiltshire, the butter, the celery, the beetroot, and all the dessert. “This would surely have led to something more meaningful,” she consoled herself. “Anything can spark interest between those who care for one another, and anything can serve as a bridge to what truly matters. If only I could have stayed away a little longer!” They walked on together in silence until the vicarage came into view. Suddenly, Emma resolved to get Harriet inside the house, prompting her to feign a problem with her boot and fall behind to adjust it once more. In a moment of mischief, she broke the lace off short and skillfully tossed it into a ditch. Soon after, she had to ask them to stop, admitting her inability to fix her boot well enough to walk home comfortably. “Part of my lace is gone,” she said, “and I have no idea how I’m going to manage. I must be such a troublesome companion to you both, but I promise I’m not usually this ill-equipped.” “Mr. Elton, may I trouble you to stop by your house? I need to ask your housekeeper for a bit of ribbon or string—anything to keep my boot on.” Mr. Elton beamed at this request, his delight evident as he eagerly ushered them into his home, striving to present everything in the best light. They entered the room he primarily occupied, which opened into another space through an adjoining door. Emma stepped into the second room with the housekeeper to seek her assistance in the most comfortable way possible. She left the door slightly ajar, but she fully intended for Mr. Elton to close it behind her. It was not closed; rather, it remained slightly ajar. By keeping the housekeeper engaged in constant conversation, she hoped to allow him the opportunity to choose his own topic in the adjoining room. For ten minutes, she heard nothing but her own voice. It could not be prolonged any further. Reluctantly, she knew she had to wrap up and make her entrance. The lovers stood together at one of the windows, which offered a particularly favorable view. For a brief moment, Emma reveled in the satisfaction of having orchestrated her plan so successfully. But it simply wouldn’t do; he had yet to get to the point. He had been charming and delightful, telling Harriet that he had seen them pass by and had intentionally followed them. He had dropped a few playful remarks and flirtations, but nothing substantial. “Cautious, very cautious,” Emma mused. “He advances inch by inch, risking nothing until he feels secure.” Still, even though her clever scheme hadn’t achieved everything she had hoped, she couldn’t help but feel that it had provided both of them with a great deal of enjoyment and was surely leading them toward the significant event. # Chapter XI Mr. Elton must now be left to his own devices. Emma could no longer oversee his happiness or hasten his progress. The arrival of her sister’s family was imminent, and soon it became her primary focus. During the ten days of their stay at Hartfield, she didn’t expect to offer anything more than occasional, chance assistance to the lovers. They could move forward at their own pace, but they had to make progress one way or another, whether they wanted to or not. In truth, she hardly wished for more time to devote to them. Some people, the more you do for them, the less they will do for themselves. Mr. and Mrs. John Knightley’s extended absence from Surrey naturally stirred more than the usual interest. Until this year, every long vacation since their marriage had been split between Hartfield and Donwell Abbey. However, this autumn, the family had dedicated all their holidays to seaside excursions for the children. As a result, it had been months since they had seen their Surrey relatives in any regular capacity, and Mr. Woodhouse had not laid eyes on them at all. He was too anxious to venture as far as London, even for Isabella’s sake, and now he found himself nervously anticipating this brief visit. He fretted over the potential hardships of the journey for her and worried about the fatigue of his horses and coachman, who would be responsible for bringing part of the party the last leg of the way. Fortunately, his concerns proved unwarranted; the sixteen miles were successfully traversed, and Mr. and Mrs. John Knightley, along with their five children and a sufficient number of nursery maids, arrived at Hartfield safely. The bustle and joy of such an arrival, with its many people to greet, welcome, and encourage, created a noise and confusion that his nerves could hardly withstand. Even for this occasion, he could not endure it much longer. However, Mrs. John Knightley held the ways of Hartfield and her father’s feelings in high regard. Despite her maternal concern for her little ones’ immediate enjoyment—ensuring they had all the liberty, attention, food, drink, sleep, and play they could wish for without delay—she never allowed her children to become a prolonged disturbance to him, whether through their own antics or the restless attention they required. Mrs. John Knightley was a petite, elegant woman with gentle, quiet manners and a remarkably amiable and affectionate disposition. She was devoted to her family—a loving wife and a doting mother—so tenderly attached to her father and sister that, were it not for these deeper bonds, a warmer love might have seemed impossible. She could never see a fault in any of them. Though not particularly quick-witted or strong in understanding, she shared her father’s gentle nature and inherited much of his constitution. Delicate in her own health and overly cautious about her children’s well-being, she was filled with fears and nerves, yet she was deeply fond of her own Mr. Knightley. Wingfield was in town, much like her father, Mr. Perry. They shared a general benevolence and a strong regard for every old acquaintance. Mr. John Knightley was a tall, gentlemanly, and highly intelligent man, making strides in his profession and maintaining a respectable private character. However, his reserved demeanor often kept him from being universally liked, and he could occasionally be in a foul mood. He was not ill-tempered, nor was he frequently unreasonable enough to warrant such a label, but his temperament was not his greatest virtue. With a devoted wife by his side, it was almost inevitable that any natural flaws in his character would be magnified. The extreme sweetness of her temperament must have stung his. He possessed the clarity and quickness of mind that she lacked, and at times, he could be ungracious or say something harsh. As a result, he was not particularly favored by his fair sister-in-law. Nothing about him escaped her scrutiny; she was quick to sense the slightest slights against Isabella, even those Isabella herself was oblivious to. Perhaps she might have overlooked more if his demeanor had been more flattering toward Isabella’s sister, but his manner was simply that of a calm and caring brother and friend—lacking in praise and blind adoration. Yet, no amount of personal compliment could have made her overlook what she considered his greatest fault: his lack of respectful forbearance toward her father. There, he sometimes lacked the patience one might hope for. Mr. Woodhouse’s peculiarities and fidgetiness could provoke him into a rational remonstrance or a sharp retort, neither of which was particularly warranted. Such moments were rare, however, as Mr. John Knightley held a deep regard for his father-in-law and generally understood the respect due to him. Still, these instances tested Emma’s charity, especially since she often had to endure the anxiety of potential conflict, even when no offense had occurred. Fortunately, the beginning of each visit typically showcased nothing but the most appropriate feelings, and given the brevity of the occasion, it was reasonable to expect that it would unfold in unsullied cordiality. They had not been seated long when Mr. Woodhouse, shaking his head with a touch of melancholy and letting out a sigh, drew his daughter’s attention to the unfortunate changes at Hartfield since her last visit. “Ah, my dear,” he lamented, “poor Miss Taylor—it’s a grievous matter.” “Oh yes, sir,” she exclaimed with immediate sympathy, “how you must miss her! And dear Emma too! What a dreadful loss for you both! I have been so troubled for you. I couldn’t imagine how you could possibly manage without her. It is indeed a sad change. But I hope she is doing fairly well, sir.” “Fairly well, my dear—I hope—fairly well. I can’t say for certain, but I believe the place agrees with her tolerably.” At this point, Mr. John Knightley quietly inquired whether there were any concerns about the air at Randalls. “Oh!” “No, not at all. I’ve never seen Mrs. Weston looking better in my life—she’s never seemed so well. Papa is simply expressing his own regret.” “That speaks highly of both of them,” was the gracious response. “And do you see her often, sir?” Isabella asked in the plaintive tone that perfectly matched her father’s mood. Mr. Woodhouse hesitated. “Not nearly as often, my dear, as I would like.” “Oh, Papa, we’ve only missed seeing them for one entire day since their wedding! We’ve seen either Mr. Weston or Mrs. Weston every day—either in the morning or the evening, except for that one day. Most often, we’ve had the pleasure of their company here, as you can imagine, Isabella. They are incredibly kind in their visits.” “Mr. Weston is truly as kind as she is,” said Emma. “Papa, if you continue to speak in such a melancholy tone, you’ll give Isabella a false impression of us all. Everyone knows that Miss Taylor will be missed, but it’s important for everyone to understand that Mr. and Mrs. Weston are doing their utmost to ensure we don’t miss her as much as we feared—which is the honest truth.” “Just as it should be,” Mr. Weston agreed. John Knightley replied, “Just as I hoped, it’s all in your letters. Her desire to show you attention is undeniable, and since he’s a sociable, unattached man, it all falls into place. I’ve always told you, my dear, that I didn’t think the change would be as significant for Hartfield as you feared. Now that you have Emma’s account, I trust you’ll feel reassured.” “Indeed,” Mr. Woodhouse said, “yes, certainly—I can’t deny that Mrs. Weston, poor dear, does visit us quite often. But then again, she always has to leave.” “It would be very unfair to Mr. “Weston, if she doesn’t, Papa—you quite forget poor Mr. Weston.” “I believe,” John Knightley said with a pleasant smile, “that Mr. Weston has some rightful claim. You and I, Emma, will take the side of the poor husband. I, being a husband, and you, not being a wife, may find ourselves equally moved by the man’s situation. As for Isabella, she has been married long enough to appreciate the convenience of placing all the Mr. “Me, my love,” cried his wife, catching only part of the conversation. “Are you talking about me? I’m certain no one can be a greater advocate for matrimony than I am. If it hadn’t been for the misery of her leaving Hartfield, I would have thought of Miss Taylor as the most fortunate woman in the world. And as for slighting Mr. Weston— that wonderful Mr. Weston—I believe there’s nothing he doesn’t deserve. He is, without a doubt, one of the best-tempered men to ever exist. Aside from you and your brother, I can’t think of anyone who matches his temperament. I’ll never forget how he flew Henry’s kite for him on that blustery day last Easter. And ever since his thoughtful note last September, written at midnight just to reassure me there was no scarlet fever at Cobham, I’ve been convinced that there’s no kinder heart or better man in existence. If anyone deserves him, it must be Miss Taylor.” “Where is the young man?” asked John Knightley. “Has he been here on this occasion—or hasn’t he?” “He hasn’t come yet,” Emma replied. “There was a strong expectation that he would visit soon after the marriage, but that never materialized. I haven’t heard his name mentioned lately.” “But you should tell them about the letter, my dear,” her father said. “He wrote a letter to poor Mrs. Weston to congratulate her, and it was a very proper, handsome letter. She showed it to me, and I thought it was quite well done of him.” “Whether it was his own idea, one cannot say. He is still quite young, and perhaps his uncle—” “My dear papa, he is twenty-three. You forget how quickly time passes.” “Twenty-three! Is he really? I could hardly believe it. It feels like just yesterday he was only two when he lost his poor mother! How time does fly! My memory is not what it used to be. Nevertheless, it was a remarkably lovely letter, and it pleased Mr. and Mrs. Weston derived a great deal of pleasure from it. I recall it was written from Weymouth, dated September 28th, and began with,”My dear Madam,” though I can’t remember the rest. It was signed, “F. C. Weston Churchill.” That detail is etched in my mind. “How very charming and thoughtful of him!” exclaimed the kind-hearted Mrs. John Knightley. “I have no doubt he is a most amiable young man. But how sad it is that he cannot live at home with his father! There is something so shocking about a child being taken away from their parents and natural home. I can never understand how Mr. Weston could part with him. To give up one’s child!” “I could never think well of anyone who proposed such a thing to anyone else.” “Nobody seems to have thought highly of the Churchills, I suppose,” Mr. John Knightley remarked coolly. “But you shouldn’t assume that Mr. Weston felt the same way you would if you were to lose Henry or John. Mr. Weston is more of an easygoing, cheerful man than one driven by strong emotions; he takes life as it comes and finds a way to enjoy it. I suspect he relies much more on what we call society for his comforts—namely, the pleasures of eating, drinking, and playing whist with his neighbors five times a week—than on family affection or the warmth of home.” Emma bristled at what seemed to be a slight against Mr. Weston. Weston, and she had half a mind to address it; but ultimately, she chose to let it go. She wanted to maintain the peace, recognizing the value in the strong domestic habits that defined their home life. This stability contributed to her brother’s tendency to look down on the usual social interactions that others deemed important. There was a certain nobility in this perspective, deserving of forbearance. # Chapter XII Mr. Knightley was set to join them for dinner—much to Mr. Woodhouse’s dismay, as he preferred not to share Isabella’s first day with anyone else. However, Emma felt it was the right thing to do. Beyond the obligation to honor each brother, she found particular pleasure in inviting Mr. Knightley, especially given the recent disagreement between him and her father. Knightley and she had taken care to secure the proper invitation for him. She hoped this would pave the way for a renewed friendship. It was certainly time to reconcile, though true reconciliation seemed unlikely. She knew she had not been in the wrong, and he would never admit that he had been. Conceding was out of the question; however, it was essential to act as if their quarrel had never occurred. She believed that having one of the children with her when he entered the room might help mend their relationship. The youngest, a delightful little girl of about eight months, was making her first visit to Hartfield and was happily being bounced in her aunt’s arms. It did help; for although he started with a serious demeanor and brief questions, he was soon drawn into a familiar conversation, taking the child from her arms with the ease of true friendship. Emma felt a sense of reconciliation; this realization brought her great satisfaction at first, followed by a hint of playfulness. As he admired the baby, she couldn’t resist saying, “What a comfort it is that we share the same views about our nephews and nieces. When it comes to men and women, we often see things differently, but with these children, I notice we never disagree.” “If you were as guided by nature in your judgments of men and women, and as free from whim and fancy in your interactions with them, as you are regarding these children, we might always be in agreement.” “Of course—any disagreements must stem from my being in the wrong.” “Yes,” he replied with a smile, “and that’s only reasonable. I was sixteen when you were born.” “A significant difference, indeed,” she said. “You were undoubtedly my superior in judgment at that stage of our lives. But doesn’t the passage of twenty-one years bring our perspectives much closer together?” “Yes—a good deal closer.” “But still, not close enough to give me a chance of being right if we think differently.” “I still have the advantage of sixteen years of experience, and I’m not a pretty young woman or a spoiled child. Come, my dear Emma, let’s be friends and leave it at that. Tell your aunt, little Emma, that she should set a better example than to dwell on past grievances, and that if she was wrong before, she certainly is now.” “That’s true,” she exclaimed. “Very true.” Little Emma, grow up to be a better woman than your aunt. Be infinitely cleverer and not nearly so conceited. Now, Mr. Knightley, just a word or two more, and I’ll be finished. In terms of good intentions, we were both right, and I must admit that no consequences on my side of the argument have yet proven to be wrong. I only want to know that Mr. “Martin is not just very disappointed; he’s deeply disheartened.” “A man can’t be more so,” came his succinct reply. “Ah! I truly regret this. Come, let’s shake hands.” They had just exchanged a warm handshake when John Knightley arrived. “How do you do, George?” he greeted, followed by, “John, how are you?” Their conversation unfolded in the quintessential English manner, masking a genuine bond beneath a calmness that bordered on indifference—each would readily do anything for the other if the need arose. The evening settled into a quiet, engaging atmosphere as Mr. Woodhouse opted to forgo cards in favor of comfortable conversation with his beloved Isabella. The small gathering naturally divided into two groups: Mr. Woodhouse and his daughter on one side, and the two Mr. Knightleys on the other. Their discussions rarely overlapped, with Emma occasionally dipping into one conversation or the other. The brothers focused on their own interests and pursuits, primarily those of the elder, whose more open temperament made him the greater conversationalist. As a magistrate, he often had some legal matter to discuss with John or, at the very least, an intriguing anecdote to share. As a farmer managing the home farm at Donwell, he would also inform John about the crops planned for the coming year, offering local insights that were bound to interest a brother who had shared this home for much of his life and held strong attachments to it. They would delve into plans for drainage, changes to fences, the felling of trees, and the allocation of every acre for wheat, turnips, or spring corn. John engaged with these topics as much as his typically reserved demeanor allowed, and if his eager brother ever left him with something to ask about, his inquiries took on a tone of genuine curiosity. While they were thus comfortably occupied, Mr. Woodhouse was lost in a stream of happy memories and tender concern for his daughter. “My poor dear Isabella,” he said, gently taking her hand and momentarily interrupting her busy efforts with one of her five children. “How long it’s been—how terribly long since you were last here! You must be so tired after your journey!” “You really must go to bed early, my dear—and I suggest a little gruel before you do. How about we share a nice bowl of it together? What do you say, Emma? Shall we all have a bit of gruel?” Emma couldn’t entertain the idea, fully aware that both Mr. Knightleys were just as resistant to the notion as she was. Only two bowls were ordered. After a bit more conversation praising the merits of gruel, along with some bemusement at why it wasn’t a nightly staple for everyone, he continued with a serious tone. “It was rather unfortunate, my dear, that you spent the autumn at South End instead of coming here. I’ve never thought much of the sea air.” “Mr. Wingfield strongly recommended it, sir—or we wouldn’t have gone.” He recommended it for all the children, but especially for little Bella’s throat—both the sea air and bathing. “Ah, my dear, but Perry had his doubts about the sea being beneficial for her. As for me, I’ve long been convinced—though perhaps I’ve never mentioned it before—that the sea is rarely of any real use to anyone. In fact, it nearly killed me once.” “Come now,” Emma interjected, sensing the topic was precarious. “I must ask you not to speak of the sea. It only makes me envious and miserable—especially since I’ve never seen it! South End is out of the question, if you please. My dear Isabella, I haven’t heard you ask a single thing about Mr. Perry? How is she?” “Oh, Mrs. Perry is well, thank you for asking. She’s been a great support to him, as always. It’s a heavy burden, you know, having a husband who’s so in demand. She manages to keep everything running smoothly at home while he’s off helping others. They truly make a remarkable team.” “Indeed, they do. It’s rare to find such dedication in both partners.” “Yes, it is. Their commitment to each other and their work is inspiring. Despite the challenges, they always seem to find a way to balance everything.” “How are Perry and the children? Are they growing well? I have a great regard for Mr. Perry and hope he’ll be calling soon. He will be so pleased to see my little ones.” “I hope he can come tomorrow, as I have a question or two of some importance to ask him about myself.” “And, my dear, whenever he arrives, you should certainly let him examine little Bella’s throat.” “Oh! My dear sir, her throat has improved so much that I hardly worry about it anymore. Either the bathing has worked wonders, or it’s due to an excellent embrocation from Mr. Wingfield that we’ve been using intermittently since August.” “It seems unlikely, my dear, that bathing alone could have helped her—and if I had known you were in need of an embrocation, I would have mentioned it sooner—” “You seem to have forgotten about Mrs. and Miss Bates,” Emma interjected. “I haven’t heard a single inquiry about them.” “Oh! The good Bateses—I’m quite ashamed of myself—but you do mention them in most of your letters.” I hope they’re doing well. Good old Mrs. Bates—I’ll visit her tomorrow and bring my children along. They always enjoy seeing my little ones. And that wonderful Miss Bates! Such genuinely good people! How are they, sir?” “Well, they’re doing pretty well overall, my dear. But poor Mrs. Bates did have a bad cold about a month ago.” “I’m so sorry to hear that! It seems like colds have been especially common this autumn.” Mr. Wingfield told me he has never seen colds so widespread and severe—except perhaps during a particularly bad influenza outbreak. “That seems to be the case, my dear, but not to the extent you suggest. Perry mentions that colds are indeed common, but not as severe as he has often experienced in November. He doesn’t consider it an exceptionally sickly season.” “No, I don’t believe Mr. Wingfield thinks it’s very sickly, except—” “Ah, my poor child, the truth is, in London, it’s always a sickly season.” “No one is healthy in London; it’s impossible. It’s a dreadful thing to be forced to live there—so far away! And the air is so terrible!” “Not at all! We’re not in a bad area at all. Our part of London is far superior to most others! You mustn’t confuse us with the city as a whole, my dear sir. The neighborhood around Brunswick Square is quite different from nearly all the rest. We enjoy such fresh air!” “I must admit, I would be quite reluctant to live anywhere else in town. There’s hardly another place where I’d feel comfortable raising my children. But here? We’re so remarkably airy! Mr. Wingfield believes that the area around Brunswick Square offers the best air quality.” “Oh, my dear, it’s not like Hartfield. You make the most of it, but after just a week at Hartfield, you all seem transformed; you don’t even look the same. I can’t say I think any of you look particularly well at the moment.” “I’m sorry to hear you say that, sir. I assure you, aside from the occasional nervous headaches and palpitations that I can’t seem to escape anywhere, I’m quite well myself. And if the children looked a bit pale before bed, it was simply because they were a little more tired than usual from the journey and the excitement of arriving. I hope you’ll think better of their appearance tomorrow, for I assure you, Mr. Wingfield told me that he didn’t believe he had ever sent us off in such good condition. I hope, at least, that you don’t think Mr. Knightley looks unwell,” she said, glancing at her husband with affectionate concern. “Middling, my dear; I cannot compliment you,” he replied. “I think Mr. John Knightley looks very far from well.” “What is the matter, sir? Did you speak to me?” cried Mr. John Knightley, hearing his own name, replied, “I’m sorry to hear, my love, that my father thinks you’re not looking well. I hope it’s just fatigue. Still, I wish you could have seen Mr. Wingfield before you left home.” “My dear Isabella,” he exclaimed hastily, “please don’t worry about my appearance. Focus on taking care of yourself and the children, and let me look however I choose.” “I didn’t quite understand what you were telling your brother,” Emma interjected, “about your friend Mr. Graham planning to hire a bailiff from Scotland to manage his new estate.” “What will it answer? Will not the old prejudice be too strong?” She spoke at length, her words flowing with conviction, until she finally turned her attention back to her father and sister. Fortunately, the only unwelcome topic was Isabella’s kind inquiry about Jane Fairfax. Though Jane was not typically her favorite, at that moment, she found herself eager to join in the praise. “That sweet, amiable Jane Fairfax!” Mrs. John Knightley exclaimed. “It feels like ages since I’ve seen her, except for those brief, chance encounters in town! How delightful it must be for her dear grandmother and wonderful aunt when she comes to visit! I often lament, especially for dear Emma’s sake, that she cannot spend more time in Highbury. But now that their daughter is married, I suppose Colonel and Mrs.…” Campbell could never bear to part with her; she would be such a delightful companion for Emma.” Mr. Woodhouse nodded in agreement but added, “Our little friend Harriet Smith is just the same kind of charming young person. You will like Harriet. Emma couldn’t ask for a better companion than her.” “I’m so pleased to hear that—but one must acknowledge Jane Fairfax, who is so accomplished and superior! And she’s exactly Emma’s age.” This topic was discussed with great enthusiasm, followed by other equally significant conversations that flowed with similar ease. However, the evening did not conclude without a hint of agitation. The gruel arrived, sparking a flurry of comments and praise—everyone agreed on its wholesome benefits for every constitution, and there were some rather pointed criticisms of the many establishments where it was never prepared adequately. Unfortunately, among the failures the daughter had to mention, the most recent—and therefore most vivid—was her own cook at South End, a young woman hired temporarily, who could never grasp what was meant by a basin of nice, smooth gruel: thin, but not too thin. Despite her many wishes and requests, she had never managed to find anything satisfactory. This was a precarious moment. “Ah!” Mr. Woodhouse exclaimed, shaking his head as he fixed his gaze on her with tender concern. The unspoken words in Emma’s ear seemed to convey, “Ah! The unfortunate repercussions of your trip to South End are endless. It’s best left unspoken.” For a brief time, she hoped he would refrain from discussing it, believing that a moment of silent reflection might be enough to bring him back to his usual enjoyment of his bland gruel. After a few minutes of silence, he finally spoke up. “I shall always regret that you chose to go to the sea this autumn instead of coming here.” “But why should you regret it, sir? I assure you, it did the children a world of good.” “Moreover, if you must go to the sea, South End was not the best choice. It’s known to be an unhealthy place. Perry was surprised to hear you had settled on South End.” “I know many people believe that, but it’s quite a misconception, sir. We all enjoyed excellent health there and experienced no issues with the mud. Mr. Wingfield insists it’s a mistake to think of the place as unhealthy, and I trust his judgment completely. He has a thorough understanding of the air quality, and his brother and family have vacationed there multiple times.” “You should have gone to Cromer, my dear, if you were going anywhere. Perry spent a week at Cromer once, and he considers it the best of all the seaside resorts. He raves about the fine open sea and the pure air. From what I gather, you could have found lodgings quite a distance from the shore—about a quarter of a mile away—very comfortable indeed.” “You should have consulted Perry.” “But, my dear sir, consider the difference in the journey—how significant it would have been. A hundred miles, perhaps, instead of forty.” “Ah! my dear, as Perry says, when health is at stake, nothing else should matter. If one must travel, there’s little distinction between forty miles and a hundred. It’s better not to move at all; staying in London is preferable to traveling forty miles only to breathe worse air. This is precisely what Perry advised. He deemed it a very ill-judged decision.” Emma’s efforts to dissuade her father had been in vain, and when he reached this point, she could hardly blame her brother-in-law for his outburst. “Mr. Perry,” he said, his voice laced with strong displeasure, “might do well to keep his opinions to himself until they are requested.” Why does he make it his business to question my choices? Why should he care where I take my family along the coast? I trust my judgment just as much as Mr. Perry trusts his. I need his advice no more than I need his medicines.” He paused, then, cooling down, added with a touch of sarcasm, “If Mr. Perry can explain how to transport a wife and five children one hundred thirty miles with no more expense or inconvenience than a journey of forty, I would be just as eager to choose Cromer over South End as he would be.” “True, true,” Mr. Knightley interjected readily. “That’s a valid point. But John, regarding my idea of relocating the path to Langham—shifting it more to the right so it doesn’t cut through the home meadows—I can’t see any difficulties. I wouldn’t pursue it if it meant causing inconvenience to the people of Highbury, but if you recall the current line of the path…” The only way to prove it, however, is to consult our maps. I hope to see you at the Abbey tomorrow morning, where we can review them together and you can share your thoughts. Mr. Woodhouse felt a bit unsettled by the harsh comments about his friend Perry, to whom he had, albeit unconsciously, attributed many of his own feelings and expressions. However, the comforting attentions of his daughters gradually eased his discomfort, and the immediate vigilance of one brother, along with the fond memories of the other, prevented any further distress. # Chapter XIII There could hardly be a happier person in the world than Mrs. John Knightley during this brief visit to Hartfield. Each morning, she wandered among her old acquaintances with her five children, and each evening, she relished recounting her day’s activities to her father and sister. The only thing she wished for was that the days wouldn’t pass so quickly. It was a delightful visit—perfect, though far too short. Generally, their evenings were less filled with friends than their mornings; however, one dinner engagement was unavoidable, even during Christmas. Mr. Weston would accept no refusal; they simply had to dine at Randalls one day. Even Mr. Woodhouse was eventually persuaded that it was preferable to splitting the party. As for how they would all get there, he would have made a fuss if he could, but since his son and daughter’s carriage and horses were already at Hartfield, he could only pose a simple question about it. It barely registered as a doubt, and it didn’t take Emma long to assure him that they could easily fit Harriet into one of the carriages as well. Harriet, Mr. Elton, and Mr. Knightley—an exclusive trio—were the only guests invited to join them. The gathering was to be early and intimate, taking into account Mr. Woodhouse’s preferences and habits. The evening before this significant occasion (for it was indeed a notable event for Mr. Woodhouse to dine out on December 24th) was spent by Harriet at Hartfield. She returned home feeling quite unwell with a cold, and had it not been for her strong desire to be cared for by Mrs. Woodhouse, she might have considered staying away. Goddard’s absence, knowing she could not allow Harriet to leave the house in her condition. The next day, Emma visited her friend, only to find that Harriet’s fate regarding Randalls had already been sealed. She was feverish and suffering from a severe sore throat. Mrs. Goddard was filled with concern and affection, while Mr. Perry was frequently mentioned. Harriet, too weak and despondent to challenge the authority that kept her from this delightful engagement, could only express her sorrow through tears when she spoke of her loss. Emma stayed by her side for as long as she could, determined to support her in Mrs. Goddard’s absence. Goddard’s unavoidable absences weighed heavily on her, but she found some comfort in imagining how much Mr. Elton would be affected by her situation. This thought left her feeling reasonably at ease, buoyed by the knowledge that he would have a rather dismal visit and that everyone would miss her dearly. She had barely taken a few steps from Mrs. Goddard’s door when she encountered Mr. Elton himself, clearly approaching her. As they strolled together, discussing the invalid—whom he had intended to visit due to rumors of her serious illness, hoping to bring news back to Hartfield—they were joined by Mr. John Knightley, returning from his daily visit to Donwell with his two eldest boys. Their healthy, glowing faces reflected the benefits of a country outing, promising a swift enjoyment of the roast mutton and rice pudding they were eagerly bringing home. They joined forces and continued on together. Emma was just explaining her friend’s condition: “a severely inflamed throat, accompanied by a lot of heat, a rapid, weak pulse, and so on. I was dismayed to learn from Mrs. Goddard that Harriet is prone to very severe sore throats, which have often caused her great concern.” Mr. Elton’s expression turned to one of alarm as he interjected, “A sore throat! I hope it’s not contagious. I hope it’s not of the putrid, infectious kind.” “Has Perry seen her? You really must take care of yourself as well as your friend. I urge you to avoid any risks. Why hasn’t Perry gone to see her?” Emma, who wasn’t genuinely frightened, soothed this excess of concern with reassurances about Mrs. Goddard’s experience and caution. However, knowing there would still be a lingering unease that she preferred to acknowledge rather than dismiss, she soon shifted the conversation as if discussing an entirely different topic. “It’s so cold—so very cold—and it looks and feels like snow. If I were heading anywhere else or with anyone else, I would genuinely try to avoid going out today and would persuade my father to stay in as well. But since he’s determined and doesn’t seem to feel the chill, I don’t want to interfere. I know it would be such a disappointment for Mr. and Mrs.…” Weston. But, I must say, Mr. Elton, in your case, I would certainly excuse myself. You already seem a bit hoarse, and considering the demands on your voice and the fatigue tomorrow will bring, it would be wise to stay home and take care of yourself tonight.” Mr. Elton appeared momentarily at a loss for words, which was precisely the case. Though he was flattered by the kind concern of such a lovely lady and reluctant to dismiss her advice, he had no real desire to forgo the visit. Meanwhile, Emma, too caught up in her own thoughts and plans to listen to him clearly or see him objectively, felt satisfied with his mumbling acknowledgment that it was “very cold, certainly very cold.” She continued on, pleased that she had freed him from Randalls and ensured he could send inquiries about Harriet throughout the evening. “You’re absolutely right,” she said. “We’ll make your apologies to Mr. “and Mrs. Weston.” But hardly had she spoken when she noticed her brother politely offering a seat in his carriage, should the weather be Mr. Elton’s only concern. To her surprise, Mr. Elton accepted the offer with eager enthusiasm. It was settled; Mr. Elton would join them, and never had his broad, handsome face shown more delight than at that moment. His smile was brighter, and his eyes sparkled with joy as he turned to look at her. “Well,” she mused, “this is quite strange! After I went to such lengths to send him off so well, he chooses to socialize and leave Harriet unwell behind! How odd indeed! Yet, I believe many men—especially those who are single—have this inclination, this passion for dining out. A dinner invitation ranks high among their pleasures, pursuits, and even their duties, often taking precedence over everything else. This must be true for Mr. Elton; he is undoubtedly a valuable, amiable, and charming young man, deeply in love with Harriet. Still, he cannot resist an invitation; he must dine out wherever he is asked. What a curious thing love is! He can see Harriet’s quick wit, yet he won’t dine alone for her sake.” Soon after, Mr. Elton took his leave, and she couldn’t help but acknowledge the sentiment in the way he spoke of Harriet as he departed. The tone of his voice, assuring her that he would stop by Mrs. Goddard’s for news of his fair friend before preparing for the joy of seeing her again, was telling. He hoped to bring back a more favorable report, and he sighed and smiled as he left, which tilted the balance of her approval decidedly in his favor. After a few moments of complete silence between them, John Knightley broke the stillness. “I have never seen a man more determined to be agreeable than Mr. Elton. It seems like a genuine effort for him when it comes to ladies. With men, he can be rational and at ease, but when he’s trying to impress women, every feature of his face seems to work overtime.” “Mr. Elton’s manners aren’t perfect,” Emma replied. “However, when there’s a genuine desire to please, it’s only fair to overlook certain shortcomings—and we often do. A man who puts forth his best effort, even with only moderate abilities, can easily surpass someone who is merely superior but careless.” “There is such a perfect good temper and goodwill in Mr. Elton that one cannot help but appreciate it.” “Yes,” Mr. John Knightley replied, a hint of mischief in his tone, “he certainly seems to have a great deal of goodwill toward you.” “Me!” she exclaimed, her smile one of genuine surprise. “Are you suggesting that I am the object of Mr. Elton’s affections?” “I must admit, that thought has crossed my mind, Emma. And if it hasn’t occurred to you before, it’s worth considering now.” “Mr. Elton in love with me! What a notion!” “I’m not saying it is the case, but you would do well to ponder whether it might be true and adjust your behavior accordingly. I find your manner toward him rather encouraging.” “I speak as a friend, Emma. You should take a moment to look around and consider what you’re doing and what you intend to do.” “Thank you, but you’re quite mistaken. Mr. Elton and I are merely good friends, nothing more.” She continued walking, amused by the blunders that often stem from a limited understanding of circumstances. It was fascinating to her how those who prided themselves on their judgment frequently stumbled into errors. She felt a twinge of annoyance toward her brother for assuming she was blind to the truth and in need of guidance. He chose not to press the matter further. Mr. Woodhouse had firmly resolved to make the visit, and despite the biting cold, he showed no signs of hesitation. He set off punctually in his carriage with his eldest daughter, seemingly oblivious to the weather, absorbed in the wonder of his own journey and the pleasure it brought to be at Randalls. He was bundled up well enough not to feel the chill. However, the cold was indeed harsh. By the time the second carriage was on the move, a few flakes of snow began to drift down, and the sky appeared so heavy that it seemed only a gentle breeze was needed to transform the world into a blanket of white in no time at all. Emma quickly noticed that her companion was not in the best of spirits. The preparations for venturing out in such weather, coupled with the sacrifice of his children after dinner, were burdens he found disagreeable. Mr. John Knightley had little enthusiasm for the visit, expecting nothing that could possibly justify the effort. Throughout their drive to the vicarage, he voiced his discontent. “A man,” he remarked, “must think very highly of himself to ask others to leave the comfort of their firesides and brave a day like this just to see him.” He must think himself quite the agreeable fellow; I could never do such a thing. It’s the greatest absurdity—actually snowing at this moment! The folly of not allowing people to be comfortable at home—and the folly of people not choosing to stay comfortably at home when they can! If we were obliged to go out on a night like this due to some duty or business, we would consider it a hardship. Yet here we are, likely dressed in thinner clothing than usual, heading out voluntarily, without excuse, defying the voice of nature that urges us to stay home and keep everything sheltered. We’re setting off to spend five dreary hours in another man’s house, with nothing to say or hear that wasn’t said and heard yesterday, and may not be repeated tomorrow. We’re braving dismal weather, likely to return in worse; four horses and four servants are taken out merely to transport five idle, shivering souls into colder rooms and worse company than they could have enjoyed at home. Emma didn’t feel capable of giving the pleased assent he was accustomed to receiving, the “Very true, my love,” that his traveling companion must have often provided. But she had enough resolve to remain silent. She couldn’t bring herself to comply, nor did she want to seem quarrelsome; her courage only extended to keeping quiet. So, she let him talk, arranged the glasses, and wrapped herself up without uttering a word. They arrived, the carriage turned, and the step was lowered, allowing Mr. Elton—dapper, dressed in black, and beaming—to join them immediately. Emma felt a surge of relief at the prospect of changing the subject. Mr. Elton was overflowing with gratitude and good spirits; his cheerful demeanor in his polite exchanges made her wonder if he had received a different account of Harriet than she had. Earlier, while getting ready, she had sent an inquiry and received the response, “Much the same—not better.” “My report from Mrs. “Goddard’s,” she said after a moment, “was not as pleasant as I had hoped—‘Not better’ was my answer.” His expression fell immediately, and his voice took on a sentimental tone as he replied, “Oh! I’m truly sorry to hear that. I was just about to tell you that when I stopped by Mrs. Goddard’s door—right before I went to dress—I was informed that Miss Smith was not better at all, in fact, she seemed worse. I was very much grieved and concerned; I had hoped she would be improving after the cordial I knew she received this morning.” Emma smiled and responded, “I hope my visit helped with the nervous aspect of her illness, but even I can’t charm away a sore throat; it’s quite a severe cold, indeed.” Mr. “Perry has been with her, as you probably heard.” “Yes—I imagined—that is—I did not—” “He’s accustomed to her complaints, and I hope tomorrow morning will bring us both a more reassuring report. Still, it’s hard not to feel uneasy. Such a sad loss for our party today!” “Dreadful! Exactly so, indeed. She will be missed every moment.” This was quite appropriate; the sigh that accompanied it was genuinely commendable, but it should have lingered longer. Emma felt a twinge of dismay when, just half a minute later, he began discussing other topics in a voice brimming with enthusiasm. “What an excellent idea,” he remarked, “using sheepskin for carriages. They make it so comfortable—it’s impossible to feel cold with such precautions.” The inventions of modern times have truly perfected a gentleman’s carriage. It’s so well-sealed against the elements that not even a whisper of air can enter without permission. The weather becomes utterly irrelevant. It’s a chilly afternoon, but inside this carriage, we feel nothing of it. “Ah! I see it’s starting to snow a bit.” “Yes,” replied John Knightley, “and I suspect we’ll be seeing quite a bit more.” “Christmas weather,” Mr. Elton remarked. “How wonderfully seasonal it is! We can consider ourselves extremely fortunate that the snow didn’t start yesterday; otherwise, it might have disrupted today’s gathering. Mr. Woodhouse would hardly have ventured out if there had been much snow on the ground, but now it hardly matters. This truly is the perfect time for friendly get-togethers. At Christmas, everyone invites their friends, and the worst weather hardly dampens anyone’s spirits. I remember being snowed in at a friend’s house once for a week—it was nothing short of delightful.” “I went for just one night, and I couldn’t leave until that very day a week later.” Mr. John Knightley appeared puzzled by the notion of pleasure in such a situation, but he simply replied, coolly, “I cannot wish to be snowed in for a week at Randalls.” Under different circumstances, Emma might have found this amusing, but she was too taken aback by Mr. Elton’s buoyant spirits to entertain any other feelings. Harriet seemed completely forgotten in the anticipation of a delightful gathering. “We can count on excellent fires,” he continued, “and everything will be in the utmost comfort. Charming people, Mr. and Mrs. Weston—Mrs. Weston, in particular, is truly beyond praise. Mr. Weston embodies everything one values: he is so hospitable and genuinely enjoys the company of others. While it will be a small gathering, I find that select small parties can often be the most delightful. Mr. Weston’s dining room comfortably accommodates no more than ten guests, and personally, I would prefer to have two fewer than to exceed the limit by two. I believe you will agree with me on this, (turning with a gentle smile toward Emma) and I am certain I will have your approval, though Mr. Knightley, perhaps accustomed to the grand gatherings of London, might not fully grasp our sentiments. “I know nothing of those grand gatherings, sir—I never dine with anyone.” “Indeed!” he replied, his tone a mix of surprise and sympathy. “I had no idea the law could be such a burden. But surely, the time will come when you’ll be rewarded for all this—when you can enjoy life with little effort.” “My first enjoyment,” John Knightley said as they passed through the sweep-gate, “will be the moment I find myself safely back at Hartfield.” # Chapter XIV As they entered Mrs. Weston’s drawing-room, each gentleman felt the need to adjust his demeanor—Mr. Elton must temper his exuberance, while Mr. John Knightley needed to shake off his ill humor. Mr. Elton should smile less, while Mr. John Knightley ought to smile more, if they are to fit into their roles. As for Emma, she could simply be herself, allowing her natural happiness to shine through. Being with the Westons brought her genuine joy. Mr. Weston was a great favorite of hers, and there was no one with whom she felt more at ease than his wife. With Mrs. Weston, Emma shared her thoughts without hesitation, confident that she was being listened to and understood. She felt always interesting and always clear as she recounted the little affairs, arrangements, challenges, and pleasures of her father and herself. Emma felt a deep connection to Hartfield, a place that always stirred Mrs. Weston’s lively interest. Their half-hour of uninterrupted conversation about the little things that contribute to daily happiness was one of the greatest joys they shared. This simple pleasure might not be replicated throughout the day’s visit, and certainly didn’t belong to the current moment; yet, just seeing Mrs. Weston—her smile, her touch, her voice—brought Emma immense comfort. She resolved to push aside thoughts of Mr. Elton’s peculiarities and any other unpleasantness, choosing instead to savor every enjoyable moment. By the time she arrived, they had already discussed the unfortunate matter of Harriet’s cold. Mr. Woodhouse had been comfortably settled for long enough to recount the entire history of his own and Isabella’s arrival, as well as Emma’s impending visit. He had just reached the point of expressing his satisfaction that James would come to see his daughter when the others arrived. Mrs. Weston, who had been almost entirely focused on him, finally turned her attention to welcome her dear Emma. Emma had hoped to forget Mr. Elton for a while, so she felt a twinge of disappointment when she realized he was seated right next to her. It was quite a challenge to push aside thoughts of his strange indifference toward Harriet while he not only sat at her side but also continually drew her attention with his cheerful demeanor, eagerly addressing her at every opportunity. Instead of forgetting him, his behavior was such that she couldn’t shake the nagging thought: “Could it really be as my brother imagined? Is it possible that this man is beginning to shift his affections from Harriet to me? Absurd and insufferable!” Yet, he seemed genuinely concerned about her comfort, always ensuring she was warm, showing interest in her father, and delighting in Mrs. Weston’s company. Eventually, he began to admire her drawings with such enthusiasm and little understanding that it felt alarmingly like the behavior of a would-be suitor, forcing her to make an effort to maintain her composure. For her own sake, she couldn’t afford to be rude; and for Harriet’s, in the hope that everything would eventually resolve itself, she was even determinedly civil. But it was a struggle—especially since something was unfolding among the others during the most overwhelming phase of Mr. Elton’s nonsense, which she desperately wanted to hear. She caught enough snippets to know that Mr. Weston was sharing details about his son; she caught the phrases “my son,” “Frank,” and “my son” repeated several times, and from a few other half-formed words, she strongly suspected he was announcing an early visit from his son. However, before she could steer Mr. Elton back on track, the topic had moved on so completely that any attempt to revive it would have felt awkward. Interestingly, despite Emma’s firm resolution never to marry, there was something about the name and the idea of Mr. Frank Churchill that always captivated her. She often mused—especially since his father’s marriage to Miss Taylor—that if she were to marry, he would be the perfect match for her in terms of age, character, and social standing. Through this connection between their families, he seemed to belong to her in a way. She couldn’t help but assume that everyone who knew them must think of it as a match. She was quite convinced that Mr. and Mrs. Weston did. Although she had no intention of being swayed by him—or anyone else—to give up a situation she believed was far better than any she could find elsewhere, she felt a strong curiosity to meet him. She was determined to find him pleasant, to be liked by him to some extent, and there was a certain thrill in imagining how their friends would envision them together. With these feelings in mind, Mr. Elton’s attentions felt dreadfully out of place. Still, she took comfort in appearing polite while feeling quite annoyed—and she was certain that the rest of the visit would inevitably bring up the same topic again, or something very similar, from the open-hearted Mr. Elton. Weston smiled as he spoke, and when he was finally released from the demands of Mr. Elton and settled beside Emma at dinner, he seized the first moment of respite from the duties of hospitality—the first pause from the roast lamb—to say to her: “We just need two more guests to make the perfect gathering. I would love to see your charming little friend, Miss Smith, and my son here. Then I’d say we’d be complete. I believe you didn’t catch me mentioning it to the others in the drawing room, but we’re expecting Frank. I received a letter from him this morning, and he’ll be with us in a fortnight.” Emma responded with genuine delight, wholeheartedly agreeing to his suggestion regarding Mr. Smith. Frank Churchill and Miss Smith were making their party truly complete. “He has been wanting to visit us,” Mr. Weston continued, “ever since September. Every letter has been filled with his desire to come, but he can’t seem to manage his own schedule. He has people to please—people who, between ourselves, often require quite a few sacrifices to keep them satisfied. But I have no doubt we’ll see him here around the second week in January.” “What a wonderful pleasure that will be for you! And for Mrs. ”Weston is so eager to meet him that she must be almost as happy as you are.” “Yes, she would be, but she fears there might be another postponement. She doesn’t rely on his arrival as much as I do; after all, she doesn’t know the parties involved as well as I do. The situation is—(but this is just between us: I didn’t mention a word of it in the other room. Every family has its secrets, you know)—the situation is that a group of friends is invited to visit Enscombe in January, and Frank’s arrival hinges on their being canceled. If they’re not canceled, he can’t come. But I’m confident they will be, because there’s a certain lady of some importance at Enscombe who has a particular aversion to that group. Though it’s deemed necessary to invite them every two or three years, they always end up being postponed when the time comes.” “I have no doubt about the outcome. I’m as certain that Frank will be here before mid-January as I am that I will be here myself. However, your good friend over there,” he said, nodding toward the upper end of the table, “is so unaccustomed to unpredictability at Hartfield that she struggles to anticipate its effects, unlike me, who has had plenty of practice.” “I wish there were no room for doubt in this matter,” Emma replied. “But I find myself inclined to agree with you, Mr. Weston. If you believe he will come, then I shall believe it too, for you know Enscombe.” “Yes, I have some claim to that knowledge, even though I’ve never set foot there. She is certainly an unusual woman! But I refrain from speaking ill of her for Frank’s sake, as I genuinely believe she cares for him. I once thought she was incapable of caring for anyone but herself, but she has always shown him kindness—albeit in her own peculiar way, with her little whims and expectations that everything should go according to her wishes. It speaks volumes about him that he can inspire such affection, for, truth be told, she has no more heart than a stone when it comes to most people, and her temper is quite something.” Emma found the topic so engaging that she turned to Mrs. Weston, shortly after they settled into the drawing-room, wished her joy but noted that she must find the prospect of their first meeting somewhat daunting. Mrs. Weston concurred, adding that she would feel much more at ease if she could be certain about facing the anxiety of that initial encounter at the appointed time. “I can’t rely on his arrival. I can’t be as optimistic as Mr. Weston. I fear it may all come to nothing.” “Weston has been telling you exactly how things stand, I presume?” “Yes, it seems to hinge entirely on Mrs. Churchill’s ill-humor, which I believe to be the most reliable certainty in the world.” “My dear Emma!” Mrs. Weston replied with a smile, “what certainty is there in caprice?” She then turned to Isabella, who had been lost in thought. “You must understand, my dear Mrs. Knightley, that I’m not as confident as Mr. Churchill is about seeing Frank. It all depends on his aunt’s mood and whims; in short, it relies entirely on her temperament.” To you—my two daughters—I can speak the truth. Mrs. Churchill is in charge at Enscombe, and she is quite an odd-tempered woman; whether he comes now depends entirely on her willingness to spare him. “Oh, Mrs. Churchill; everyone knows her,” Isabella replied. “I can’t help but feel immense compassion for that poor young man. Living constantly with someone so ill-tempered must be dreadful.” It is something we are blissfully unaware of, yet it must be a life filled with misery. How fortunate that she never had children! Those poor little souls would have been so unhappy under her care. Emma wished she could have been alone with Mrs. Weston. In that setting, she would have learned more; Mrs. Weston would speak to her with a candor she wouldn’t dare risk with Isabella. Emma truly believed that Mrs. Weston would hardly hold back any details about the Churchills, except for those opinions regarding the young man—insights her own imagination had already grasped instinctively. But at that moment, there was nothing more to discuss. Mr. Woodhouse quickly made his way into the drawing-room, unable to tolerate the confinement of lingering after dinner. Neither wine nor conversation held any appeal for him, and he was eager to join those with whom he felt most at ease. While he engaged in conversation with Isabella, Emma seized the opportunity to ask, “So, you don’t consider this visit from your son to be certain at all?” “I’m sorry for this. The introduction is always uncomfortable, no matter when it happens; the sooner it’s over, the better.” “Exactly. Each delay only heightens our anxiety about further ones. Even if the Braithwaites are postponed, I can’t shake the fear that some excuse will arise to disappoint us. The thought of any hesitation on his part is unbearable, but I know the Churchills are eager to keep him to themselves. There’s jealousy at play. They’re even envious of his affection for his father.” In short, I feel no reliance on his arrival, and I wish Mr. Weston were less optimistic. “He should come,” Emma insisted. “Even if he can only stay for a couple of days, he ought to make the effort. It’s hard to imagine a young man not having the ability to do at least that. A young woman, if she falls into the wrong hands, may be teased and kept away from those she wishes to see; but it’s difficult to comprehend a young man being so restrained that he can’t spend a week with his father if he wants to.” “You need to be at Enscombe and understand the family’s dynamics before you can truly judge what he can do,” Mrs. Weston replied. “It’s wise to exercise caution when assessing the behavior of any individual within a family. But Enscombe, I believe, cannot be evaluated by general standards: she is exceedingly unreasonable, and everything bends to her will.” “But she is so fond of her nephew; he is such a favorite.” Now, in my view of Mrs. Churchill, it seems entirely natural that while she makes no sacrifices for the comfort of the husband to whom she owes everything, and while she indulges in constant whims with him, she should often be swayed by her nephew, to whom she owes nothing at all. “My dearest Emma, do not pretend, with your sweet disposition, to understand a bad one, or to impose rules upon it; you must allow it to follow its own course. I have no doubt that he sometimes wields considerable influence, but it may be utterly impossible for him to predict when that will be.” Emma listened thoughtfully and then replied coolly, “I will not be satisfied unless he comes.” “He may exert considerable influence in some matters,” Mrs. Weston continued, “and very little in others. Among those areas where he has no sway, it is quite likely that this very situation—his leaving them to visit us—falls into that category.” # Chapter XV Mr. Woodhouse was soon ready for his tea, and once he had finished, he was eager to return home. It took all three of his companions’ efforts to distract him from noticing how late it had become before the other gentlemen arrived. Mr. Weston was lively and sociable, never one to welcome early departures of any kind. However, the drawing-room gathering eventually welcomed a new arrival. Mr. Elton, in high spirits, was among the first to enter. Mrs. Weston and Emma were seated together on a sofa, and he quickly joined them, taking a seat between them with hardly a prompt. Emma, in high spirits thanks to the anticipation of Mr. Frank Churchill’s visit, was eager to overlook his recent indiscretions and restore her previous fondness for him. When he made Harriet the focus of their conversation, she listened with warm smiles. He expressed genuine concern for her lovely, amiable friend. “Have you heard anything about her since we were at Randalls? I must admit, I’m quite anxious. The nature of her complaint worries me greatly.” He continued in this vein for some time, speaking earnestly but not really paying attention to her responses. His concern seemed to stem from a fear of a serious sore throat, and Emma found herself feeling charitable toward him. However, a curious shift occurred; it seemed he was more frightened about the potential for Harriet to catch a bad sore throat than about Harriet’s actual condition. His earnestness grew as he implored her to avoid visiting the sickroom for the time being, urging her to promise him that she wouldn’t take such a risk until he had consulted Mr. Perry shared his opinion, and despite her attempts to laugh it off and steer the conversation back on track, his deep concern for her was impossible to dismiss. She felt a surge of irritation. It was clear—there was no hiding it—that his behavior resembled a pretense of being in love with her rather than with Harriet. If this inconstancy were genuine, it would be the most contemptible and abominable kind! She struggled to maintain her composure. Turning to Mrs. Weston, he sought her support. “Would you please help me? Could you add your persuasion to mine to convince Miss Woodhouse not to go to Mrs. Goddard’s insistence lingered until it was certain that Miss Smith’s condition posed no risk of infection. He couldn’t rest easy without a promise—wouldn’t she lend him her influence to secure it? “So concerned for others,” he continued, “yet so indifferent to her own well-being! She urged me to stay home today to nurse my cold, yet she refuses to promise that she’ll steer clear of the risk of catching an ulcerated sore throat herself. Is this fair, Mrs. Weston? Judge between us. Do I not have some right to voice my complaints?” “I am confident in your kind support and assistance.” Emma noticed Mrs. Weston’s surprise and sensed how profound it must be, given the way Mr. Elton had claimed the right to be the first to express interest in her. As for Emma, she was too provoked and offended to articulate a meaningful response. All she could manage was a pointed look—one she hoped would bring him back to his senses. She then left the sofa and moved to a seat beside her sister, directing all her attention to her instead. She didn’t have time to gauge Mr. Elton’s reaction to her silent rebuke, as the conversation quickly shifted. Mr. John Knightley entered the room after checking the weather and announced that the ground was covered in snow, with more falling rapidly and a strong, drifting wind. He concluded with these words directed at Mr. Woodhouse: “This will be a spirited start to your winter engagements, sir. It’s something new for your coachman and horses to navigate through a snowstorm.” Poor Mr. Woodhouse fell silent, overwhelmed by consternation. Meanwhile, everyone else had plenty to say; they were either surprised or not, each with a question to ask or a word of comfort to offer. Mrs. Weston and Emma made a concerted effort to cheer him up and redirect his attention from his son-in-law, who was pursuing his triumph rather insensitively. “I truly admired your resolve, sir,” he remarked, “in venturing out in such weather, especially since you must have known the snow was coming.” Everyone must have noticed the snow approaching. I admired your spirit; I’m sure we’ll make it home just fine. A couple more hours of snow can hardly render the road impassable, and with two carriages, if one gets stuck in the open field, the other will be right there to help. I’m confident we’ll all be safe at Hartfield before midnight.” Mr. Weston, with a different kind of triumph, admitted that he had been aware of the snow for some time but had chosen not to mention it, fearing it might make Mr. Woodhouse anxious and prompt him to rush away. As for the amount of snow that had fallen or was expected to fall, which might hinder their return, that was merely a jest; he feared they would encounter no obstacles at all. In fact, he secretly hoped the road would be impassable, allowing him to keep everyone at Randalls. With the best intentions, he was certain that accommodations could be arranged for everyone, urging his wife to agree with him. However, she struggled to see how that could be possible, acutely aware that there were only two spare rooms in the house. “What are we to do, my dear Emma? What are we to do?” was Mr. Woodhouse’s first exclamation, and it was all he could manage to say for some time. He turned to her for comfort, and her reassurances of safety, her praise for the quality of the horses and James, and the fact that they had so many friends nearby helped to lift his spirits slightly. His eldest daughter shared his alarm, mirroring his concerns. The dread of being stuck at Randalls while her children were at Hartfield loomed large in her mind. Imagining the road as barely passable for the adventurous, yet requiring immediate action, she was eager to ensure that her father and Emma would stay at Randalls while she and her husband set off without delay, braving whatever snowdrifts might obstruct their path. “You should order the carriage right away, my love,” she urged. “I’m sure we can manage if we leave immediately. If we encounter anything too difficult, I can always get out and walk. I’m not worried at all. I wouldn’t mind walking half the way. I can change my shoes as soon as I get home, and it’s not the kind of thing that makes me cold.” “Indeed!” he replied. “Then, my dear Isabella, it’s quite remarkable, for generally speaking, everything seems to give you cold.” “Walk home! You’re quite well-shod for it, I must say. It’ll be hard enough on the horses.” Isabella turned to Mrs. Weston, seeking her approval of the plan. Mrs. Weston could only agree. Isabella then approached Emma, but Emma couldn’t completely relinquish the hope that they might all find a way to leave together. They were still debating the matter when Mr. Knightley, who had left the room immediately after his brother’s first report of the snow, returned to share his findings. He had ventured outside to assess the situation and assured them that there was no difficulty in getting home whenever they wished—whether now or in an hour. He had gone beyond the sweep, a little way along the Highbury road, and found that the snow was no more than half an inch deep in most places, hardly enough to whiten the ground. A few flakes were still falling, but the clouds were beginning to part, suggesting that the snowfall would soon cease. He had spoken with the coachmen, and they both agreed that there was nothing to fear. For Isabella, this news brought immense relief, and Emma felt similarly reassured, especially for her father’s sake. He was immediately more at ease, as much as his nervous disposition would allow. However, the earlier alarm could not be entirely quelled, leaving him unable to find comfort while still at Randalls. He was convinced there was no immediate danger in returning home, but no amount of reassurance could persuade him that it was safe to remain. As the others continued to discuss and recommend their options, Mr. Knightley and Emma reached a decision in just a few brief exchanges: “Your father won’t be easy; why don’t you go?” “I’m ready if the others are.” “Shall I ring the bell?” “Yes, do.” With that, the bell was rung, and the carriages were summoned. Emma hoped that in just a few more minutes, one troublesome companion would be safely delivered to his own home to sober up and cool down, while the other would regain his temper and happiness once this difficult visit was over. The carriage arrived, and Mr. Woodhouse, as always, was the primary concern. Mr. Knightley and Mr. Weston attended to him with great care. However, despite their reassurances, the sight of the snow that had fallen and the realization of a much darker night than he had anticipated reignited his anxiety. “I’m afraid we’re in for a very rough drive,” he murmured. He worried that poor Isabella might not enjoy it. And then there was Emma in the carriage behind. He was uncertain about what they should do. They needed to stay as close together as possible. James was instructed to drive slowly and to wait for the other carriage. Isabella stepped in after her father, and John Knightley, forgetting he wasn’t part of their group, naturally followed his wife inside. As a result, when Emma was escorted into the second carriage by Mr. Elton, she realized the door would be closed on them, leaving them to share a private drive. It wouldn’t have been an awkward moment; rather, it would have been a pleasure—before the suspicions of this very day took hold. She could have easily talked to him about Harriet, and the three-quarters of a mile would have felt like nothing at all. But now, she wished it hadn’t happened. She suspected he had indulged a bit too much in Mr. Weston’s fine wine and was certain he would want to engage in idle chatter. To keep him in check, she prepared to speak with calmness and gravity about the weather and the night. However, scarcely had she begun, and hardly had they passed the sweep-gate to join the other carriage, when she found her topic abruptly interrupted. Her hand was seized, her attention demanded, and Mr. Elton was suddenly making fervent declarations of love. Seizing the precious opportunity, he expressed sentiments that she knew he must have already felt—hoping, fearing, adoring, and ready to despair if she refused him. He flattered himself that his ardent attachment, unmatched love, and unparalleled passion would surely have some effect, and he was resolutely determined to be accepted as soon as possible. It truly was. Without hesitation—without remorse—without much apparent shyness, Mr. Elton, the suitor of Harriet, boldly declared himself her lover. She attempted to interrupt him, but her efforts were in vain; he continued unabated, determined to express everything. Despite her anger, the gravity of the moment compelled her to hold her tongue until she could respond with restraint. She sensed that much of this foolishness stemmed from intoxication, and thus she hoped it would fade with the passing hour. With a blend of seriousness and playfulness, which she hoped would suit his mixed state of mind, she replied, “I am quite astonished, Mr. Elton. This to me! You’ve forgotten yourself—you’re mistaking me for my friend. I’d be happy to deliver any message to Miss Smith, but please, no more of this to me.” “Miss Smith! A message to Miss Smith! What could she possibly mean?” He repeated her words with such exaggerated emphasis and a boastful air of disbelief that she couldn’t help but respond quickly. “Mr. Elton, this is the most extraordinary behavior! I can only explain it one way: you’re not yourself, or you wouldn’t speak to me or about Harriet in such a manner.” “Command yourself enough to say no more, and I will endeavor to forget it.” However, Mr. Elton had consumed just enough wine to lift his spirits, but not enough to cloud his judgment. He was fully aware of his intentions. After vehemently denying her suspicions as unfounded and briefly acknowledging his respect for Miss Smith as her friend—though he expressed confusion over why Miss Smith was even mentioned—he returned to the topic of his own affections, pressing her for a favorable response. As she paid less attention to his inebriation, her thoughts turned more to his inconsistency and arrogance. With fewer reservations about politeness, she replied, “It is impossible for me to doubt any longer. You have made yourself too clear. Mr. Elton, I am utterly astonished—beyond anything I can adequately express. After the behavior I’ve witnessed over the past month towards Miss Smith—those attentions I’ve observed daily—it is bewildering to hear you address me in this way. This reveals a level of inconsistency in your character that I never thought possible! Believe me, sir, I am far from pleased to be the recipient of such professions. “Good heavens!” exclaimed Mr. Elton. “What can this mean? Miss Smith! I have never thought of her at all—never paid her any attention except as your friend. I never cared whether she was dead or alive, except in relation to you. If she has imagined otherwise, it is her own wishes that have misled her, and I am truly sorry—extremely sorry. But Miss Smith, indeed! Oh, Miss Woodhouse!” Who could possibly think of Miss Smith when Miss Woodhouse is near? I assure you, there is no wavering in my feelings. My thoughts have been solely of you. I must protest that I have paid the slightest attention to anyone else. Everything I have said or done over the past few weeks has been solely to express my adoration for you. You cannot truly doubt that, can you? “No!—” she said, her tone laced with insinuation, “I am certain you have seen and understood me.” It was impossible to pinpoint Emma’s feelings upon hearing this; a swirl of unpleasant sensations flooded her mind, leaving her momentarily speechless. The silence, however, was more than enough encouragement for Mr. Elton, whose optimism remained unshaken. With a joyful grin, he reached for her hand once more and exclaimed, “Charming Miss Woodhouse! Allow me to interpret this intriguing silence. It reveals that you have long understood my intentions.” “No, sir,” Emma retorted, her voice firm. “It reveals nothing of the sort. Far from having understood you, I have been completely mistaken about your intentions until this very moment.” As for me, I regret that you’ve been swayed by any feelings—nothing could be further from my intentions. Your affection for my friend Harriet and your pursuit of her (as it seems to be) has brought me great joy, and I have sincerely wished you success. However, had I thought that she was not your sole reason for visiting Hartfield, I would have certainly considered your frequent visits unwise. Am I to understand that you have never made any effort to win Miss Smith’s favor? That you have never given her a serious thought?” “Never, madam,” he replied, taken aback. “Never, I assure you. I think seriously of Miss Smith! Miss Smith is a perfectly decent girl, and I would be pleased to see her well settled. I wish her all the best, and I’m sure there are men who wouldn’t mind—everyone has their own place in the world. But as for me, I don’t feel quite so desperate as to seek an alliance with Miss Smith! No, madam, my visits to Hartfield have been solely for your sake, and the encouragement I received—” “Encouragement! You think I’ve given you encouragement? Sir, you are entirely mistaken. I have only seen you as the admirer of my friend.” In no other light could you have been anything more than a mere acquaintance to me. I sincerely regret this, but it’s for the best that the misunderstanding ends here. If the same behavior had continued, Miss Smith might have formed a false impression of your intentions, unaware—just as I was—of the significant disparity you are so acutely aware of. As it stands, the disappointment is singular, and I hope it won’t linger. I have no intentions of marriage at this time.” He was too angry to say anything further; her demeanor was too resolute to invite any pleas for understanding. In this state of swelling resentment and mutual embarrassment, they had to endure each other’s company for a few more minutes, as Mr. Woodhouse’s concerns had forced them to maintain a slow pace. If there hadn’t been so much anger, there would have been an awkward desperation between them; but their straightforward emotions left no room for the little zigzags of embarrassment. Without realizing when the carriage turned onto Vicarage Lane or when it came to a stop, they suddenly found themselves at the door of his house. He was out before another word was spoken. Emma felt it necessary to wish him good night. He returned the sentiment, coldly and with pride, and, filled with indescribable irritation, she was then taken back to Hartfield. There, her father welcomed her with great delight, having been anxious about the dangers of her solitary drive from Vicarage Lane—especially turning a corner he could never bear to think of—and with a mere common coachman at the reins—no James. It seemed that her return was all that was needed to restore harmony, for Mr. John Knightley, ashamed of his earlier ill-humor, was now all kindness and attention. He was particularly solicitous about her father’s comfort, appearing—if not quite ready to join him for a bowl of gruel—certainly aware of its wholesome benefits. The day was ending peacefully for their little party, except for Emma herself. Her mind, however, was in turmoil, and it took a strong effort to appear attentive and cheerful until the usual hour of separation finally granted her the relief of quiet reflection. # Chapter XVI The hair was curled, the maid sent away, and Emma sat down to think and wallow in misery. It was indeed a wretched affair—such a complete overturn of everything she had been wishing for! Such an unwelcome revelation! And the blow to Harriet—that was the worst of all. Every aspect of it brought pain and humiliation in one form or another; yet, in comparison to the harm done to Harriet, it all felt trivial. She would have gladly endured even greater feelings of error, of disgrace from misjudgment, if it meant that the consequences of her mistakes had only affected her. “If I hadn’t convinced Harriet to like the man, I could have handled anything. He could have doubled his arrogance toward me—but poor Harriet!” How could she have been so easily deceived? He insisted that he had never taken Harriet seriously—never! She tried to reflect on the situation, but it all felt like a muddled mess. She realized she had latched onto the idea and twisted everything to fit it. His behavior must have been unremarkable, inconsistent, and ambiguous; otherwise, she wouldn’t have been so misled. The picture! How eagerly he had anticipated it! And the charade! Along with a hundred other circumstances, how clearly they seemed to point to Harriet. True, the charade showcased his “ready wit,” but then there were the “soft eyes”—in truth, it suited neither of them; it was a jumble lacking taste and authenticity. Who could have seen through such thick-headed nonsense? Certainly, she had often thought, especially lately, that his manners were unnecessarily gallant. Yet she dismissed it as his way—merely a misjudgment of character, knowledge, or taste. It was just one more indication that he had not always moved in the best circles. Despite the gentleness of his demeanor, true elegance was sometimes absent. Until this very day, she had never suspected that his behavior meant anything more than a grateful respect for her as Harriet’s friend. It was Mr. John Knightley who had first sparked her thoughts on the matter, who had introduced her to the possibility. There was no denying that those brothers had a certain depth. She recalled what Mr. Knightley had once said about Mr. Elton—the caution he had offered and the conviction he had expressed that Mr. Elton would never marry indiscreetly. It made her blush to realize how much more accurate his understanding of Mr. Elton’s character had been compared to her own. It was dreadfully mortifying; but Mr. Elton was proving to be, in many ways, the exact opposite of what she had believed him to be: proud, presumptuous, and conceited—entirely full of his own importance and little concerned about the feelings of others. Contrary to what one might expect, Mr. Elton’s desire to pursue her had only diminished her regard for him. His declarations and proposals did him no favors; she thought little of his attachment and felt insulted by his expectations. He sought to marry well and, with the audacity to set his sights on her, pretended to be in love. Yet she felt no concern for any disappointment he might experience. There had been no genuine affection in his words or demeanor. He offered plenty of sighs and empty compliments, yet she struggled to imagine a tone or set of expressions less connected to true love. There was no need for her to pity him; his only aim was to elevate and enrich himself. If Miss Woodhouse of Hartfield, the heiress with thirty thousand pounds, proved harder to win than he had anticipated, he would quickly turn his attention to some other Miss with twenty or even ten. But the idea that he could talk of encouragement, that he might think she was aware of his intentions, accepting his advances with the ultimate goal of marriage—how could he presume to consider himself her equal in status or intellect? To look down on her friend, who clearly understood the social hierarchy beneath him, while being utterly blind to those above him, and to believe he was showing no arrogance in addressing her—it was infuriating. Perhaps it was unfair to expect him to recognize just how much he fell short of her in talent and the finer qualities of the mind. The very absence of such equality might cloud his perception, yet he must recognize that, in terms of fortune and social standing, she was undeniably his superior. He must understand that the Woodhouses had been established at Hartfield for several generations, representing the younger branch of a very ancient family, while the Eltons were relatively unknown. Although the landed property of Hartfield was modest—merely a small part of the larger Donwell Abbey estate, to which the rest of Highbury belonged—their wealth from other sources positioned them as nearly equal to Donwell Abbey itself in terms of influence. The Woodhouses had long enjoyed a prominent status in the community, a standing that Mr. Elton had only recently entered, less than two years ago, striving to make his way without any connections beyond trade or anything to elevate him in the eyes of others except for his position and civility. Yet, he had convinced himself that she was in love with him; that must have been his assumption. After reflecting on the apparent incongruity between genteel manners and a conceited nature, Emma had to acknowledge, in all honesty, that her own behavior toward him had been so gracious and accommodating—so filled with courtesy and attention—that, if her true intentions were not perceived, a man of ordinary discernment and sensitivity like Mr. Elton could easily believe himself to be a favored suitor. If she had misread his feelings, she had little reason to be surprised that he, blinded by self-interest, had misinterpreted hers. The first and gravest mistake lay squarely on her shoulders. It was foolish and wrong to take such an active role in uniting two people. She had ventured too far, assumed too much, and trivialized what should have been taken seriously—a misstep in what should have been a straightforward matter. Concerned and ashamed, she resolved never to meddle in such affairs again. “Here I am,” she lamented, “having talked poor Harriet into becoming quite attached to this man. She might never have considered him if it weren’t for me, and she certainly wouldn’t have dared to hope for his affection if I hadn’t assured her of his feelings, for she is as modest and humble as I once believed him to be.” Oh, how I wish I had been content with simply persuading her not to accept young Martin. I was right in that decision; I handled it well. But that was where I should have stopped, leaving the rest to time and chance. I was introducing her to good company, giving her the chance to impress someone truly worthy. I shouldn’t have tried to do more. Now, poor girl, her peace is shattered for the time being. I have been only half a friend to her, and if she weren’t feeling this disappointment so deeply, I can’t imagine anyone else who would be even remotely suitable for her—William Coxe? Oh no, I couldn’t bear the thought of him—a cocky young lawyer. She paused, blushing and laughing at her own slip, before returning to a more serious and disheartening contemplation of what had been, what might be, and what must be. The painful explanation she would have to give to Harriet weighed heavily on her mind, along with all the suffering poor Harriet would endure—the awkwardness of future encounters, the challenges of continuing or ending their friendship, the struggle to suppress feelings, conceal resentment, and avoid scandal. These thoughts occupied her for quite some time, leaving her with a heavy heart as she finally went to bed, convinced she had made a dreadful mistake. Yet, for someone as young and naturally cheerful as Emma, a temporary gloom at night rarely lasts into the morning. The light of day brings a renewal of spirit, and the brightness of morning is a powerful antidote to sorrow. Unless the distress is sharp enough to keep her eyes shut tight, they will surely open to a softened pain and a glimmer of hope. The next morning, Emma rose more inclined toward comfort than she had been the night before, ready to see the silver linings in her troubles and to believe she could navigate her way through them. It was a great comfort to know that Mr. Elton was not truly in love with her, nor was he so particularly charming as to make it distressing to disappoint him. Harriet’s nature was not of the sensitive sort that felt emotions deeply or held onto them tightly. Moreover, there was no need for anyone to know what had transpired except for the three directly involved, especially her father, who would have been troubled by even a moment’s worry. These thoughts brought her solace, and the sight of a thick blanket of snow on the ground further lifted her spirits; anything that justified their separation at that moment was welcome. The weather was indeed favorable for her, even though she could not attend church on Christmas Day. Mr. Woodhouse would have been miserable if his daughter had attempted to go, so she was spared from stirring up or encountering any unpleasant and inappropriate thoughts. The ground lay blanketed in snow, and the atmosphere hovered in that uncomfortable limbo between frost and thaw—perhaps the most inhospitable for exercise. Each morning began with rain or snow, and every evening settled into a freeze. For many days, she found herself a most honorable prisoner. Communication with Harriet was limited to notes; there would be no church for her on Sundays, nor on Christmas Day; and there was no need to concoct excuses for Mr. Elton’s absence. The weather was certainly enough to keep everyone indoors. While she hoped and believed he was finding solace in some company, it was quite pleasant to see her father so content in his solitude, wisely choosing not to venture out. She delighted in hearing him say to Mr. Knightley, who was undeterred by the weather,— “Ah! Mr. “Knightley, why don’t you stay home like poor Mr. Elton?” These days of confinement would have been remarkably comfortable, were it not for her private concerns. The seclusion suited her brother perfectly, as his feelings were always of great importance to those around him. He had also managed to shake off his ill humor from Randalls, and his amiability never wavered during the rest of his stay at Hartfield. He was consistently agreeable and obliging, speaking pleasantly of everyone. Yet, despite the hopes for cheerfulness and the comfort of delay, an unsettling dread loomed over her regarding the impending conversation with Harriet, making it impossible for Emma to feel completely at ease. # Chapter XVII Mr. and Mrs. John Knightley was not long detained at Hartfield. The weather soon improved enough for those who needed to leave, and Mr. Woodhouse, as usual, tried to persuade his daughter to stay behind with all her children. Ultimately, he had to watch the entire party set off while he returned to his lamentations over the fate of poor Isabella. This poor Isabella, surrounded by those she adored, was so full of their virtues and so blind to their faults that, always innocently busy, she could have been a model of true feminine happiness. On the very evening of their departure, Mr. Elton sent a long, polite, and formal note to Mr. Woodhouse. In it, he expressed his sentiments with all the civility one might expect from him. Elton’s best compliments included the news that he planned to leave Highbury the following morning on his way to Bath. He had, at the urging of some friends, agreed to spend a few weeks there and deeply regretted that, due to various weather and business circumstances, he could not take the time to bid Mr. Woodhouse a personal farewell. He expressed his gratitude for Mr. Woodhouse’s kindness and offered to fulfill any requests he might have. Emma was pleasantly surprised. Mr. Elton’s absence at this moment was precisely what she desired. She admired his ability to orchestrate it, though she couldn’t quite commend the way he delivered the news. His resentment was unmistakably evident in the civility he extended to her father, from which she felt distinctly excluded. She had not even a mention in his opening compliments. Her name was conspicuously absent, and the striking change in his demeanor, along with the overly solemn way he took his leave, made her initially think that her father would surely notice. Yet, he did not. Mr. Woodhouse was too preoccupied with the surprise of such a sudden journey and his worries that Mr. Elton might never reach his destination safely. He found nothing unusual in the young man’s words. The note proved to be quite useful, providing them with fresh material for thought and conversation throughout their quiet evening. Mr. Woodhouse expressed his concerns, while Emma, in high spirits, skillfully reassured him, dispelling his worries with her usual promptness. She resolved to no longer keep Harriet in the dark. Believing her friend was nearly recovered from her cold, she felt it was essential for Harriet to have as much time as possible to overcome her other ailment before the gentleman’s return. The very next day, she went to Mrs. Goddard’s to face the necessary penance of revealing the truth—a daunting task indeed. She had to shatter all the hopes she had been so diligently nurturing, to assume the ungracious role of the one who had been preferred, and to admit that she had been grossly mistaken and misjudging in all her thoughts on one particular subject, as well as in her observations, convictions, and predictions over the past six weeks. This confession reignited her initial shame, and seeing Harriet’s tears made her feel as though she would never forgive herself. Harriet took the news remarkably well, blaming no one and displaying such an openness of spirit and humble opinion of herself that it only served to highlight her friend’s shortcomings at that moment. Emma found herself in a mood that cherished simplicity and modesty above all else. Everything that was amiable and appealing seemed to reside in Harriet, not in her. Harriet, for her part, felt no sense of grievance. The affection of a man like Mr. Elton would have been an overwhelming distinction—one she believed she could never deserve. Only a friend as partial and kind as Miss Woodhouse would have thought it possible. Tears streamed down Harriet’s face, but her grief was so genuine and unpretentious that no amount of dignity could have made it more admirable in Emma’s eyes. Emma listened intently, trying to console her with all the heart and understanding she could muster. In that moment, she was truly convinced that Harriet was the superior of the two, and that emulating her would bring more welfare and happiness than any amount of genius or intelligence could provide. Though it felt rather late to adopt a mindset of simplicity and ignorance, Emma left Harriet with her resolve strengthened—to be humble and discreet, and to suppress her imagination for the rest of her life. Her second duty now, second only to her father’s concerns, was to ensure Harriet’s comfort and to express her affection in a way that went beyond mere matchmaking. She brought Harriet to Hartfield and showered her with unwavering kindness, striving to engage and entertain her. Through books and conversation, she aimed to help Harriet forget Mr. Elton. She understood that time was essential for this healing process to take place. While she recognized her own limitations in judging matters of the heart, especially regarding Harriet’s feelings for Mr. Elton, she believed it was reasonable to expect that, at Harriet’s age and with the complete extinguishing of hope, some progress toward emotional stability could be achieved by the time Mr. Elton returned. This would allow them all to resume their usual interactions without the risk of revealing or deepening any unspoken feelings. Harriet regarded him as the epitome of perfection, convinced that no one could match his character or goodness. In truth, she proved to be more deeply in love than Emma had anticipated. Yet, it struck Emma as entirely natural—and almost inevitable—that Harriet would eventually struggle against such an unrequited inclination. If Mr. Elton returned and made his indifference as clear and undeniable as Emma believed he would, she couldn’t fathom how Harriet could continue to find happiness in seeing or even thinking about him. Their being so firmly anchored in the same place was detrimental to all three of them. None had the ability to leave or to significantly alter their social circle. They would have to face one another and make the best of the situation. Harriet was further unfortunate in the company she kept at Mrs. Goddard’s. Mr. Elton was the darling of all the teachers and the older girls at the school, and it was only at Hartfield that she might hear him discussed with any semblance of moderation or honesty. Where the wound had been inflicted, there too must the remedy be sought; Emma understood that until she saw Harriet on the path to healing, there could be no true peace for herself. # Chapter XVIII Mr. Frank Churchill did not come. As the anticipated time approached, Mrs. Weston’s fears were confirmed with the arrival of a letter of apology. He regretted to inform them that, for the moment, he could not be spared, which caused him “very great mortification and regret.” However, he remained hopeful about visiting Randalls in the not-too-distant future. Mrs. Weston felt an intense disappointment—more so than her husband, despite her more tempered expectations regarding the young man’s visit. A naturally optimistic disposition, while often anticipating more good than reality delivers, does not always succumb to equal despair when faced with setbacks. Instead, it quickly moves past the current disappointment and begins to hope anew. For half an hour, Mr. Weston felt a mix of surprise and regret, but soon he began to realize that Frank’s arrival two or three months later would be a much better plan. The timing would be more favorable, the weather more pleasant, and he would undoubtedly be able to stay with them for a longer period than if he had come sooner. These thoughts quickly restored his sense of comfort. In contrast, Mrs. Weston, with her more anxious disposition, could only foresee a cycle of excuses and delays. Despite her concern for her husband’s potential disappointment, she found herself suffering even more. At that moment, Emma was not in a frame of mind to truly care about Mr. Frank Churchill’s absence, viewing it only as a disappointment for their gathering at Randalls. The prospect of his acquaintance held little allure for her. She preferred to remain quiet and avoid temptation. However, since it was important for her to maintain the appearance of her usual self, she made an effort to show genuine interest in the situation and to empathize with Mr. and Mrs. Weston’s disappointment, as befitted their friendship. She was the first to inform Mr. Knightley of the news, expressing just the right amount of indignation—perhaps even a bit more than necessary—over the Churchills’ decision to keep him away. Then, she went on to articulate more than she truly felt about the benefits of having someone new in their limited society in Surrey. She spoke of the joy of seeing a fresh face, the festive atmosphere his presence would have brought to Highbury, and concluded with more thoughts on the Churchills. This led her directly into a disagreement with Mr. Knightley. Knightley, to her great amusement, noticed that she was arguing the opposite side of the question from her true opinion, using Mrs. Weston’s arguments against herself. “The Churchills are likely at fault,” Mr. Knightley remarked coolly, “but I’m sure he could come if he really wanted to.” “I don’t understand why you would say that. He desperately wants to come, but his uncle and aunt won’t allow it.” “I find it hard to believe he lacks the means to come if he truly made it a priority. It seems too improbable for me to accept without evidence.” “How peculiar you are!” “What has Mr. Frank Churchill done to make you think of him as such an unnatural creature?” “I don’t believe he’s unnatural at all. I simply suspect that he has learned to rise above his connections and care little for anything but his own pleasure, having been surrounded by those who have always set that example. It’s far more natural than we’d like to admit that a young man raised by proud, luxurious, and selfish people would adopt those same traits. If Frank Churchill truly wanted to see his father, he could have arranged it between September and January. A man of his age—what is he, twenty-three or twenty-four?—surely has the means to manage that. It’s simply impossible otherwise.” “That’s easy for you to say, given that you’ve always been your own master.” “You are the worst judge of the challenges of dependence, Mr. Knightley. You have no idea what it’s like to manage tempers.” “It’s hard to believe that a man of twenty-three or twenty-four should lack the freedom of mind or body to that extent. He can’t be short on money or leisure. In fact, we know he has so much of both that he eagerly seeks to escape to the most idle spots in the kingdom. We constantly hear of him at one watering place or another.” Not long ago, he was in Weymouth. This shows that he can indeed leave the Churchills.” “Yes, sometimes he can.” “And those times are whenever he finds it worthwhile; whenever there’s a temptation for pleasure.” “It’s quite unfair to judge anyone’s actions without a deep understanding of their circumstances. No one outside a family can truly grasp the challenges faced by its members. We should be familiar with Enscombe and Mrs. Churchill’s temperament before we presume to decide what her nephew is capable of. He may, at times, be able to accomplish much more than at others.” “There is one thing, Emma, that a man can always do if he chooses: his duty. Not through manipulation or cunning, but with strength and determination.” It is Frank Churchill’s duty to pay attention to his father. He understands this through his promises and messages; yet, if he truly wished to act on it, he could. A man with the right sensibilities would simply and resolutely tell Mrs. Churchill, “I am always willing to make any sacrifice of mere pleasure for your convenience, but I must see my father immediately. I know he would be hurt if I failed to show him this mark of respect on such an occasion. Therefore, I shall set off tomorrow.” If he were to speak to her in that decisive tone befitting a man, there would be no opposition to his departure. “No,” Emma replied with a laugh, “but perhaps there would be some resistance to his returning.” Such language for a young man entirely dependent on others! Only you, Mr. Knightley, could imagine it possible. You have no idea what is required in situations that are the complete opposite of your own. Can you picture Mr. Frank Churchill delivering such a speech to the uncle and aunt who have raised him and are responsible for his future? I can just see him standing in the middle of the room, speaking as loudly as he can! How could you think such behavior is feasible? “Trust me, Emma, a sensible man would find no difficulty in it. He would know he is in the right, and if he made his declaration—of course, as any man of sense would, in an appropriate manner—it would benefit him immensely. It would elevate him, strengthen his position, and secure his interests with those he relies on far more effectively than any series of tricks or schemes ever could.” Respect would be added to affection. They would feel they could trust him; that the nephew who had honored his father would also honor them. They know, as well as he does—and as the whole world must know—that he ought to pay this visit to his father. While they may be petty enough to try to delay it, deep down, they don’t think any better of him for yielding to their whims. Everyone feels respect for right conduct. If he were to act consistently and principled, their narrow minds would eventually bend to his. “I have my doubts about that. You have a talent for bending little minds; however, when those little minds belong to wealthy people in power, they tend to swell until they become just as unmanageable as the larger ones. I can imagine that if you, as you are, Mr. “Knightley, if you were suddenly placed in Mr. Frank Churchill’s position, you could easily say and do exactly what you’ve been advising him to do, and it might yield very positive results. The Churchills might not have a word to say in response; however, you wouldn’t have to overcome years of ingrained obedience and long-standing expectations. For someone like him, who has those habits, it may not be so simple to break free and assert his independence, dismissing their claims on his gratitude and affection. He may possess a strong sense of what is right, just as you do, but he might not be equally prepared to act on it given the circumstances.” “Then it wouldn’t be as strong a sense. If it doesn’t inspire the same level of action, it can’t be an equal conviction.” “Oh, the difference in situation and habit!” “I wish you would try to understand what an amiable young man might feel when directly opposing those he has looked up to all his life.” “Our amiable young man is rather weak if this is the first time he has resolved to do what is right against the wishes of others. By now, he should have developed the habit of following his duty rather than merely considering what is expedient. I can understand the fears of a child, but not those of a man. As he matured, he should have awakened to his own strength and cast off the unworthy influence of their authority. He should have resisted their first attempt to make him disregard his father. If he had started as he should have, there would be no difficulty now.” “We shall never agree on this,” Emma exclaimed, “but that is hardly surprising.” I have no doubt that he is not a weak young man. Mr. Weston would certainly not overlook folly, even in his own son. However, it’s quite possible that the young man possesses a more yielding, compliant, and gentle disposition than your ideals of masculinity might allow. I suspect he does, and while this may limit him in some respects, it will also grant him many advantages. “Yes, advantages like sitting idle when he should be active, leading a life of mere leisure, and convincing himself that he’s quite skilled at crafting excuses for it. He can sit down and compose a grand, flowery letter, filled with empty promises and half-truths, convincing himself that he’s found the perfect way to maintain peace at home and shield his father from any reason to complain. His letters repulse me.” “Your feelings are quite unusual.” “They seem to satisfy everyone else.” “I doubt they satisfy Mrs. Weston. It’s hard to please a woman of her intelligence and sensitivity—she stands in a mother’s role but lacks a mother’s affection to cloud her judgment. Because of her position, attention to Randalls is even more necessary, and she must feel the absence of it all the more keenly. If she had been a person of greater importance herself, I’m sure he would have come; and it wouldn’t have mattered whether he did or not. Do you really think your friend is oblivious to these kinds of considerations?” “Do you really think she doesn’t reflect on this often?” Emma mused. “No, my dear, your charming young man can only be charming in French, not in English. He may be quite ‘amiable,’ possess excellent manners, and be agreeable, but he lacks any true English delicacy towards the feelings of others. There’s nothing genuinely amiable about him.” “You seem intent on thinking poorly of him.” “Me? Not at all,” Mr. Knightley replied, a hint of annoyance in his voice. “I have no desire to think ill of him. I would gladly acknowledge his merits like anyone else, but I hear of none beyond the superficial—merely that he is well-built, handsome, and possesses smooth, persuasive manners.” “Well, if he has nothing else to recommend him, he will still be a treasure in Highbury. We don’t often encounter fine young men who are both well-bred and agreeable.” “We mustn’t expect him to be perfect and demand all the virtues at once. Can you imagine, Mr. Knightley, the sensation his arrival will create? There will be only one topic of conversation throughout the parishes of Donwell and Highbury—one shared interest, one object of curiosity: Mr. Frank Churchill. We will think and talk of no one else.” “Please forgive my overwhelming anticipation. If I find him engaging, I will be pleased to make his acquaintance; but if he turns out to be nothing more than a superficial chatterbox, he won’t occupy much of my time or thoughts.” “My impression of him is that he can tailor his conversation to suit everyone’s taste, possessing both the ability and the desire to be universally charming.” “To you, he’ll discuss farming; to me, it’ll be drawing or music; and so it goes with everyone else. He possesses that broad knowledge on various subjects, allowing him to either follow or take the lead as the situation demands, speaking exceptionally well on each. That’s my vision of him.” “And mine,” Mr. Knightley replied passionately, “is that if he turns out to be anything like that, he’ll be the most insufferable person alive! What? At just twenty-three, to be the king of his circle—the great man—the seasoned politician who can read everyone’s character and make their talents serve only to highlight his own superiority? To be handing out flattery just to make everyone else look foolish in comparison? My dear Emma, your own good sense wouldn’t tolerate such a pompous fool when it really matters.” “I won’t say another word about him,” Emma exclaimed. “You twist everything to the negative. We’re both biased; you against him, and I in his favor. We won’t find common ground until he’s actually here.” “Biased!” “I am not prejudiced.” “But I am, and I’m not ashamed of it. My affection for Mr. and Mrs. Weston gives me a strong bias in his favor.” “He’s someone I hardly think about from one month to the next,” Mr. Knightley replied, a hint of irritation in his voice. This prompted Emma to quickly change the subject, though she couldn’t quite grasp why he was upset. It seemed beneath his usual open-mindedness to dislike a young man simply because he had a different disposition. Despite the high opinion she often held of herself, she had never imagined that it could lead him to overlook the merits of another. # Volume II # Chapter I One morning, Emma and Harriet were out for a walk, and Emma felt they had discussed Mr. Elton enough for the day. She believed that neither Harriet’s comfort nor her own conscience required further mention of him. As they strolled back, she made a concerted effort to steer the conversation away from the subject. However, just when she thought she had succeeded, it resurfaced. After a brief discussion about the hardships the poor endure in winter, Harriet responded with a mournful, “Mr. Elton is so good to the poor!” Emma realized she needed to change the topic entirely. They were nearing the house of Mrs. and Miss Bates. She resolved to visit them, seeking safety in numbers. There was always a good reason for such a call; Mrs. and Miss Bates delighted in visits, and she was aware that a select few who dared to see imperfection in her considered her somewhat negligent in this regard, failing to contribute adequately to their meager comforts. Mr. Knightley had hinted at her shortcomings, and her own conscience had echoed those sentiments, but none of it could outweigh the nagging feeling that it was rather disagreeable—a waste of time—tiresome women—and the dread of encountering the second-rate and third-rate of Highbury, who constantly dropped by to see them. As a result, she rarely ventured near. However, she suddenly resolved not to pass their door without stepping inside, noting to Harriet that, as far as she could tell, they were currently safe from any letters from Jane Fairfax. The house belonged to a family involved in business. Mrs. and Miss Bates occupied the drawing-room floor, where their modest apartment held great significance for them. Visitors were always welcomed with warmth and gratitude. The quiet, neat old lady, seated in the coziest corner with her knitting, even offered her spot to Miss Woodhouse. Meanwhile, her more talkative daughter was eager to shower them with care and kindness—expressing thanks for their visit, inquiring about Mr. Woodhouse’s health, sharing cheerful updates about her own mother, and offering sweet cake from the sideboard. “Mrs. Cole just stopped by for a quick visit,” she said, “and was so kind as to stay for an hour. She took a piece of cake and mentioned how much she liked it, so I hope Miss Woodhouse and Miss Smith will indulge in a piece as well.” Whenever the Coles were mentioned, it was only natural that Mr. Elton would follow suit. There was an intimacy between them, and Mr. Cole had heard from Mr. Elton since his departure. Emma anticipated what was coming; they would have to revisit the letter, discussing how long he had been away, how much he had socialized, what a favorite he was wherever he went, and how crowded the Master of the Ceremonies’ ball had been. She navigated this conversation adeptly, showing all the interest and praise necessary, while skillfully steering the discussion to spare Harriet from having to say a word. Emma had prepared for this when she entered the house, intending that once she had spoken well of him, she would not be further troubled by any awkward topics. Instead, she hoped to freely explore the lives of all the Mistresses and Misses of Highbury and their card parties. However, she was not ready for Jane Fairfax to take Mr. Elton’s place in the conversation. Elton was abruptly whisked away by Miss Bates, who suddenly turned her attention to the Coles to present a letter from her niece. “Oh! Yes—Mr. Elton, I understand—certainly about dancing. Mrs. Cole mentioned that dancing at the rooms in Bath is quite the event. She was so kind to spend some time with us, chatting about Jane, as soon as she arrived. Jane is such a favorite there.” Whenever Mrs. Cole is with us, she goes out of her way to show her kindness, and I must say, Jane deserves it as much as anyone could. She immediately began asking about Jane, saying, “I know you haven’t heard from her lately since it’s not her time to write.” When I quickly replied, “But we have! We received a letter just this morning,” I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone look more surprised. “Really? On your honor?” she exclaimed. “Well, that’s quite unexpected. Please, tell me what she says!” Emma, ever polite, chimed in with a bright smile, “Have you heard from Miss Fairfax so recently? I’m absolutely delighted!” “I hope she is well?” “Thank you! You are so kind!” replied the blissfully deceived aunt, eagerly searching for the letter. “Oh! Here it is. I knew it couldn’t be far off; I had placed my huswife on top of it without realizing, so it was quite hidden. I had it in my hand just a moment ago, and I was almost certain it must be on the table. I was reading it to Mrs. Cole, and after she left, I read it again to my mother. It’s such a joy for her—a letter from Jane—that she can never hear it often enough. I knew it had to be nearby, and here it is, just beneath my huswife. Since you’re so kind to want to hear what she says, I must first, in fairness to Jane, apologize for the brevity of her letter—only two pages, you see—hardly even that. Usually, she fills the entire sheet and crosses half of it.” My mother often wonders how I manage to decipher everything so well. Whenever I open a letter, she says, “Well, Hetty, I think you’ll have your work cut out for you with all that checker-work”—isn’t that right, ma’am? I always tell her that I’m sure she could figure it out herself if she had no one to help her—every single word. I know she would study it intently until she understood it all. And although my mother’s eyesight isn’t what it used to be, she can still see remarkably well, thank God, especially with her spectacles. It truly is a blessing! My mother’s glasses are really quite excellent. Jane often remarks, when she’s present, “I’m sure, Grandmama, you must have had very strong eyes to see as you do—and with all the fine work you’ve accomplished! I only hope my eyes will serve me as well.” Miss Bates spoke so quickly that she had to pause for breath, prompting Emma to offer a polite compliment about the excellence of Miss Fairfax’s handwriting. “You are extremely kind,” Miss Bates replied, clearly delighted. “You, who are such a connoisseur and write so beautifully yourself! I’m certain there’s no praise that could bring us more joy than that from Miss Woodhouse. My mother doesn’t hear well; she’s a bit deaf, you know. Ma’am,” she said, addressing her mother, “do you hear what Miss Woodhouse is so graciously saying about Jane’s handwriting?” Emma had the dubious pleasure of hearing her own trivial compliment echoed back twice before the dear old lady could grasp it. Meanwhile, she contemplated how to excuse herself from the conversation about Jane Fairfax’s letter without appearing rude. Just as she was about to make a hasty exit under some pretext, Miss Bates turned to her again, capturing her attention once more. “My mother’s deafness is quite trivial, really—just a minor inconvenience. If I raise my voice and repeat myself a couple of times, she usually hears me just fine; after all, she’s accustomed to my voice. What’s interesting, though, is that she seems to hear Jane much better than she hears me. Jane speaks so clearly! Still, I can assure you that she won’t find her grandmother any deafer than she was two years ago, which is quite an achievement at my mother’s age. It’s been a full two years since her last visit, you know. We’ve never gone this long without seeing her before, and as I was telling Mrs. “Cole, we hardly know how we’ll manage to make enough of her now.” “Are you expecting Miss Fairfax soon?” “Oh yes, next week.” “Really? That must be quite a pleasure.” “Thank you, that’s very kind of you. Yes, next week. Everyone is so surprised, and they all say the same lovely things. I’m sure she’ll be just as happy to see her friends in Highbury as they will be to see her. It’ll be either Friday or Saturday; she just can’t say which, since Colonel Campbell will need the carriage one of those days.” It was so thoughtful of them to send her all this way! But they always do, you know. Oh yes, she mentioned Friday or Saturday next. That’s what her letter is about. That’s why she’s writing out of turn, as we say; typically, we wouldn’t have heard from her until next Tuesday or Wednesday.” “Yes, I suspected as much. I feared there would be little chance of hearing anything about Miss Fairfax today.” “How kind of you!” We wouldn’t have known about her visit so soon if it weren’t for this particular circumstance. My mother is absolutely thrilled! She’ll be staying with us for at least three months—she’s quite certain of it, as I’ll have the pleasure of reading to you. The situation is that the Campbells are heading to Ireland. Mrs. Dixon has convinced her parents to come over and see her right away. They hadn’t planned to visit until summer, but Jane was so eager to see them again. Before her marriage last October, she had never been away from them for more than a week, so it must feel quite strange to be in different countries. In her impatience, she wrote a very urgent letter to her mother—or perhaps it was her father; I can’t recall which, but we’ll find out soon enough in Jane’s letter. She wrote on behalf of both herself and Mr. Dixon, urging them to come over right away. They promised to meet in Dublin and then take them back to their country estate, Balycraig, which I imagine is a beautiful place. Jane has heard much about its beauty, primarily from Mr. Dixon—I don’t think she heard it from anyone else. It’s only natural that he would want to talk about his home while courting her. Since Jane often walked with them—Colonel and Mrs. Campbell were quite particular about their daughter not walking out alone with Mr. Dixon, and I don’t blame them—she likely heard everything he had to say about his home in Ireland. I believe she mentioned that he had shown them some drawings of the estate, views he had taken himself.”He is truly a most amiable and charming young man, I believe. Jane has been quite eager to visit Ireland, based on his account of things.” At that moment, a clever and intriguing suspicion sparked in Emma’s mind regarding Jane Fairfax, the charming Mr. Dixon, and the matter of not going to Ireland. With a subtle intent to uncover more, she said, “You must feel fortunate that Miss Fairfax is allowed to visit you at such a time. Given the close friendship between her and Mrs. Dixon, it seems unlikely that she would have been excused from accompanying Colonel and Mrs. Campbell.” “Very true, very true, indeed.” The very thing we’ve always feared—having her so far away for months on end, unable to come if anything were to happen. But as it turns out, everything works out for the best. Mr. and Mrs. Dixon are eager for her to join Colonel and Mrs. Campbell; you can be sure of that. Their joint invitation is nothing short of kind and pressing, as Jane will tell you shortly. Mr. Dixon shows no hesitation in his attentiveness. He is a most charming young man. Ever since the service he rendered Jane at Weymouth—when they were out on that boating excursion, and a sudden gust caused the sails to whip around, nearly sending her tumbling into the sea—I’ve been captivated by him. He acted with such remarkable presence of mind, catching hold of her habit just in time. (I can never think of that moment without a shiver!) Since that day, I have grown quite fond of Mr. Dixon. “But despite all her friends urging her, and her own desire to visit Ireland, Miss Fairfax has chosen to spend her time with you and Mrs. Bates?” “Yes—it’s entirely her decision, her own choice. Colonel and Mrs. Campbell believe she is doing the right thing; it’s exactly what they would recommend. In fact, they particularly wish for her to try her native air, as she hasn’t been quite herself lately.” “I’m sorry to hear that.” “I believe their judgment is sound. However, Mrs. Dixon must be quite disappointed. From what I gather, Mrs. Dixon lacks any notable beauty and cannot, in any way, be compared to Miss Fairfax.” “Oh, certainly not.” You are very kind to say such things—but I must disagree. There’s simply no comparison between them. Miss Campbell has always been undeniably plain, yet she carries herself with remarkable elegance and kindness.” “Yes, that’s true.” “Poor Jane caught a terrible cold on the 7th of November, and she hasn’t been well since. It’s been quite a while for a cold to linger, hasn’t it? She never brought it up before because she didn’t want to worry us.” Just like her! So thoughtful! But unfortunately, she is far from well, and her kind friends, the Campbells, believe it would be best for her to come home and try an environment that suits her better. They are confident that a few months in Highbury will completely restore her health. It’s certainly much better for her to be here than to go to Ireland if she’s unwell. No one could care for her as we would. “I think that sounds like the most desirable arrangement in the world.” “So she is set to arrive next Friday or Saturday, and the Campbells will leave for Holyhead the following Monday, as you’ll see from Jane’s letter. It’s all so sudden! You can imagine, dear Miss Woodhouse, how flustered I am! If it weren’t for her illness, I would be overjoyed—but I fear we must prepare ourselves to see her looking thin and unwell. I must share with you the unfortunate incident that happened to me regarding this.” I always make it a point to read Jane’s letters to myself first before sharing them with my mother. I do this out of concern that there might be something in them to distress her. Jane asked me to do it, and so I always comply. Today, as I began my usual careful reading, I came across the part where Jane mentioned she was unwell. I couldn’t help but exclaim, “Bless me! Poor Jane is ill!” My mother, ever attentive, heard me clearly and was understandably alarmed. However, as I continued reading, I realized it wasn’t nearly as serious as I had initially feared. I downplayed it so much that my mother now hardly thinks about it. Still, I can’t fathom how I let my guard down like that. If Jane doesn’t recover soon, we’ll have to call in Mr. “Perry. The expense shouldn’t even be a consideration. Although he is incredibly generous and clearly fond of Jane, I doubt he would intend to charge us for his assistance. Still, we can’t allow that, you know. He has a wife and family to support, and he shouldn’t be giving away his time. Now that I’ve given you a glimpse of what Jane writes about, let’s turn to her letter. I’m sure she tells her story far better than I ever could.” “I’m afraid we must be going,” Emma said, glancing at Harriet as she began to rise. “My father will be expecting us. I had no intention of staying longer than five minutes when I first entered the house. I only stopped by because I couldn’t pass the door without inquiring after Mrs. ”Bates, I have been so pleasantly detained! But now, we must wish you and Mrs. Bates good morning.” Despite all attempts to keep her there, she managed to regain the street—content in the knowledge that, although much had been thrust upon her against her will and she had essentially absorbed the entire essence of Jane Fairfax’s letter, she had successfully avoided the letter itself. # Chapter II Jane Fairfax was an orphan, the only child of Mrs. Bates’s youngest daughter. The marriage of Lieutenant Fairfax of the —— regiment of infantry and Miss Jane Bates had once basked in fame, pleasure, hope, and interest. Yet now, all that remained was the sorrowful memory of his death in action abroad, his widow succumbing to consumption and grief shortly thereafter, and this girl. Born in Highbury, Jane became the responsibility, the solace, and the ward of her grandmother and aunt when she lost her mother at just three years old. It seemed likely that she would remain there permanently, educated only within the limits of their modest means, growing up without the advantages of connections or opportunities for improvement, relying solely on the gifts nature had bestowed upon her: a pleasing appearance, a good understanding, and warm-hearted, well-meaning relatives. However, the compassionate intervention of a friend of her father altered her fate. Colonel Campbell, who had held Fairfax in high regard as an exemplary officer and deserving young man, had also benefited from Fairfax’s attentions during a severe camp fever, which he believed had saved his life. These were debts of gratitude he could not ignore, even though several years passed after the untimely death of poor Fairfax before he returned to England and was able to act on them. When he returned, he sought out the child and took notice of her. He was a married man with only one living child, a girl about Jane’s age. Jane soon became their guest, enjoying long visits and winning the affection of everyone in the household. By the time she was nine, the deep bond between her and the Colonel’s daughter, along with his desire to be a true friend, led Colonel Campbell to offer to take full responsibility for her education. This offer was accepted, and from that moment on, Jane became a member of Colonel Campbell’s family, living with them almost entirely and only visiting her grandmother occasionally. The plan was for her to be educated to teach others, as the modest inheritance she received from her father made true independence unattainable. Colonel Campbell, despite having a respectable income from his pay and appointments, had a moderate fortune that was meant for his daughter. By providing Jane with an education, he hoped to equip her with the means for a respectable livelihood in the future. Thus unfolded the story of Jane Fairfax. She had fallen into good hands, experiencing nothing but kindness from the Campbells, who provided her with an excellent education. Surrounded by right-minded and well-informed people, her heart and mind benefited from the advantages of discipline and culture. With Colonel Campbell’s residence in London, she had access to first-rate masters who nurtured her lighter talents. Her disposition and abilities were deserving of all the friendship could offer, and by the age of eighteen or nineteen, she was fully capable of taking on the responsibility of instructing children. However, she was too cherished to be parted from them. Neither her father nor mother could bear to send her away, and she herself could not imagine leaving. The inevitable day of separation was postponed. It was easy to agree that she was still too young, so Jane remained with them, sharing in the rational pleasures of an elegant society and enjoying a thoughtful blend of home life and amusement. Yet, there lingered the sobering awareness, a reminder from her own good sense, that this idyllic existence might not last forever. The affection of the entire family, particularly the warm attachment of Miss Campbell, was all the more commendable given Jane’s undeniable superiority in both beauty and accomplishments. It was impossible for the young woman to overlook the advantages nature had bestowed upon her, nor could her parents ignore Jane’s remarkable intellect. Despite this, they maintained their bond with unwavering affection until Miss Campbell’s marriage. In a twist of fate that often surprises in matters of matrimony, Miss Campbell captured the heart of Mr. Dixon, a charming and wealthy young man, almost immediately after they met. She settled into a fortunate and happy marriage while Jane Fairfax still had to carve out her own livelihood. This event had occurred quite recently—too recently for Jane’s less fortunate friend to embark on her own path of duty, despite having reached the age she had determined for herself to begin. Jane had long resolved that twenty-one would be the age to start her journey. With the determination of a devoted novice, she had resolved at twenty-one to complete her sacrifice and withdraw from all the pleasures of life—rational conversation, equal companionship, peace, and hope—in favor of a life of penance and mortification. Colonel and Mrs. Campbell, despite their feelings, could not oppose such a resolution. As long as they lived, their home could be hers indefinitely; they would have gladly kept her with them for their own comfort. But that would have been selfish. What must happen eventually was better faced sooner rather than later. Perhaps they began to realize it might have been kinder and wiser to resist the temptation of delay, sparing her from the enjoyment of ease and leisure that she would now have to relinquish. Still, affection allowed them to grasp at any reasonable excuse to postpone the painful moment. She had never fully recovered since the time of their daughter’s marriage. Until she regained her usual strength, it was essential to prevent her from taking on responsibilities that, even under the best circumstances, demanded more than mere human perfection of body and mind to handle comfortably. Regarding her decision not to accompany them to Ireland, her explanation to her aunt was entirely truthful, though it may have omitted some truths. It was her own choice to spend their absence in Highbury, perhaps savoring her last months of perfect freedom with the kind relatives who held her dear. The Campbells, regardless of their motives—whether singular, double, or even triple—readily approved of her plan, expressing their belief that a few months in her native air would do more for her health than anything else. It was certain that she would be coming, and Highbury, instead of welcoming the long-anticipated novelty of Mr. Frank Churchill, would have to settle for Jane Fairfax, who could offer only the familiarity of a two-year absence. Emma felt a pang of regret—having to extend civilities to someone she did not like for three long months! She would be constantly doing more than she wished and less than she ought to. Why she disliked Jane Fairfax was a question that proved difficult to answer. Mr. Knightley had once suggested it stemmed from Emma’s awareness of Jane as the truly accomplished young woman she longed to be seen as herself. Though Emma had vehemently refuted this accusation at the time, there were moments of introspection when her conscience could not fully absolve her. Emma lamented, “I could never get to know her. I don’t know why, but there’s such coldness and reserve—such an apparent indifference to whether she pleases or not. And then, her aunt is such an incessant talker! Everyone makes such a fuss over her! People always assumed we would be close friends, given our similar ages; they thought we must be so fond of each other.” These were her reasons—none better. Her dislike was so unjust; every perceived fault was exaggerated by her imagination. She never saw Jane Fairfax after a long absence without feeling a pang of guilt. Now, after a two-year separation, Emma was particularly struck by the very qualities she had spent those years belittling. Jane Fairfax was undeniably elegant—remarkably so—and Emma herself valued elegance highly. Jane’s height was just right; it was tall enough for most to consider her so, yet not excessively so. Her figure was graceful, her size a perfect balance between fat and thin, though a slight hint of ill health suggested that she might lean toward the latter. Emma could not help but feel all of this; and then, as she observed Jane Fairfax, she realized that her face—her features—held a beauty that surpassed her memories. It wasn’t perfectly regular, but it was undeniably pleasing. Her deep grey eyes, framed by dark lashes and eyebrows, had always received their due praise. Yet, the skin Emma had once criticized for lacking color now revealed a clarity and delicacy that required no additional bloom. This was a style of beauty where elegance reigned supreme, and Emma felt compelled, by all her principles, to admire it—elegance that was so rare in Highbury, where distinction and merit often seemed to be at odds with vulgarity. During that first visit, Emma found herself gazing at Jane Fairfax with a sense of dual satisfaction: the pleasure of appreciation and the satisfaction of justice. She resolved then and there to dislike her no longer. However, as she considered Jane’s history and her current situation, along with her beauty, Emma felt it impossible to harbor anything but compassion and respect. Especially when she thought about what this elegance was destined for, the depths from which Jane would soon descend, and how she would manage to live. All of this was compounded by the strong likelihood of Jane’s attachment to Mr. Knightley. Dixon, whom she had so naturally turned to in her thoughts. In that light, nothing seemed more pitiable or more honorable than the sacrifices she had chosen to make. Emma was now more than willing to absolve her of any wrongdoing, including the idea that she had seduced Mr. Dixon’s affections away from his wife or engaged in any of the mischief her imagination had initially conjured. If it were love, it might simply be a one-sided, unreciprocated affection on her part. She might have been unknowingly absorbing the bittersweet poison while sharing in his conversations with her friend. Driven by the best and purest of intentions, she might now be denying herself this trip to Ireland, determined to distance herself from him and his connections by embarking on her own path of diligent duty. Overall, Emma left her with softened, charitable feelings that made her look around as she walked home, lamenting that Highbury offered no young man worthy of granting her independence—no one she could envision scheming about for her future. These were delightful feelings, but they didn’t last. Before she had fully committed to any public declaration of eternal friendship for Jane Fairfax, or done more to recant her past prejudices than to tell Mr. Knightley, “She certainly is handsome; she is more than just handsome!” Jane had spent an evening at Hartfield with her grandmother and aunt, and everything began to revert to its usual state. Old grievances resurfaced. The aunt was as tiresome as ever—more so now, as her admiration for her abilities was coupled with anxiety for her health. They had to endure detailed accounts of how little bread and butter she consumed for breakfast and how small a slice of mutton she had for dinner, along with displays of new caps and workbags for her mother and herself. Jane’s past offenses came rushing back. They had music, and Emma felt obligated to play. The thanks and praise that inevitably followed struck her as a mere pretense of sincerity, an attempt to elevate her own already impressive performance. What troubled her most, however, was how cold and cautious she was. It was impossible to discern her true opinions; wrapped in a cloak of politeness, she seemed intent on revealing nothing. Her reserve was not only excessive but also suspicious. If there was any topic on which she was even more reticent—where everyone else was already reserved—it was the subject of Weymouth and the Dixons. She appeared determined to offer no genuine insight into Mr. Dixon’s character, her own feelings about his company, or her thoughts on the suitability of their match. Instead, her words were filled with vague praise and polished remarks, lacking any real detail or distinction. This approach did her no favors; her caution was in vain. Emma saw through the artifice and returned to her initial speculations. There was likely more to conceal than just her own preferences; perhaps Mr. Dixon had been on the verge of exchanging one friend for another, or he had been drawn to Miss Campbell solely for the promise of the future twelve thousand pounds. A similar reticence surrounded other subjects as well. She and Mr. Frank Churchill had been in Weymouth at the same time, and while it was known that they were somewhat acquainted, Emma could not extract a single word of genuine information about who he truly was. “Was he handsome?” “She believed he was considered a very fine young man.” “Was he agreeable?” “He was generally thought to be.” “Did he seem sensible? A man of information?” “At a watering place or among casual acquaintances in London, it was hard to make such judgments. One could only assess manners, and even then, a longer acquaintance with Mr. Churchill would be necessary. She believed everyone found his manners pleasing.” Emma could not forgive her. # Chapter III Emma could not forgive her; however, Mr. Knightley, who had been present and had observed only proper attention and agreeable behavior from both sides, was unaware of any provocation or resentment. The next morning, as he visited Hartfield again on business with Mr. Woodhouse, he expressed his thoughts. Woodhouse expressed his approval, though not as openly as he might have if her father had left the room. Still, his words were clear enough for Emma to understand. He had often thought her unfair to Jane, and now he took great pleasure in noting the improvement. “A very pleasant evening,” he began once Mr. Woodhouse had been reassured, told he understood, and the papers cleared away. “Particularly pleasant. You and Miss Fairfax provided us with some delightful music. I can’t think of a more luxurious way to spend an evening than sitting back and being entertained by two such talented young women—sometimes with music, sometimes with conversation.” “I’m sure Miss Fairfax found the evening delightful, Emma. You left nothing to chance. I was pleased you encouraged her to play so much; without an instrument at her grandmother’s, it must have been a true indulgence for her.” “I’m glad you think so,” Emma replied with a smile. “But I hope I’m not often lacking in what’s due to our guests at Hartfield.” “No, my dear,” her father said immediately. “I’m certain you’re not. No one is as attentive and gracious as you are. If anything, you might be a bit too attentive. The muffin last night—if it had been passed around just once, I believe that would have sufficed.” “No,” Mr. Knightley, almost simultaneously, remarked, “You’re not often lacking—either in manner or understanding. I believe you grasp my meaning.” An impish look crossed her face as she replied, “I understand you well enough,” but she added, “Miss Fairfax is rather reserved.” “I’ve always said she is—just a little. But you’ll soon break through the part of her reserve that needs to be overcome, the part rooted in shyness. What comes from discretion deserves respect.” “You think she’s shy? I don’t see it.” “My dear Emma,” he said, shifting from his chair to one closer to hers, “I hope you’re not going to tell me you didn’t enjoy the evening.” “Oh, no! I was quite pleased with my own persistence in asking questions, and I found it amusing how little information I actually gathered.” “I’m disappointed,” was his only response. “I hope everyone had a pleasant evening,” Mr. Knightley added. Woodhouse, in his usual quiet manner, remarked, “I did. Once, I felt the fire a bit too intensely, but I simply shifted my chair back just a little, and it no longer bothered me. Miss Bates was as chatty and good-humored as ever, though she does tend to speak a bit too quickly. Nonetheless, she is quite agreeable, and Mrs. Bates, in her own way, is as well.” I have a fondness for old friends, and Miss Jane Fairfax is a lovely young lady—truly lovely and exceptionally well-mannered. She must have enjoyed the evening, Mr. Knightley, especially since she had Emma by her side.” “Indeed, sir; and Emma, in turn, must have enjoyed it because of Miss Fairfax.” Emma noticed his concern and, wanting to ease it at least for the moment, spoke with a sincerity that was unmistakable. “She’s such an elegant creature that it’s impossible not to admire her. I find myself constantly watching her, and I genuinely feel for her.” Mr. Knightley appeared more pleased than he was willing to admit, and before he could respond, Mr. Woodhouse, whose mind was on the Bates family, interjected. “It’s truly unfortunate that their circumstances are so limited!” “What a great pity indeed! I often wish there were more we could do—though it seems so little can be ventured. Small, thoughtful gifts of something unique… Now that we’ve killed a pig, Emma is considering sending them a loin or a leg. It’s quite small and delicate—Hartfield pork is unlike any other—but still, it is pork. My dear Emma, unless we can be certain they’ll prepare it into steaks, nicely fried like ours, without the slightest grease, and not roast it—no stomach can bear roast pork—I think we should send the leg. Don’t you agree, my dear?” “My dear papa, I sent the whole hind-quarter. I knew you would want that. There will be the leg to salt, which is quite nice, and the loin can be prepared however they prefer.” “That’s right, my dear, very right. I hadn’t thought of it before, but that is indeed the best approach. They must not over-salt the leg; if it’s not too salty and is boiled thoroughly, just as Serle does ours, and eaten in moderation with a boiled turnip and a bit of carrot or parsnip, I don’t consider it unwholesome.” “Emma,” said Mr. Knightley smiled as he said, “I have some news for you. You enjoy news, don’t you? I heard something on my way here that I think will pique your interest.” “News! Oh, yes, I always love news. What is it? Why are you smiling? Where did you hear it? Was it at Randalls?” He barely had time to respond, “No, not at Randalls; I haven’t been near there,” when the door swung open, and Miss Bates and Miss Fairfax entered the room. Overflowing with gratitude and eager to share news, Miss Bates was at a loss as to which to express first. Mr. Knightley quickly realized he had missed his chance to speak, and that no further words could come from him. “Oh! My dear sir, how are you this morning? My dear Miss Woodhouse—I am quite overwhelmed. Such a beautiful hindquarter of pork!””You are too generous! Have you heard the news? Mr. Elton is getting married.” Emma had not even had a moment to consider Mr. Elton, and she was so taken aback that she couldn’t help but start slightly and blush at the revelation. “There’s my news,” he continued, “I thought it would pique your interest.” Knightley smiled, a knowing look in his eyes that suggested he understood part of what had transpired between them. “But where could you have heard it?” Miss Bates exclaimed. “Where could you possibly have heard it, Mr. Knightley? It’s been no more than five minutes since I received Mrs. Cole’s note—no, it can’t be more than five—or at least ten—because I had just put on my bonnet and spencer, ready to step out. I had only gone downstairs to speak to Patty again about the pork. Jane was standing in the passage, wasn’t she, Jane? My mother was so worried that we didn’t have a salting-pan large enough.” I agreed to go down and see, but Jane suggested, “Shall I go instead? I think you might have a bit of a cold, and Patty has been busy washing the kitchen.” I replied, “Oh, my dear,” and just then, the note arrived. It was from a Miss Hawkins—that’s all I know. A Miss Hawkins from Bath. But, Mr. “Knightley, how could you have possibly heard about it? The very moment Mr. Cole informed Mrs. Cole, she sat down and wrote to me about it. A Miss Hawkins—” “I was with Mr. Cole on business just an hour and a half ago.” He had just finished reading Elton’s letter when I was shown in, and he handed it to me immediately. “Well! That is quite something—I suppose there has never been a piece of news more universally interesting. My dear sir, you truly are too generous. My mother sends her warmest compliments and regards, along with a thousand thanks, and says you really do overwhelm her.” “We consider our Hartfield pork,” Mr. Woodhouse replied, “indeed, it is so vastly superior to all other pork that Emma and I find no greater pleasure than—” “Oh! My dear sir, as my mother says, our friends are simply too kind to us.” If ever there were people who, despite lacking great wealth, possessed everything they could wish for, it would surely be us. We can confidently say that “our lot is cast in a goodly heritage.” Well, Mr. Knightley, you actually saw the letter—so tell me more.” “It was brief—just an announcement—but cheerful and exultant, of course.” He shot a sly glance at Emma. “He had been fortunate enough to—I can’t recall the exact words; one shouldn’t dwell on them. The gist, as you mentioned, is that he is to be married to a Miss Hawkins. From the tone, I would assume it’s already settled.” “Mr. “Elton is going to be married!” Emma exclaimed as soon as she could find her voice. “Everyone will wish him happiness.” “He’s quite young to be settling down,” Mr. Woodhouse remarked. “He should take his time. He seemed perfectly content as he was. We always enjoyed having him at Hartfield.” “A new neighbor for us all, Miss Woodhouse!” Miss Bates chimed in joyfully. “My mother is absolutely delighted! She says she can’t bear the thought of the poor old Vicarage without a mistress.” “This is truly wonderful news! Jane, you’ve never met Mr. Elton! It’s no surprise that you’re so curious to see him.” Jane’s curiosity didn’t seem all-consuming; it didn’t occupy her thoughts entirely. “No, I’ve never seen Mr. Elton,” she admitted, responding to the inquiry. “Is he… is he tall?” “Who can answer that question?” Emma exclaimed. “My father would say ‘yes,’ but Mr. “Knightley, no,” I said, turning to Miss Bates. “He truly is the happy medium. Once you’ve spent a bit more time here, Miss Fairfax, you’ll see that Mr. Elton is considered the standard of perfection in Highbury, both in appearance and intellect.” “Absolutely, Miss Woodhouse, she will come to see that. He is indeed the finest young man. But, my dear Jane, if you recall, I mentioned yesterday that he is exactly the same height as Mr. Perry. As for Miss Hawkins—well, I have no doubt she is an excellent young woman.” His unwavering attention to my mother—insisting she sit in the vicarage pew so she could hear better, since she’s a bit hard of hearing, you know—might seem minor, but it matters. Jane mentioned that Colonel Campbell is also somewhat deaf. He thought a warm bath might help, but according to her, it didn’t provide any lasting relief. Colonel Campbell, as you know, is truly our angel. And Mr. Dixon appears to be a delightful young man, certainly worthy of him. It is such a joy when good people come together—and they always do. Here we have Mr. Elton and Miss Hawkins, along with the Coles, who are truly wonderful people. And let’s not forget the Perrys; I doubt there has ever been a happier or better couple than Mr. and Mrs. Perry. “I say, sir,” I turned to Mr. Woodhouse remarked, “I believe there are few places with a society as delightful as Highbury. I always say we are truly fortunate in our neighbors. My dear sir, if there’s one thing my mother adores more than anything else, it’s pork—a perfectly roasted loin of pork.” “As for who Miss Hawkins is or how long he has known her,” Emma interjected, “I suppose we can’t know much. It seems clear that their acquaintance can’t be very long; he has only been gone for four weeks.” No one had any information to offer, and after a few more moments of speculation, Emma continued, “You’re quiet, Miss Fairfax, but I hope you intend to take an interest in this news. You, who have been so involved in these matters lately, especially regarding Miss Campbell—you can’t possibly be indifferent about Mr. Elton and Miss Hawkins.” “When I have seen Mr. “Elton,” Jane replied, “I must admit I’m curious—but I think it requires that from me. And since it’s been a few months since Miss Campbell married, the novelty may have faded a bit.” “Yes, he has been away for exactly four weeks, as you pointed out, Miss Woodhouse,” Miss Bates chimed in. “Four weeks yesterday. A Miss Hawkins! Well, I always imagined it would be some young lady from around here; not that I ever—Mrs. Cole once hinted to me, but I quickly said, ‘No, Mr. Elton is a most worthy young man—but’—In short, I don’t believe I’m particularly adept at those kinds of revelations. I don’t claim to be. What’s in front of me, I can see.” At the same time, it was hard to imagine why Mr. Elton would aspire to anything more. Miss Woodhouse indulges my chatter with such good humor, fully aware that I would never intend to offend. How is Miss Smith? She appears to be quite recovered now. Have you heard from Mrs. John Knightley lately? Oh, those dear little children! Jane, do you know, I always imagine Mr. Dixon as being quite like Mr. John Knightley. “I mean in person—tall, with that certain look—and not very talkative.” “Quite wrong, my dear aunt; there’s no resemblance at all.” “Very odd! Yet one never truly forms an accurate impression of anyone beforehand. We latch onto an idea and let it carry us away. Mr. Dixon, you say, is not, strictly speaking, handsome?” “Handsome? Oh! “No—far from it—he’s certainly plain. I told you he was plain.” “My dear, you mentioned that Miss Campbell wouldn’t allow him to be plain, and that you yourself—” “Oh! As for me, my judgment is hardly reliable. When I care for someone, I always find them attractive. But when I called him plain, I was merely reflecting what I believed to be the general opinion.” “Well, my dear Jane, I think we should be on our way. The weather doesn’t look promising, and grandmama will be worried.” You are far too accommodating, my dear Miss Woodhouse; however, we really must take our leave. This news has been most delightful, indeed. I’ll just swing by Mrs. Cole’s, but I won’t stay more than three minutes. Jane, you should head home right away—I wouldn’t want you caught in a downpour! We believe she’s already benefiting from her time in Highbury. Thank you, truly. I won’t attempt to call on Mrs. Goddard, I truly believe she only cares for one thing: boiled pork. Once we prepare the leg, it will be a different story. Good morning to you, my dear sir. Oh! Mr. Knightley is coming as well. How delightful! If Jane is feeling tired, I trust you’ll be kind enough to offer her your arm. “Good morning, Elton and Miss Hawkins!” Emma, alone with her father, found herself divided in attention. He lamented the haste with which young people rushed into marriage—often with strangers—while she contemplated the matter herself. To her, it was an amusing and welcome piece of news, suggesting that Mr. Elton could not have suffered for long. Yet, she felt a pang of sympathy for Harriet; she knew her friend would be affected by this development. Emma’s only hope was that by sharing the news herself, she could spare Harriet the shock of hearing it abruptly from someone else. It was around the time Harriet was likely to call. Emma worried about the possibility of her encountering Miss Bates on the way. With the rain beginning to fall, she feared that Harriet might be delayed at Mrs. Goddard’s, leaving her to confront the news unprepared. The rain was heavy but brief, and it hadn’t been more than five minutes when Harriet burst in, her face flushed with urgency. “Oh, Miss Woodhouse, you won’t believe what’s happened!” The excitement in her voice was palpable, reflecting her inner turmoil. Emma realized that the kindest thing she could do was listen, so she allowed Harriet to spill out her news. “I left Mrs. Goddard’s half an hour ago,” Harriet began, her words tumbling out in a rush. “I was worried it would rain—terrified it would pour down at any moment—but I thought I could make it to Hartfield first. I hurried as fast as I could. But then, as I was passing the house where a young woman was making a gown for me, I decided to pop in and see how it was coming along. I didn’t stay long, but right after I stepped outside, it started to rain. I didn’t know what to do, so I ran straight to Ford’s for shelter.” Ford’s was the main shop in town, a combination of woollen-draper, linen-draper, and haberdasher, the largest and most fashionable in the area. “I ended up sitting there, completely at a loss for about ten minutes—when, all of a sudden, guess who walked in? It was so strange! But they always shop at Ford’s—Elizabeth Martin and her brother! Can you believe it, Miss Woodhouse?” I felt as if I might faint. Confusion washed over me as I sat near the door—Elizabeth spotted me immediately, but he didn’t; he was preoccupied with the umbrella. I was certain she noticed me, yet she quickly looked away and ignored my presence. They both moved to the far end of the shop, while I remained frozen by the door. Oh, how miserable I felt! I must have looked as pale as my gown. I couldn’t leave, you know, because of the rain, but I wished more than anything to be anywhere else in the world. Oh dear, Miss Woodhouse—at last, I think he looked around and noticed me. Instead of continuing with her shopping, they began whispering to each other. I was certain they were talking about me, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was encouraging her to speak to me—do you think that was the case, Miss Woodhouse? Before long, she came over—right up to me—and asked how I was doing. She seemed ready to shake hands if I would. It wasn’t the same as before; I could tell she had changed. Still, she made an effort to be friendly, and we shook hands and talked for a while. But I can’t recall what I said—I was trembling! I do remember her saying she was sorry we hadn’t met sooner, which I thought was almost too kind. Oh, Miss Woodhouse, I was absolutely miserable! By that time, the rain was starting to ease up, and I was determined that nothing would stop me from leaving. And then—just think!—I noticed he was coming toward me too—slowly, as if he wasn’t quite sure what to do. He approached and spoke to me, and I responded, standing there for a moment feeling dreadful, you know, in a way that’s hard to describe. Then I gathered my courage and said it wasn’t raining, and that I had to go. So off I went, and I hadn’t gotten three yards from the door when he called after me, just to say that if I was heading to Hartfield, I should take the longer route by Mr. Cole’s stables were my destination, though the rain made the path nearly unrecognizable. Oh dear, I thought it might just be the end of me! I expressed my gratitude to him; after all, I couldn’t have done otherwise. He returned to Elizabeth while I made my way around the stables—I think I did, but honestly, I hardly knew where I was or what I was doing. Oh, Miss Woodhouse, I would have preferred anything over this situation! Yet, there was a strange satisfaction in witnessing him act so pleasantly and kindly. “And Elizabeth, too. Oh! Miss Woodhouse, please talk to me and help me feel comfortable again.” Emma sincerely wished to oblige, but it wasn’t immediately possible. She had to pause and gather her thoughts. She wasn’t entirely at ease herself. The young man’s behavior, along with his sister’s, appeared to stem from genuine emotion, and she couldn’t help but feel sympathy for them. As Harriet saw it, there was a curious blend of wounded affection and genuine delicacy in their behavior. Yet, she had always believed them to be well-meaning, respectable people; what difference did that make in the face of the troubles their connection brought? It seemed foolish to let it disturb her. Of course, he must feel regret at losing her—they all must. Ambition, alongside love, had likely taken a hit. They might have all hoped to benefit from Harriet’s association. And besides, how much weight did Harriet’s opinion truly carry? She was so easily pleased and so lacking in discernment—what did her praise really signify? She made an effort to reassure Harriet, dismissing the recent events as trivial and not worth dwelling on. “It might be distressing for a moment,” she said, “but you handled yourself remarkably well. It’s over now, and such a first meeting can never happen again, so there’s no need to think about it.” Harriet agreed, saying, “That’s very true. I won’t think about it.” Yet, despite her words, she couldn’t stop talking about it; it was the only thing on her mind. To help Harriet move on, Emma felt compelled to share the news she had intended to deliver with great care. She was torn between feeling amused, angry, and ashamed at Harriet’s state of mind—at how much Mr. Elton seemed to matter to her. Gradually, thoughts of Mr. Elton resurfaced. Although she didn’t react to the news with the same intensity as she might have the day before, or even an hour earlier, her interest soon grew. By the end of their conversation, she had stirred up a whirlwind of curiosity, wonder, regret, and a mix of pain and pleasure regarding this fortunate Miss Hawkins. This mental shift helped Emma place the Martins in their rightful position in her thoughts. In the end, she found herself somewhat glad that the meeting had taken place. It had effectively dulled the initial shock without leaving any lingering sense of alarm. Now that Harriet had distanced herself, the Martins could no longer reach her without making an effort—something they had previously lacked the courage or inclination to do. Since Harriet had turned down the brother, the sisters had not visited Mrs. Goddard’s, and a year could easily pass without any chance of their paths crossing, let alone any opportunity for conversation. # Chapter IV Human nature tends to favor those in intriguing situations, so when a young person either marries or passes away, they are sure to be spoken of kindly. It had been less than a week since Miss Hawkins’s name first surfaced in Highbury, and already she had been deemed to possess every charm of both character and appearance. She was described as beautiful, graceful, highly accomplished, and utterly amiable. When Mr. Elton arrived to revel in his promising prospects and spread the word of her virtues, there was little left for him to do but share her first name and mention the music she played most often. Mr. Elton returned, a very happy man. He had left feeling rejected and mortified, disappointed in what he had believed to be a promising hope after a series of strong encouragements. Not only had he lost the right woman, but he also found himself diminished by the prospect of a very wrong one. He had departed deeply offended, but now he returned engaged to another—one who was, of course, superior to the first, as is often the case when one gains something new while losing something old. He came back cheerful and self-satisfied, eager and bustling, indifferent to Miss Woodhouse and dismissive of Miss Smith. The charming Augusta Hawkins, in addition to her perfect beauty and admirable qualities, possessed an independent fortune—so many thousands that it was always referred to as ten. This detail added both dignity and convenience to the narrative; he had not thrown himself away—he had gained a woman worth 10,000 pounds. or thereabouts; he had won her over with delightful speed—the first hour of their introduction quickly led to her notable attention. The tale he shared with Mrs. Cole about the rise and progress of their affair was nothing short of glorious. The journey from their chance encounter to dinner at Mr. Green’s and the gathering at Mrs. Brown’s had unfolded swiftly, marked by smiles and blushes that grew in significance, with consciousness and agitation beautifully intermingled. The lady had been so easily charmed, so sweetly inclined—indeed, to put it plainly, she had been more than willing to accept him. In this, both his vanity and prudence found satisfaction. He had captured both substance and shadow—fortune and affection—and was precisely the happy man he ought to be, speaking only of himself and his own affairs, anticipating congratulations, ready to be teased, and, with warm, fearless smiles, now engaging all the young ladies of the town, to whom, just weeks prior, he would have approached with more caution. The wedding was not far off, as the couple had only themselves to please and merely awaited the necessary preparations. As he set off for Bath once more, a general expectation hung in the air, signaled by a certain glance from Mrs. Cole’s presence did not suggest otherwise; when he returned to Highbury, he would surely bring his bride. During his brief stay, Emma had hardly seen him—just enough to sense that their first meeting had passed and to form the impression that he had not improved, his demeanor now tainted by a mix of irritation and pretension. In truth, she was beginning to question why she had ever found him appealing at all. The mere sight of him was inextricably linked to a host of unpleasant feelings, and aside from viewing him as a moral lesson—a source of valuable humility—she would have welcomed the assurance that she would never have to see him again. While she wished him well, his presence caused her pain, and she would have preferred his happiness to be a distant affair, twenty miles away. However, the discomfort of his continued stay in Highbury would surely be alleviated by his marriage. Many of her anxieties would be eased, and the potential for awkward encounters would be significantly reduced. A Mrs. Elton would provide a convenient excuse for any shift in their social interactions; their previous intimacy could fade away without anyone noticing. It would be like starting their civil relationship anew. As for the lady herself, Emma thought very little of her. She was certainly suitable for Mr. Elton—accomplished enough for Highbury and attractive enough, though she might appear plain next to Harriet. Regarding connections, Emma felt completely at ease, convinced that despite all his self-proclaimed superiority and disdain for Harriet, he had ultimately done nothing of significance. In that article, truth seemed within reach. What she was remained uncertain, but who she was could be uncovered. Setting aside the £10,000, it appeared she was not at all Harriet’s superior. She brought no distinguished name, no noble lineage, no advantageous connections. Miss Hawkins was the younger of two daughters of a Bristol merchant—though, given the modest profits of his business, it was fair to assume the prestige of his trade was equally modest. She had spent part of every winter in Bath, but Bristol was her true home—the very heart of the city. Though her parents had passed away years ago, an uncle remained in the legal profession. Nothing particularly honorable could be said of him beyond that he worked in law, and with him, the daughter had lived. Emma suspected he was merely the drudge of some attorney, too dull to advance in his career. The entire grandeur of their connection seemed to hinge on the elder sister, who was very well married to a gentleman of considerable means near Bristol, who owned two carriages! That was the culmination of the story; that was the pride of Miss Hawkins. If only she could have shared her feelings with Harriet! She had managed to talk Harriet into love, but, alas, she found it far more difficult to talk her out of it. The allure of a captivating object to fill the many voids in Harriet’s mind was not something easily dismissed. He might be replaced by someone else; indeed, it was all too clear. Even a Robert Martin would have sufficed, but nothing else, she feared, would truly heal her. Harriet was the kind of person who, once she fell in love, would remain in love forever. And now, poor girl! She was feeling even worse with Mr. Elton’s reappearance. She caught glimpses of him everywhere she turned. Emma had seen him only once, yet Harriet seemed destined to encounter him two or three times a day—whether by chance or by design. She would either just miss him, just hear his voice, or catch a glimpse of his shoulder, each fleeting moment preserving him in her imagination, wrapped in the warmth of surprise and speculation. Moreover, Harriet was constantly hearing about him. Except when they were at Hartfield, she was always surrounded by those who saw no faults in Mr. Elton and found nothing more captivating than discussing his affairs. Every report, every rumor—everything that had happened or could happen regarding his income, servants, and furnishings—swirled around her like a lively conversation. Her feelings for him grew stronger with each unending compliment, while her regrets were kept alive by the relentless talk of Miss Hawkins’s happiness and the constant observation of Mr. Elton’s apparent attachment. His demeanor as he strolled past their house, the tilt of his hat—each detail seemed to confirm how deeply he was in love. Had it been a harmless amusement, devoid of any pain for her friend or reproach for herself, Emma would have found entertainment in the fluctuations of Harriet’s affections. Sometimes Mr. Elton often took the lead, though the Martins occasionally provided a necessary counterbalance. Mr. Elton’s engagement had alleviated the tension that arose from encountering Mr. Martin. Meanwhile, the discomfort stemming from that engagement was somewhat eased when Elizabeth Martin visited Mrs. Goddard a few days later. Harriet had not been at home, but a note had been prepared and left for her, written in a style that was sure to resonate—a delicate blend of reproach and kindness. Until Mr. Elton arrived, she had been preoccupied with it, constantly pondering how to respond and wishing to do more than she felt she could admit. However, Mr. Elton’s presence quickly dispelled all her worries. While he was there, the Martins faded from her mind. On the very morning of his departure for Bath, Emma decided that to alleviate some of her distress, it would be best for Harriet to return Elizabeth Martin’s visit. The question of how to acknowledge that visit—what would be appropriate and what might be safest—had been a matter of considerable uncertainty. To completely neglect the invitation from her mother and sisters would be an act of ingratitude, and that was something she could not allow. Yet the thought of rekindling their acquaintance filled her with dread. After much contemplation, she settled on a plan: Harriet would return the visit, but in a manner that would clearly signal their relationship was to remain strictly formal. Her intention was to take Harriet in the carriage, drop her off at Abbey Mill, and then drive a little further before returning to collect her. This would leave no room for insidious advances or dangerous reminiscences, providing a clear indication of the level of intimacy she was willing to entertain in the future. Though she could think of no better solution, a part of her heart rebelled against it—there was an element of ingratitude lurking beneath the surface, merely disguised. Yet it had to be done; after all, what would become of Harriet otherwise? # Chapter V Harriet had little enthusiasm for visiting. Only half an hour before her friend called for her at Mrs. Goddard’s, fate had led her to the very spot where a trunk, addressed to The Rev. Philip Elton, White-Hart, Bath, was being loaded into the butcher’s cart, destined for the coaches. In that moment, everything else faded into oblivion, overshadowed by the trunk and its destination. Despite this unsettling discovery, she continued on. When they arrived at the farm, she was set down at the end of the broad, neatly gravelled path that meandered between espalier apple trees to the front door. The sight of everything that had brought her such joy the previous autumn stirred a familiar unease within her. As they parted, Emma noticed her friend glancing around with a mix of fear and curiosity, prompting her to limit the visit to the planned quarter of an hour. Emma proceeded to spend that time with an old servant who had married and settled in Donwell. The quarter hour passed quickly, and she returned to the white gate just on time. Miss Smith, responding promptly to her summons, joined her without the presence of any alarming young man. She walked slowly down the gravel path, a solitary figure, while Miss Martin stood at the door, parting from her with what seemed like a ceremonious civility. Harriet struggled to articulate her feelings, overwhelmed by the encounter. Eventually, Emma managed to piece together enough from Harriet’s scattered thoughts to grasp the nature of the meeting and the pain it had caused. Harriet had only seen Mrs. Martin and her two daughters, who had received her with a mix of doubt and coolness. Their conversation had remained largely superficial, filled with nothing more than trivial pleasantries—until the very end, when Mrs. Martin’s sudden remark that she thought Miss Smith had matured sparked a more engaging conversation and a warmer atmosphere. In that very room, last September, she had been measured alongside her two friends. The penciled marks and notes still adorned the wainscot by the window—he had made them. They all seemed to recall the day, the hour, the gathering, and the occasion, sharing the same awareness and regrets, ready to restore their previous camaraderie. They were beginning to feel like themselves again—Harriet, as Emma must have suspected, was just as eager as the rest to be friendly and joyful—when the carriage returned, abruptly ending the moment. The nature and brevity of the visit felt definitive. Fourteen minutes to be spent with those she had thankfully known just six weeks ago, not six months! Emma couldn’t help but envision the scene and understand how justifiably they might resent her, how naturally Harriet would suffer. It was a troubling situation. She would have given a great deal—or endured a great deal—to elevate the Martins to a higher social standing. They were so deserving that even a slight improvement would have sufficed. But as things stood, what choice did she have? It was impossible to regret her decision. They had to be separated, yet the process was fraught with pain—so much so that she soon felt the need for some consolation and resolved to stop by Randalls on her way home to seek it. Her mind was utterly weary of Mr. Elton and the Martins. A visit to Randalls was absolutely necessary for some refreshment. It was a good plan, but as they arrived at the door, they learned that neither the “master nor mistress was at home.” They had both been out for some time, and the servant believed they had gone to Hartfield. “This is too bad,” Emma exclaimed as they turned away. “And now we shall just miss them—how frustrating! I can’t remember the last time I felt so disappointed.” She leaned back in the corner of the carriage, allowing herself to either indulge in her complaints or reason them away; likely a bit of both, as is often the case with a well-meaning mind. After a moment, the carriage came to a stop. She looked up to see that it had halted due to Mr. Mrs. Weston stood nearby, ready to engage her, and the sight of them brought instant joy. The pleasure was only amplified by Mr. Weston’s warm greeting. “How do you do? How do you do?” he exclaimed. “We’ve just been with your father—so glad to see him looking so well. Frank arrives tomorrow—I received a letter this morning. We’ll see him by dinner time for sure—he’s at Oxford today and will be with us for a whole fortnight. I always knew it would work out this way. If he had come at Christmas, he wouldn’t have been able to stay more than three days; I was always relieved he didn’t come then. Now, we’re in for just the right weather for him—fine, dry, settled weather.” “We shall enjoy him completely; everything has turned out exactly as we could wish.” There was no resisting such news, no avoiding the influence of Mr. Weston’s beaming face, a sentiment echoed by his wife, whose quieter words were no less impactful. The mere fact that she believed his arrival was certain was enough to convince Emma of it as well, and she genuinely rejoiced in their happiness. It was a delightful revival of her spirits. The burdens of the past faded away, replaced by the excitement of what lay ahead. In the blink of an eye, she found herself hoping that Mr. Elton would soon be a topic of conversation no more. Mr. Weston shared the history of the engagements at Enscombe, allowing his son to boast of having a full fortnight at his disposal, along with the details of his journey. Emma listened attentively, smiling and offering her congratulations. “I shall soon bring him over to Hartfield,” Mr. Weston declared at the end of his tale. Emma could almost sense a gentle nudge from his wife at this remark. “We should move on, Mr. Weston,” she suggested. “We are keeping the girls waiting.” “Well, well, I’m ready,” he replied, turning back to Emma. “But don’t expect too much from my son; you’ve only heard my account, after all. I dare say he’s nothing extraordinary.” Yet, the sparkle in his eyes betrayed a different belief entirely. Emma had a remarkable ability to appear perfectly unconscious and innocent, responding in a way that revealed nothing. “Think of me tomorrow, my dear Emma, around four o’clock,” Mrs. Weston urged, her tone laced with concern, meant solely for her. “Four o’clock! I assure you he’ll arrive by three,” Mr. Weston quickly interjected, bringing the meeting to a satisfying close. Emma’s spirits soared, lifting her into a state of happiness; everything around her seemed transformed. James and his horses no longer appeared as sluggish as they once had. As she gazed at the hedges, Emma felt certain that the elder must soon be emerging. Turning to Harriet, she noticed a hint of spring in her expression, a tender smile that brightened her face. “Will Mr. Frank Churchill be passing through Bath as well as Oxford?” she asked, though the question didn’t promise much. Yet, Emma understood that neither geography nor peace of mind could be rushed; she was determined that both would come in due time. The morning of the much-anticipated day arrived, and Mrs. Weston’s devoted pupil kept the hour in mind, reminding herself at ten, eleven, and twelve that she was to think of her at four. “My dear, anxious friend,” she thought to herself as she descended the stairs from her room, “always so concerned about everyone’s comfort but your own. I can picture you now, fidgeting as you check on him again and again, making sure everything is just right.” The clock struck twelve as she passed through the hall. “It’s twelve; I won’t forget to think of you in four hours. By this time tomorrow, or perhaps a little later, I might be contemplating the possibility of their all coming here. I’m certain they’ll bring him soon.” She opened the parlor door and found two gentlemen seated with her father—Mr. Weston and his son. They had just arrived a few moments earlier, and Mr. Weston was still explaining why Frank had come a day early, while her father was in the midst of his polite welcome and congratulations. It was then that she entered, ready to share in the surprise, introductions, and joy of the moment. The long-anticipated Frank Churchill was finally before her, and she felt that the praise he had received was well-deserved. He was a strikingly handsome young man; his height, demeanor, and presence were all impeccable. His face bore a lively spirit reminiscent of his father’s, and he appeared both quick-witted and perceptive. Emma instantly sensed that she would like him. There was a polished ease about him and a willingness to engage in conversation that suggested he had come with the intention of getting to know her—and that they would soon become acquainted. Frank had arrived at Randalls the evening before, and Emma was delighted by his eagerness to reach her, which had prompted him to adjust his plans and travel earlier, later, and faster to gain an extra half-day. “I told you yesterday,” Mr. Weston exclaimed with pride, “I told you he would be here before the appointed time!” I recalled what I used to do myself. One cannot creep along a journey; it’s inevitable to move faster than planned. The joy of arriving at one’s friends’ home before the lookout begins is worth far more than any little effort it takes. “It’s a great pleasure when one can indulge in it,” said the young man. “Though there aren’t many houses I would presume to enter so freely, coming home made me feel I could do anything.” The word home sparked a fresh sense of pride in his father. Emma was immediately convinced that he knew how to charm those around him; this belief was only reinforced by what he said next. He expressed great admiration for Randalls, calling it a wonderfully arranged house, and he hardly allowed it to be deemed small. He praised its location, the walk to Highbury, and even more so, Hartfield. He declared that he had always felt a unique connection to the countryside that only one’s own country can inspire, and he was filled with curiosity to explore it. Emma couldn’t help but find it suspicious that he had never before indulged such a pleasant sentiment, but if it were a fabrication, it was a delightful one, and he delivered it with such ease. His demeanor showed no signs of artifice or exaggeration. He truly appeared to be in a state of uncommon enjoyment. Their conversation revolved around topics typical of a budding acquaintance. He asked her questions like, “Are you a horsewoman? Do you enjoy pleasant rides and walks? Is there a large neighborhood? Perhaps Highbury offers enough society? There are several charming houses in the area. Do they host balls? Is there a musical society?” Once he was satisfied with her answers and their acquaintance had deepened, he seized the opportunity—while their fathers were engaged in conversation—to introduce his mother-in-law. He spoke of her with such genuine praise, warm admiration, and heartfelt gratitude for the happiness she brought to his father, as well as for her kind reception of him. This was further proof of his ability to please—and of his determination to win her favor. He didn’t offer any praise beyond what Mrs. Weston truly deserved; however, it was clear he understood little of the specifics. He knew what would be appreciated, but could be certain of little else. “His father’s marriage,” he said, “was the wisest decision; every friend must rejoice in it. The family that bestowed such a blessing upon him deserves to be regarded with the highest gratitude.” He tried to express his appreciation for Miss Taylor’s qualities without entirely overlooking the fact that, under normal circumstances, it was generally assumed that Miss Taylor had shaped Miss Woodhouse’s character rather than the other way around. Eventually, as if determined to fully articulate his thoughts, he concluded with admiration for her youth and beauty. “I expected elegant, agreeable manners,” he admitted, “but I must confess that, given everything, I had anticipated encountering a rather ordinary-looking woman of a certain age. I had no idea I would find a lovely young woman in Mrs. Weston.” “You can’t praise Mrs. Weston too highly for my taste,” Emma replied. “If you were to guess her age as eighteen, I would be delighted; but she would likely take issue with such a description. Don’t let her think you’ve referred to her as a pretty young woman.” “I trust I would know better,” he responded, with a gallant bow. “Rest assured, in addressing Mrs. Weston…” Weston, I should understand whom I can praise without the risk of being seen as extravagant in my compliments.” Emma pondered whether the same doubts about their mutual expectations, which had taken firm hold of her mind, had ever crossed his. Were his compliments signs of agreement or acts of defiance? She realized she needed to spend more time with him to grasp his true nature; for now, all she knew was that he was agreeable. She had no doubt about what Mr. Weston often thought. She caught his quick gaze repeatedly drifting toward them, his expression bright with happiness; and even when he might have tried not to look, she was certain he was listening intently. In contrast, her father’s complete lack of such thoughts—his utter absence of any perception or suspicion—was a source of great comfort. Fortunately, he was no closer to approving matrimony than he was to anticipating it. Despite his constant objections to every arranged marriage, he never suffered from the anxiety of any impending unions. It was as if he couldn’t imagine that any two people could be so misguided as to consider marriage until it was undeniably proven. She was grateful for this blissful ignorance. He could now, free from any unpleasant suspicions or thoughts of potential betrayal from his guest, fully indulge in his natural kindness, asking after Mr. Frank Churchill’s comfort during his journey. He expressed genuine concern about the unfortunate ordeal of spending two nights on the road and felt a sincere, untainted worry about whether Mr. Churchill had managed to avoid catching a cold—though he couldn’t let him feel entirely reassured until after another night had passed. After a reasonable visit, Mr. Weston began to take his leave. “He must be going.” He had business at the Crown regarding his hay and several errands for Mrs. Weston at Ford’s, but he needn’t rush anyone else. His son, too well-mannered to acknowledge the hint, stood up as well and said, “Since you are heading out for business, sir, I will take this opportunity to pay a visit that needs to be made eventually, so it might as well be now. I have the honor of knowing a neighbor of yours,” he turned to Emma, “a lady who lives in or near Highbury—a family by the name of Fairfax. I shouldn’t have any trouble finding the house; although, I believe Fairfax isn’t the correct name—I should say Barnes or Bates. Do you know of any family by that name?” “Indeed we do,” his father replied eagerly. “Mrs. Bates—we just passed her house. I saw Miss Bates at the window.” “Indeed, you know Miss Fairfax; I recall you met her at Weymouth, and she is quite a remarkable young woman. You should pay her a visit.” “I don’t think it’s necessary for me to call on her this morning,” the young man replied. “Another day would suffice, but our acquaintance at Weymouth was such that—” “Oh, go today! Don’t put it off. What needs to be done should be done promptly. And let me give you a word of advice, Frank: be mindful to show her the attention she deserves here.” You saw her with the Campbells, where she held her own among everyone she mingled with. Yet here she is, reduced to the company of a frail old grandmother who barely scrapes by. If you don’t call on her soon, it would be a slight. The son seemed convinced. “I’ve heard her mention the acquaintance,” Emma said. “She is a very elegant young woman.” He nodded in agreement, but his quiet “Yes” made her question whether he truly felt that way. There must be a specific kind of elegance recognized in the fashionable world if Jane Fairfax was considered merely ordinary in that regard. “If you’ve never been particularly struck by her manners before,” she continued, “I believe you will be today. You’ll see her at her best—though I fear you won’t hear her at all, as her aunt never stops talking.” “Are you acquainted with Miss Jane Fairfax, sir?” Mr. Woodhouse asked, always the last to join the conversation. “Then allow me to assure you that you will find her a most agreeable young lady.” She is visiting her grandmother and aunt, both of whom are wonderful people; I have known them all my life. I’m sure they will be thrilled to see you, and I can have one of my servants accompany you to show you the way.” “My dear sir, I must insist; my father can direct me.” “But your father isn’t going that far; he’s only heading to the Crown, which is on the other side of the street. There are many houses in between, and you might easily get lost. It’s quite a dirty walk unless you stick to the footpath. My coachman can advise you on the best place to cross the street.” Mr. Frank Churchill still declined, trying to appear as serious as possible, while his father chimed in with hearty support, “My good friend, this is entirely unnecessary. Frank knows a puddle when he sees one, and as for Mrs. Bates’s, he can get there in a hop, skip, and a jump.” They were allowed to go alone, and with a cordial nod from one and a graceful bow from the other, the two gentlemen took their leave. Emma felt quite pleased with this beginning of their acquaintance and could now confidently think of them all at Randalls at any hour of the day, assured of their comfort. # Chapter VI The next morning brought Mr. Frank Churchill was back, this time accompanied by Mrs. Weston, and he seemed to take a genuine liking to both her and Highbury. It appeared he had been enjoying her company at home, sitting together in a comfortable manner until her usual hour for a walk. When asked to choose their route, he immediately settled on Highbury. “I have no doubt there are lovely walks in every direction,” he said, “but if left to my own devices, I would always choose the same. Highbury—so airy, cheerful, and inviting—will always draw me in.” For Mrs. Weston, Highbury represented Hartfield, and she hoped he would feel the same way about it. They walked directly to the house. Emma had hardly expected them; Mr. Weston had stopped by briefly just to hear that his son was very handsome and was unaware of their plans. So, it was a pleasant surprise for her to see them approaching together, arm in arm. She was eager to see him again, particularly in the company of Mrs. Weston, as her impression of him would hinge on his behavior towards her. If he fell short in that regard, nothing would be able to make up for it. But upon seeing them together, she felt completely at ease. It wasn’t just in grand words or exaggerated compliments that he showed his regard; his entire demeanor toward her was both proper and pleasing. It clearly conveyed his desire to befriend her and earn her affection. Emma had ample time to form a thoughtful judgment, as their visit stretched across the entire morning. The three of them strolled together for an hour or two—first around the shrubberies of Hartfield, and then through Highbury. He found delight in everything, complimenting Hartfield enough to please Mr. Woodhouse. When they decided to venture further, he expressed a genuine desire to get to know the entire village, discovering points of interest and praise far more often than Emma had anticipated. Some of the objects of his curiosity stirred warm feelings within him. He requested to see the house where his father had lived for so long, which had also been the home of his grandfather. Remembering that an old woman who had nursed him was still alive, he set out to find her cottage, walking from one end of the street to the other. While there was no significant merit in his pursuit or observations, they collectively demonstrated a goodwill towards Highbury that would surely be appreciated by those around him. Emma observed this and concluded that, given the feelings he was now expressing, it was unreasonable to assume he had ever voluntarily distanced himself from his roots. He wasn’t pretending or making insincere gestures; Mr. Knightley had certainly misjudged him. Their first stop was at the Crown Inn, a modest establishment, yet the main one of its kind in the area, where a couple of pairs of post-horses were kept more for the convenience of the locals than for any heavy traffic. His companions hadn’t expected to linger there, but as they passed, they recounted the history of the large room that had been added on. It had been built many years ago as a ballroom and had seen use during a particularly vibrant period of social dancing in the neighborhood. However, those lively days were long gone, and now the room served primarily to host a whist club for the gentlemen and half-gentlemen of the town. He found this history immediately engaging. The ballroom’s character captivated him, and instead of moving on, he paused for several minutes at the two grand, open sash windows. He peered inside, contemplating the room’s potential and lamenting the loss of its original purpose. He found no fault in the space; he would acknowledge none that others might suggest. No, it was long enough, wide enough, and handsome enough. It could comfortably accommodate the perfect number of guests. They ought to host balls there at least every fortnight throughout the winter. Why hadn’t Miss Woodhouse revived the cherished traditions of the room? After all, she had the power to influence anything in Highbury! The lack of suitable families in the area, along with the belief that no one from beyond the immediate vicinity would be tempted to attend, was brought up; yet he remained unconvinced. He couldn’t accept that the many attractive houses surrounding him couldn’t provide enough attendees for such a gathering. Even when specific families were mentioned and described, he still refused to acknowledge that the potential awkwardness of mixing different social circles would pose any real issue, or that there would be any difficulty in everyone returning to their rightful places the following morning. He argued like a young man eager to dance, and Emma was somewhat surprised to see the spirit of the Westons so strongly overshadowing the more reserved habits of the Churchills. He seemed to embody all the liveliness, cheerfulness, and sociability of his father, while lacking any trace of the pride or aloofness associated with Enscombe. In fact, there was perhaps a deficiency of pride; his indifference to social distinctions veered too close to a lack of refinement. However, he was not in a position to recognize the potential pitfalls of his casual attitude. It was nothing short of a burst of lively spirits. At last, he was persuaded to step away from the front of the Crown, and as they stood almost directly across from the house where the Bateses resided, Emma recalled his intended visit from the day before. She asked him if he had gone. “Yes, oh yes,” he replied, “I was just about to mention it. It was a very successful visit—I met all three ladies and was truly grateful for your helpful hint. If the talkative aunt had caught me off guard, it would have been the end of me.” As it turned out, I was unwittingly drawn into an entirely unreasonable visit. Ten minutes would have sufficed—perhaps even been appropriate—and I had assured my father that I would certainly be home before he arrived. Yet, there was no opportunity to leave, no moment of pause; to my utter astonishment, when he finally joined me there, having searched for me elsewhere, I realized I had been sitting with them for nearly three-quarters of an hour. The kind lady had offered me no chance of escape. “And how did you find Miss Fairfax?” “Ill—very ill. Though, can a young lady ever truly be said to look ill? But that expression hardly seems fitting, does it, Mrs. Weston? Ladies can never appear unwell.” “And, honestly, Miss Fairfax is so naturally pale that she almost always gives the impression of being unwell. It’s a most unfortunate lack of color.” Emma would not accept this and launched into a passionate defense of Miss Fairfax’s complexion. “It may not be brilliant, but I refuse to believe it has a sickly hue. There’s a softness and delicacy to her skin that adds a unique elegance to her features.” He listened with the respect she deserved and acknowledged that he had heard many people express similar sentiments. Yet, he had to admit that, for him, nothing could compensate for the absence of a healthy glow. When features were mediocre, a fine complexion could elevate them; and when the features were good, well—thankfully, he need not describe the effect. “Well,” Emma replied, “there’s no arguing about taste. At least you admire her, apart from her complexion.” He shook his head and chuckled. “I can’t separate Miss Fairfax from her complexion.” “Did you see her often at Weymouth? Were you frequently in the same social circles?” Just then, they approached Ford’s, and he suddenly exclaimed, “Ah! This must be the very shop that everyone visits every day of their lives, as my father tells me.” “He comes to Highbury himself, he says, six days a week, and always has business at Ford’s. If it’s not too much trouble, let’s go in so I can prove my connection to this place, to show that I’m a true citizen of Highbury. I need to buy something at Ford’s; it will be my way of claiming my freedom. I’m sure they sell gloves.” “Oh, yes, gloves and everything else. I truly admire your sense of patriotism.” “You will be adored in Highbury. You were quite popular even before your arrival, simply because you are Mr. Weston’s son—but spend half a guinea at Ford’s, and your popularity will rest on your own merits.” They entered the shop, and as the sleek, neatly tied parcels of “Men’s Beavers” and “York Tan” were brought down and displayed on the counter, he continued, “But I beg your pardon, Miss Woodhouse. You were speaking to me just before this surge of my amor patriae. Please don’t let me miss it. I assure you, no amount of public acclaim could ever compensate for the loss of happiness in my private life.” “I merely asked if you had known much about Miss Fairfax and her party while at Weymouth.” “Now that I understand your question, I must say it is quite unfair. It is always the lady’s prerogative to determine the extent of their acquaintance.” Miss Fairfax must have already shared her version of events. I won’t risk overstepping by claiming more than she chooses to reveal. “Upon my word! You respond with as much discretion as she does. However, her account leaves so much to the imagination; she is so reserved and reluctant to share even the slightest detail about anyone that I truly believe you can say whatever you wish about your acquaintance with her.” “May I, indeed? Then I shall speak the truth, for nothing suits me better. I met her often at Weymouth. I had known the Campbells a bit in town, and at Weymouth, we moved in the same social circle. Colonel Campbell is a very agreeable man, and Mrs. “Campbell is such a friendly, warm-hearted woman. I truly like them all.” “You know Miss Fairfax’s situation in life, I presume? What she is destined to become?” “Yes—” Emma replied, hesitating slightly, “I believe I do.” “You tread on delicate ground, Emma,” Mrs. Weston said with a smile. “Remember, I’m here with you. Mr. Frank Churchill often struggles to find the right words when you bring up Miss Fairfax’s circumstances. I think I’ll just move a little farther away.” “I certainly forget to think of her,” Emma admitted, “as anything other than my friend—and my dearest friend at that.” Frank Churchill looked at her as if he fully understood and respected her sentiment. Once they had purchased the gloves and left the shop, he asked, “Have you ever heard the young lady we were discussing play?” “Did you hear her?” Emma repeated, a hint of disbelief in her voice. “You forget how much she belongs to Highbury. I’ve listened to her play every year of our lives since we were children. She plays beautifully.” “Is that so? I was hoping to get the opinion of someone who could truly judge. To me, she plays well—there’s considerable taste in her performance—but I’m no expert. I adore music, yet I lack the skill or authority to evaluate anyone’s playing. I’ve always heard her praised, and I recall one particular instance that spoke volumes about her talent: a man—an exceptionally musical man—who was engaged to another woman, on the brink of marriage, would still prefer to hear her play rather than ask his fiancée to sit at the piano. He never seemed to enjoy one if he could listen to the other. I thought that, coming from someone with such musical talent, was quite telling.” “Quite telling indeed!” Emma replied, thoroughly entertained. “Mr. “Dixon is quite the musician, isn’t he? In just half an hour, we’ll learn more about them from you than Miss Fairfax would have shared in six months.” “Yes, Mr. Dixon and Miss Campbell were the ones in question, and I found it to be a rather compelling indication.” “Indeed, it was quite compelling. To be honest, it’s far stronger than I would have found agreeable if I were Miss Campbell. I couldn’t bear the thought of a man valuing music more than love—having a sharper ear for melodies than for my own feelings. How did Miss Campbell seem to take it?” “She was his very close friend, you know.” “Such poor comfort!” Emma laughed. “It’s far better to have a stranger preferred over a close friend. With a stranger, it might be a fleeting moment, but the agony of having a close friend always around, doing everything better than you can! Poor Mrs. “Dixon! I’m glad she’s gone to settle in Ireland.” “You’re right. It wasn’t very flattering to Miss Campbell, but she didn’t seem to mind.” “That’s either a good thing or a bad one—I can’t quite decide. Whether it’s sweetness or ignorance on her part—whether it’s a quickness in forming friendships or a dullness of feeling—there’s one person who must have felt it: Miss Fairfax herself. She must have sensed the improper and dangerous distinction.” “As for that, I don’t—” “Oh, don’t think I expect you to provide an account of Miss Fairfax’s feelings, or anyone else’s for that matter.” They are known to no one but her, I suppose. Yet, if she continues to play whenever Mr. Dixon asks, one can only imagine what might be happening. “There seemed to be such a perfect understanding among them all—” he began quickly, but then paused, adding, “however, I can’t truly say what their relationship is like beneath the surface. I can only observe that they present a smooth exterior. But you, who have known Miss Fairfax since childhood, must have a better insight into her character and how she might behave in critical situations than I do.” “I have known her since we were children, without a doubt; we’ve grown up together, both as girls and as women. It’s natural to assume we would be close, that we would have formed a bond during her visits to her friends. But we never did.” I can hardly explain how it all unfolded. Perhaps it was my own tendency to feel repulsed by someone so idolized and praised by her aunt, grandmother, and their entire circle. And then there was her reserve—I could never fully connect with someone so completely closed off. “That is indeed a repulsive quality,” he replied. “It can be quite convenient, no doubt, but it’s never appealing. There’s a sense of safety in being reserved, but no allure. You can’t truly love someone who keeps themselves at a distance.” “Not until that reserve fades away, at least toward oneself; then the attraction might be even stronger. But I must admit, I need a friend or a pleasant companion more than I ever have before to make the effort to break through anyone’s reserve.” Intimacy between Miss Fairfax and me is entirely out of the question. I have no reason to think ill of her—not a single one—except for her extreme and constant caution in her words and actions. This dread of revealing a clear idea about anyone tends to raise suspicions that she might be hiding something. He completely agreed with her. After walking together for so long and sharing similar thoughts, Emma felt a surprising familiarity with him, making it hard to believe this was only their second meeting. He wasn’t exactly what she had anticipated; he was less of a worldly man in some respects and less of a spoiled child of fortune, which made him more admirable than she had expected. His ideas seemed more balanced, and his feelings were warmer. She was particularly struck by his perspective on Mr. Elton’s house. He expressed a genuine interest in visiting it, as well as the church, and he refrained from joining in their criticisms. No, he could not believe it was a bad house—not one that a man should be pitied for owning. If it were to be shared with the woman he loved, he couldn’t imagine any man deserving pity for having such a home. There must be plenty of space for every genuine comfort within its walls. Only a fool would want more. Mrs. Weston laughed and remarked that he didn’t know what he was talking about. Accustomed to the comforts of a large house, he had never considered the many advantages that came with its size, making him ill-equipped to understand the sacrifices inherent in a smaller one. However, Emma resolved in her mind that he did know what he was talking about and that he displayed a commendable desire to settle down early in life and marry for worthy reasons. He might not grasp the disruptions to domestic harmony caused by the absence of a housekeeper’s room or a poorly arranged butler’s pantry, but he surely understood that Enscombe could not bring him happiness. Whenever he found himself in love, he would likely be willing to forgo much of his wealth for the chance to establish a home of his own. # Chapter VII Emma’s favorable opinion of Frank Churchill was slightly shaken the following day when she learned he had gone to London simply to have his hair cut. A sudden whim seemed to have taken hold of him at breakfast; he had summoned a chaise and set off, intending to return for dinner, but with no more significant purpose than a haircut. While there was certainly no harm in traveling sixteen miles for such a reason, there was an air of vanity and frivolity about it that she could not condone. It did not align with the rationality of his plans, the moderation in his spending, or even the unselfish warmth she thought she had seen in him just yesterday. Instead, she recognized vanity, extravagance, a love of change, and a restless temperament that compelled him to act—whether for good or ill. He seemed heedless of his father’s feelings and Mrs. Weston’s opinions, indifferent to how his behavior might be perceived by others. He was vulnerable to all these criticisms. His father dismissed him as a coxcomb, finding the whole situation amusing, but it was clear that Mrs. Weston disapproved. She quickly brushed it aside, offering no more than the comment that “all young people have their little whims.” Aside from this minor blemish, Emma noted that his visit had so far left her friend with a favorable impression of him. Mrs. Weston was eager to express how attentive and pleasant a companion he had become—how much she appreciated his overall disposition. He seemed to possess a genuinely open and cheerful nature; she noticed nothing amiss in his views and much that was decidedly commendable. He spoke of his uncle with warm affection, often sharing stories about him, claiming he would be the best man in the world if left to his own devices. While he didn’t seem particularly attached to his aunt, he acknowledged her kindness with gratitude and consistently spoke of her with respect. This was all very promising. If it weren’t for his unfortunate penchant for having his hair cut, there would be nothing to suggest he was unworthy of the distinguished honor her imagination had bestowed upon him—the honor, if not of being truly in love with her, at least of being very close to it, saved only by her own indifference (for she remained resolute in her decision never to marry). In short, he was marked out for her by all their mutual acquaintances. On his part, Mr. Weston added a virtue to the mix that carried weight. He made it clear that Frank admired her immensely, finding her both beautiful and charming. With so many positive attributes to consider, she realized she could not judge him too harshly. As Mrs. Weston observed, “all young people have their little whims.” Among his new acquaintances in Surrey, there was one person who was less forgiving. Generally, he was regarded with great candor throughout the parishes of Donwell and Highbury; people made generous allowances for the minor excesses of such a handsome young man—one who smiled often and bowed graciously. However, there was one spirit among them who remained unmoved by bows or smiles: Mr. Knightley. When the news reached him at Hartfield, he fell silent for a moment. But soon after, Emma heard him mutter to himself, glancing at the newspaper in his hand, “Hum! Just the trifling, silly fellow I took him for.” She felt a flicker of indignation but quickly realized that his remark was merely a way to express his own feelings, not intended to provoke her. So, she chose to let it go. While Mr. and Mrs. Weston’s visit this morning brought unwelcome news, it also proved to be particularly timely. During their time at Hartfield, something happened that prompted Emma to seek their advice; fortuitously, it was precisely the guidance they were prepared to offer. The situation involved the Coles, who had been settled in Highbury for several years. They were a decent sort of people—friendly, generous, and unpretentious. However, they came from humble beginnings, were engaged in trade, and were only moderately genteel. When they first arrived in the area, they lived within their means, keeping a low profile and entertaining only a few guests, and those without extravagance. Yet, in the past couple of years, their fortunes had changed significantly; their house in town had begun to yield greater profits, and luck had generally been on their side. With their newfound wealth, their aspirations grew; they desired a larger house and sought more company. They expanded their home, increased their staff, and heightened their expenses in every way. By this point, they were second only to the family at Hartfield in terms of fortune and lifestyle. Their love for social gatherings, coupled with their new dining room, set the stage for entertaining dinner guests, and a few gatherings—primarily among the single men—had already taken place. Emma found it hard to believe that they would dare invite the most esteemed families—neither Donwell, Hartfield, nor Randalls. Nothing could persuade her to attend if they did; she lamented that her father’s well-known habits would render her refusal less significant than she would have liked. The Coles were respectable in their own right, but they needed to understand that it was not their place to dictate the terms on which the more distinguished families would visit them. She feared that this lesson would come solely from her; she had little hope for Mr. Knightley’s support and none at all from Mr. Weston. However, she had resolved how to confront this presumptuousness weeks before it manifested, so when the insult finally arrived, she found herself surprisingly composed. Donwell and Randalls had received their invitations, yet none had been extended to her father and herself. Mrs. Weston’s explanation—“I suppose they won’t take the liberty with you; they know you don’t dine out”—did little to assuage her feelings. She wished she had the power to refuse; yet, as the thought of the gathering loomed larger in her mind—composed entirely of those whose company she cherished—the possibility of attending began to tempt her. Harriet would be there, along with the Bateses. They had discussed the event while strolling through Highbury the day before, and Frank Churchill had passionately expressed his regret over her absence. “Might the evening end in a dance?” he had asked, his enthusiasm palpable. The mere thought of it further unsettled her spirits, and the idea of being left alone, even if it was meant as a compliment, offered little solace. It was the arrival of this very invitation while the Westons were at Hartfield that made their presence so welcome. Although her first reaction upon reading it was to declare that “of course it must be declined,” she quickly turned to them for advice on what to do. Their prompt and persuasive suggestions led her to consider attending the gathering after all. She admitted that, given the circumstances, she felt a slight inclination toward the party. The Coles had expressed themselves so thoughtfully—there was genuine care in their approach, particularly in how they considered her father. “They would have requested the honor of his company sooner,” they explained, “but had been waiting for a folding screen from London, which they hoped would shield Mr. Woodhouse from any drafts, making him more inclined to join us.” Overall, she was quite amenable to the idea, and they quickly agreed on how to proceed without compromising his comfort—certainly, Mrs. Goddard, if not Mrs. Bates could be counted on to keep him company. Mr. Woodhouse needed to be persuaded to accept that his daughter would be going out to dinner soon, spending the entire evening away from him. As for his own attendance, Emma hoped he wouldn’t even consider it; the hours would be too late, and the gathering too large. However, he soon came to terms with it. “I’ve never been fond of dinner visits,” he remarked. “Neither has Emma.” Late hours do not suit us. I believe Mr. and Mrs. Cole should have taken the initiative. It would be far better if they could join us one afternoon next summer for tea—perhaps even accompany us on our afternoon walk. Our schedule is quite accommodating, allowing them to return home without having to brave the evening damp. I would never want to subject anyone to the dews of a summer evening. However, since you are so eager to have dear Emma dine with you, and since both you and Mr. Knightley will be there to look after her, I cannot wish to prevent it—provided the weather is as it should be: neither damp, nor cold, nor windy.” Turning to Mrs. Weston with a gentle reproachful glance, he added, “Ah, Miss Taylor, if you hadn’t married, you would have stayed home with me.” “Well, sir,” Mr. Weston interjected, “since I took Miss Taylor away, it’s my duty to fill her place if I can. I’ll go speak to Mrs. Goddard right away, if you’d like.” Yet the thought of anything being done in a moment only seemed to increase Mr. Knightley’s concern, rather than lessen it. Woodhouse’s agitation was palpable, but the ladies knew just how to soothe him. Mr. Weston needed to remain calm, and everything had to be arranged with care. With this approach, Mr. Woodhouse soon regained his composure and was able to engage in conversation as usual. “He should be pleased to see Mrs. Goddard. He held her in high regard, and Emma ought to write a note inviting her. James could deliver it. But first, they needed to respond to Mrs. Goddard.” “Cole.” “You will make my excuses, my dear, as politely as possible. Tell them I’m quite unwell and unable to go anywhere, so I must decline their kind invitation—starting with my compliments, of course. But you’ll handle everything perfectly. I needn’t remind you of what needs to be done. We must also remember to inform James that the carriage will be needed on Tuesday. I have no worries about you managing that with him.” We’ve only been there once since the new approach was made, but I have no doubt that James will get you there safely. When you arrive, be sure to let him know what time you’d like him to come back for you. It’s best to choose an early hour; you won’t enjoy staying late. You’ll feel quite tired once tea is over.” “But you wouldn’t want me to leave before I’m tired, would you, Papa?” “Oh, no, my dear; but you’ll tire quickly. There will be so many people talking at once.” “You won’t like the noise.” “But, my dear sir,” Mr. Weston exclaimed, “if Emma leaves early, it will disrupt the party.” “And what harm would that do?” Mr. Woodhouse replied. “The sooner every gathering breaks up, the better.” “But you’re not considering how it might look to the Coles. Emma leaving right after tea could be seen as disrespectful. They are kind-hearted people who don’t think much of their own importance, but they will still notice if someone hurries away. Miss Woodhouse’s departure would be more noticeable than anyone else’s in the room.” “I’m sure you wouldn’t want to disappoint or embarrass the Coles, sir; they are friendly, good-natured people who have been your neighbors for the past ten years.” “Absolutely not, Mr. Weston; I truly appreciate your reminder. I would be very sorry to cause them any distress. I know how admirable they are. Perry mentioned that Mr. Cole never touches malt liquor.” You might not guess it at first glance, but Mr. Cole is quite bilious—very much so, in fact. No, I would never want to cause them any distress. My dear Emma, we must take this into account. I’m certain that rather than risk hurting Mr. and Mrs. “Cole, you’ll need to stay a bit longer than you might prefer. You won’t mind being tired; you’ll be perfectly safe among your friends.” “Oh yes, Papa. I have no fears for myself at all, and I wouldn’t hesitate to stay as late as Mrs. Weston, but I worry about you. I’m just concerned that you’ll be waiting up for me.” I’m not worried about your discomfort with Mrs. Goddard. She loves piquet, after all. However, once she leaves, I fear you might end up staying up late instead of going to bed at your usual hour—and that thought would completely ruin my peace of mind. You must promise me you won’t stay up. He agreed, but only on the condition that she made some promises in return: if she came home feeling cold, she would make sure to warm up thoroughly; if she was hungry, she would eat something; her maid would stay up for her; and Serle and the butler would ensure everything was secure in the house, as always. # Chapter VIII Frank Churchill returned, and while he may have kept his father waiting for dinner, it went unnoticed at Hartfield. Mrs. Weston was too eager for him to be a favorite with Mr. Knightley. Woodhouse had a knack for revealing any imperfections that could be hidden. When he returned, having had his hair cut, he laughed at himself with admirable grace, showing no real shame for his actions. He had no reason to wish for longer hair to mask any embarrassment or to regret spending money that could have lifted his spirits. He remained as undaunted and lively as ever. After their encounter, Emma reflected to herself: “I’m not sure if it should be this way, but silly things lose their silliness when sensible people approach them with a boldness. Wickedness is always wickedness, but folly isn’t always folly—it depends on who’s dealing with it. Mr. Knightley, he is not a trifling, silly young man. If he were, he would have approached this differently. He would either have reveled in the achievement or felt ashamed of it. There would have been the boastfulness of a coxcomb or the evasions of a mind too feeble to defend its own vanities. No, I am quite certain that he is neither trifling nor silly. As Tuesday approached, she looked forward to seeing him again, and for a longer time than before. She anticipated judging his general demeanor and, by extension, deciphering the meaning behind his behavior toward her. She wondered how soon it might become necessary to adopt a cooler demeanor and imagined what the observations of those witnessing them together for the first time might be. She intended to be very happy, despite the setting being at Mr. Cole’s, and she couldn’t shake the awareness of Mr. Cole’s shortcomings. Elton, even in the height of his favor, had never disturbed her more than with his habit of dining with Mr. Cole. Her father’s comfort was well assured, with both Mrs. Bates and Mrs. Goddard able to join them. Before she left the house, her final pleasing duty was to pay her respects to the two ladies as they sat together after dinner. While her father fondly admired the beauty of her dress, she made every effort to make amends to the ladies by serving them generous slices of cake and full glasses of wine, compensating for any reluctant self-denial they may have practiced during the meal due to her father’s concern for their health. She had prepared a plentiful dinner for them and wished she could be certain they had been allowed to enjoy it. She followed another carriage to Mr. Cole’s door swung open, and Emma felt a surge of pleasure upon seeing it was Mr. Knightley. He was a man who, lacking horses, spare money, and a penchant for extravagance, relied instead on his robust health, activity, and independence. In Emma’s eyes, this often led him to travel as he pleased, neglecting to use his carriage as befitted the owner of Donwell Abbey. Now, she had the perfect opportunity to express her admiration while her feelings were still fresh. He paused to help her out, and she said, “This is how a gentleman should arrive. I’m truly glad to see you.” He smiled and replied, “How fortunate that we arrived at the same moment! If we had met first in the drawing room, I doubt you would have recognized me as more of a gentleman than usual. You might not have been able to tell how I came by my look or manner.” “Oh, I would have known,” she insisted. “I’m sure of it.” There’s always a hint of self-awareness or urgency when people enter a situation they know is beneath them. You might think you handle it quite well, but for you, it comes off as bravado, an air of feigned indifference. I notice it every time I see you in those situations. Now, however, you have nothing to prove. You’re no longer worried about appearing ashamed, nor are you trying to stand taller than anyone else. Now, I would genuinely be pleased to walk into the same room with you.” “Nonsensical girl!” he replied, but there was no trace of anger in his voice. Emma had every reason to be pleased with the remainder of the party, just as much as she was with Mr. Knightley. She was welcomed with a warmth and respect that was truly gratifying, receiving all the attention she could desire. When the Westons arrived, both husband and wife showered her with the kindest looks of affection and the strongest admiration. Their son approached her with a cheerful eagerness that clearly marked her as his special focus. At dinner, she found him seated beside her—something she was convinced was no mere coincidence on his part. The gathering was rather large, including another respectable country family, whom the Coles were fortunate to count among their acquaintances, as well as the male members of Mr. Cox’s family, the local lawyer from Highbury. The less esteemed ladies were set to arrive in the evening, accompanied by Miss Bates, Miss Fairfax, and Miss Smith. However, even at dinner, the gathering was already too large for any single topic to capture everyone’s attention. While politics and Mr. Elton were discussed, Emma found herself able to focus entirely on the delightful company of her neighbor. The first distant mention that drew her attention was the name Jane Fairfax. Mrs. Cole appeared to be sharing something about her that promised to be quite intriguing. Emma listened closely and discovered it was indeed worth her while. That cherished aspect of Emma, her imagination, was treated to an amusing revelation. Mrs. Cole recounted her recent visit to Miss Bates, where she was immediately struck by the sight of a pianoforte—a beautifully elegant instrument. It wasn’t a grand piano, but rather a sizable square model. The crux of the story, the culmination of the surprise, inquiries, congratulations from Mrs. Cole, and Miss Bates’s explanations, was that this pianoforte had arrived from Broadwood the day before, astonishing both aunt and niece—completely unexpected. According to Miss Bates, Jane had initially been quite perplexed, utterly bewildered as to who could possibly have ordered it. However, they were now both convinced it could only have come from one source: Colonel Campbell. “One can assume nothing else,” Mrs. Cole remarked, “and I was only surprised that there was ever any doubt. But Jane, it seems, received a letter from them very recently, and not a word was mentioned about it.” She knows their ways best, but I wouldn’t take their silence as a sign that they don’t intend to make a present. They might just be planning to surprise her. Mrs. Cole had many supporters; everyone who spoke on the matter was convinced that the gift must have come from Colonel Campbell, and they all rejoiced at the thought of such a present. There were enough voices in agreement to allow Emma to contemplate her own thoughts while still listening to Mrs. Cole. “I must say, I don’t know when I’ve heard anything that has brought me more joy! It has always bothered me that Jane Fairfax, who plays so beautifully, doesn’t have an instrument. It seems like such a shame, especially when there are so many homes where fine instruments are practically wasted.” “This feels like a wake-up call, for sure! Just yesterday, I was telling Mr. Cole how embarrassed I am to even glance at our new grand pianoforte in the drawing room. I can’t tell one note from another, and our little girls are just starting out—they may never really make anything of it. Meanwhile, poor Jane Fairfax, who is a true master of music, has nothing to play on—not even the most pitiful old spinet to entertain herself. I shared this with Mr. Cole yesterday, and he completely agreed. However, he loves music so much that he couldn’t resist the temptation to buy it, hoping that some of our kind neighbors might occasionally put it to better use than we can. Honestly, that’s the only reason we got the instrument—otherwise, we should be ashamed of ourselves. We’re really hoping that Miss Woodhouse might be persuaded to give it a try this evening.” Miss Woodhouse nodded in agreement, and realizing there was nothing more to glean from Mrs. Cole’s words, she turned to Frank Churchill. “Why are you smiling?” she asked. “Nay, why do you?” “Me! I suppose I smile out of pleasure at Colonel Campbell’s wealth and generosity. It’s a lovely gift.” “Very lovely.” “I find it surprising that it was never given before.” “Perhaps Miss Fairfax has never stayed here for so long before.” “Or maybe he didn’t offer her the use of their own instrument, which must now be gathering dust in London, untouched by anyone.” “That is a grand pianoforte, and he might think it too large for Mrs. Bates’s house.” “You can say what you like, but your expression reveals that your thoughts on this matter are very much like mine.” “I’m not so sure. I think you’re giving me more credit for insight than I deserve. I smile because you smile, and I’ll likely suspect whatever you suspect; but right now, I don’t see what there is to question. If Colonel Campbell isn’t the one, then who could be?” “What about Mrs. Dixon?” Dixon! How true that is. I hadn’t considered Mrs. Dixon. She must know, just as her father does, how welcome such an instrument would be. Perhaps the way it’s presented—the mystery, the surprise—feels more like a young woman’s idea than that of an elderly man. It is Mrs. ”Dixon, I must say, your suspicions have certainly influenced my own.” “If that’s the case, then you should broaden your suspicions to include Mr. Dixon as well.” “Mr. Dixon? Very well. I can see now that it must be the combined gift from Mr. and Mrs. Dixon.” “Dixon. We were discussing the other day how ardently he admires her performance.” “Yes, and what you shared with me only reinforced a notion I had previously entertained. I don’t mean to cast doubt on the good intentions of either Mr. Dixon or Miss Fairfax, but I can’t help but suspect that, after making his proposals to her friend, he may have unfortunately fallen in love with her, or perhaps he has sensed a hint of affection from her side. One could speculate endlessly without hitting upon the exact truth, but I am convinced there’s a specific reason for her decision to come to Highbury instead of accompanying the Campbells to Ireland. Here, she must endure a life of hardship and sacrifice; there, she would have experienced nothing but enjoyment. As for the pretense of needing to try her native air, I regard that as a mere excuse. In summer, it might have been plausible, but what can anyone’s native air do for them in January, February, and March?” Good fires and carriages would certainly be more suitable in most cases of delicate health, and I dare say in hers as well. I don’t expect you to share all my suspicions, even though you so nobly profess to do so, but I want to be honest about what I think. “And, I must say, your suspicions carry a strong sense of probability. Mr. Dixon’s preference for her music over her friend’s is something I can confirm—it’s quite pronounced.” “And then there’s the fact that he saved her life. Have you heard about that? It was during a water party, and by some accident, she nearly fell overboard. He caught her just in time.” “He did.” “I was there—one of the party.” “Were you really? Well! But you didn’t observe anything, I suppose, since this seems to be a new idea for you. If I had been there, I think I would have made some discoveries.” “I dare say you would; but I, in my simplicity, saw nothing but the fact that Miss Fairfax was nearly thrown from the vessel and that Mr. Dixon caught her. It all happened in an instant. Although the resulting shock and alarm were significant—and I believe it took us half an hour to feel comfortable again—those feelings were too general for any particular anxiety to be noticeable. However, I don’t mean to say that you couldn’t have made your own discoveries.” At this point, their conversation was interrupted. They were called to endure the awkwardness of a lengthy pause between courses, forced to maintain the same formality and order as the others. But once the table was properly set again, every dish placed just so, and a sense of ease returned, Emma remarked, “The arrival of this pianoforte is decisive for me. I wanted to know a little more, and this tells me quite enough.” “Rest assured, we will soon learn that it is a gift from Mr. and Mrs. Dixon.” “And if the Dixons completely deny any knowledge of it, we must assume it comes from the Campbells.” “No, I’m certain it’s not from the Campbells. Miss Fairfax knows it isn’t from them; otherwise, they would have been the first to be considered. She wouldn’t be so puzzled if she felt she could point to them. I may not have convinced you, but I am absolutely convinced myself that Mr. ”Dixon is a principal in the business.” “Indeed, it wounds me to think you believe I remain unconvinced. Your reasoning has completely swayed my judgment. Initially, when I thought you were convinced that Colonel Campbell was the giver, I viewed it merely as paternal kindness and considered it the most natural thing in the world. However, when you mentioned Mrs. Dixon, I realized how much more likely it was a gesture of deep female friendship. Now, I can see it only as an offering of love.” There was no need to pursue the matter further. The conviction in his expression felt genuine; he appeared to truly believe it. She chose not to say anything further, allowing other topics to take their turn. The dinner continued, moving through courses until dessert arrived, and the children came in, drawing attention and admiration amid the usual flow of conversation. A few clever remarks were exchanged, some downright silly, but the majority were neither here nor there—just the mundane chatter of everyday life, dull repetitions, old news, and heavy jokes. The ladies hadn’t been in the drawing room long before the other women, each from their own circles, began to arrive. Emma observed the entrance of her dear little friend. While she couldn’t bask in her own dignity and grace, she found joy in the blooming sweetness and natural charm of her friend. Most of all, she delighted in that lighthearted, unsentimental disposition which provided so many moments of joy amid the heartache of unfulfilled affection. There she sat—who would have guessed how many tears she had shed recently? Being in good company, nicely dressed and surrounded by others who were equally well-groomed, sitting, smiling, looking pretty, and saying nothing—this was enough to bring her happiness in that moment. Jane Fairfax certainly exuded an air of superiority in both her appearance and movements; however, Emma suspected that she might secretly envy Harriet. Perhaps Jane would have gladly traded her feelings for Harriet’s, willingly enduring the humiliation of having loved—yes, even Mr. Elton in vain—just to relinquish the unsettling pleasure of knowing she was cherished by her friend’s husband. In such a large gathering, Emma felt no need to approach Jane. She had no desire to discuss the pianoforte, as she was too aware of the underlying emotions to feign curiosity or interest. Thus, she deliberately kept her distance. Yet, the topic was soon brought up by others, and Emma observed the blush of awareness that accompanied the congratulations Jane received, along with the guilt that surfaced at the mention of “my excellent friend Colonel Campbell.” Mrs. Weston, ever kind-hearted and musically inclined, was particularly captivated by the news, and Emma couldn’t help but find amusement in her relentless inquiries about tone, touch, and pedal. Mrs. Weston was completely oblivious to Jane’s desire to say as little as possible on the matter, which was clearly reflected in the fair heroine’s expression. Before long, they were joined by several gentlemen, and the very first to arrive was Frank Churchill. In he walked, the first and the most handsome; after exchanging pleasantries with Miss Bates and her niece, he made his way directly across the circle to where Miss Woodhouse sat. He wouldn’t take a seat until he could sit beside her. Emma sensed what everyone else must be thinking: he was clearly focused on her, and it was evident to all. She introduced him to her friend, Miss Smith, and, at opportune moments afterward, listened to their impressions of each other. He remarked that he had never seen such a lovely face and was charmed by her naïveté. In turn, she hesitated, saying it might be too great a compliment, but she thought there was something in her looks that resembled Mr. Elton. Emma suppressed her indignation and turned away in silence. Intelligent smiles exchanged between her and the gentleman as they first glanced at Miss Fairfax, but it was wise to keep their thoughts unspoken. He confided that he had been eager to leave the dining room—disliking long sits—always the first to rise when he could. He mentioned that his father, Mr. Knightley, Mr. Cox, and Mr. Cole were busy with parish matters. Yet, despite his impatience, he admitted that the time spent had been pleasant, as he found them to be a group of gentlemanly, sensible men. He spoke highly of Highbury, praising it for its abundance of agreeable families, which made Emma reconsider her previous disdain for the place. Curious about the society in Yorkshire, she inquired about the neighborhood around Enscombe and its social dynamics. From his responses, she gathered that there was little activity in Enscombe itself, with their visits primarily among a handful of prominent families, none particularly close by. Even when days were set and invitations accepted, it was always a gamble whether Mrs. Churchill was not in the best of health or spirits for going out; he made a point of avoiding new acquaintances. Although he had his own engagements, it often took considerable effort for him to escape or to introduce someone for an evening. She noticed that Enscombe could not fulfill his needs, and that Highbury, at its best, might reasonably appeal to a young man who preferred more solitude at home than he cared to admit. His significance at Enscombe was quite apparent. He didn’t boast, but it was clear that he had managed to persuade his aunt where his uncle had failed. When she laughed and acknowledged this, he admitted that he believed—except for one or two matters—he could eventually convince her of anything. One of those matters where his influence fell short was his strong desire to travel abroad; he had been quite eager to be allowed to go, but she would not hear of it. This had happened the year before. Now, he said, he was beginning to feel differently. The unspoken truth, which he didn’t mention, Emma suspected was his desire to please his father. “I’ve made a most wretched discovery,” he said after a brief pause. “I’ve been here a week tomorrow—half my time. I’ve never seen days fly by so quickly. A week tomorrow! And I’ve hardly begun to enjoy myself.” “But I just got acquainted with Mrs. Weston and the others! I hate to think about it.” “Perhaps you now regret spending an entire day, out of so few, just to have your hair cut.” “No,” he replied with a smile, “that’s not something I regret at all. I take no pleasure in seeing my friends unless I feel presentable.” With the other gentlemen now in the room, Emma found herself obliged to turn away from him for a few moments to listen to Mr. Cole. Once Mr. Cole had moved on and she could focus again, she noticed Frank Churchill gazing intently across the room at Miss Fairfax, who was sitting directly opposite him. “What’s the matter?” she asked. He jumped slightly. “Thank you for waking me,” he replied. “I realize I’ve been quite rude; but honestly, Miss Fairfax has styled her hair in such an unusual way—so very unusual—that I can’t help but stare. I’ve never seen anything so outrageous! Those curls! This must be her own creation. I don’t see anyone else looking like her! I simply must go ask her if it’s an Irish trend.” “Shall I? Yes, I will—I declare I will—and you shall see how she reacts; whether she blushes.” He left immediately, and Emma soon spotted him standing before Miss Fairfax, engaged in conversation. However, due to his unfortunate positioning—directly between them and right in front of Miss Fairfax—she could discern nothing of the young lady’s response. Before he could return to his seat, Mrs. Weston claimed it. “This is the luxury of a large gathering,” she remarked. “You can get close to everyone and share everything. My dear Emma, I’ve been making discoveries and forming plans, just like you, and I must share them while the ideas are still fresh.” “Do you know how Miss Bates and her niece arrived here?” “How? They were invited, weren’t they?” “Oh, yes—but how did they get here? What was the manner of their arrival?” “They walked, I suppose. How else could they have come?” “That’s true. Well, a little while ago, it struck me how sad it would be for Jane Fairfax to walk home alone, late at night, especially with how cold it is now. As I looked at her, even though she was looking her best, I noticed she seemed a bit flushed, which made her more susceptible to catching a chill. Poor girl! I couldn’t bear the thought of it; so, as soon as Mr. Weston entered the room, and I seized the opportunity to discuss the carriage with him. You can imagine how easily he agreed to my wishes. With his approval secured, I made my way straight to Miss Bates to assure her that the carriage would be at her service before we headed home. I thought it would bring her some comfort right away. Good soul! She was as grateful as could be, exclaiming that “nobody was ever so fortunate as herself!”—but with countless thanks, she insisted there was no need to trouble us, as Mr. Knightley’s carriage had already brought them and would take them home again. I was quite surprised—very glad, of course, but truly taken aback. What a remarkably kind and thoughtful gesture! It’s the kind of thing that few men would even consider. Given his usual habits, I can’t help but think that the carriage was primarily for their benefit. I suspect he wouldn’t have arranged for a pair of horses just for himself; it seems more likely that he used it as an excuse to help them. “Very likely,” Emma replied. “I can’t think of anyone more suited than Mr. Knightley to do something so generous—anything genuinely good-natured, useful, or considerate. He may not be the most gallant man, but he is certainly very humane. Given Jane Fairfax’s ill health, this would strike him as a matter of compassion. For an act of unassuming kindness, I can’t think of anyone better than Mr. Knightley.” “Knightley. I know he had horses today—after all, we arrived together. I teased him about it, but he didn’t say a word that could give anything away.” “Well,” Mrs. Weston replied with a smile, “you give him more credit for simple, disinterested kindness in this case than I do. As Miss Bates was speaking, a suspicion crossed my mind, and I haven’t been able to shake it off since. The more I ponder it, the more plausible it seems. In short, I suspect there’s a match brewing between Mr. Knightley and Jane Fairfax.” “Look at the consequences of keeping you company! What do you have to say about that?” “Mr. Knightley and Jane Fairfax!” Emma exclaimed. “Dear Mrs. Weston, how could you even consider such a thing? Mr. Knightley! He simply must not marry! You wouldn’t want little Henry to be cut out from Donwell, would you? Oh!” “No, no, Henry must have Donwell. I absolutely cannot agree to Mr. Knightley marrying; in fact, I find it quite unlikely. I’m astonished that you would even consider such a thing.” “My dear Emma, I’ve explained what led me to think about it. I have no desire for the match—I certainly don’t want to harm dear little Henry—but the idea has arisen from the circumstances. If Mr. Knightley genuinely wished to marry, would you really have him hold back for the sake of a six-year-old boy who knows nothing of the situation?” “Yes, I would.” I could not bear the thought of Henry being replaced. Mr. Knightley marrying? No, I’ve never entertained such an idea, and I refuse to consider it now. And Jane Fairfax, of all women! “Come now, she has always been one of his favorites, as you well know.” “But the imprudence of such a match!” “I’m not discussing its prudence; I’m merely addressing its likelihood.” “I see no likelihood in it, unless you have a stronger basis than what you’ve mentioned. His good nature and humanity, as I’ve said, could easily explain his kindness toward the horses. He holds a great regard for the Bateses, independent of Jane Fairfax, and is always eager to show them attention. My dear Mrs. “Weston, please do not attempt to play matchmaker. You’re quite terrible at it. Jane Fairfax as the mistress of the Abbey? Oh, no, no; every fiber of my being protests against it. For his own sake, I would never want him to pursue such a reckless idea.” “Imprudent, if you like, but not mad. Aside from the difference in fortune and perhaps a slight age gap, I see nothing inappropriate.” “But Mr. Knightley has no desire to marry. I’m certain he hasn’t even considered it. Please don’t put the idea in his head. Why should he? He’s perfectly content on his own, tending to his farm, caring for his sheep, managing his library, and overseeing the parish. He adores his brother’s children and has no need for a wife to occupy his time or his heart.” “My dear Emma, as long as he believes that, it’s true. But if he truly loves Jane Fairfax—” “Nonsense! He doesn’t care about Jane Fairfax at all.” “In matters of love, I am certain he does not. He would do anything for her or her family; but—” “Well,” Mrs. Weston replied with a laugh, “perhaps the greatest good he could offer them would be to provide Jane with a respectable home.” “If it would benefit her, I’m convinced it would be detrimental to him—a shameful and degrading connection. How could he bear to have Miss Bates associated with him? To have her haunting the Abbey, constantly thanking him for his immense kindness in marrying Jane? ‘So very kind and obliging! But he has always been such a wonderful neighbor!’ And then, in the middle of her sentence, she would dart off to reminisce about her mother’s old petticoat. ‘Not that it was such an old petticoat, mind you—for it still had some life left in it—and, indeed, I must say that their petticoats were all quite durable.’” “For shame, Emma! Don’t mimic her.” You lead me astray against my better judgment. Honestly, I doubt Mr. Knightley would be particularly bothered by Miss Bates. He’s not easily irritated by trivial matters. She could chatter away, and if he felt the need to speak, he would simply raise his voice to overshadow hers. However, the real question isn’t whether it would be a poor match for him, but rather if he desires it—and I believe he does. I have heard him speak so highly of Jane Fairfax! The interest he takes in her—his anxiety about her health and his concern for her future happiness—has been evident in every word. He expresses himself so warmly on these matters! He is such an admirer of her pianoforte playing and her voice; he has said he could listen to her forever. Oh! I almost forgot to mention one thought that crossed my mind—this pianoforte that has been sent here by someone. While we have all been content to believe it’s a gift from the Campbells, could it possibly be from Mr. Knightley? “Knightley? I can’t shake the suspicion that he’s the one behind it. He seems just the type to act, even without being in love.” “That doesn’t prove he is in love, though. I really don’t think it’s likely he would do such a thing. Mr. Knightley isn’t one to act mysteriously.” “I’ve heard him lamenting that she has no instrument more times than I would expect, given the circumstances.” “Well, if he had intended to give her one, he would have mentioned it.” “There could be some scruples of delicacy at play, my dear Emma.” I have a strong feeling that it comes from him. I distinctly remember how quiet he was when Mrs. Cole mentioned it at dinner.” “You’re jumping to conclusions, Mrs. Weston, just as you’ve often accused me of doing. I see no signs of attachment—I don’t believe a word about the pianoforte—and only concrete evidence will convince me that Mr. Knightley has any intention of marrying Jane Fairfax.” They continued to debate the issue for a while longer, with Emma gradually gaining the upper hand in her friend’s reasoning. Mrs. Weston was the more eager of the two to yield, until a little commotion in the room signaled that tea had concluded and the instrument was being prepared. At that moment, Mr. Cole approached to request that Miss Woodhouse honor them by trying her hand at it. Frank Churchill, who had been largely unnoticed by Emma in her animated conversation with Mrs. Weston—except for the fact that he had taken a seat next to Miss Fairfax—followed Mr. Cole to add his own enthusiastic pleas. Since it suited Emma perfectly to take the lead, she graciously agreed. She was well aware of her own limitations and would not attempt anything beyond her capabilities. She possessed enough taste and spirit for the small, enjoyable pieces that were generally well-received and could accompany her own voice with ease. One unexpected accompaniment to her song pleasantly surprised her—a second voice, skillfully harmonized by Frank Churchill. At the end of the performance, he graciously apologized, and the usual exchanges followed. He was playfully accused of having a delightful voice and a perfect understanding of music, which he modestly denied. It was then boldly asserted that he knew nothing about music and had no voice at all. They sang together once more, and Emma decided to step aside for Miss Fairfax, whose vocal and instrumental talents she could never bring herself to downplay; they were, without a doubt, far superior to her own. With a mix of emotions, she settled at a distance from the group gathered around the instrument, ready to listen. Frank Churchill sang again. They had sung together once or twice, it seemed, at Weymouth. However, the sight of Mr. Knightley among the most attentive listeners quickly captured half of Emma’s attention. As a result, she drifted into thoughts about Mrs. Weston’s suspicions, with the sweet harmonies of their united voices providing only brief interruptions. Her objections to Mr. Knightley marrying remained as strong as ever. She could see nothing but malice in it. It would be a significant disappointment to Mr. John Knightley, and consequently to Isabella as well. It would inflict real harm on the children—a deeply mortifying change and a substantial loss for them all. It would also be a considerable blow to her father’s daily comfort. As for herself, she could hardly bear the thought of Jane Fairfax at Donwell Abbey. A Mrs. Knightley for everyone to accommodate? No—Mr. Knightley must never marry. Little Henry must remain the heir of Donwell. Mr. Knightley glanced back, then came over to sit beside her. At first, they spoke only about the performance. His admiration was undeniably strong; yet she couldn’t help but think, if it weren’t for Mrs. Weston, it wouldn’t have occurred to her otherwise. However, as a sort of touchstone, she began to mention his kindness in bringing the aunt and niece. Although his response seemed to brush the matter aside, she interpreted it as a reluctance to dwell on his own generosity. “I often worry,” she said, “that I can’t make our carriage more useful on such occasions. It’s not that I lack the desire; it’s just that my father would consider it impossible for James to be harnessed for such a purpose.” “Completely out of the question, completely out of the question,” he replied, smiling as if genuinely pleased by her concern. Encouraged, she decided to take another step. “This gift from the Campbells,” she continued, “this pianoforte is very generously given.” “Yes,” he said, without the slightest hint of embarrassment. “But they would have done better to give her a heads-up about it. Surprises are foolish things.” The pleasure was not heightened, and the inconvenience was often quite significant. I should have expected better judgment from Colonel Campbell. At that moment, Emma felt certain that Mr. Knightley had played no part in providing the instrument. However, whether he was entirely free from a particular attachment or if he harbored any actual preference remained uncertain for a little while longer. Towards the end of Jane’s second song, her voice began to falter. “That will do,” he said aloud once it was finished. “You’ve sung enough for one evening—now, let’s have some quiet.” Yet, before long, another song was requested.”Just one more,” they insisted. “We wouldn’t want to tire Miss Fairfax out, so we’ll only ask for one more.” Frank Churchill chimed in, “I believe you could manage this without any trouble; the first part is quite trivial. The real strength of the song lies in the second half.” Mr. Knightley bristled with anger. “That man,” he said, indignantly, “only cares about showing off his own voice. This cannot continue.” He turned to Miss Bates, who happened to be passing nearby. “Miss Bates, are you out of your mind, allowing your niece to sing herself hoarse like this? Go and intervene.” “They have no mercy on her.” Miss Bates, genuinely anxious for Jane, could hardly contain her gratitude before stepping forward to put an end to the singing. With that, the concert portion of the evening came to a close, as Miss Woodhouse and Miss Fairfax were the only young ladies performing. However, within just five minutes, the idea of dancing—its origin a mystery to all—was so effectively championed by Mr. and Mrs. Cole that the room was quickly cleared to create space for the festivities. Mrs. Weston, a master of country dances, was already seated and beginning an irresistible waltz. Meanwhile, Frank Churchill approached Emma with charming gallantry, took her hand, and led her to the front. As Emma waited for the other young people to pair off, she took a moment to look around, despite the compliments she was receiving on her voice and taste. She wondered what Mr. Knightley was up to. This would be a test; he was not usually one for dancing. If he were to show particular interest in engaging Jane Fairfax now, it could mean something significant. However, there was no sign of him just yet. No; he was engaged in conversation with Mrs. Cole, appearing completely unconcerned. Jane was asked to dance by someone else, and he continued his chat with Mrs. Cole. Emma no longer felt anxious about Henry; his interest remained intact, allowing her to lead the dance with genuine enthusiasm and joy. Though only five couples could be gathered, the rarity and spontaneity of the moment made it all the more delightful, and she found herself well-matched with her partner. They truly made a striking couple. Only two dances were permitted, much to their disappointment. As the evening wore on, Miss Bates grew anxious to return home for her mother’s sake. After several attempts to persuade Mrs. Weston for just one more dance, they had no choice but to express their gratitude and part ways, wearing expressions of regret. “Perhaps it’s for the best,” Frank Churchill remarked as he escorted Emma to her carriage. “I would have asked Miss Fairfax to dance, but her languid style wouldn’t have suited me after yours.” # Chapter IX Emma did not regret her decision to visit the Coles. The visit left her with many pleasant memories the next day, and whatever she might have sacrificed in terms of dignified seclusion was more than compensated by the glow of popularity. She must have brought joy to the Coles—worthy people who truly deserved to be happy!—and she had left behind a name that would not soon be forgotten. Perfect happiness, even in memory, is rare; yet there were two concerns that lingered in her mind. First, she questioned whether she had overstepped the bounds of womanly duty by revealing her suspicions about Jane Fairfax’s feelings for Frank Churchill. It didn’t feel entirely right, but the thought had been so compelling that it had slipped out. His willingness to accept everything she said was a compliment to her insight, making it hard for her to be completely sure she should have kept her thoughts to herself. The other source of regret also involved Jane Fairfax, and there she had no doubts at all. She genuinely and wholeheartedly regretted the shortcomings of her own playing and singing. She felt a deep sorrow over the wasted hours of her childhood and dedicated herself to practicing vigorously for an hour and a half. However, her focus was soon interrupted by Harriet’s arrival. If Harriet’s praise could have brought her solace, she might have found comfort quickly. “Oh! If only I could play as well as you and Miss Fairfax!” “Don’t compare us, Harriet. My playing is nothing like hers—it’s as different as a lamp is from sunshine.” “Oh! “Dear, I believe you play better than she does. In fact, I’d much rather listen to you. Everyone remarked on how well you played last night.” “Those who truly understand music must have noticed the difference. The truth is, Harriet, my playing is just good enough to earn praise, but Jane Fairfax’s talent far surpasses mine.” “Well, I will always maintain that you play just as well as she does, or that if there is any difference, no one would ever notice.” Mr. Cole remarked on how much taste you possess, and Mr. Frank Churchill praised your taste as well, emphasizing that he values taste far more than mere execution.” “Ah! But Jane Fairfax has both, Harriet.” “Are you certain? I noticed she has execution, but I wasn’t aware she had any taste. No one mentioned it. And I can’t stand Italian singing—there’s no way to understand a word of it.” “Besides, if she plays so well, it’s really just what she’s expected to do, considering she’ll have to teach. The Coxes were speculating last night about whether she might marry into a prominent family. What did you think of the Coxes?” “Just as they always are—quite vulgar.” “They mentioned something,” Harriet said, her voice trailing off hesitantly, “but it’s nothing of real importance.” Emma felt compelled to inquire further, though she dreaded the mention of Mr. Elton. “What did they say?” “They told me that Mr. Martin dined with them last Saturday.” “Oh!” “He came to see their father on some business, and he was invited to stay for dinner.” “Oh!” “They talked a lot about him, especially Anne Cox.” “I’m not sure what she meant, but she asked if I thought I should go back there next summer.” “She was being impertinently curious, just as one would expect from someone like Anne Cox.” “She mentioned that he was quite agreeable the day he dined there. He sat next to her at dinner. Miss Nash believes either of the Cox sisters would be eager to marry him.” “Very likely. I think they are, without exception, the most vulgar girls in Highbury.” Harriet had business at Ford’s, and Emma thought it wise to accompany her. Another accidental encounter with the Martins was possible, and given her current state, it could be perilous. Harriet, easily tempted and swayed by a mere suggestion, always took her time when making a purchase. While she lingered over muslins and wavered in her choices, Emma stepped outside for some amusement. There wasn’t much to be expected from the bustling streets of Highbury; Mr. Perry hurried past, and Mr. As William Cox let himself into the office, the only lively sights she could hope for were Mr. Cole’s carriage horses returning from their exercise or a stray letter boy struggling on an obstinate mule. So when her gaze fell instead on the butcher with his tray, a tidy old woman making her way home with a full basket, two curs squabbling over a dirty bone, and a group of dawdling children gathered around the baker’s window, eyeing the gingerbread, she realized she had no reason to complain. In fact, she found herself quite amused, enough to linger at the door. A mind that is lively and at ease can find contentment in the simplest of scenes. She glanced down Randalls Road, and the scene expanded. Two figures came into view: Mrs. Weston and her son-in-law, strolling toward Highbury—heading to Hartfield, of course. They were stopping first at Mrs. Bates’s house, which was a bit closer to Randalls than Ford’s. Just as they were about to knock, Emma caught their eye. They immediately crossed the road and approached her, and the pleasantness of their engagement from the previous day seemed to enhance the joy of their current meeting. Mrs. Weston informed Emma that she was on her way to visit the Bateses to hear the new instrument. “My companion tells me,” she said, “that I absolutely promised Miss Bates last night that I would come this morning. I wasn’t even aware of it myself.” “I didn’t realize I had set a specific day, but since he insists I did, I’m going now.” “And while Mrs. Weston pays her visit, I hope you’ll allow me,” Frank Churchill said, “to join your party and wait for her at Hartfield—if you’re heading home.” Mrs. Weston looked disappointed. “I assumed you intended to accompany me. They would be very pleased to see you.” “Me? I would only be in the way.” “But perhaps I’m just as much in the way here. Miss Woodhouse seems like she doesn’t want me around. My aunt always sends me off when she goes shopping, claiming I fidget her to death; and Miss Woodhouse looks as if she could say the same. What am I to do?” “I’m not here for any business of my own,” Emma replied. “I’m just waiting for my friend. She should be finished soon, and then we can head home.” “But you should go with Mrs. Weston and listen to the instrument.” “Well, if you think it’s best. But,” she added with a smile, “if Colonel Campbell happened to have a careless friend and the instrument turns out to be of indifferent quality, what will I say? I wouldn’t be much help to Mrs. Weston. She could manage perfectly well on her own. A harsh truth would sound much better coming from her, but I am utterly hopeless when it comes to telling a polite falsehood.” “I don’t believe that at all,” Emma replied. “I’m convinced you can be just as insincere as anyone else when the situation calls for it. Besides, there’s no reason to think the instrument will be anything less than excellent.” “Quite the opposite, if I understood Miss Fairfax’s opinion last night.” “Please, come with me,” Mrs. Weston urged. “It shouldn’t be too unpleasant for you. We won’t be long. Afterwards, we can head to Hartfield. I truly wish for you to join me in this visit.” “It will be such a wonderful attention! I always thought you meant it.” He could say no more. With the hope of Hartfield to reward him, he returned with Mrs. Weston to Mrs. Bates’s door. Emma watched them enter and then joined Harriet at the intriguing counter, trying with all her might to convince her that if she wanted plain muslin, there was no point in looking at the figured options. She also pointed out that a beautiful blue ribbon would never match her yellow pattern, no matter how lovely it was. At last, everything was settled, even down to the destination of the parcel. “Should I send it to Mrs. Goddard’s, ma’am?” Mrs. Ford asked. “Yes—no—yes, send it to Mrs. Goddard’s. But my pattern gown is at Hartfield. No, please send it to Hartfield instead.” “But Mrs. Goddard will want to see it,” Harriet said. “I could take the patterned gown home any day, but I’ll need the ribbon right away. It would be best to send that to Hartfield—at least the ribbon. Could you manage to make it into two parcels, Mrs. Ford?” “Really, Harriet, it hardly seems worth the trouble to ask Mrs. Ford for two parcels.” “You’re right, it isn’t.” “No trouble at all, ma’am,” Mrs. Ford replied, ever obliging. Ford. “Oh! I would much prefer to have it all in one. If you don’t mind, please send it to Mrs. Goddard’s—I’m not sure—No, I think it would be better to have it sent to Hartfield, and I can take it home with me tonight. What do you suggest?” “That you don’t spend another moment on the matter.” “To Hartfield, if you please, Mrs. Ford,” said Harriet. “Aye, that would be best,” Harriet replied, clearly pleased. “I wouldn’t want it sent to Mrs. Goddard’s at all.” As they spoke, voices approached the shop—one voice accompanied by two ladies: Mrs. Weston and Miss Bates, who greeted them at the door. “My dear Miss Woodhouse,” Miss Bates exclaimed, “I’ve just come over to ask if you and Miss Smith would do us the favor of sitting with us for a little while to share your thoughts on our new instrument. How do you do, Miss Smith?” “Very well, thank you,” Harriet replied. “And I asked Mrs. “Weston is coming with me, so I can be sure of succeeding.” “I hope Mrs. Bates and Miss Fairfax are—” “Very well, thank you. I’m grateful for your concern. My mother is in delightful health, and Jane didn’t catch a cold last night. How is Mr. Woodhouse? I’m so glad to hear such a positive report.” “Weston told me you were here.” “Oh! Then,” I replied, “I must run over. I’m sure Miss Woodhouse will let me just pop in and invite her to join us. My mother will be so delighted to see her—and now that we have such a lovely gathering, she can’t possibly refuse.” “Please do,” said Mr. Frank Churchill. “Miss Woodhouse’s thoughts on the instrument will be invaluable.” “But,” I countered, “I’ll be more likely to succeed if one of you comes with me.” “Oh, just wait a moment,” he said, “until I finish this task.” Would you believe it, Miss Woodhouse? There he was, in the most obliging manner, fastening the rivet on my mother’s spectacles. The rivet had come out this morning, you see. So very considerate of him! My mother couldn’t use her spectacles—she couldn’t put them on at all. And by the way, everyone should have two pairs of spectacles; they really should. Jane mentioned it. I intended to take them over to John Saunders first thing, but something always seemed to get in the way this morning—first one thing, then another. It’s hard to say what, you know. One day, Patty came to me, saying she thought the kitchen chimney needed sweeping. “Oh, Patty,” I replied, “don’t bring your bad news to me.” Just then, I noticed the rivet of my mistress’s spectacles had come loose. Shortly after, Mrs. Wallis sent over some baked apples with her boy. The Wallises are always extremely civil and obliging to us. While I’ve heard some people claim that Mrs. Wallis can be quite rude and ungracious, we have only ever experienced the utmost kindness from them. And it can’t be for the value of our custom now, considering our bread consumption, which is quite minimal, you know? There are only three of us—besides dear Jane, who is with us at the moment—and she hardly eats anything at all. Her breakfast is quite shocking; you would be alarmed if you saw it. I dare not let my mother know how little Jane consumes, so I say one thing and then another, and it all passes without notice. However, around midday, she does get hungry, and nothing pleases her more than baked apples. They’re incredibly wholesome too; I took the opportunity the other day to ask Mr. Perry about them when I happened to meet him on the street. Not that I had any doubts before—I’ve heard Mr. Perry speak on the matter often. Woodhouse recommends a baked apple, as he believes it to be the only truly wholesome way to enjoy the fruit. However, we often indulge in apple dumplings as well. Patty makes an excellent apple dumpling. Well, Mrs. “Weston, I trust you have succeeded, and that these ladies will be so kind as to join us.” Emma expressed that she would be “more than happy to attend to Mrs. Bates,” and at last, they made their way out of the shop. The only delay came from Miss Bates, who exclaimed, “How do you do, Mrs. Ford? I beg your pardon; I didn’t see you there. I’ve heard you have a delightful collection of new ribbons from town.” Jane returned yesterday, beaming with delight. “Thank you! The gloves fit wonderfully—just a bit loose around the wrist, but Jane is taking them in for me.” “What was I saying?” she asked, starting anew once they were all outside. Emma was curious about which of her many topics she would settle on. “I can’t seem to remember what I was talking about. Oh! My mother’s spectacles. It was so kind of Mr. “Frank Churchill!” he exclaimed. “Oh! I truly believe I can fasten the rivet; I find a task like this immensely enjoyable.” This clearly demonstrated his character. In fact, I must admit that, despite all I had heard about him and my expectations, he far surpasses anything I could have imagined. I extend my warmest congratulations to you, Mrs. Weston. He appears to be everything a devoted parent could wish for. “Oh!” he exclaimed, “I can fasten the rivet. I absolutely love a job like that.” I’ll never forget the way he said it. When I pulled out the baked apples from the closet and suggested our friends might like to try some, he immediately responded, “Oh! There’s nothing in the way of fruit that compares, and these are the finest-looking home-baked apples I’ve ever seen!” His enthusiasm was unmistakable, and I could tell it wasn’t just flattery. They truly are delightful apples, and Mrs. Wallis prepares them beautifully—though we only bake them twice, and Mr. Woodhouse made us promise to have them done three times—but Miss Woodhouse will kindly refrain from mentioning it. The apples themselves are undoubtedly the finest for baking, all sourced from Donwell—some of Mr. Knightley’s most generous supply. He sends us a sack every year, and I can confidently say there has never been a better keeping apple than those from his trees—I believe there are two of them. My mother insists that the orchard was renowned even in her youth. However, I was genuinely taken aback the other day—Mr. One morning, Knightley stopped by while Jane was enjoying some apples. We chatted about how much she loved them, and he inquired whether we had run out of our supply. “I’m sure you must be,” he said. “I’ll send you another batch; I have far more than I can use. William Larkins allowed me to keep a larger quantity than usual this year. I’ll send you some before they spoil.” I quickly protested, insisting that we really didn’t have many left—just half a dozen, in fact—but I wanted to save those for Jane. I couldn’t bear the thought of him sending us more, especially considering his previous generosity. Jane felt the same way. After he left, she was almost upset with me—though I wouldn’t call it a quarrel, as we had never had one in our lives. She was distressed that I had admitted our apples were nearly gone; she wished I had made him believe we had plenty left. “Oh, my dear,” I replied, “I said as much as I could.” That very evening, William Larkins arrived with a large basket of apples—at least a bushel of the same variety. I was quite grateful and went down to speak with him, sharing everything I could, as you might expect. William Larkins is an old acquaintance, and I always enjoy seeing him. However, I later learned from Patty that William mentioned it was the last of that type of apple his master had; he had brought them all, leaving his master with none left to bake or boil. William didn’t seem to mind, though; he was simply pleased that his master had sold so many. You see, William cares more about his master’s profits than anything else. But Mrs. Hodges, he said, was quite displeased that all the apples had been sent away. She couldn’t bear the thought of her master missing out on another apple tart this spring. He confided in Patty about his disappointment but urged her not to dwell on it and to keep it from us. After all, Mrs. Hodges could be quite irritable at times, and as long as so many sacks were sold, it hardly mattered who enjoyed the leftovers. Patty shared this with me, and I was utterly shocked! I would never want Mr. Knightley to find out about it, not for anything in the world! He would be so very… I wanted to keep it from Jane, but unfortunately, I had mentioned it before I realized. Miss Bates had just finished speaking as Patty opened the door, and her visitors made their way upstairs without any coherent story to follow, accompanied only by the sounds of her scattered good intentions. “Please be careful, Mrs. Weston; there’s a step at the turn. And you, Miss Woodhouse, do mind the dark staircase—it’s a bit darker and narrower than one would prefer. Miss Smith, do take care.” “Miss Woodhouse, I’m quite concerned. I believe you’ve hurt your foot, Miss Smith. It’s the step at the turning.” # Chapter X As they entered the little sitting room, it radiated tranquility. Mrs. Bates, deprived of her usual activity, dozed peacefully by the fire. Frank Churchill sat at a nearby table, diligently occupied with her spectacles, while Jane Fairfax stood with her back to them, absorbed in her pianoforte. Despite his busy hands, the young man’s face lit up with joy at the sight of Emma. “What a pleasure this is,” he said in a low voice, “arriving at least ten minutes earlier than I expected. You find me trying to be useful; do let me know if you think I’ll succeed.” “What!” exclaimed Mrs. “Weston, haven’t you finished it yet? At this rate, you wouldn’t earn a very good living as a silversmith.” “I haven’t been working non-stop,” he replied. “I’ve been helping Miss Fairfax with her instrument. It wasn’t quite stable; I believe it’s due to an unevenness in the floor. We’ve been wedging one leg with paper. It was very kind of you to agree to come. I was almost afraid you’d rush home.” He made sure she was seated beside him and busied himself with finding the best-baked apple for her, encouraging her to help or advise him with his work until Jane Fairfax was ready to sit down at the pianoforte again. Emma suspected that Jane’s delay stemmed from her nerves; she hadn’t had the instrument long enough to play it without feeling emotional. She needed to reason her way into the confidence to perform. Emma couldn’t help but feel sympathy for such emotions, regardless of their source, and resolved never to expose them to her neighbor again. At last, Jane began to play. Though her initial notes were tentative, the true potential of the instrument gradually emerged. Mrs. Weston, already delighted, found herself enchanted once more; Emma joined in her praise, and they both agreed that the pianoforte showed remarkable promise. “Whoever Colonel Campbell chose to handle this,” Frank Churchill said with a smile directed at Emma, “clearly made a wise decision. I heard much about Colonel Campbell’s taste while at Weymouth, and I’m certain that the softness of the upper notes is exactly what he and his entire circle would particularly value. I wouldn’t be surprised if Miss Fairfax, he either provided very detailed instructions to his friend or even wrote to Broadwood himself.” “Don’t you think so?” Jane didn’t turn around. She wasn’t obligated to listen. At that moment, Mrs. Weston was speaking to her. “It’s not fair,” Emma whispered. “Mine was just a random guess. Don’t upset her.” He shook his head with a smile, his expression revealing both confidence and a hint of cruelty. Soon after, he resumed, “How much your friends in Ireland must be relishing your joy on this occasion, Miss Fairfax. I can only imagine they often think of you, wondering which day—the precise day—the instrument will arrive. Do you think Colonel Campbell is aware that this is happening right now? Do you believe it’s the result of a direct commission from him, or merely a general instruction, an order without a specific timeline, contingent on circumstances and convenience?” He paused, and she couldn’t help but listen; she had to respond. “Until I receive a letter from Colonel Campbell,” she replied, her voice steady but strained, “I can’t imagine anything with any certainty. It’s all just conjecture.” “Conjecture—yes, sometimes we guess correctly, and sometimes we don’t. I wish I could predict how soon I’ll make this rivet completely secure.””What nonsense we talk, Miss Woodhouse, when we’re hard at work—if we talk at all. I suppose the real workmen keep their mouths shut, but we gentlemen laborers can’t help but chatter when we get the chance. Miss Fairfax mentioned something about conjecturing. Well, there it is. I have the pleasure, madam,” he said to Mrs. Bates, “of returning your spectacles, temporarily mended.” Both mother and daughter expressed their heartfelt thanks. To escape a bit from the latter, he approached the pianoforte and asked Miss Fairfax, who was still seated at it, to play something more. “If you’re feeling generous,” he said, “I’d love to hear one of the waltzes we danced to last night. Let me relive those moments. You didn’t seem to enjoy them as much as I did; you looked tired the whole time.” “I believe you were relieved that we no longer danced; yet I would have given anything—everything I possess—for just another half-hour.” She began to play. “What a joy it is to hear a tune again that has brought happiness! If I’m not mistaken, that was the one we danced to at Weymouth.” She glanced up at him for a moment, her cheeks flushing, before shifting to another piece. He picked up some music from a chair beside the pianoforte and turned to Emma. “Here’s something entirely new to me. Do you know it? Cramer. And look, a fresh collection of Irish melodies. One might expect that from such a source. All of this was included with the instrument.” Wasn’t it very thoughtful of Colonel Campbell? He knew that Miss Fairfax would have no music here. I particularly admire that aspect of his attention; it shows that it came straight from the heart. Nothing was done hastily or left incomplete. Only true affection could have inspired such a gesture. Emma wished he would be less direct, yet she couldn’t help but feel amused. When she glanced at Jane Fairfax and caught a glimpse of a smile—despite the deep blush of embarrassment—she realized there was a hint of secret delight. This made her feel less guilty about her amusement and much less conflicted regarding Jane. This amiable, upright, and seemingly perfect Jane Fairfax was evidently harboring some rather questionable feelings. Colonel Campbell had brought all the music to her, and they were looking it over together. Emma seized the moment to whisper, “You’re being too obvious. She must understand you.” “I hope she does.” I want her to understand me. I have no shame in my intentions. “But honestly, I feel a bit ashamed and wish I had never entertained the idea.” “I’m glad you did, and that you shared it with me. Now I have a key to all her peculiar looks and behaviors. Let her carry the shame. If she’s in the wrong, she should feel it.” “I don’t think she’s entirely devoid of it.” “I don’t see much evidence of that. Right now, she’s playing Robin Adair—his favorite.” Shortly thereafter, Miss Bates passed by the window and spotted Mr. Knightley, who was not far off on horseback. “Mr. Knightley, I declare! I must speak to him, if only to thank him. I won’t open the window here; it would give you all a chill. But I can go into my mother’s room, you know. I’m sure he’ll come in when he knows who is here. It’s quite delightful to have you all gathered like this—our little room is so honored!” As she spoke, she moved into the adjoining chamber and opened the casement, immediately calling out to Mr. Knightley. Knightley’s attention was fully captured, and every syllable of their conversation was as clearly heard by the others as if it had taken place in the same room. “How do you do? How do you do?” “Very well, thank you. I’m so grateful for the carriage last night. We arrived just in time; my mother was ready for us. Please, come in; do come in. You’ll find some friends here.” Thus began Miss Bates, and Mr. Knightley was clearly intent on making his voice heard, as he firmly and authoritatively stated, “How is your niece, Miss Bates? I want to inquire about all of you, but especially your niece. How is Miss Fairfax? I hope she didn’t catch a cold last night. How is she today? Please tell me how Miss Fairfax is.” Miss Bates had no choice but to provide a straightforward answer before he would allow her to speak on any other topic. The listeners found the exchange amusing, and Mrs. Weston cast Emma a glance filled with significance. But Emma continued to shake her head, her skepticism unwavering. “I’m so grateful to you!—truly, I appreciate the carriage,” Miss Bates replied. He interrupted her, saying, “I’m heading to Kingston. Is there anything I can do for you?” “Oh! Kingston—really? Mrs. Cole mentioned just the other day that she needed something from there.” “Mrs. “Cole has servants to send. Is there anything I can do for you?” “No, thank you. But please, come in! Guess who’s here? Miss Woodhouse and Miss Smith have graciously come to hear the new pianoforte. Do put your horse up at the Crown and join us.” “Well,” he replied, considering, “I suppose I could stay for five minutes.” “And look, here comes Mrs. Weston and Mr. “Frank Churchill too! Quite delightful; so many friends!” “No, not now, thank you. I can’t stay even for two minutes. I must get to Kingston as quickly as possible.” “Oh, please come in! They would be so happy to see you.” “No, no; your room is already full. I’ll come by another day to hear the pianoforte.” “Well, I’m so sorry!—Oh!” “Mr. Knightley, what a delightful party last night! It was simply wonderful. Did you see the dancing? Wasn’t it just delightful? Miss Woodhouse and Mr. Frank Churchill—I’ve never seen anything quite like it.” “Oh, it was indeed delightful. I can say nothing less, especially since I assume Miss Woodhouse and Mr. Frank Churchill are listening to everything we say. And,” he added, raising his voice even more, “I don’t see why Miss Fairfax shouldn’t be mentioned as well.” “I believe Miss Fairfax dances beautifully, and Mrs. Weston is undoubtedly the finest country-dance player in all of England. If your friends have any sense of gratitude, they should certainly say something nice about you and me in return, but I can’t linger to hear it.” “Oh, Mr. Knightley, just a moment! There’s something important—I’m so shocked! Jane and I are both quite taken aback about the apples!” “What’s the matter now?” “I can’t believe you sent us all your stored apples. You mentioned you had plenty, and now you don’t have a single one left!” We are truly shocked! Mrs. Hodges is likely to be furious. William Larkins brought it up here. You really shouldn’t have done that; you absolutely shouldn’t have. Ah! He’s gone. He can never stand to be thanked. I thought he might have stayed a little longer, and it would have been a shame not to mention… Well, (returning to the room) I wasn’t able to succeed. Mr. Knightley can’t stay. “He’s heading to Kingston,” he said. “He asked me if he could do anything for us…” “Yes,” Jane replied, “we heard his generous offers. We heard everything.” “Oh, indeed, my dear, I’m sure you did. After all, the door was open, the window was open, and Mr. Knightley spoke quite loudly. You must have caught every word. ‘Can I do anything for you in Kingston?’ he asked, so I simply mentioned…” “Oh, Miss Woodhouse, must you be leaving? You seem to have just arrived—how very kind of you.” Emma realized it was indeed time to return home; their visit had already stretched on for quite a while. Upon checking the time, she noted that so much of the morning had slipped away that Mrs. Weston and her companion could only accompany the two young ladies to the Hartfield gates before they set off for Randalls. # Chapter XI It is indeed possible to go without dancing altogether. There have been instances of young people spending many months without attending a single ball, and yet emerging unscathed, both physically and mentally. However, once the thrill of dancing has been experienced—even if only briefly—it is rare for anyone to resist the urge for more. Frank Churchill had danced once in Highbury and found himself yearning to dance again. The last half-hour of an evening spent with Mr. Woodhouse was convinced to spend time with his daughter at Randalls, where the two young people began to scheme. Frank was the first to propose an idea, and he pursued it with great enthusiasm. Emma, being the more discerning of the two, was acutely aware of the challenges involved and was particularly concerned about both comfort and appearance. Yet, she was still eager to showcase how wonderfully Mr. Frank Churchill and Miss Woodhouse danced—an opportunity that allowed her to confidently compare herself to Jane Fairfax. She found joy in the simple act of dancing, free from the taint of vanity. Together, they first measured the room they were in, assessing its capacity for hosting a dance. Then, they took the dimensions of the other parlor, hoping to prove, despite Mr. Weston’s insistence that the two rooms were of equal size, that this one was just a bit larger. Frank’s initial proposal was to start the dance at Mr. Cole should be finished there—that the same group should gather and the same musician be engaged—met with immediate agreement. Mr. Weston embraced the idea with enthusiasm, while Mrs. Weston gladly took on the task of playing for as long as they wished to dance. This led to the engaging task of counting exactly who would attend and carefully allocating space for each couple. “You and Miss Smith, along with Miss Fairfax, make three, and the two Miss Coxes bring it to five,” was a refrain repeated many times. “Then there will be the two Gilberts, young Cox, my father, and myself, in addition to Mr. “Knightley, yes, that will be quite enough for pleasure. You, Miss Smith, and Miss Fairfax will make three, and the two Miss Coxes will bring us to five. For five couples, there will be plenty of room.” But soon, doubts arose on one side. “But will there really be enough space for five couples? I honestly don’t think there will be.” On another front, someone remarked, “And after all, five couples aren’t enough to make it worthwhile to stand up. When you think about it seriously, five couples are hardly anything. It wouldn’t be right to invite five couples; it can only be considered a fleeting thought.” Someone mentioned that Miss Gilbert was expected at her brother’s and should be included with the rest. Someone else believed that Mrs. Gilbert would have danced the other evening if she had been invited. A suggestion was made for a second young Cox, and eventually, Mr. Weston mentioned a family of cousins that must be included, along with another very old acquaintance who couldn’t be overlooked. It became clear that the five couples would amount to at least ten, sparking an intriguing speculation about how they might be arranged. The doors of the two rooms faced each other directly. “Couldn’t they use both rooms and dance across the passage?” It seemed like the best plan, yet it wasn’t quite satisfactory, as many of them were hoping for something better. Emma acknowledged that it would be awkward; Mrs. Weston was anxious about the supper, and Mr. Woodhouse strongly opposed it, citing health concerns. His distress over the matter was so profound that it rendered the idea impossible to pursue. “Oh, no,” he insisted, “that would be the height of imprudence.” I could not bear it for Emma! She isn’t strong enough. She would catch a dreadful cold, and so would poor little Harriet. You all would suffer. Mrs. Weston, you would be completely laid up. Please, let’s not entertain such a wild idea. “Please, let’s not discuss it. That young man,” she said in a lowered voice, “is rather thoughtless. Don’t mention it to his father, but I must say, he’s not quite right. He’s been opening the doors repeatedly this evening and leaving them ajar without a thought. He doesn’t consider the draft. I don’t mean to sway your opinion of him, but truly, he’s not quite right!” Mrs. Weston regretted such an accusation. She understood its significance and did everything in her power to dispel it. All doors were now closed, the plan for the passage was abandoned, and they reverted to their original idea of dancing only in the room they occupied. Frank Churchill was so enthusiastic about this change that the space, which just a quarter of an hour earlier had seemed barely adequate for five couples, was now being adjusted to accommodate ten. “We were too extravagant,” he remarked. “We allowed for too much space. Ten couples can fit here just fine.” Emma disagreed. “It would be a crowd—a rather dismal one; and what could be worse than dancing without enough space to turn?” “Very true,” he replied gravely. “That would indeed be unfortunate.” Yet, he continued measuring, ultimately concluding, “I believe there will be quite tolerable room for ten couples.” “No, no,” she insisted. “You’re being unreasonable. It would be dreadful to stand so close together! Nothing could be less pleasurable than dancing in a crowd—and in a small room, no less!” “I can’t deny that,” he conceded. “I completely agree with you. A crowd in a little room—Miss Woodhouse, you have a remarkable talent for painting vivid pictures with just a few words. Exquisite, truly exquisite! Still, having gone this far, one is reluctant to abandon the discussion.” It would certainly disappoint my father—and honestly, I’m not sure—I tend to think that ten couples could fit in here quite nicely.” Emma sensed that his gallantry had a touch of stubbornness; he seemed more inclined to oppose the idea than to forgo the pleasure of dancing with her. Still, she accepted the compliment and overlooked the rest. Had she ever considered marrying him, it might have been worthwhile to pause and reflect on the significance of his preference and the nature of his temperament. However, for the purposes of their friendship, he was more than agreeable enough. By midday the following day, he arrived at Hartfield, entering the room with a charming smile that confirmed the continuation of their plans. It quickly became clear that he had come to share some exciting news. “Well, Miss Woodhouse,” he began almost immediately, “I hope my father’s little rooms haven’t completely scared away your desire to dance. I have a new proposal for you—an idea from my father that just needs your approval to set it in motion.” “May I hope for the honor of your hand for the first two dances at this little ball we’re planning—not at Randalls, but at the Crown Inn?” “The Crown Inn?” “Yes. If you and Mr. Woodhouse have no objections—and I trust you won’t—my father hopes his friends will be kind enough to join him there. He can promise them better accommodations and a welcome just as warm as at Randalls. This is his own idea, and Mrs. Weston has no objections, provided you are agreeable.” This is how we all feel. Oh, you were absolutely right! Ten couples in either of the Randall rooms would have been unbearable—simply dreadful! I realized how right you were the entire time, but I was too anxious to secure anything to admit it. Isn’t it a good exchange? You agree—I hope you agree?” “It seems to me a plan that no one could possibly object to, if Mr. and Mrs. “Weston, please don’t. I think it’s admirable; and as far as I can speak for myself, I would be most happy with it. It seems like the only real improvement we could make. Papa, don’t you think it’s an excellent idea?” She had to repeat and clarify her suggestion before it was fully understood. Even then, since it was entirely new, further explanations were needed to make it acceptable. “No, he thought it was far from an improvement—a very poor plan, much worse than the alternative. A room at an inn is always damp and unsafe; it’s never properly aired or suitable for habitation. If they must dance, they would be better off doing so at Randalls.” He had never set foot in the room at the Crown—he didn’t even recognize the people who managed it. “Oh, no, that’s a terrible idea. They’d catch worse colds at the Crown than anywhere else.” “I was going to point out, sir,” Frank Churchill interjected, “that one of the main advantages of this change is the significantly lower risk of anyone catching a cold—there’s far less danger at the Crown than at Randalls! Mr. Perry might have reason to regret the change, but no one else would.” “Sir,” Mr. Woodhouse replied, somewhat heatedly, “you are gravely mistaken if you believe Mr. Perry is just that kind of character. Mr. Perry is deeply concerned whenever any of us falls ill. However, I can’t quite grasp how the room at the Crown could be safer for you than your father’s house.” “It’s precisely because it’s larger, sir. We won’t need to open the windows at all—not once during the entire evening. It’s that dreadful habit of letting in cold air on heated bodies that, as you well know, sir, causes all the trouble.” “Open the windows? Surely, Mr. Churchill, no one would even think of doing that at Randalls.””Nobody could be so reckless! I’ve never heard of such a thing. Dancing with the windows wide open! I’m certain that neither your father nor Mrs. Weston—poor Miss Taylor, as she once was—would allow it.” “Ah, sir, but a thoughtless young person might occasionally slip behind a window curtain and raise the sash without anyone noticing. I’ve seen it happen myself more than once.” “Have you really, sir? Goodness!” I could never have imagined it. Living apart from the world, I often find myself astonished by what I hear. However, this does change things; perhaps when we discuss it further—these matters require careful thought. One cannot rush to conclusions. If Mr. and Mrs. “Weston will kindly stop by one morning so we can discuss everything and see what can be arranged.” “But, unfortunately, sir, my time is quite limited—” “Oh!” Emma interjected, “there will be plenty of time to go over everything. There’s no rush at all. If we can manage to meet at the Crown, Papa, it would be very convenient for the horses. They would be so close to their own stable.” “Indeed, my dear. That is a significant advantage. Not that James ever complains, but it’s only right to spare our horses whenever possible.” If I could be certain that the rooms were thoroughly aired—but can Mrs. Stokes be trusted? I have my doubts. I don’t even know her by sight.” “I can assure you that everything will be taken care of, sir, as it will be under Mrs. Weston’s supervision. Mrs. Weston has taken it upon himself to oversee everything.” “There, Papa! Now you must be satisfied—our beloved Mrs. Weston, who is the very definition of carefulness. Do you remember what Mr. Perry said all those years ago when I had the measles? ‘If Miss Taylor undertakes to wrap up Miss Emma, you need not have any fears, sir.’ How often have I heard you speak of it as a great compliment to her!” “Aye, very true. Mr. Perry certainly did say so, and I shall never forget it. Poor little Emma! You were quite ill with the measles; that is, you would have been much worse if not for Perry’s exceptional care. He came four times a day for an entire week. From the very beginning, he assured us it was a mild case—which was our greatest comfort. Still, the measles are a dreadful illness. “I hope that whenever poor Isabella’s little ones come down with the measles, she’ll send for Perry.” “My father and Mrs. Weston are currently at the Crown,” Frank Churchill replied, “assessing the house’s capabilities. I left them there and came straight to Hartfield, eager for your opinion and hoping you might be persuaded to join them and offer your advice on the spot. They both asked me to convey that it would mean a great deal to them if you could accompany me. They can’t proceed satisfactorily without you.” Emma was delighted to be summoned to such a discussion. Her father agreed to consider everything while she was away, and the two young people set off for the Crown without delay. Mr. and Mrs. Weston were delighted to see her and eager for her approval, each busy and content in their own way. She was slightly distressed, while he found everything to be just perfect. “Emma,” she said, “this wallpaper is worse than I anticipated. Look! In some places, it’s dreadfully dirty, and the wainscoting is more yellow and forlorn than I could have ever imagined.” “My dear, you’re being too particular,” her husband replied. “What does all that signify? You won’t see any of it by candlelight. It will look as pristine as Randalls in the dim glow. We never notice any of it on our club nights.” The ladies likely exchanged knowing glances that conveyed, “Men never recognize when things are dirty.” Meanwhile, the gentlemen probably thought to themselves, “Women and their little nonsenses and needless worries.” However, one perplexity arose that even the gentlemen found worthy of consideration: the supper room. When the ballroom was constructed, the idea of serving supper hadn’t been discussed; a small card room next door was the only addition made. What was to be done? This card room would be needed for its intended purpose, or, if the four of them decided that cards were unnecessary, it still felt too small for a comfortable supper. A larger room could be secured at the other end of the house, but reaching it required navigating a long, awkward passage. This posed a challenge. Mrs. Weston worried about drafts affecting the young people in that corridor, while neither Emma nor the gentlemen could bear the thought of being uncomfortably crowded during supper. Mrs. Weston suggested forgoing a formal supper in favor of simple sandwiches and snacks laid out in the small room. However, this idea was quickly dismissed as a dismal proposal. A private dance without a proper supper was deemed a blatant affront to the rights of both men and women, and Mrs. Weston was firmly advised not to mention it again. Taking a different approach, she peered into the uncertain space and remarked, “I don’t think it’s really that small. After all, we won’t be a large crowd, you know.” And Mr. As Weston strode briskly down the passage, his long strides echoed in the air. He called out, “You speak so much about the length of this passage, my dear. In truth, it’s hardly anything at all—there’s not even a draft from the stairs.” “I wish,” Mrs. Weston replied, “that we could know which arrangement our guests would prefer. Our goal should be to do what pleases the majority—if only we could figure out what that is.” “Yes, quite right,” Frank chimed in. “You need your neighbors’ opinions. I can’t say I blame you.” If one could determine who the most important among them is—the Coles, for instance—they are not far away. Should I pay them a visit? Or perhaps Miss Bates? She is even closer. I wonder if Miss Bates might not be just as capable of understanding the feelings of the others as anyone else. I believe we need a larger council. “Suppose I invite Miss Bates to join us?” “Well—if you think it’s a good idea,” Mrs. Weston replied, a hint of hesitation in her voice. “But do you believe she will contribute anything of value?” “You won’t gain anything useful from Miss Bates,” Emma said. “She’ll be all delight and gratitude, but she won’t provide any real information. She won’t even listen to your questions. I see no benefit in consulting her.” “But she’s so entertaining, so wonderfully amusing! I truly enjoy listening to Miss Bates talk.” “I don’t need to bring the whole family, you know.” At that moment, Mr. Weston joined them, and upon hearing the proposal, he expressed his enthusiastic approval. “Yes, do it, Frank. Go and fetch Miss Bates so we can settle this once and for all. I’m certain she’ll enjoy the idea, and I can’t think of anyone better suited to help us navigate any difficulties. Bring Miss Bates here. We’re becoming a bit too particular.” She is a living lesson in the art of happiness. But fetch them both. Invite them both.” “Both, sir? The old lady?” … “The old lady? No, I mean the young lady, of course.” “I’ll think you’re a great blockhead, Frank, if you bring the aunt without the niece.” “Oh! I apologize, sir. I didn’t remember right away. Of course, if that’s what you want, I’ll do my best to persuade them both.” And off he dashed. Long before he returned, leading the tidy, brisk-moving aunt and her elegant niece, Mrs. Weston, like a kind-hearted woman and a devoted wife, had reexamined the situation and found the challenges far less daunting than she’d initially believed—indeed, quite trivial. Thus, her decision-making difficulties came to an end. Everything else, at least in terms of speculation, was perfectly smooth. The minor details—arranging the table and chairs, setting the lights and music, preparing tea and supper—either fell into place effortlessly or were left as trifles to be settled later between Mrs. Weston and Mrs. Stokes. Everyone invited was sure to attend; Frank had already written to Enscombe to propose extending his stay a few days beyond his original fortnight, a request that could hardly be refused. It was destined to be a delightful dance, and when Miss Bates arrived, she wholeheartedly agreed. As a counselor, she was not particularly sought after; however, as an approver—a much safer role—she was genuinely welcomed. Her approval, both broad and detailed, warm and unceasing, was sure to please everyone. For another half-hour, they strolled between the various rooms, some making suggestions, others listening, all reveling in the anticipation of what was to come. The gathering did not conclude without Emma being assured of the first two dances by the evening’s hero, nor without her catching Mr. Weston whispering to his wife, “He has asked her, my dear. That’s right. I knew he would!” # Chapter XII There was only one thing missing to make the prospect of the ball completely satisfying for Emma: it needed to be scheduled for a day within the timeframe of Frank Churchill’s stay in Surrey. For, despite Mr. Weston’s confidence led her to believe it was not entirely impossible that the Churchills might allow their nephew to stay a day beyond his fortnight. However, this notion was deemed impractical. The preparations required time; nothing could be properly arranged until the third week began. For a few days, they would be caught in a cycle of planning, proceeding, and hoping amid uncertainty—at the risk, in her view, the significant risk, of it all being in vain. Enscombe, however, was gracious—gracious in demeanor, if not in words. His desire to extend his stay was evident, though it did not seem to please anyone; still, it was not outright opposed. Everything felt secure and promising. Yet, as the removal of one concern often paves the way for another, Emma, now certain of her ball, began to adopt as her next vexation Mr. Knightley’s indifferent attitude was frustrating. Whether it was because he didn’t dance or because the plan had been made without his input, he seemed determined to remain uninterested, refusing to let it spark any curiosity or offer him future enjoyment. When Emma shared her thoughts, all she received in response was a dismissive, “Very well. If the Westons think it’s worth all this trouble for a few hours of noisy entertainment, I have nothing against it, except that they shouldn’t choose my pleasures for me. Oh, yes, I must attend; I couldn’t refuse. I’ll do my best to stay awake, but honestly, I’d much prefer to be at home, poring over William Larkins’s weekly account. Much rather, I confess. Pleasure in watching dancing? Not for me, indeed—I never pay attention to it. I don’t know who does. Fine dancing, I suppose, like virtue, must be its own reward. Those who stand by are usually lost in their own thoughts.” Emma felt this was a jab at her, and it ignited her anger. It was not out of respect for Jane Fairfax that he felt indifferent or even indignant; he was not swayed by her feelings when he criticized the ball, for she was genuinely excited about it. The prospect of the event brought her to life—she was open-hearted and enthusiastic, exclaiming: “Oh, Miss Woodhouse, I hope nothing happens to prevent the ball! What a disappointment that would be! I must admit, I look forward to it with immense pleasure.” Thus, it was not to please Jane Fairfax that he would have preferred the company of William Larkins. No! She was increasingly convinced that Mrs. Weston was quite mistaken in his assumption. There was a great deal of friendly and compassionate attachment on his part—but no love. Alas, there was soon no time for quarreling with Mr. Knightley. Two days of joyful security were swiftly followed by the collapse of everything. A letter arrived from Mr. Churchill, urging his nephew to return immediately. Mrs. Churchill was unwell—far too unwell to manage without him. According to her husband, she had been in considerable distress when she wrote to her nephew two days earlier. However, due to her usual reluctance to cause worry and her habit of putting others before herself, she hadn’t mentioned her condition. Now, though, she was too ill to be coy and had to implore him to set off for Enscombe without delay. The essence of this letter was promptly relayed to Emma in a note from Mrs. Weston. His departure was inevitable. He would be gone within a few hours, yet he felt no real concern for his aunt, which only deepened his reluctance. He was all too familiar with her illnesses; they always seemed to arise solely for her own convenience. Mrs. Weston added that he could only spare time to rush to Highbury after breakfast to bid farewell to the few friends he believed would care about him. He was expected at Hartfield shortly thereafter. This disheartening note marked the end of Emma’s breakfast. Once it had been read, there was nothing left to do but lament and exclaim. The loss of the ball—the loss of the young man—and all that the young man must be feeling! It was simply unbearable! What a delightful evening it could have been! Everyone would have been so happy, and she and her partner the happiest of all! “I knew it would turn out this way,” was her only consolation. Her father’s feelings were quite different. He was primarily concerned about Mrs. Churchill’s illness and wanted to know how she was being treated. As for the ball, it was unfortunate that dear Emma was disappointed, but he believed they would all be safer at home. Emma was ready for her visitor long before he arrived; yet, if this reflected any impatience on his part, his sorrowful expression and complete lack of spirit upon his arrival more than made up for it. He felt the weight of departure too heavy to articulate. His dejection was palpable. For the first few moments, he sat lost in thought, and when he finally roused himself, it was only to say, “Of all dreadful things, leave-taking is the worst.” “But you will come again,” Emma reassured him. “This won’t be your only visit to Randalls.” “Ah!” he replied, shaking his head. “It’s the uncertainty of when I might return that troubles me! I’ll strive for it with all my might! It will consume my thoughts and cares! If my uncle and aunt go to town this spring—but I fear they didn’t last spring—I’m afraid that tradition is lost forever.” “Our poor ball must be entirely abandoned.” “Ah, that ball! Why did we wait for anything? Why not seize the joy in the moment? How often is happiness undermined by preparation—foolish preparation! You warned us it would be so. Oh, Miss Woodhouse, why are you always so right?” “Indeed, I’m truly sorry to be right in this instance.” “I would much rather be merry than wise.” “If I can return, we still have our ball to look forward to. My father is counting on it. Please don’t forget your promise.” Emma smiled graciously. “What a fortnight it has been!” he continued. “Each day more precious and delightful than the last—each day making me less able to endure any other place. How fortunate are those who can stay in Highbury!” “Since you are so generous in your praise,” Emma said with a laugh, “I must ask: did you not arrive with a hint of doubt at first? Surely we have exceeded your expectations?” “I’m sure we do. I’m sure you didn’t expect to like us very much. If you had, you wouldn’t have taken so long to arrive in Highbury.” He laughed a bit self-consciously, and although he denied it, Emma was certain he felt that way. “So, you must be leaving this very morning?” “Yes, my father is joining me here. We’ll walk back together, and I really must be off right away. I’m almost afraid he’ll arrive at any moment.” “Not even five minutes to spare for your friends Miss Fairfax and Miss Bates? How unfortunate!” “Miss Bates’s sharp, argumentative mind might have strengthened yours.” “Yes—I did stop by. As I passed the door, I thought it best to go in. It felt like the right thing to do. I stayed for just three minutes, but I was held up by Miss Bates’s absence. She wasn’t home, and I couldn’t bring myself to leave without waiting for her. She’s a woman you can laugh at, but one you wouldn’t want to disregard. It was better to pay my visit then”— He hesitated, stood up, and walked to the window. “In short,” he said, “perhaps, Miss Woodhouse—I think you can hardly be without some suspicion.” He gazed at her, as if trying to decipher her thoughts. She found herself at a loss for words. It felt like the precursor to something profoundly serious, a conversation she wished to avoid. Gathering her resolve, she spoke, hoping to deflect the moment. “You’re absolutely right; it was entirely natural for you to pay your visit.” He fell silent. She sensed his gaze on her, likely contemplating her words and attempting to grasp her demeanor. She heard him sigh softly. It was only natural for him to feel a sense of longing. He couldn’t believe she was truly encouraging him. After a few awkward moments, he sat down again and, with renewed determination, said, “It means a lot to me to think that I could dedicate all my time to Hartfield. My feelings for Hartfield are very strong”— He paused again, rose once more, and appeared quite flustered. He was more in love with her than Emma had realized, and who can say how things might have unfolded if his father hadn’t arrived? Mr. Woodhouse soon followed, and the need to compose himself helped him regain his composure. Just a few more minutes passed before the current trial came to an end. Mr. Weston, ever vigilant when there was business to attend to, was as incapable of delaying the inevitable as he was of predicting the uncertain. He declared, “It’s time to go.” The young man, despite his sighs, had no choice but to agree and bid farewell. “I’ll hear about all of you,” he said, “that’s my greatest comfort. I’ll stay updated on everything happening among you. I’ve arranged for Mrs. Weston has kindly agreed to correspond with me. Oh, the joy of having a female correspondent when one is truly invested in the lives of those who are far away! She will share everything with me. Through her letters, I will feel as if I’m back in dear Highbury again. A warm handshake and a heartfelt “Goodbye” concluded the conversation, and soon the door had closed behind Frank Churchill. Their time together had been brief—too brief—and as he left, Emma felt a pang of regret at their parting. She anticipated the significant void his absence would create in their little circle, prompting her to worry that she might feel too much sorrow over it. It was a bittersweet change. They had been meeting almost every day since his arrival, and his presence at Randalls had infused the last two weeks with an indescribable energy. Each morning brought the thrill of anticipation—his attentions, his lively spirit, his charming manners! Those had been two very happy weeks, and the thought of returning to the mundane routine of Hartfield days felt like a heavy loss. To add to everything else, he had almost confessed his love for her. What depth or constancy his feelings might hold was uncertain, but for now, she couldn’t deny that he harbored a warm admiration and a clear preference for her. This belief, combined with everything else, led her to conclude that she must be a little in love with him, despite all her previous resolutions to the contrary. “I certainly must,” she replied. “This sensation of listlessness, weariness, and dullness—this disinclination to sit down and engage in anything, this feeling that everything around the house is insipid! I must be in love; I would be the oddest creature in the world if I weren’t—at least for a few weeks. Well, what is a misfortune for some is often a blessing for others. I’ll have plenty of fellow mourners for the ball, if not for Frank Churchill; but Mr. Knightley will be pleased.” “He may spend the evening with his dear William Larkins now, if he likes.” Mr. Knightley, however, did not display any triumphant happiness. He couldn’t claim to be sorry for himself; his cheerful demeanor would have contradicted that notion. Instead, he said, with steady sincerity, that he regretted the disappointment of others, and with genuine kindness added, “You, Emma, who have so few opportunities to dance, are truly out of luck. You are very much out of luck!” It took several days before she encountered Jane Fairfax and could gauge her genuine regret over this unfortunate turn of events. When they finally met, Jane’s composure was infuriating. She had been particularly unwell, suffering from a headache so severe that her aunt declared Jane would not have been able to attend the ball even if it had taken place. It was charitable to attribute some of her disconcerting indifference to the lingering effects of her illness. # Chapter XIII Emma remained convinced that she was in love. Her thoughts only shifted regarding the extent of her feelings. At first, she thought it was a good deal; later, not so much. She found great joy in hearing Frank Churchill mentioned, and for his sake, even more delight in visiting Mr. and Mrs. Weston. Her thoughts often drifted to him, and she grew increasingly impatient for a letter that would reveal how he was doing, how his spirits were, how his aunt was faring, and whether he might come to Randalls again this spring. Yet, despite her feelings, she couldn’t allow herself to feel truly unhappy. After that first morning, she remained as engaged and cheerful as ever. While he was undeniably charming, she could still imagine his faults. Even as she sat drawing or working, dreaming up a thousand delightful scenarios for the development and conclusion of their relationship—imagining captivating conversations and crafting elegant letters—the outcome of every fictional declaration from him ended with her refusing him. Their affection always seemed destined to fade into friendship. Everything tender and charming marked their parting, yet they were still destined to separate. As the reality of this settled in, she realized that perhaps she wasn’t as deeply in love as she thought. Despite her steadfast resolve never to leave her father or marry, a genuine attachment would surely stir more conflict within her than she felt at that moment. “I don’t find myself using the word sacrifice,” she mused. “In none of my clever replies or delicate refusals is there any hint of making a sacrifice. I suspect he isn’t truly essential to my happiness. So much the better. I certainly won’t force myself to feel more than I do.” “I am quite in love enough as it is. I would be sorry to feel any more.” Overall, she felt satisfied with her assessment of his feelings. “He is undoubtedly very much in love—everything about him shows it—very much in love indeed! When he comes again, if his affection remains, I must be careful not to encourage it. It would be utterly inexcusable to do otherwise, as I have already made up my mind. Not that I believe he thinks I have been encouraging him up to this point. No, if he truly believed I shared his feelings, he wouldn’t have looked so miserable. Had he thought himself encouraged, his demeanor and words at parting would have been different. Still, I must remain vigilant.” This reflects the assumption that his feelings will remain as they are, but I can’t say I expect that to be the case. I don’t see him as quite the type of man to be steady or constant. His emotions are warm, but I can easily imagine them being rather fickle. Ultimately, every consideration of the matter makes me grateful that my happiness isn’t more deeply entangled. I’ll be just fine again after a little while, and then it will be a chapter closed. They say everyone falls in love at least once in their lives, and I’ll have gotten off lightly. When his letter to Mrs. Weston arrived, Emma had the chance to read it, and she found herself filled with a mix of pleasure and admiration that made her question her own feelings, wondering if she had underestimated their intensity. It was a lengthy, well-crafted letter detailing his journey and emotions, expressing all the affection, gratitude, and respect that felt both natural and honorable. He described everything about the places he visited with both spirit and precision, avoiding any suspicious flourishes of apology or concern. It was the language of genuine feeling towards Mrs. Weston. He touched on the transition from Highbury to Enscombe and the contrast between the two places, hinting at how deeply he felt the difference and how much more he could have said if not for the constraints of propriety. The charm of her name was present throughout; Miss Woodhouse appeared more than once, always in a pleasing context—either as a compliment to her taste or a fond recollection of something she had said. Even in the final mention, stripped of any overt flattery, she could still sense the impact of her influence and recognize perhaps the greatest compliment of all that was conveyed. In the very corner of the page, these words were scrawled: “I had not a spare moment on Tuesday, as you know, for Miss Woodhouse’s lovely little friend. Please convey my apologies and farewells to her.” Emma could not doubt that this was all meant for her. Harriet was remembered solely because she was her friend. His news regarding Enscombe was neither better nor worse than expected; Mrs. Churchill was recovering, and he dared not even entertain the thought of when he might visit Randalls again. Yet, while the material aspects of the letter were gratifying and invigorating, Emma found that its sentiments, once folded and returned to Mrs. Weston had not brought her any lasting warmth; she realized she could still manage without the writer, and he would have to learn to do the same without her. Her intentions remained unchanged, but her resolve to refuse him only grew more intriguing as she devised a plan for his eventual consolation and happiness. The memory of Harriet, along with the affectionate phrase “beautiful little friend,” sparked the idea that Harriet might take her place in his affections. Was it impossible? No. While Harriet was undoubtedly inferior to her in intellect, he had been captivated by her lovely face and the genuine warmth of her demeanor. All the circumstances and connections seemed to favor Harriet. For Harriet, this would be both advantageous and delightful. “I must not dwell on this,” she told herself. “I must not think about it.” I understand the risks of indulging in such speculations. Yet, stranger things have happened. When we stop caring for one another as we do now, it may lead us to a genuine, disinterested friendship that I can already anticipate with pleasure. It was comforting to have something to look forward to on Harriet’s behalf, though it might be wise to indulge that thought sparingly, for trouble was brewing in that direction. Just as Frank Churchill’s arrival had overshadowed Mr. Elton’s engagement in the conversations of Highbury, now, with Frank’s departure, Mr. Elton’s situation was becoming increasingly pressing. His wedding day had been set. He would soon be back among them again; Mr. Elton and his bride. There was barely a moment to discuss the first letter from Enscombe before “Mr. Elton and his bride” was on everyone’s lips, and Frank Churchill faded from memory. Emma felt a wave of sickness at the mention. She had enjoyed three weeks free from Mr. Elton’s presence, and she had hoped that Harriet’s spirits were finally beginning to strengthen. With Mr. Weston’s ball approaching, there had been a noticeable insensitivity to other matters; however, it was now painfully clear that Harriet had not reached a level of composure that could withstand the actual event—new carriage, ringing bells, and all. Poor Harriet was in a flurry of nerves that required all of Emma’s reasoning, soothing words, and attentions. Emma felt compelled to do everything she could for her friend; Harriet deserved all her ingenuity and patience. Yet, it was exhausting to constantly reassure without making any real impact, to agree endlessly without aligning their opinions. Harriet listened obediently, affirming, “It’s very true—it’s just as Miss Woodhouse described. It’s not worth thinking about them, and I won’t think about them any longer.” But no change of subject could help, and within half an hour, she was just as anxious and restless about the Eltons as before. Finally, Emma decided to approach the matter from a different angle. “Your preoccupation with Mr. Elton’s marriage and your unhappiness over it, Harriet, is the greatest reproach you could direct at me. There’s no sharper rebuke for the mistake I made. I take full responsibility; I know it was entirely my doing. I haven’t forgotten it, I assure you. I deceived myself, and in doing so, I misled you terribly—and that will haunt me forever. Please don’t think for a moment that I could forget.” Harriet was too overwhelmed by this to respond with anything more than a few eager exclamations. Emma continued, “I haven’t asked you to exert yourself for my sake; I want you to think less and talk less about Mr. Elton for your own good. It’s more important than my comfort. I wish for you to develop a habit of self-control, to consider your duties, to pay attention to propriety, and to avoid the suspicions of others. This will help safeguard your health and reputation and restore your peace of mind. These are the reasons I’ve been urging you to change. They matter greatly, and I regret that you can’t see their importance enough to act on them. My own relief from pain is a secondary concern; what I truly want is for you to protect yourself from greater suffering.” “Perhaps I sometimes felt that Harriet might not forget what was due to me—or rather, what would be kind.” This appeal to her affections resonated more deeply than anything else. The thought of wanting gratitude and consideration from Miss Woodhouse, whom she truly adored, left her feeling wretched for a time. Yet, once the intensity of her grief subsided, that feeling remained strong enough to guide her toward what was right and support her in it reasonably well. “You, who have been the best friend I’ve ever had—want gratitude from you? No one compares to you! I care for no one as I do for you! Oh, Miss Woodhouse, how ungrateful I have been!” Such heartfelt expressions, enhanced by every nuance of look and manner, made Emma realize that she had never loved Harriet as deeply or valued her affection as highly before. “There is no charm equal to the tenderness of heart,” she reflected later. “Nothing can compare to it.” Warmth and tenderness of heart, combined with an affectionate and open demeanor, will always surpass sheer intellect when it comes to attraction. I am certain of this. It is this very tenderness that makes my dear father so universally beloved and grants Isabella her popularity. While I may not possess it myself, I deeply appreciate and respect its value. Harriet, with all her charm and the joy she brings, surpasses me in this regard. Dear Harriet! I wouldn’t trade you for the clearest-headed, most perceptive, or best-judging woman alive. The coldness of a Jane Fairfax pales in comparison—Harriet is worth a hundred like her. For a sensible man, having Harriet as a wife is truly invaluable. I won’t name names, but how fortunate is the man who chooses Harriet over Emma! # Chapter XIV Mrs. Elton was first spotted at church; however, while devotion might be momentarily interrupted, curiosity could not be satisfied by merely glimpsing a bride in a pew. The true measure of her beauty—whether she was strikingly pretty, merely attractive, or not pretty at all—would have to wait for the formal visits that were to follow. Emma felt a mix of pride and propriety that compelled her to resolve not to be the last to pay her respects. She insisted that Harriet accompany her, hoping to get through the awkwardness as quickly as possible. Emma could not bear the thought of entering the house again, nor could she face the very room where she had so vainly retreated three months earlier to lace up her boot, without being flooded with memories. A thousand vexing thoughts rushed back: compliments, charades, and dreadful blunders. It was hard to believe that poor Harriet wouldn’t be recalling them as well, but she managed to behave admirably, though she appeared somewhat pale and silent. The visit was, of course, brief. The embarrassment and mental distractions made it even shorter, preventing Emma from forming a clear opinion of the lady. She resolutely refused to express any judgment beyond the vague platitudes of being “elegantly dressed and very pleasing.” In truth, she did not really like her. She was not one to rush to judgment, yet she suspected there was a lack of elegance—ease, certainly, but not elegance. She felt that for a young woman, a stranger, and a bride, there was perhaps too much ease. The woman had a decent figure and a pretty enough face, but neither her features, demeanor, voice, nor manner exuded elegance. Emma believed this would ultimately be the case. As for Mr. Elton, she refrained from making any hasty or clever remarks about his manners. Receiving wedding visits was always an awkward affair, and a man needed to possess a certain grace to navigate it successfully. The woman was undoubtedly better off; she had the advantage of fine clothes and the privilege of modesty, while the man relied solely on his own good sense. Considering how peculiarly unfortunate Mr. Elton was to be in the same room with the woman he had just married, the woman he had wished to marry, and the woman everyone expected him to marry, it was only fair to allow him the right to appear as perplexed and affected as he did, rather than truly at ease. “Well, Miss Woodhouse,” said Harriet after they left the house, waiting in vain for her friend to speak first, “what do you think of her? Isn’t she charming?” Emma hesitated slightly before responding. “Oh, yes—very charming. A very pleasing young woman.” “I think she’s beautiful—quite beautiful.” “Indeed, she’s very nicely dressed; that gown is remarkably elegant.” “I’m not at all surprised he fell in love with her.” “Oh, no—there’s nothing surprising about it at all. A pretty fortune, and she just happened to be in his path.” “I dare say,” Harriet replied with another sigh, “I dare say she was very much attached to him.” “Perhaps she was; but it’s not every man’s fate to marry the woman who loves him best.” Miss Hawkins, perhaps, longed for a home and believed this was the best offer she would receive. “Yes,” Harriet replied earnestly, “and she certainly deserves it. No one could ask for a better match. I truly wish them every happiness. And now, Miss Woodhouse, I don’t think I’ll mind seeing them again. He remains as impressive as ever; but being married changes everything, you know. No, indeed, Miss Woodhouse, you needn’t worry. I can sit and admire him now without feeling any great sorrow. Knowing he hasn’t squandered his future is such a relief! She seems like a delightful young woman, just what he deserves.” “Happy creature! He called her ‘Augusta.’ How delightful!” When the visit was reciprocated, Emma resolved to observe more closely and form a better judgment. With Harriet absent from Hartfield and her father engaged in conversation with Mr. Elton, Emma found herself alone with Mrs. Elton for a precious quarter of an hour. During that time, she attentively listened to the lady, and by the end, she was thoroughly convinced that Mrs. Elton was a vain woman, excessively pleased with herself and overly aware of her own importance. Mrs. Elton seemed determined to shine and present herself as superior, yet her manners were shaped by a poor upbringing—pert and overly familiar. Emma noted that her ideas were drawn from a narrow circle of acquaintances and a singular way of life. While she might not be foolish, she was certainly ignorant, and Emma realized that her company would do Mr. Elton no favors. Elton was not a suitable match. Harriet would have been a far better choice. While she may not have possessed wisdom or refinement herself, she would have introduced him to those who did. However, it could be reasonably assumed that Miss Hawkins, with her easy self-assurance, considered herself the best of her social circle. The wealthy brother-in-law near Bristol was the pride of the family, and his estate and carriages were a source of pride for him. As soon as they were seated, the conversation turned to Maple Grove—“My brother Mr. Suckling’s estate”—leading to a comparison between Hartfield and Maple Grove. The grounds of Hartfield were small yet charming, and the house itself was modern and well-constructed. Mrs. Elton appeared quite taken with the size of the rooms, the entrance, and everything she could see or envision. “It’s remarkably similar to Maple Grove!” she exclaimed, clearly impressed by the resemblance. “That room is the exact shape and size of my sister’s favorite morning room at Maple Grove.” Mr. Elton was called upon for his opinion. “Isn’t it astonishingly alike? I can almost imagine myself at Maple Grove,” she continued, her enthusiasm unabated. “And the staircase! You know, as I walked in, I couldn’t help but notice how closely it resembles the one at Maple Grove, positioned in exactly the same spot within the house. I simply had to exclaim!” I assure you, Miss Woodhouse, it brings me great joy to be reminded of a place I hold so dear: Maple Grove. I have spent countless happy months there! (with a wistful sigh). It is undeniably charming. Everyone who visits is captivated by its beauty; but for me, it has truly felt like home. Once you find yourself transplanted, like I have, Miss Woodhouse, you will understand how wonderful it is to encounter anything that resembles what you’ve left behind. “I always say this is one of the true evils of matrimony,” Emma remarked. She offered only a minimal response, but it was more than enough for Mrs. Elton, who was eager to continue her monologue. “It’s so remarkably like Maple Grove! And it’s not just the house—the grounds, I assure you, are strikingly similar. The laurels at Maple Grove are just as abundant as here, standing in much the same arrangement—right across the lawn. I caught a glimpse of a magnificent tree with a bench around it, which reminded me so vividly of home! My brother and sister will be absolutely enchanted by this place.” “People who have extensive grounds of their own are always pleased with anything in the same style.” Emma questioned the validity of this sentiment. She believed that those with vast estates cared little for the expansive grounds of others. However, she deemed it unnecessary to challenge such a deeply entrenched misconception and simply replied, “When you’ve explored more of this country, I fear you might find you’ve overrated Hartfield. Surrey is filled with beauty.” “Oh, I know that well. It is, after all, the garden of England. Surrey is the garden of England.” “Yes, but we shouldn’t base our claims solely on that distinction.” “Many counties, I believe, are referred to as the garden of England, including Surrey.” “No, I don’t think so,” replied Mrs. Elton, a satisfied smile on her face. “I’ve only ever heard Surrey called that.” Emma fell silent. “My brother and sister have promised to visit us in the spring, or at the latest, summer,” Mrs. Elton continued. “That will be our time for exploring. While they are here, I’m sure we’ll discover quite a bit.” They will, of course, have their barouche-landau, which comfortably seats four. Therefore, without even mentioning our carriage, we should be able to explore the various beauties of the area quite well. I doubt they would choose to come in their chaise at that time of year. In fact, as the date approaches, I will certainly recommend they bring the barouche-landau; it would be far more preferable. When people visit such a beautiful countryside, as you know, Miss Woodhouse, one naturally wants them to see as much as possible. Mr. Suckling is particularly fond of exploring. Last summer, we ventured to King’s-Weston twice in that manner, and it was absolutely delightful, especially right after they acquired the barouche-landau. “You have many parties like that here, I suppose, Miss Woodhouse, every summer?” “No, not right here. We’re a bit removed from the striking attractions that draw those kinds of gatherings. I believe we’re quite a quiet group, more inclined to stay at home than to indulge in schemes of pleasure.” “Ah! There’s nothing quite like staying at home for true comfort. No one is more devoted to home than I am. I was practically a proverb for it at Maple Grove. Many times, Selina has remarked, when she was heading to Bristol, ‘I really can’t get this girl to leave the house.’” I absolutely must go in by myself, even though I dislike being stuck in the barouche-landau without a companion. Augusta, I believe, would never venture beyond the park paling, despite her good intentions. She has said so many times. Yet, I am not one to advocate for complete seclusion. On the contrary, I believe that isolating oneself from society is quite detrimental. It’s far better to engage with the world in a balanced way, neither immersing oneself too deeply nor withdrawing too much. I completely understand your situation, Miss Woodhouse—(glancing at Mr. Woodhouse)—your father’s health must be a significant concern. Why doesn’t he consider Bath? He really should. Allow me to recommend Bath to you. “I assure you, I have no doubt it would do Mr. Woodhouse good.” “My father tried it several times in the past, but without any benefit. Mr. Perry, whose name I’m sure you recognize, believes it’s unlikely to be any more effective now.” “Ah, that’s a great pity! I can assure you, Miss Woodhouse, when the waters agree with someone, the relief they provide is truly remarkable. During my time in Bath, I’ve witnessed countless instances of this! It’s such a cheerful place that it could only be beneficial for Mr. Woodhouse.” Woodhouse’s spirits, as I understand, can sometimes be quite low. As for the benefits of Bath for you, I believe I need not elaborate. The advantages for young people are widely recognized. It would be a delightful introduction for someone like you, who has lived such a sheltered life. I could easily connect you with some of the best society in the area. A simple note from me would open the door to a host of acquaintances, and my dear friend, Mrs. Partridge—the lady I always stay with when in Bath—would be more than happy to extend her hospitality. She would be the perfect companion for you to venture into public life with. Emma could hardly endure the thought without risking rudeness. The thought of being indebted to Mrs. Elton for what was termed an introduction—of stepping into society under the patronage of one of Mrs. Elton’s friends, likely some brash, flashy widow who barely scraped by with the help of a boarder—was utterly beneath Miss Woodhouse of Hartfield. It was a blow to her dignity! Yet, she held her tongue, refraining from the sharp rebukes that sprang to mind, and simply thanked Mrs. Elton with a cool demeanor. “However, their trip to Bath is entirely out of the question; I’m not entirely convinced that it would suit me better than my father.” To stave off any further outrage or indignation, she swiftly changed the subject. “I won’t ask whether you are musical, Mrs. “Elton, on such occasions, a lady’s reputation often speaks for her, and Highbury has long recognized that you are an exceptional performer.” “Oh, no, I must strongly disagree with that notion. An exceptional performer? Far from it, I assure you. Just consider the source of your information. I am utterly devoted to music—passionately so—and my friends claim I have some taste. But as for anything beyond that, I swear my performance is utterly mediocre.” You, Miss Woodhouse, play beautifully, and I must say, it has brought me immense satisfaction, comfort, and joy to discover the musical company I’ve found myself in. I simply cannot imagine life without music; it is essential to my existence. Having always been surrounded by a vibrant musical community, both at Maple Grove and in Bath, the absence of it would have been a significant loss. I expressed this sentiment candidly to Mr. E. As he spoke of my future home, expressing his concerns about its potential disagreeableness and the inferiority of the house—given what I had been accustomed to—he was understandably apprehensive. In response to his worries, I candidly assured him that I could easily forgo the world—parties, balls, plays—because I had no fear of solitude. Blessed with a wealth of inner resources, I found the outside world unnecessary. I could thrive without it. For those lacking such resources, it was a different story, but my own abilities rendered me entirely independent. As for the smaller rooms than I was used to, I truly couldn’t give it a second thought. I believed I could handle any sacrifice of that nature. While I had grown accustomed to every luxury at Maple Grove, I assured him that two carriages were not essential to my happiness, nor were grand apartments. “However,” I continued, “to be completely honest, I don’t think I could live without some form of musical society. I ask for nothing else; without music, life would feel utterly empty to me.” “We can’t imagine,” Emma said with a smile, “that Mr. Elton would hesitate to assure you there’s a very vibrant musical community in Highbury. I hope you won’t find that he has exaggerated the truth more than is forgivable, given his good intentions.” “Not at all; I have no doubts on that front. I’m thrilled to discover I’ll be part of such a circle.” “I hope we can enjoy many delightful little concerts together. Miss Woodhouse, I believe we should establish a musical club and hold regular weekly meetings at either your house or ours. Wouldn’t that be a splendid plan? If we put in the effort, I’m sure we won’t be long in finding allies. Something like this would be especially beneficial for me, as it would encourage me to stay in practice. You know how it is with married women—there’s a rather unfortunate trend among them. They often tend to abandon music.” “But you, who are so passionate about it—surely there’s no risk?” “I hope not; but honestly, when I look around at my acquaintances, I can’t help but feel a bit anxious.” Selina has completely abandoned music—she no longer touches her instrument, despite having played beautifully. The same can be said for Mrs. Jeffereys, formerly Clara Partridge, as well as the two Milmans, now Mrs. Bird and Mrs. James Cooper, along with many others I could mention. Honestly, it’s enough to send a shiver down one’s spine. I used to feel quite angry with Selina, but I’m beginning to understand that a married woman has many demands on her attention. This morning, I spent half an hour alone with my housekeeper. “But everything of that sort,” Emma replied, “will soon fall into a regular routine—” “Well,” Mrs. Elton laughed, “we shall see about that.” Noticing Mrs. Elton’s firm decision to neglect her music, Emma had nothing more to add. After a brief pause, Mrs. Elton shifted the conversation. “We visited Randalls today,” she said, “and found both of them at home. They seem like very pleasant people. I like them immensely.” Mr. Weston seems like a remarkable man—he’s already become quite a favorite of mine, I assure you. And she appears to be genuinely good; there’s something so motherly and kind-hearted about her that it instantly draws you in. She was your governess, if I’m not mistaken?” Emma was taken aback, almost too surprised to respond, but Mrs. Elton barely paused for an answer before continuing. “Having learned that, I was quite astonished to find her so very refined!” “But she is truly quite the gentlewoman.” “Mrs. Weston’s manners,” Emma replied, “have always been exemplary. Their propriety, simplicity, and elegance make them the perfect model for any young woman.” “And guess who walked in while we were there?” Emma was momentarily stumped. The tone suggested an old acquaintance, but how could she possibly know? “Knightley!” Mrs. Elton exclaimed. “Knightley himself! Wasn’t it fortunate? I hadn’t seen him before, as I wasn’t home when he called the other day; and of course, being such a close friend of Mr. I felt a surge of curiosity about E.’s friend. Knightley had been mentioned so often that I was genuinely eager to meet him. I must give my caro sposo his due; he need not be ashamed of his friend. Knightley is truly a gentleman, and I like him very much. Without a doubt, he is a very gentlemanly man. Fortunately, it was time to leave. They were on their way, and Emma could finally breathe. “Insufferable woman!” she exclaimed without hesitation. “Worse than I imagined. Absolutely insufferable! Knightley!—I never would have believed it. Knightley!—she’s never even met him before, yet she calls him Knightley! And to think she discovers he’s a gentleman! A little upstart, vulgar creature, with her Mr. E., along with her dear husband and her various resources, exudes an air of pretentiousness and a certain underbred finery. To think that Mr. Knightley is, in fact, a gentleman! I wonder if he would ever extend the same courtesy and recognize her as a lady. I could hardly believe it! And now she has the audacity to suggest that we join forces to create a musical club! One might think we were the best of friends! And Mrs. Weston!—I was astonished to discover that the woman who raised me was, in fact, a gentlewoman! It only got worse from there. I had never encountered anyone like her before. She exceeded all my expectations. Harriet is mortified by any comparison. Oh, what would Frank Churchill say to her if he were here? How furious and amused he would be! Ah, there I go again—thinking of him directly. “Always the first person to come to mind! How easily I catch myself! Frank Churchill occupies my thoughts so regularly!” These thoughts flowed effortlessly through her mind. By the time her father settled himself after the flurry of the Eltons’ departure and was ready to speak, she was quite capable of listening. “Well, my dear,” he began slowly, “considering we’ve never met her before, she seems like a lovely young lady. I imagine she was quite pleased with you. However, she does speak a bit too quickly. That quickness in her voice can be a bit jarring to the ear.” But I believe I am nice; I don’t care for strange voices, and no one speaks quite like you and poor Miss Taylor. However, she seems like a very agreeable and well-mannered young lady, and I have no doubt she will make him a good wife. Still, I think he would have been better off not marrying at all. I made the best excuses I could for not being able to attend to him and Mrs. Elton on this happy occasion, saying that I hoped to do so during the summer. Yet, I realize I should have gone earlier. “To not wait upon a bride is quite remiss of me. It truly highlights what a sad invalid I am! However, I must admit, I don’t care for the corner of Vicarage Lane.” “I’m sure your apologies were accepted, sir. Mr. Elton is aware of your situation.” “Yes, but still—a young lady, a bride—I should have made an effort to pay my respects to her if I could.” “It was quite lacking,” he replied. “But, dear Papa, you are no supporter of matrimony. So why are you so eager to pay your respects to a bride? It shouldn’t be a recommendation for you. By making such a fuss over them, you’re only encouraging people to marry.” “No, my dear, I’ve never encouraged anyone to marry. However, I believe it’s important to show proper attention to a lady—and a bride, in particular, deserves special consideration. After all, a bride is always the center of attention, regardless of who else is present.” “Well, Papa, if this isn’t encouragement to marry, I don’t know what is. I never would have expected you to lend your support to such vanity traps for poor young ladies.” “My dear, you’re misunderstanding me.” “This is simply a matter of common courtesy and good breeding; it has nothing to do with encouraging anyone to marry.” Emma had finished speaking. Her father was becoming anxious and struggled to comprehend her thoughts. Her mind drifted back to Mrs. Elton’s transgressions, which occupied her thoughts for a long, long time. # Chapter XV Emma found no reason to reconsider her unfavorable opinion of Mrs. Elton, despite any new revelations. Her assessment was largely accurate. In every subsequent encounter, Mrs. Elton presented herself as she had during their second meeting—self-important, presumptuous, overly familiar, ignorant, and ill-mannered. She possessed a touch of beauty and a smattering of accomplishments, yet her lack of discernment led her to believe she was bringing superior worldly knowledge to invigorate and enhance a rural community. She mistakenly assumed that Miss Hawkins held a social standing that only Mrs. Elton’s own significance could eclipse. There was no reason to believe Mr. Elton viewed his wife in a way that was distinctly different from how others did. He seemed not only happy with her but also proud, as if he were congratulating himself for bringing such a remarkable woman to Highbury—one whom even Miss Woodhouse could not rival. Most of her new acquaintances, either eager to praise or simply unaccustomed to judging, followed Miss Bates’s lead in expressing goodwill, taking it for granted that the bride was as clever and charming as she claimed. Consequently, Mrs. Elton’s praises circulated effortlessly among the townsfolk, unhindered by Miss Woodhouse, who graciously continued to contribute her own compliments, remarking on Mrs. Elton’s pleasant demeanor and elegant attire. However, in one regard, Mrs. Elton’s behavior worsened over time. Offended, perhaps, by the lack of enthusiasm for her overtures of friendship, she began to withdraw, becoming increasingly cold and distant. While this shift was somewhat agreeable to Emma, the underlying resentment that prompted it only deepened Emma’s dislike for her. Both her manners and Mr. Elton’s were decidedly unpleasant toward Harriet. Their sneering and neglectful behavior weighed heavily on Emma, who hoped it would quickly lead to Harriet’s recovery. However, the motivations behind such actions cast a shadow over both of them. It was undeniable that poor Harriet’s feelings had been a misguided attempt at genuine affection, and Emma’s own role in the situation, portrayed in the least flattering light for herself and the most comforting for Mr. Elton, likely contributed to the tension. Naturally, Harriet became the target of their shared disdain. When conversation faltered, it was all too easy for them to turn their ire toward Miss Woodhouse. The animosity they dared not express openly toward her found a more comfortable outlet in their contempt for Harriet. Mrs. Elton took a strong liking to Jane Fairfax right from the start. It wasn’t merely because he was at odds with one young lady, which might have made the other more appealing; no, his admiration was genuine and immediate. He didn’t just express a natural and reasonable admiration; without any prompting or pretext, he felt compelled to assist and befriend her. Before Emma had lost his trust, during their third meeting, she overheard Mrs. Elton’s enthusiastic praise for Jane. “Jane Fairfax is absolutely charming, Miss Woodhouse! I can’t help but rave about her. She’s such a sweet, interesting creature—so mild and ladylike, and with such remarkable talents! I assure you, I think her abilities are extraordinary. I don’t hesitate to say that she plays exceptionally well. I know enough about music to speak confidently on that point.” “Oh! She is absolutely charming! You may laugh at my enthusiasm, but I assure you, I can think of nothing but Jane Fairfax. Her situation is so poignant—it truly affects one! Miss Woodhouse, we must take action and find a way to help her. Such talent as hers should not be allowed to remain in obscurity. I’m sure you’ve heard those lovely lines from the poet: ‘Full many a flower is born to blush unseen, And waste its fragrance on the desert air.’ We cannot let this be true for sweet Jane Fairfax.” “I really don’t think there’s any danger of that,” Emma replied calmly. “Once you become better acquainted with Miss Fairfax’s circumstances and understand what her life has been like with Colonel and Mrs. Campbell, I doubt you’ll believe her talents could ever go unnoticed.” “Oh! But dear Miss Woodhouse, she is now living in such retirement, in such obscurity, that she seems almost wasted. Whatever advantages she once enjoyed with the Campbells are clearly over! And I believe she feels it. I am certain she does. She is very timid and quiet, and it’s evident that she longs for encouragement. I find I like her all the more for it. I must confess, this is a recommendation I hold dear. I am a strong advocate for timidity—though it’s a quality rarely encountered. However, in those who are somewhat inferior, it can be quite charming. I assure you, Jane Fairfax is a truly delightful character, and she captivates me more than I can express. “You seem to feel quite deeply, but I’m not sure how you or any of Miss Fairfax’s acquaintances here—those who have known her longer than you—can show her any greater attention than—” “My dear Miss Woodhouse, much can be accomplished by those who dare to take action. You and I need not shy away. If we set the example, many will follow as best they can, even if not everyone shares our circumstances.” We have carriages ready to fetch and bring her home, and we live in a manner that makes the addition of Jane Fairfax, at any time, entirely manageable. I would be quite displeased if Wright were to send us a dinner that would make me regret inviting anyone beyond Jane Fairfax to join us. That sort of thing is simply not in my nature. It’s unlikely that I would feel that way, given my background. My greatest risk in managing a household may actually be the opposite: doing too much and being too careless with expenses. Maple Grove will likely serve as my model, perhaps more than it should, since we certainly do not pretend to match my brother, Mr. Suckling, in income. Nevertheless, I am resolved to embrace Jane Fairfax. I will certainly invite her to my home frequently, introduce her wherever possible, host musical gatherings to showcase her talents, and always be on the lookout for a suitable opportunity for her. My circle of acquaintances is so extensive that I have no doubt I’ll soon hear of someone who would suit her perfectly. Of course, I’ll introduce her to my brother and sister when they visit. I’m confident they will take to her immediately, and once she gets to know them a bit better, her initial fears will fade away. There’s truly nothing in either of their manners that isn’t warm and welcoming. I plan to have her over frequently while they’re with me, and I’m sure we can find a spot for her in the barouche-landau during some of our outings. “Poor Jane Fairfax!” Emma thought. “You don’t deserve this. You may have made a mistake regarding Mr. Dixon, but this is a punishment far beyond what you could have warranted! The kindness and protection of Mrs. Elton! ‘Jane Fairfax and Jane Fairfax.’ Good heavens! Please tell me she doesn’t think she can go around Emma Woodhouse-ing me! But honestly, it seems there are no limits to that woman’s audacity!” Emma wouldn’t have to endure such displays again—no more exclusive attention directed solely at her, no more nauseating flattery wrapped in “dear Miss Woodhouse.” The change in Mrs. Elton’s presence soon faded, leaving her in peace—no longer obliged to be the close confidante of Mrs. Elton, nor to play the active patroness of Jane Fairfax under Mrs. Elton’s direction. Instead, she could engage with the situation in a more general sense, sharing in the collective awareness of feelings, intentions, and actions. She observed with a hint of amusement. Miss Bates’s gratitude for Mrs. Elton’s attentions to Jane was marked by a charming simplicity and warmth. She regarded Mrs. Elton as one of her esteemed acquaintances—the most amiable, affable, and delightful woman—just as accomplished and gracious as Mrs. Elton herself. Elton was meant to be considered. Emma’s only surprise was that Jane Fairfax would accept such attentions and tolerate Mrs. Elton as she seemed to do. She heard of Jane walking with the Eltons, sitting with them, and even spending an entire day in their company! This was astonishing! Emma could hardly believe it possible that Miss Fairfax’s taste or pride could endure the society and friendship offered by the Vicarage. “She is a riddle, quite a riddle!” Emma exclaimed. “To choose to remain here month after month, enduring such privations of every sort!” And now she faced the mortification of Mrs. Elton’s attention and the dullness of her conversation, rather than return to the superior company of those who had always loved her with genuine, generous affection. Jane had come to Highbury with the intention of staying for three months; the Campbells were away in Ireland for that same period. However, the Campbells had now promised their daughter that they would remain at least until Midsummer, and fresh invitations had arrived for her to join them there. According to Miss Bates—who seemed to be the source of all this—Mrs. Dixon had written most insistently. If only Jane would go, arrangements could be made, servants dispatched, and friends coordinated—no travel difficulties would be allowed to stand in the way. Yet, despite all this, she had still declined the invitation! “She must have some motive, more powerful than it seems, for refusing this offer,” Emma concluded. “She must be enduring some sort of penance, imposed either by the Campbells or by herself. There is a palpable sense of fear, caution, and determination at play. She is not to be with the Dixons. This decree comes from somewhere. But why must she agree to be with the Eltons?—That presents a completely different puzzle.” As she voiced her confusion about this aspect of the situation, in front of the few who were aware of her feelings toward Mrs. Elton, Mrs. Weston offered an apology on Jane’s behalf.”We can’t assume that she finds much joy at the Vicarage, my dear Emma—but it’s certainly an improvement over being stuck at home all the time. Her aunt is a kind soul, but as a constant companion, she must be quite tiresome. We should take into account what Miss Fairfax is leaving behind before we judge her preference for where she’s headed.” “You’re absolutely right, Mrs. Weston,” Mr. Knightley replied earnestly. “Miss Fairfax is just as capable as any of us of forming a fair opinion of Mrs. Elton.” If she had the choice, she certainly wouldn’t have chosen to associate with her. Yet, with a reproachful smile at Emma, she receives attentions from Mrs. Elton—attention that no one else offers her. Emma sensed Mrs. Weston’s fleeting glance, and she was taken aback by his warmth. With a slight blush, she finally responded, “I would have thought that such attentions from Mrs. Elton would be more likely to disgust than please Miss Fairfax.” “I would have imagined anything but an invitation from Mrs. Elton,” he remarked. “I wouldn’t be surprised,” Mrs. Weston replied, “if Miss Fairfax felt pressured beyond her own desires by her aunt’s eagerness to accept Mrs. Elton’s attentions on her behalf. Poor Miss Bates may have inadvertently pushed her niece into a closer association than her own good sense would have advised, all for the very natural desire for a little change.” Both felt a twinge of anxiety as they awaited his next words. After a brief silence, he continued, “Another point to consider is that Mrs. Elton does not speak to Miss Fairfax in the same way she speaks of her.” We all recognize the difference between the pronouns “he” or “she” and “thou,” even the most straightforward among us. There’s an unspoken influence that transcends mere civility in our interactions—a deeper connection that has been ingrained in us from the start. We can’t express the unkind thoughts we might have harbored just an hour earlier. Our feelings shift in these moments. Moreover, it’s clear that Miss Fairfax commands respect from Mrs. Elton through her superior intellect and demeanor; when they are face to face, Mrs. Elton treats her with the deference she rightfully deserves. Such a woman as Jane Fairfax has likely never crossed paths with someone like Mrs. Elton before—and no amount of vanity can shield Mrs. Elton from recognizing her own relative insignificance, if not in thought, then certainly in action.” “I know how highly you regard Jane Fairfax,” Emma replied, her mind drifting to little Henry. A blend of concern and propriety left her uncertain about what else to say. “Yes,” he responded, “anyone can see how highly I think of her.” “And yet,” Emma began, her tone playful but quickly faltering. It was better to confront the truth head-on, so she pressed on, “And yet, perhaps you’re not fully aware of just how high that regard truly is. The depth of your admiration might surprise you one day.” Mr. Knightley was focused intently on fastening the lower buttons of his sturdy leather gaiters. Whether it was the effort of securing them or some other reason, a flush crept into his cheeks as he replied, “Oh! “Are you there?” he asked, his tone laced with impatience. “But you’re dreadfully behind the times. Mr. Cole hinted at it six weeks ago.” He paused, and Emma felt Mrs. Weston’s foot press against hers, leaving her uncertain about how to respond. After a moment, he continued, “That will never happen, I assure you. Miss Fairfax, I’m certain, wouldn’t accept me even if I were to ask—and I can promise you, I will never ask her.” Emma returned her friend’s pressure with enthusiasm, pleased enough to exclaim, “You’re not vain, Mr. “Knightley, I must give you credit for that.” He barely registered her words, lost in thought, and his expression soon revealed his displeasure. “So, you’ve been planning for me to marry Jane Fairfax?” “Not at all! You’ve scolded me too often for meddling in matchmaking for me to dare take such a liberty with you. What I just said was nothing more than idle chatter. People often say things like that without any serious intent. Oh!” “No, I assure you, I have no desire for you to marry Jane Fairfax—or anyone named Jane, for that matter. If you were married, you wouldn’t come and sit with us in this comfortable way.” Mr. Knightley fell into thought. After a moment, he replied, “Emma, I can confidently say that my admiration for her will never catch me off guard. I’ve never considered her in that light, I promise you.” A little later, he added, “Jane Fairfax is indeed a charming young woman, but even she is not without her flaws. She lacks the open temperament that a man would hope for in a wife.” Emma couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief at the acknowledgment of her fault. “Well,” she said, “I suppose you soon silenced Mr. Cole?” “Yes, quite quickly. He offered me a subtle hint; I told him he was mistaken, and he apologized and said no more. Cole doesn’t aspire to be wiser or wittier than his neighbors.” “In that regard, how unlike dear Mrs. Elton, who strives to be wiser and wittier than everyone! I wonder how she refers to the Coles—what names she uses!” How can she find a name for them that captures the depth of their familiar vulgarity? She calls you Knightley—what can she possibly do for Mr. Cole? So, I shouldn’t be surprised that Jane Fairfax accepts her kindness and agrees to spend time with her. Mrs. Weston, your argument resonates with me the most. I find it far easier to entertain the idea of escaping Miss Bates than to believe that Miss Fairfax could truly triumph over Mrs. Elton. I have little faith in Mrs. Elton admitting her own inferiority in thought, word, or deed, nor do I think she will feel any restraint beyond her own limited sense of good breeding. I can’t imagine she won’t constantly insult her guest with insincere praise, hollow encouragement, and empty offers of assistance. I can picture her endlessly boasting about her grand plans, from securing Jane a permanent position to including her in those delightful excursions that are to take place in the barouche-landau. “Jane Fairfax has feelings,” Mr. Knightley interjected. “I do not accuse her of lacking them.” I suspect her sensibilities are strong, and her temper is remarkable in its forbearance, patience, and self-control; however, it lacks openness. She seems more reserved now than she used to be—and I do appreciate an open temperament. No—until Cole hinted at my supposed attachment, the thought had never crossed my mind. I enjoyed conversing with Jane Fairfax, always filled with admiration and pleasure, but never with any ulterior motives. “Well, Mrs. Weston,” Emma declared triumphantly after he left, “what do you think now about Mr. Knightley marrying Jane Fairfax?” “Why, dear Emma, I must say that he is so preoccupied with the idea of not being in love with her that I wouldn’t be surprised if it ultimately led him to fall for her after all.” “Do not beat me.” # Chapter XVI Everyone in and around Highbury who had ever visited Mr. Elton felt inclined to pay him attention following his marriage. Dinner parties and evening gatherings were organized in honor of him and his new wife, and invitations poured in so rapidly that she soon realized they would hardly have a free day. “I see how it is,” she remarked. “I see what kind of life I am to lead among you. Upon my word, we shall be completely overwhelmed!” “We certainly seem to be quite the fashion. If this is what country living entails, it’s hardly intimidating. From Monday to Saturday, I assure you, we have no free days! A woman with fewer resources than I would hardly know what to do with herself.” No invitation was ever unwelcome to her. Her experiences in Bath had made evening parties feel perfectly natural, and her time at Maple Grove had given her a taste for dinner gatherings. She was somewhat taken aback by the absence of two drawing rooms, the lackluster attempt at rout cakes, and the fact that there was no ice at the Highbury card parties. Mrs. Bates, Mrs. Perry, Mrs. Goddard, and a few others were somewhat behind the times when it came to worldly knowledge, but Emma was determined to show them how everything should be arranged. This spring, she planned to repay their kindness with a truly exceptional gathering—one where her card tables would be elegantly set with individual candles and pristine decks of cards, all in the proper style. She would even hire more waitstaff than their own household could provide, ensuring that refreshments were served at precisely the right moment and in the correct order. Meanwhile, Emma felt it was essential to host a dinner at Hartfield for the Eltons. She couldn’t allow them to receive less attention than anyone else, or she would risk facing unpleasant suspicions and being thought capable of petty resentment. A dinner must be arranged. After Emma discussed it for ten minutes, Mr. Woodhouse felt no reluctance, only insisting, as usual, that he not sit at the bottom of the table. The familiar challenge of deciding who would take that seat followed. As for the guest list, it required little contemplation. Besides the Eltons, the Westons and Mr. Knightley were essential; that was a given. It was equally clear that poor little Harriet should be invited to complete the group of eight. However, this invitation was not extended with the same enthusiasm, and Emma felt a particular sense of satisfaction when Harriet expressed her desire to decline. “She would prefer to avoid his company as much as possible. She still struggled to see him and his charming, happy wife together without feeling a pang of discomfort. If Miss Woodhouse wouldn’t mind, she would much rather stay at home.” This was precisely what Emma would have wished, had she thought it a feasible wish. She felt a surge of pride for her little friend—she recognized the fortitude it took for her to forgo socializing and remain at home. Now, she could invite the very person she truly wanted to make the eighth guest: Jane Fairfax. Since her last conversation with Mrs. Weston and Mr. Knightley, Emma had felt increasingly guilty about Jane Fairfax than she had in a long time. Mr. Knightley’s words lingered in her mind. He had pointed out that Jane Fairfax received attentions from Mrs. Elton that no one else offered her. “This is very true,” she thought, “at least in relation to me, which was all that was intended—and it is quite shameful. We are the same age, and I have always known her; I should have been a better friend. She will never like me now. I’ve neglected her for too long. But I will show her more attention than I have in the past.” Every invitation she extended was met with success. They were all disengaged and content. However, the anticipation surrounding the dinner was far from over. An unfortunate circumstance arose. The two eldest Knightley children were scheduled to visit their grandfather and aunt for several weeks in the spring, and their father now proposed bringing them along, planning to stay for a full day at Hartfield—which just happened to be the very day of the party. His professional commitments left him no choice but to proceed, but both he and his daughter were unsettled by the timing. Mr. Woodhouse believed that eight guests at dinner was the maximum his nerves could handle, and now there would be a ninth. Emma worried that this additional guest would likely be in a foul mood, unable to spend even forty-eight hours at Hartfield without stumbling into a dinner party. She tried to reassure her father more effectively than she could soothe her own concerns, arguing that although he would indeed make them nine, he always spoke so little that the added noise would hardly be noticeable. She found it, in truth, a rather disheartening exchange for herself to have him—his serious demeanor and hesitant conversation—opposed to his brother. The situation favored Mr. Woodhouse more than it did Emma. John Knightley arrived, but Mr. Weston had been unexpectedly called to town and would be absent that very day. He might be able to join them in the evening, but certainly not for dinner. Mr. Woodhouse was entirely at ease, and witnessing his calm demeanor, along with the philosophical composure of her brother upon hearing his fate, alleviated much of Emma’s vexation. The day arrived, and the guests gathered promptly. Mr. John Knightley appeared eager to engage, choosing to converse with Miss Fairfax rather than pulling his brother aside to a window while they waited for dinner. Mrs. Elton, as elegant as lace and pearls could make him, regarded Miss Fairfax in silence, wanting only to observe enough to inform Isabella. However, Miss Fairfax was an old acquaintance and a quiet girl, making her easy to converse with. He had encountered her earlier that morning while returning from a walk with his little boys, just as the rain had begun to fall. It was only natural for him to entertain some polite hopes regarding their interaction, so he said, “I hope you didn’t venture far this morning, Miss Fairfax, or I fear you must have gotten wet. We barely made it home in time. I trust you headed straight back?” “I only went to the post office,” she replied, “and I got home before the rain really started. It’s my daily errand. I always collect the letters when I’m here.” “It saves me some trouble and gives me a reason to get out. A walk before breakfast does me good.” “Not a walk in the rain, I imagine?” “No, but it wasn’t actually raining when I set out.” Mr. John Knightley smiled and replied, “That is to say, you chose to take your walk, since you were barely six yards from your own door when I had the pleasure of meeting you. Henry and John had already counted more raindrops than they could remember long before that. The post office holds a certain charm at one stage of our lives. When you reach my age, you’ll start to think that letters aren’t worth braving the rain for.” A slight blush crept across her cheeks before she responded, “I can’t expect to be in a situation like yours, surrounded by all my dearest connections, so I can’t assume that simply growing older will make me indifferent to letters.” “Indifferent! Oh!” “No, I never imagined you could become indifferent. Letters are not something to take lightly; they are often a significant burden.” “You’re referring to business letters; mine are letters of friendship.” “I’ve often thought friendship letters to be the worse of the two,” he replied coolly. “Business, you see, can bring in money, but friendship rarely does.” “Ah! You can’t be serious. I know Mr. John Knightley too well—I’m certain he understands the value of friendship just as well as anyone.” I can easily believe that letters mean very little to you—much less than they do to me. But it’s not just the fact that you’re ten years older; it’s the difference in our situations. You have everyone you hold dear always at hand, while I may never see my loved ones again. Until I’ve outlived all my affections, I think a post office will always have the power to draw me out, even in worse weather than today. “When I spoke of your being changed by time and the passing years,” John Knightley said, “I meant to suggest the shift in circumstances that time usually brings. I see one as encompassing the other. Time generally diminishes the significance of any attachment not within our daily lives—but that’s not the change I had in mind for you. As an old friend, I hope you’ll allow me to believe that ten years from now, you may have as many cherished connections as I do.” His words were kindly meant and far from offensive. A light “thank you” seemed intended to brush it off, but a blush, a quivering lip, and a tear in her eye revealed that his sentiment resonated more deeply than mere laughter could convey. Her attention was now captured by Mr. Woodhouse, who, as was his custom on such occasions, was making his rounds among the guests and offering his particular compliments to the ladies. He concluded with her, and with all his usual gentleness, said, “I’m very sorry to hear, Miss Fairfax, that you were out in the rain this morning. Young ladies should take care of themselves. They are like delicate plants, and it’s important to look after their health and complexion. My dear, did you change your stockings?” “Yes, sir, I did indeed, and I truly appreciate your kind concern for me.” “My dear Miss Fairfax, young ladies are always well cared for. I hope your dear grandmama and aunt are well. They are among my very old friends.” “I wish my health permitted me to be a better neighbor. You do us a great honor today, I assure you. My daughter and I are both deeply grateful for your kindness and find great joy in having you at Hartfield.” The kind-hearted, polite old man could then settle into his chair, feeling that he had fulfilled his duty and made every lady feel welcome and at ease. By this time, Mrs. Elton had arrived, her remonstrances quickly turning to Jane. “My dear Jane, what is this I hear? Going to the post office in the rain? This simply cannot be! You poor girl, how could you do such a thing? It’s a clear sign I wasn’t there to look after you.” Jane patiently assured her that she had not caught a cold. “Oh! Don’t tell me. You truly are a very sad girl and don’t know how to take care of yourself. To the post office, indeed! Mrs. Weston, have you ever heard anything like it? We must absolutely assert our authority.” “My advice,” said Mrs. Weston spoke kindly and persuasively, “I truly feel tempted to give in, but Miss Fairfax, you mustn’t take such risks. Given how prone you are to severe colds, it’s essential to be particularly cautious, especially at this time of year. I believe spring demands extra care. It’s far better to wait an hour or two—or even half a day—for your letters than to risk triggering your cough again. Don’t you agree? Yes, I’m certain you’re far too reasonable not to see that.” “You look as if you would never do such a thing again.” “Oh! She shall not do such a thing again,” Mrs. Elton eagerly replied. “We won’t allow it:”—she nodded significantly—“there must be some arrangement made, indeed. I shall speak to Mr. E.” The man who collects our letters each morning—one of our staff, though I can’t recall his name—will also inquire about yours and bring them to you. This should eliminate any difficulties, you see; and I truly believe, my dear Jane, that you need not hesitate to accept such an arrangement from us.” “You are very kind,” Jane replied, “but I cannot forgo my early walk. I’ve been advised to spend as much time outdoors as possible. I must walk somewhere, and the post office is a destination; besides, I can hardly remember a morning when the weather was unfavorable.” “My dear Jane, let’s not dwell on it any longer. The decision is made—though, I say that with a laugh, as I can hardly presume to decide anything without the agreement of my lord and master. You know, Mrs. Weston, we must be careful in how we express ourselves.” “But I do flatter myself, my dear Jane, that my influence is not entirely spent. If I encounter no insurmountable difficulties, consider that matter settled.” “Excuse me,” Jane replied earnestly, “but I cannot agree to such an arrangement. It would be needlessly burdensome for your servant. If the task were not a pleasure for me, it could easily be handled, as it always is in my absence, by my grandmother.” “Oh, my dear! But think of all that Patty has to do! It’s a kindness to employ our men.” Jane appeared resolute, unwilling to yield. Instead of responding directly, she turned her attention back to Mr. John Knightley. “The post office is a remarkable establishment!” she exclaimed. “The regularity and efficiency of it!” “If you think about all that it has to manage and how well it performs, it’s truly astonishing!” “It is certainly very well organized.” “Negligence or mistakes are so rare! Out of the thousands of letters circulating throughout the kingdom, how often does one get misdelivered? I’d wager not one in a million actually gets lost! And when you consider the range of handwriting—many of which are quite poor—it only adds to the marvel.” “The clerks become skilled through practice. They start with a natural quickness of sight and hand, and their skills only improve over time. If you need further explanation,” he added with a smile, “they’re compensated for it. That’s the secret to much of their effectiveness. The public pays for a service and expects it to be delivered well.” They continued discussing the various styles of handwriting, sharing the usual observations. “I’ve heard it said,” John Knightley began, “that handwriting often runs in families, especially when the same teacher instructs them. However, I would think that resemblance is mostly limited to the females, since boys receive very little formal instruction after a young age and tend to develop their own styles. Isabella and Emma, for instance, write quite similarly. I often struggle to tell their handwriting apart.” “Yes,” his brother replied hesitantly, “there is a resemblance. I understand what you mean—but Emma’s handwriting is the more distinctive.” “Both Isabella and Emma write beautifully,” Mr. Woodhouse chimed in, “and they always have.” “And so does poor Mrs. Weston,” she said, offering her a half-sigh and a half-smile. “I’ve never seen a gentleman’s handwriting,” Emma began, glancing at Mrs. Weston, but she paused when she noticed that Mrs. Weston was focused on someone else. This moment of silence allowed Emma to reflect. “How am I going to introduce him? Am I really unable to say his name in front of all these people? Do I need to use some roundabout phrase? Your Yorkshire friend—your correspondent in Yorkshire; that might be the way to go if I were feeling particularly timid. No, I can say his name without the slightest hesitation.” “I certainly improve with each attempt. Now, let’s get to it.” Mrs. Weston was preoccupied, so Emma pressed on. “Mr. Frank Churchill has one of the finest gentleman’s hands I’ve ever seen.” “I can’t say I admire it,” Mr. Knightley replied. “It’s too small—lacking in strength. It resembles a woman’s handwriting.” Neither lady accepted this critique. They defended him against the unfounded accusation. “No, it didn’t lack strength—it wasn’t a large hand, but it was very clear and undeniably strong. Didn’t Mrs. Weston have any letters from him to show?” No, she had heard from him recently, but after replying, she had set the letter aside. “If we were in the other room,” Emma said, “if I had my writing desk, I’m sure I could provide a sample. I have a note from him. Don’t you remember, Mrs. “Weston, are you really going to have him write for you one day?” “He claimed he was employed—” “Well, I have that note, and I can show it to Mr. Knightley after dinner to prove my point.” “Oh! When a charming young man like Mr. Frank Churchill writes to a lovely lady like Miss Woodhouse,” Mr. Knightley replied dryly, “he will certainly put his best foot forward.” Dinner was served. Mrs. Elton was already prepared before anyone could speak to her, and before Mr. Woodhouse, having requested the honor of escorting her into the dining parlor, said, “Must I go first? I really am ashamed of always leading the way.” Emma noticed Jane’s eagerness to fetch her own letters; she had observed it all and felt a twinge of curiosity about whether this morning’s damp walk had yielded any news. She suspected it had. The effort seemed too resolute to have been made without the expectation of hearing from someone very dear, and she believed it had not been in vain. There was an unmistakable air of happiness about Jane today—a glow in her complexion and a lift in her spirits. Emma could have easily inquired about the expedition and the cost of the Irish mails; the questions were on the tip of her tongue, but she chose to hold back. She was resolutely determined not to say anything that might hurt Jane Fairfax’s feelings. As they left the room, the two women walked arm in arm, exuding a goodwill that perfectly complemented their beauty and grace. # Chapter XVII When the ladies returned to the drawing-room after dinner, Emma found it nearly impossible to prevent them from forming two distinct groups. Mrs. Elton, with her relentless tendency to judge and behave poorly, monopolized Jane Fairfax’s attention while neglecting Emma. As a result, she and Mrs. Weston were often left either conversing together or sharing a comfortable silence. Mrs. Elton left them with no choice. Jane tried to suppress her feelings for a while, but soon enough, they resurfaced. Much of their conversation unfolded in hushed tones, particularly on Mrs. Elton’s part, yet the main topics were impossible to ignore: the post office, catching colds, fetching letters, and the nature of friendship dominated their discussions. This was soon followed by a subject that was equally uncomfortable for Jane—questions about whether she had heard of any suitable job opportunities, accompanied by Mrs. Elton’s enthusiastic plans for her. “April has arrived!” Mrs. Elton exclaimed. “I’m starting to feel quite anxious about you. June will be here before we know it.” “But I haven’t committed to June or any other month—I’m simply looking forward to the summer in general.” “Really? You haven’t heard of anything at all?” “I haven’t even inquired; I don’t want to just yet.” “Oh!” “My dear, we cannot start too early; you have no idea how challenging it is to find exactly the right thing.” “I have no idea?” Jane replied, shaking her head. “Dear Mrs. Elton, who could have thought of it as much as I have?” “But you haven’t experienced as much of the world as I have. You don’t realize how many candidates there are for the top positions. I witnessed quite a bit of that in the area around Maple Grove. A cousin of Mr. Suckling, Mrs. Bragge had an endless array of connections; everyone was eager to be part of her circle, as she moved among the elite. Wax candles in the schoolroom! Just imagine how appealing that would be! Of all the households in the kingdom, Mrs. Bragge’s is the one I would most love to see you in.” “Colonel and Mrs. Campbell are returning to town by midsummer,” Jane replied. “I need to spend some time with them; I’m sure they’ll want it. After that, I may be glad to remove myself. But I’d prefer if you didn’t go to the trouble of making any inquiries right now.” “Trouble? Oh, I understand your concerns. You’re worried about burdening me, but I assure you, my dear Jane, the Campbells can hardly be more invested in your well-being than I am. I’ll write to Mrs. Partridge in a day or two and make sure she knows to keep an eye out for anything suitable.” “Thank you, but I’d rather you didn’t bring it up with her just yet. Until the time gets closer, I don’t want to cause anyone any trouble.” “But, my dear child, the time is approaching quickly. It’s already April, and June—or even July—is just around the corner, with so much to accomplish before us.” Your inexperience truly amuses me! The situation you and your friends require is hardly an everyday occurrence; it cannot be obtained at a moment’s notice. Indeed, we must begin our inquiries directly. “Excuse me, ma’am, but that is not my intention at all. I have no desire to make inquiries myself, nor would I want my friends to do so. When I am determined about the timing, I’m not at all concerned about being idle for long. There are places in town—offices—where inquiries would quickly yield results. Offices for the sale—not quite of human flesh, but of human intellect.” “Oh! My dear, human flesh! You quite shock me. If you’re alluding to the slave trade, I assure you Mr. Suckling was always somewhat of a friend to the abolition. “I didn’t mean the slave trade,” Jane replied. “I was thinking of the governess trade. While the guilt of those involved may differ widely, I can’t say where the greater misery lies for the victims. What I mean to say is that there are advertising offices, and I have no doubt that if I applied to them, I would soon find something suitable.” “Something suitable?” Mrs. Elton echoed. “Ah, that may align with your humble view of yourself. I know how modest you are, but your friends won’t be satisfied with you settling for any position that comes along—any inferior, commonplace situation in a family outside a certain circle, one that can’t offer the finer things in life.” “You’re very kind, but I’m indifferent to all that. Being with the wealthy would not be an advantage for me; I believe it would only lead to greater mortifications. I would suffer more from comparison. A gentleman’s family is all I would require.” “I know you too well; you would accept anything. But I intend to be a bit more discerning, and I’m sure the good Campbells will agree with me. With your superior talents, you deserve to move in the highest circles. Your musical knowledge alone gives you the right to set your own terms, to have as many rooms as you like, and to engage with the family as much as you choose. That is—if you played the harp, I’m certain you could do all that. But you sing as well as you play; yes, I truly believe you could, even without the harp, negotiate for what you want. You must and shall be delightfully, honorably, and comfortably settled before the Campbells or I won’t have any peace.” “You may well group delight, honor, and comfort together,” Jane said, “as they are likely to be equal. However, I’m quite serious about not wanting anything to be arranged for me at present.” “I am truly grateful to you, Mrs. Elton. I appreciate anyone who shows concern for me, but I must insist that nothing be done until summer. For the next two or three months, I intend to remain just as I am.” “And I assure you, I’m equally serious,” Mrs. Elton replied cheerfully. “I’m determined to keep a close eye on things, and I’ll enlist my friends to help ensure that nothing truly objectionable slips by us.” She continued in this vein, her chatter uninterrupted until Mr. Woodhouse entered the room. At that point, her attention shifted, and Emma caught her whispering to Jane, “Here comes my dear old beau! Just think of his gallantry in leaving before the other men! What a charming creature he is! I must say, I like him immensely. I admire that quaint, old-fashioned politeness; it’s far more to my taste than modern ease, which often leaves me feeling quite put off.” Oh, Mr. Woodhouse! You should have heard his charming speeches to me at dinner. I must admit, I started to wonder if my dear husband might feel a twinge of jealousy. I believe I’ve become quite a favorite of his; he even complimented my gown. What do you think of it?—It was Selina’s choice. It’s certainly handsome, but I can’t help but wonder if it’s a bit too ornate. I have a strong aversion to the idea of being over-trimmed—such a horror of excessive finery!”I must add a few ornaments now, as it’s expected of me. A bride, after all, must look the part. Yet, my true preference leans toward simplicity; a straightforward style is far more appealing than extravagance. Unfortunately, I seem to be in the minority—few people seem to appreciate the beauty of simplicity in dress; it’s all about show and embellishment. I’m considering adding a trim like this to my white and silver poplin. Do you think it will look good?” Just as the entire party had settled back into the drawing room, Mr. Weston made his entrance among them. He returned home to a late dinner and walked to Hartfield as soon as he finished. His arrival had been anticipated by those who knew him well, but the surprise was met with great joy. Mr. Woodhouse was almost as delighted to see him now as he would have been distressed to see him earlier. Only John Knightley stood in silent astonishment. It struck him deeply that a man who could have spent the evening quietly at home after a long day of business in London would choose instead to walk half a mile to another man’s house, simply for the sake of mingling until bedtime. This man had been active since eight o’clock that morning; he could have been resting now, could have enjoyed silence instead of conversation, and could have avoided the bustle of crowds for the peace of solitude. Yet, he chose to leave the comfort and independence of his own fireside on a cold, sleety April evening to re-enter the social world. If he could have summoned his wife back with a mere touch, there would have been a reason for his visit; instead, his presence would likely extend the gathering rather than bring it to a close. John Knightley stared at him in disbelief, then shrugged and said, “I never would have believed it, even of him.” Meanwhile, Mr. Weston, blissfully unaware of the indignation he was stirring, remained his usual cheerful self. With the right to dominate the conversation—an entitlement earned from a day spent away from home—he engaged amiably with everyone around him. After reassuring his wife that none of her careful instructions to the servants had been overlooked and sharing the latest public news he had gathered, he prepared to share a family update. Although primarily directed at Mrs. Weston, he was confident it would captivate everyone in the room. He handed her a letter from Frank, which he had come across on his way and had taken the liberty of opening. “Read it, read it,” he urged. “It will bring you joy; it’s just a few lines—won’t take long. Read it to Emma.” The two ladies leaned in to read together, while Mr. Weston smiled and chatted with them the entire time, his voice slightly lowered yet clearly audible to all. “Well, he’s coming, you see; good news, I think.” Well, what do you think? I always told you he would be back soon, didn’t I? Anne, my dear, didn’t I always say so, even when you wouldn’t believe me? He’ll be in town next week, at the latest. After all, she’s as impatient as the devil when there’s something to be done; they’ll probably arrive tomorrow or Saturday. As for her illness, it’s nothing, of course. But it’s wonderful to have Frank back among us, so close to town. They’ll stay for a while when they do come, and he’ll spend half his time with us. This is exactly what I wanted. Well, isn’t that good news? “Have you finished it? Has Emma read it all? Put it away; we can have a good talk about it another time, but not now. I’ll just mention it to the others casually.” Mrs. Weston was thoroughly pleased in that moment. Her expressions and words flowed freely, unrestrained. She was happy—she knew it, and she knew she ought to be. Her congratulations were warm and genuine, but Emma struggled to express herself as freely. She found herself preoccupied with her own emotions, trying to gauge the extent of her agitation, which she suspected was quite significant. Mr. Weston, however, was too eager and too chatty to notice her hesitation. He was pleased with what she managed to say and soon moved on to share the news with the rest of his friends, ensuring their happiness with a partial account of what everyone in the room had likely already overheard. It was fortunate that he assumed everyone shared in the joy, or he might not have considered Mr. Woodhouse and Mr. Knightley were particularly delighted. They were the first, after Mrs. Weston and Emma, to experience this happiness. From them, he would have moved on to Miss Fairfax, but she was so engrossed in conversation with John Knightley that interrupting them would have felt too intrusive. Instead, finding himself near Mrs. Elton, whose attention was free, he naturally began a conversation with her. # Chapter XVIII “I hope to have the pleasure of introducing my son to you soon,” said Mr. Weston. Mrs. Elton, eager to interpret a particular compliment in her favor, smiled graciously. “You’ve heard of a certain Frank Churchill, I presume,” he continued, “and you know he is my son, even though he doesn’t carry my name.” “Oh! Yes, and I would be delighted to make his acquaintance. I am sure Mr. “Elton will waste no time in visiting him, and we will both be delighted to see him at the Vicarage.” “You are very kind. Frank will be thrilled, I’m sure. He’s supposed to be in town next week, if not sooner. We received notice of it in a letter today. I happened upon the letters this morning, and seeing my son’s handwriting, I couldn’t resist opening it—though it wasn’t addressed to me; it was for Mrs. Weston. She’s his main correspondent, I assure you. I hardly ever receive a letter myself.” “So you actually opened something that was meant for her?” “Oh, Mr. Weston—” she laughed, a touch of mockery in her tone, “I must protest against that. It’s a most dangerous precedent, indeed! I beg you not to let your neighbors follow your example. Upon my word, if this is what I can expect, we married women will have to start exerting ourselves! Oh, Mr. Weston, I could never have believed it of you!” “Aye, we men are a sorry lot. You must take care of yourself, Mrs. Elton. “This letter informs us—it’s a brief note, hastily written—merely to give us a heads-up. It states that they are all coming to town shortly, due to Mrs. Churchill’s health. She hasn’t been well all winter and believes Enscombe is too cold for her, so they plan to move south without delay.” “Indeed! From Yorkshire, I believe? Enscombe is in Yorkshire, isn’t it?” “Yes, they’re about one hundred and ninety miles from London—a considerable journey.” “Quite so! That’s a significant distance—sixty-five miles farther than from Maple Grove to London. But what is distance, Mr. Weston, to those of substantial means? You would be surprised to hear how my brother, Mr. ”Suckling sometimes flits about. You might find it hard to believe, but just this week, he and Mr. Bragge made a round trip to London with four horses.” “The trouble with the distance from Enscombe,” Mr. Weston remarked, “is that Mrs. Churchill, as we understand it, has been unable to leave the sofa for an entire week. In Frank’s latest letter, he mentioned that she complained of being too weak to enter her conservatory without relying on both his arm and her uncle’s!” “This, as you know, reveals a significant weakness—but she is so eager to reach town that she plans to sleep only two nights on the journey,” Frank writes. “Certainly, delicate ladies possess some rather extraordinary constitutions, Mrs. Elton. You must admit that.” “No, indeed, I shall not concede anything. I always stand by my own sex. I truly do.” I must warn you—I’ll be a formidable opponent on this matter. I always stand up for women, and I assure you, if you understood how Selina feels about staying at an inn, you wouldn’t be surprised by Mrs. Churchill’s desperate efforts to avoid it. Selina finds the idea utterly horrifying, and I think I’ve picked up a bit of her sensitivity. She always travels with her own sheets, which is a wise precaution. Does Mrs. “Does Mrs. Churchill do the same?” “Rest assured, Mrs. Churchill does everything that any other fine lady would do. She will not be outdone by any lady in the land for—” Mrs. Elton eagerly interjected, “Oh! Mr. “Weston, don’t misunderstand me. Selina is far from a fine lady, I assure you. Please don’t entertain such an idea.” “Is she not? Then she certainly doesn’t set the standard for Mrs. Churchill, who is as true a fine lady as anyone could ever hope to see.” Mrs. Elton began to reconsider her earlier, fervent denial. It was certainly not her intention to have anyone believe that her sister was not a fine lady; perhaps there was a lack of conviction in such a pretense. As she contemplated how best to retract her statement, Mr. Weston continued, “Mrs. Churchill is not exactly in my good graces, as you might suspect—but let’s keep this between us. She is quite fond of Frank, and for that reason, I wouldn’t speak ill of her. Besides, she’s been in poor health lately; though, according to her own account, she has always been unwell.” “I wouldn’t say this to everyone, Mrs. Elton, but I have my doubts about Mrs. Churchill’s illness.” “If she is truly unwell, why not go to Bath, Mr. Weston? Or perhaps Clifton?” “She’s convinced that Enscombe is too cold for her. The truth is, I think she’s simply tired of being there. She’s spent longer in Enscombe than she ever has before, and now she’s starting to crave a change.” “It’s a quiet place. A lovely place, but quite secluded.” “Indeed—much like Maple Grove, I would say. Nothing is more removed from the road than Maple Grove. It’s surrounded by such a vast plantation! You feel utterly cut off from everything—in the most absolute solitude. And I doubt Mrs. Churchill has the health or the spirit like Selina to truly appreciate that kind of isolation.” Or perhaps she simply lacks the resources to thrive in country life. I always say that a woman can never have too many resources—and I’m grateful to have enough to feel completely independent of society.” “Frank was here in February for a fortnight.” “Yes, I remember hearing that. He’ll find an addition to the society of Highbury when he returns—if I may presume to call myself an addition. But perhaps he hasn’t even heard of my existence.” This was too blatant a call for a compliment to be overlooked, and Mr. Weston, with admirable grace, immediately responded, “My dear madam! No one but you could conceive such a notion.” “I haven’t heard of you! I believe Mrs. Weston’s letters lately have been filled with little else but news of Mrs. Elton.” Having fulfilled his obligation, he could now return to his son. “When Frank left us,” he continued, “it was entirely uncertain when we might see him again, which makes today’s news all the more welcome. It was completely unexpected. I always had a strong feeling he would return soon; I was certain something favorable would come up—but no one believed me.” He and Mrs. Weston were both deeply despondent. “How could he manage to come? And how could anyone expect his uncle and aunt to spare him again?” and so on. Yet, I always had a sense that something would turn in our favor, and it has, as you can see. I’ve noticed, Mrs. Elton, throughout my life, that if things are going poorly one month, they inevitably improve the next.” “Very true, Mr. “Weston, that’s perfectly true. It reminds me of what I used to say to a certain gentleman during our courtship. Whenever things didn’t unfold as quickly as he hoped, he would fall into despair, lamenting that at this rate, it would be May before Hymen’s saffron robe would be draped over us. Oh, the lengths I went to in order to dispel those gloomy thoughts and offer him a more cheerful perspective! We had our share of disappointments with the carriage; I remember one morning when he came to me utterly despondent.” She paused, caught in a slight fit of coughing, and Mr. Weston seized the moment to continue. “You mentioned May. It’s the very month when Mrs. Churchill has decided to spend some time in a warmer place than Enscombe—in short, she’ll be in London. This gives us the delightful prospect of frequent visits from Frank throughout the spring—precisely the season one would choose for such visits. The days will be nearly at their longest, the weather will be mild and pleasant, always inviting us outdoors, yet never too hot for a good walk. Last time he was here, we made the most of it, but we faced quite a bit of wet, dreary weather—typical for February, as you know—and we couldn’t do half of what we had planned. But now, this will be the perfect time. It promises to be pure enjoyment, and I don’t know, Mrs. Elton, I wonder if the uncertainty surrounding our meetings—the constant anticipation of his arrival, whether today or tomorrow, at any hour—might not be more conducive to happiness than having him actually in the house. I believe it is so. It seems to me that this state of mind brings the most spirit and delight. I hope you will be pleased with my son, but please do not expect a prodigy. He is generally regarded as a fine young man, but again, do not expect a prodigy. Mrs. Weston’s fondness for him is quite pronounced, which, as you can imagine, is very gratifying to me. She believes no one is his equal.” “I assure you, Mr. Weston, I have little doubt that my opinion will lean favorably toward your son. I’ve heard nothing but praise for Mr. Frank Churchill. However, I must emphasize that I am someone who always forms my own judgments and does not simply follow the opinions of others. I want to make it clear that my assessment of your son will be based solely on my own observations. I am no flatterer.” Mr. Weston was deep in thought. “I hope,” he said after a moment, “that I haven’t been too harsh on poor Mrs. Churchill. If she is unwell, I would regret doing her an injustice; however, there are certain aspects of her character that make it challenging for me to speak of her with the patience I would prefer. You’re aware, Mrs. Elton, of my connection to the family and the treatment I’ve received; and, between us, the entire blame rests squarely on her shoulders.” She was the instigator. Frank’s mother would never have been slighted as she was if it weren’t for her. Mr. Churchill possesses pride, but it pales in comparison to his wife’s. His pride is quiet and indolent, a gentlemanly sort that harms no one and only makes him seem a bit helpless and tiresome. In contrast, her pride is marked by arrogance and insolence! What makes it even harder to tolerate is that she has no legitimate claim to family or lineage. When he married her, she was nobody—barely the daughter of a gentleman. Yet since becoming a Churchill, she has outdone them all with her lofty claims. In truth, she is nothing more than an upstart.” “Just think! That sounds incredibly frustrating! I have a strong aversion to upstarts. My experiences at Maple Grove have left me thoroughly disillusioned with people like that. There’s a family in the neighborhood that drives my brother and sister to distraction with their pretentiousness. Your description of Mrs. Churchill immediately reminded me of them. The Tupmans, who recently settled there, are burdened with numerous low connections, yet they carry themselves as if they belong among the established families. The Tupmans have lived at West Hall for no more than a year and a half, and the origins of their fortune remain a mystery. They hail from Birmingham, a place that doesn’t inspire much hope, as you might agree, Mr. Weston. There’s something unsettling about the very name. While little is definitively known about the Tupmans, many suspicions surround them. Yet, by their demeanor, they seem to consider themselves on par with my brother, Mr. Suckling, who is one of their closest neighbors. “It is truly unfortunate. Mr. Suckling, who has lived at Maple Grove for eleven years, inherited it from his father—at least, I believe so. I’m almost certain that old Mr. Suckling finalized the purchase before his death.” Just then, they were interrupted. Tea was being served, and Mr. Weston, having said all he needed to, quickly seized the opportunity to take his leave. After tea, Mr. and Mrs. Weston, along with Mr. Elton, joined Mr. Woodhouse for a game of cards. The remaining five were left to their own devices, and Emma had her doubts about how well they would fare. For Mr. Knightley seemed disinclined for conversation, while Mrs. Elton craved attention that no one was willing to give. She was in a state of agitation that made silence more appealing. Mr. John Knightley, however, was more talkative than his brother. He would be leaving them early the next day, and he soon began with— “Well, Emma, I don’t think I have much more to say about the boys. You have your sister’s letter, and everything is detailed there. My advice would be much more succinct than hers, and likely not in the same spirit. All I can recommend is: don’t spoil them, and don’t medicate them.” “I hope to satisfy you both,” Emma replied. “I will do everything in my power to make them happy, which should be enough for Isabella. True happiness must exclude false indulgence and medication.” “And if they become troublesome, you must send them home.” “That seems very likely.” “Do you really think so?” “I hope you realize that they might be too noisy for your father—or even become a burden for you, especially if your social calendar continues to fill up as it has been lately.” “Fill up?” “Absolutely. You must see that the last six months have significantly changed your lifestyle.” “Changed? Not at all.” “There’s no denying that you’re far more engaged with company than you used to be. Just look at this very moment. I’ve come down for only one day, and you’re already committed to a dinner party! When has that happened before, or anything close to it? Your social circle is expanding, and you’re becoming more involved with it. Not long ago, every letter to Isabella brought news of new festivities—dinners at Mr. “Cole’s, or the balls at the Crown—there’s a significant difference in how Randalls influences your social life.” “Yes,” his brother interjected quickly, “it’s Randalls that makes all the difference.” “Very well then—and since Randalls is unlikely to lose its influence anytime soon, I can’t help but think, Emma, that Henry and John might occasionally be in the way. If that’s the case, I simply ask that you send them home.” “No,” Mr. Knightley protested, “that doesn’t have to be the solution. They can be sent to Donwell instead. I’ll certainly have the time.” “Honestly,” Emma exclaimed, “you’re quite entertaining!” I would like to know how many of my numerous engagements occur without your presence, and why it’s assumed that I might lack the leisure to attend to the little boys. What have these remarkable engagements of mine been? Dining once with the Coles and discussing a ball that never actually happened. I can understand you—(nodding at Mr. John Knightley)—your good fortune in encountering so many friends at once here brings you too much joy to go unacknowledged. But you—(turning to Mr. ”Knightley, you know how rarely I am ever two hours away from Hartfield. I can’t imagine why you would predict such a series of distractions for me. And as for my dear little boys, I must say that if Aunt Emma doesn’t have time for them, I doubt they would fare much better with Uncle Knightley. He is away from home for about five hours when she is gone for just one—and when he is at home, he is either engrossed in his reading or busy settling his accounts.” Mr. Knightley appeared to be suppressing a smile, managing it quite well until Mrs. Elton began to engage him in conversation. # Volume III # Chapter I A moment of quiet reflection was all it took for Emma to understand the source of her agitation upon hearing the news about Frank Churchill. She quickly realized that her apprehension and embarrassment were not for herself, but rather for him. Her own feelings had faded into insignificance; they hardly warranted a second thought. However, if he—who had always been the more passionate of the two—returned with the same fervor he had taken away, it would be quite distressing. If a two-month separation hadn’t dulled his affections, she faced potential dangers and complications. Both caution for him and for herself would be essential. She was determined not to let her heart become entangled again, and it was crucial that she avoid giving him any encouragement. She wished she could prevent him from making an outright declaration. That would be an excruciating end to their current relationship! Yet, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something definitive was on the horizon. She felt as though spring would not pass without bringing a crisis—an event, something to disrupt her current composed and tranquil state. It wasn’t long, though slightly longer than Mr. Weston had anticipated, before she began to form an opinion about Frank Churchill’s feelings. The Enscombe family didn’t arrive in town as soon as expected, but he came to Highbury soon afterward. He rode down for a couple of hours; he couldn’t manage more just yet. However, since he came directly from Randalls to Hartfield, she was able to observe him closely and quickly assess his feelings and how she should respond. They greeted each other with the utmost friendliness. There was no doubt he was genuinely pleased to see her. Yet, almost immediately, she began to question whether he still cared for her as he once had, whether his tenderness remained as deep. She observed him closely and noted a clear shift—he was less in love than before. The time apart, likely accompanied by her perceived indifference, had naturally and understandably dulled his feelings. He was in high spirits, as eager to talk and laugh as ever, and seemed delighted to reminisce about his previous visit and share old stories. Still, there was an undercurrent of agitation in him. It was not in his calmness that she sensed his comparative indifference. He was anything but calm; his spirits were clearly unsettled, and there was a restlessness about him. Despite his lively demeanor, it felt like a liveliness that failed to satisfy him. What solidified her belief was his brief visit—only a quarter of an hour—before he hurried off to make other calls in Highbury. He had spotted a group of old acquaintances in the street as he passed; he hadn’t stopped to chat, nor would he linger for more than a word. Yet, he harbored the vanity of thinking they would be disappointed if he didn’t pay a visit. Much as he wished to stay longer at Hartfield, he felt compelled to rush away. She had no doubt that he was less in love, but neither his agitated demeanor nor his hasty departure suggested he was completely free of her influence. In fact, she began to suspect that his behavior indicated a fear of her returning power and a cautious resolve not to trust himself with her for too long. This was the only visit from Frank Churchill in the span of ten days. He often hoped and intended to come, but something always seemed to prevent him. His aunt could hardly bear the thought of him leaving her. This was his own account at Randall’s. If he were truly sincere and genuinely tried to come, it suggested that Mrs. Churchill’s move to London had done little to alleviate the more stubborn or anxious aspects of her condition. It was clear to him that she was genuinely unwell; he had expressed his conviction about this at Randall’s. While some of it might be mere imagination, he could not shake the feeling that her health had deteriorated compared to six months ago. He did not believe that her condition stemmed from anything that care and medicine couldn’t address, or that she wouldn’t have many years ahead of her. However, despite his father’s doubts, he couldn’t bring himself to declare that her complaints were merely imaginary or that she was as strong as ever. It quickly became clear that London was not suitable for her. She couldn’t tolerate the noise; her nerves were in a constant state of irritation and distress. By the end of ten days, her nephew’s letter to Randalls conveyed a change of plans: they would be moving immediately to Richmond. Mrs. Churchill had been referred to the medical expertise of a renowned physician in the area, and he had developed a fondness for the place. A fully furnished house in a favored location was secured, and much benefit was anticipated from this change. Emma learned that Frank wrote enthusiastically about the arrangement, clearly appreciating the blessing of having two months in such close proximity to dear friends, as the house was rented for May and June. She was informed that he expressed great confidence in being able to visit them frequently—almost as often as he could wish. Emma noted how Mr. Weston shared in the joy of these promising prospects. He saw her as the source of all the happiness they shared, but she hoped it wasn’t entirely true. In two months, they would know for sure. Mr. Weston’s happiness, however, was undeniable. He was genuinely delighted. It was the very circumstance he could have wished for. Having Frank in their neighborhood would be a true delight. What were nine miles to a young man? Just an hour’s ride. He would surely be visiting often. The contrast between Richmond and London made all the difference between seeing him regularly and not at all. Sixteen miles—no, eighteen—it must be a full eighteen to Manchester Street—was a significant barrier. If he ever managed to escape, the day would be consumed with coming and going. Having him in London offered no comfort; he might as well be at Enscombe. Richmond, however, was the perfect distance for easy visits—better than being closer! One positive outcome of this move was the certainty of the ball at the Crown. Though it hadn’t been forgotten, attempts to set a date had seemed futile. Now, however, it was definitely happening; preparations were quickly underway. Shortly after the Churchills relocated to Richmond, Frank sent a brief note stating that his aunt was already feeling much better due to the change, and he was confident he could join them for twenty-four hours at any time. This encouraged them to choose the earliest possible date. Mr. Weston’s ball was truly on the horizon. Just a few tomorrows separated the young people of Highbury from their happiness. Mr. Woodhouse, however, had come to terms with it. The season itself eased his worries. May was far more favorable than February in every way. Mrs. Bates had plans to spend the evening at Hartfield, and James was well-informed, feeling optimistic that neither dear little Henry nor dear little John would fall ill while dear Emma was away. # Chapter II No misfortune arose to thwart the ball this time. The day drew near, and finally arrived; after a morning filled with anxious anticipation, Frank Churchill, brimming with confidence, arrived at Randalls before dinner, ensuring that everything was secure. There had yet to be a second meeting between him and Emma. The room at the Crown was set to witness an important moment; it promised to be more than just a typical gathering in a crowd. Mr. Weston had been quite earnest in his pleas for her to arrive as soon as possible, so they could discuss the suitability and comfort of the rooms before anyone else arrived. Emma couldn’t refuse him, which meant she would have to spend a quiet moment in the young man’s company. She was to escort Harriet, and they arrived at the Crown with ample time to spare, just ahead of the Randalls party. Frank Churchill seemed to be keeping an eye out for them; although he didn’t say much, his eager gaze suggested he was looking forward to a delightful evening. The group strolled around together, ensuring everything was in order, and within a few minutes, they were joined by the occupants of another carriage. Emma was taken aback when she first heard the sound, her surprise evident. “So unreasonably early!” she was about to exclaim, but soon realized that a family of old friends had arrived, like her, at Mr. Weston’s particular invitation to lend their judgment. They were closely followed by another carriage of cousins, who had also been urged to come early for the same reason. It seemed as though half the company would soon gather for this preparatory inspection. Emma recognized that her taste was not the only one Mr. Weston valued, and she felt that being the favorite of a man with so many intimates and confidants was not the highest distinction in terms of vanity. She appreciated his open demeanor, though she mused that a touch less openness might elevate his character. General benevolence, rather than universal friendship, was what truly defined a man’s worth. She could envision such a man. The entire party wandered about, admiring the surroundings, offering praise, and eventually, with nothing else to occupy them, they formed a loose half-circle around the fire. They observed its warmth, realizing that even in May, an evening fire could still be quite enjoyable. Emma realized that it wasn’t Mr. Weston’s fault that the number of privy councillors hadn’t increased yet. They had paused at Mrs. Bates’s door to offer the use of their carriage, but the aunt and niece were to be brought by the Eltons. Frank stood beside her, though not quite steady; a restlessness betrayed his unease. He glanced around, approached the door, and listened for the sound of approaching carriages—impatient to start or perhaps anxious about being so close to her. Mrs. Elton was the topic of conversation. “I believe she’ll be here shortly,” he remarked. “I’m quite curious to meet her, having heard so much about her. It shouldn’t be long now before she arrives.” Just then, the sound of a carriage approached. He sprang into action right away, but as he returned, he remarked, “I’m forgetting that I don’t know her. I’ve never met either Mr. or Mrs. Elton. I shouldn’t be putting myself forward.” Elton arrived, and with him, the smiles and pleasantries faded. “But what about Miss Bates and Miss Fairfax?” Mr. Weston asked, glancing around. “We thought you were bringing them.” The oversight was minor. A carriage was dispatched to fetch them immediately. Emma was eager to hear Frank’s first impressions of Mrs. Elton found himself captivated by the studied elegance of her dress and the graciousness of her smiles. He quickly began to qualify his thoughts, giving her his full attention after the introductions had concluded. Within moments, the carriage returned, and someone mentioned the possibility of rain. “I’ll make sure there are umbrellas, sir,” Frank said to his father. “We mustn’t forget Miss Bates.” With that, he hurried off. Mr. Weston intended to follow, but Mrs. Elton held him back, eager to share her thoughts on his son. She spoke so energetically that even though Frank was moving swiftly, he could hardly escape her voice. “A very fine young man indeed, Mr. Weston. As I mentioned before, I intended to form my own opinion, and I’m pleased to say that I am extremely impressed with him. You can believe me; I rarely offer compliments. I find him quite handsome, and his manners are exactly to my liking—truly the epitome of a gentleman, without a trace of arrogance or pretentiousness. You must know that I have a strong aversion to pretentiousness—it’s quite a horror to me.” They were never tolerated at Maple Grove. Neither Mr. Suckling nor I had any patience for them; we often made rather cutting remarks! Selina, who is mild almost to a fault, managed to endure them much better. As she spoke of his son, Mr. Weston was completely captivated. However, when she mentioned Maple Grove, he recalled that there were ladies arriving who needed his attention, and with a smile, he had to hurry away. Mrs. Elton turned to Mrs. Weston. “I have no doubt that’s our carriage with Miss Bates and Jane. Our coachman and horses are remarkably swift! I believe we travel faster than anyone else. What a pleasure it is to send one’s carriage for a friend! I understand you were kind enough to offer, but next time it will be entirely unnecessary. You can be sure I will always take care of them.” Miss Bates and Miss Fairfax entered the room, accompanied by the two gentlemen, and Mrs. Elton appeared to consider it her duty, just as Mrs. Weston’s was ready to receive them. Her gestures and movements could be easily understood by anyone observing, like Emma; however, her words—along with everyone else’s—were quickly drowned out by the relentless chatter of Miss Bates. As soon as the door opened, her voice filled the room: “So very obliging of you! No rain at all. Nothing to worry about. I don’t mind for myself. Quite thick shoes.” As soon as Jane stepped through the door, she exclaimed, “Well! This is absolutely brilliant! Truly admirable! Excellently contrived, I must say. Nothing is lacking here. I could never have imagined it. Just look at how well it’s lit! Jane, Jane, look! Have you ever seen anything like this? Oh! Mr. “Weston, you must have truly found Aladdin’s lamp! Good Mrs. Stokes wouldn’t recognize her own room now. I caught a glimpse of her as I entered; she was standing in the doorway.” “Stokes,” I began, but I didn’t have time to finish. Just then, Mrs. Weston approached. “Very well, thank you, ma’am. I hope you’re doing well. I’m so glad to hear it. I was worried you might have a headache, seeing you pass by so often and knowing how much you must be dealing with. Truly delighted to hear you’re well.” Ah, dear Mrs. Elton, I can’t thank you enough for the carriage! It was perfect timing. Jane and I were all set and didn’t keep the horses waiting for a moment. The carriage was most comfortable—oh! I’m sure we owe our thanks to you, Mrs. Weston, for that. Mrs. Elton was kind enough to send Jane a note, or we would have been at a loss. But to receive two such offers in one day! We truly have the best neighbors. I remarked to my mother, “Upon my word, ma’am—” Thank you for asking; my mother is doing remarkably well. She has gone to Mr. Woodhouse’s. I insisted she take her shawl, as the evenings can be quite chilly. It was her large new shawl—Mrs. Dixon’s wedding gift. How thoughtful of her to consider my mother! It was purchased at Weymouth, you see—Mr. Dixon’s selection. Jane mentioned there were three other options they debated over for quite a while. Colonel Campbell had a distinct preference for olives. “My dear Jane, are you certain you didn’t get your feet wet? It was only a drop or two, but I worry so. Mr. Frank Churchill was so exceedingly kind, and there was a mat to step on. I will never forget his remarkable politeness. Oh, Mr. Frank Churchill, I must tell you that my mother’s spectacles have been flawless ever since; the rivet never came loose again. My mother often speaks of your good nature.” “Doesn’t she, Jane?—Don’t we often talk about Mr. Frank Churchill?—Ah! Here comes Miss Woodhouse. Dear Miss Woodhouse, how do you do?” “Very well, thank you. Quite well, indeed. This feels like a meeting in fairy-land! Such a transformation!” “I know I shouldn’t compliment you,” she said, eyeing Emma with a satisfied smile, “that would be rude. But upon my word, Miss Woodhouse, you look—what do you think of Jane’s hair? You have an eye for these things. She did it all herself. It’s quite remarkable how she styles her hair! I doubt any London hairdresser could do better.” “Ah! Dr. Hughes, I declare—and Mrs. Hughes. I must go and speak with Dr. and Mrs. Hughes for a moment. How do you do? How do you do? Very well, thank you. This is delightful, isn’t it? Where’s dear Mr. Richard? Oh, there he is! Let’s not disturb him; he’s much better occupied chatting with the young ladies. How do you do, Mr. ”Richard? I saw you the other day as you rode through town—Mrs. Otway, I must protest!—and good Mr. Otway, along with Miss Otway and Miss Caroline. What a delightful gathering of friends! And Mr. George and Mr. Arthur! How do you do? How is everyone? I’m quite well, thank you.” “Never better!—Do I hear another carriage?—Who could it be?—Most likely the worthy Coles. Upon my word, it’s delightful to be surrounded by such friends! And what a splendid fire! I’m positively roasting. No coffee for me, thank you—I never touch the stuff. A little tea, if you please, sir, whenever you have a moment—no rush. Oh! Here it comes. Everything is simply wonderful!” Frank Churchill returned to his place beside Emma, and as soon as Miss Bates fell silent, she found herself inevitably eavesdropping on the conversation between Mrs. Elton and Miss Fairfax, who were standing a short distance behind her. He appeared deep in thought. Whether he was overhearing her or not, she could not tell. After exchanging a good many quiet and proper compliments with Jane about her dress and appearance, it became clear that Mrs. Elton was eager for some praise of her own. “How do you like my gown? How do you like my trimming? How has Wright styled my hair?” she asked, peppering the conversation with similar questions, all met with patient politeness. Mrs. Elton then declared, “No one can think less of dress in general than I do. But on an occasion like this, when everyone’s eyes are on me, and in honor of the Westons—who I have no doubt are hosting this ball primarily to do me honor—I wouldn’t want to appear inferior to others. And I notice very few pearls in the room except for mine. So, I hear Frank Churchill is a splendid dancer. We shall see if our styles match. Frank Churchill is certainly a fine young man.” “I like him very much.” At that moment, Frank began speaking so animatedly that Emma couldn’t help but think he had overheard the compliments being paid to him and was eager to change the subject. The ladies’ voices faded into the background until another lull allowed Mrs. Elton’s voice to rise clearly above the rest. Mr. Elton had just joined them, and his wife exclaimed, “Oh! So you’ve finally found us in our little hideaway? I was just telling Jane that I thought you might start to feel impatient for news of us.” “Jane?” Frank Churchill echoed, his expression a mix of surprise and displeasure. “That’s interesting—but I assume Miss Fairfax doesn’t mind?” “How do you find Mrs. Elton?” Emma whispered. “Not at all.” “You’re being ungrateful.” “Ungrateful? What do you mean?” Then, shifting from a frown to a smile, she added, “No, don’t tell me—I don’t want to know. Where’s my father? When are we going to start dancing?” Emma found it difficult to read him; he seemed to be in a peculiar mood. He walked away to find his father but soon returned with both Mr. and Mrs. Weston. He had encountered a bit of perplexity that needed to be addressed with Emma. It had just dawned on Mrs. Weston that Mrs. Elton had to be asked to start the ball; she would expect it, which complicated their plans to give Emma that honor. Emma faced this disappointing truth with composure. “What will we do for a suitable partner for her?” Mr. Weston inquired. “She’ll think Frank should be the one to ask her.” Frank immediately turned to Emma, eager to remind her of her earlier promise, proudly declaring himself an engaged man—a claim that earned his father’s full approval. It soon became clear that Mrs. Weston wanted Frank to dance with Mrs. Elton, and their task was to persuade him to do so, which they accomplished fairly quickly. Weston and Mrs. Elton took the lead, with Mr. Frank Churchill and Miss Woodhouse following closely behind. Emma had to accept her place behind Mrs. Elton, even though she had always viewed the ball as an occasion meant especially for her. It was almost enough to make her contemplate marriage. Mrs. Elton was undoubtedly basking in a moment of complete vanity. Although she had initially intended to focus on Frank Churchill, the shift in attention did not diminish her satisfaction. Mr. Weston might be superior to his son, but that hardly mattered. Despite this minor annoyance, Emma was smiling with delight, pleased to see the respectable length of the dance set forming before her. She relished the prospect of so many hours filled with unusual festivities. However, her enjoyment was marred by Mr. Knightley’s refusal to dance. There he stood among the onlookers, where he clearly did not belong; he should have been on the dance floor, not mingling with the husbands, fathers, and whist players who feigned interest in the festivities until their games were finished. He looked far too young to be relegated to such a role. In fact, he could not have appeared more distinguished than in that very spot. His tall, upright figure stood out among the bulkier forms and stooping shoulders of the older men, drawing the eyes of everyone in the room. Except for her own partner, no other young man could compare to him. As he moved a few steps closer, it became evident just how gracefully he would dance if he chose to. Whenever their eyes met, she managed to coax a smile from him, but for the most part, he remained serious. She wished he could appreciate the ballroom more and have a better opinion of Frank Churchill. He often seemed to be watching her. She didn’t want to flatter herself into thinking he was focused on her dancing, but if he were judging her behavior, she felt no fear. There was nothing flirtatious between her and her partner; they felt more like cheerful, easy friends than lovers. It was undeniable that Frank Churchill thought less of her than he once had. The ball continued on pleasantly. The anxious care and constant attention of Mrs. Weston were not in vain. Everyone seemed happy, and praise for the ball—often reserved until after the event—was already being showered upon it at the very start. While it may not have produced any particularly noteworthy or memorable moments, there was one incident that caught Emma’s attention. As the last two dances before supper began, Harriet found herself without a partner, the only young lady sitting out. Given that the number of dancers had been perfectly balanced until then, it was surprising that anyone was left without a partner. However, Emma’s curiosity quickly faded when she spotted Mr. Elton sauntering about. He wouldn’t ask Harriet to dance if he could avoid it; she was certain of that—and she expected him to slip away into the card room at any moment. However, escape was not his intention. He approached the area where the onlookers had gathered, exchanged a few words with some of them, and strolled about in front of the group, as if to assert his freedom and his determination to keep it. He made a point of positioning himself directly in front of Miss Smith at times, engaging with those nearby her. Emma noticed it all. She wasn’t dancing yet; she was still making her way up from the bottom of the set, which gave her the opportunity to observe her surroundings. With just a slight turn of her head, she could take in the scene. When she reached the halfway point in the set, the entire group was directly behind her, and she decided it was time to stop watching. But Mr. Elton was so close that she could hear every syllable of the conversation unfolding between him and Mrs. Weston. She noticed that his wife, standing just above her, was not only listening intently but also encouraging him with meaningful glances. The kind-hearted and gentle Mrs. Weston had left her seat to join him, asking, “Don’t you dance, Mr. Elton?” His quick response was, “Most certainly, Mrs. Weston, if you will dance with me.” “Me? Oh, no! I could find you a better partner than myself.” “I am no dancer,” he admitted. “If Mrs. Gilbert wishes to dance,” he continued, “I would be delighted to join her. Although I’m starting to feel like an old married man and that my dancing days are behind me, it would bring me great joy to stand up with an old friend like Mrs. Gilbert.” “Mrs. Gilbert doesn’t intend to dance, but there is a young lady available whom I would love to see on the dance floor—Miss Smith.” “Miss Smith! Oh, I hadn’t noticed. You are very kind to suggest it. If I weren’t an old married man, I might consider it. But alas, my dancing days are over, Mrs. Weston. I hope you’ll excuse me.” “Anything else I would be more than happy to do at your command—but my dancing days are over.” Mrs. Weston said nothing further, and Emma could easily picture the surprise and mortification that must have accompanied her return to her seat. This was Mr. Elton—the amiable, obliging, gentle Mr. Elton. Emma glanced around for a moment; he had joined Mr. Knightley stood a little way off, positioning himself for a settled conversation, while smiles of pure joy exchanged between him and his wife. She dared not look again, her heart aflame with emotion, fearing her face might betray her feelings. In the next moment, a more delightful sight captured her attention—Mr. Knightley leading Harriet to the dance floor! Never had she been more surprised, nor so delighted, than at that instant. She felt a rush of pleasure and gratitude, both for Harriet and for herself, and she longed to express her thanks to him. Though too far away to speak, her expression conveyed much as soon as she managed to catch his eye again. His dancing was everything she had hoped it would be—exceptionally good. Harriet seemed almost too fortunate, if not for the harsh circumstances that had preceded this moment, and the sheer joy radiating from her beaming features. She reveled in it, bounding higher than ever, gliding effortlessly across the floor, her face a constant display of smiles. Mr. Elton had retreated to the card room, looking, Emma hoped, rather foolish. She didn’t believe he was as callous as his wife, though he was becoming increasingly like her. “Knightley has taken pity on poor little Miss Smith! Very good-natured, I declare,” she remarked audibly to her partner, revealing some of her feelings. As supper was announced, the movement began, and Miss Bates could be heard without interruption until she was seated at the table and picked up her spoon. “Jane, Jane, my dear Jane, where are you? Here is your tippet. Mrs. Weston insists you put it on. She’s worried about drafts in the passage, even though everything has been taken care of—one door nailed shut, plenty of matting laid down. My dear Jane, you really must. Mr. Churchill, oh!” You’re far too accommodating! How well you play your part! I’m so pleased! The dancing was truly excellent! Yes, my dear, I rushed home, just as I promised, to help Grandmama to bed, and I returned without anyone noticing my absence. I slipped away without a word, just as I mentioned. Grandmama was in good spirits; she had a delightful evening with Mr. Woodhouse, filled with plenty of conversation and backgammon. They had tea downstairs, along with biscuits, baked apples, and wine before she left. She had remarkable luck with some of her throws, and she asked a lot about you—how you were enjoying yourself and who your partners were. “Oh!” I said, “I won’t spoil it for Jane; I left her dancing with Mr. George Otway; she will be eager to share all the details with you herself tomorrow. Her first partner was Mr. Elton, though I’m not sure who will ask her next—perhaps Mr. William Cox. My dear sir, you are far too accommodating. Is there no one you would prefer instead? I assure you, I am not helpless. Sir, you are exceedingly kind. Upon my word, with Jane on one arm and me on the other!—Wait, wait, let’s step back a bit; Mrs. Elton is approaching. Dear Mrs. “Elton, she looks so elegant! That beautiful lace! Now we all follow in her wake, the queen of the evening! Well, here we are at the passage. Just two steps, Jane—be careful! Oh, wait, there’s only one. I could have sworn there were two.” How very strange! I was certain there were two, yet here I find only one. I’ve never encountered such comfort and style—candles everywhere! I was just telling you about your grandmother, Jane. There was a slight disappointment, though. The baked apples and biscuits were excellent, of course, but at first, they served a delicate fricassee of sweetbread with some asparagus. Good Mr. Woodhouse, thinking the asparagus wasn’t quite boiled enough, sent it all back. Now, there’s nothing your grandmother loves more than sweetbread and asparagus, so she was a bit let down. We agreed not to mention it to anyone, fearing it might reach dear Miss Woodhouse, who would be terribly concerned! Well, this is simply brilliant! I’m completely amazed! could not have imagined anything like this! Such elegance and abundance! I haven’t seen anything comparable since—Well, where shall we sit? Anywhere, as long as Jane isn’t in a draft. Where I sit is of no importance. Oh! Do you suggest this side? Well, I’m sure, Mr. “Churchill—though it seems almost too good to be true—but as you wish. Whatever you decide in this house must be right. Dear Jane, how will we ever remember half the dishes for Grandmama? Soup too! Goodness! I shouldn’t be served so soon, but it smells delightful, and I can’t resist starting.” Emma had no chance to speak to Mr. Knightley remained until after supper, but when they all reconvened in the ballroom, Emma’s eyes beckoned him irresistibly, inviting him to approach and receive her gratitude. He expressed his strong disapproval of Mr. Elton’s behavior, deeming it nothing short of unpardonable rudeness. Mrs. Elton, too, was not spared from his criticism. “They aimed to wound more than just Harriet,” he remarked. “Emma, why are they your enemies?” He regarded her with a knowing smile, and when she offered no response, he continued, “She shouldn’t be angry with you, I suspect, regardless of his feelings. You won’t deny that, of course; but admit it, Emma—you wanted him to marry Harriet.” “I did,” Emma replied, “and they cannot forgive me for it.” He shook his head, a smile of indulgence playing on his lips as he said, “I shall not scold you.” “I leave you to your own reflections.” “Can you trust me with such flatterers? Does my vain spirit ever suggest that I am wrong?” “Not your vain spirit, but your serious one. If one leads you astray, I’m certain the other will set you straight.” “I must admit I was completely mistaken about Mr. Elton. There’s a pettiness about him that you recognized, but I did not. I was utterly convinced he was in love with Harriet. It all stemmed from a series of strange blunders!” “In return for your honesty, I must say that you would have chosen better for him than he has chosen for himself. Harriet Smith possesses qualities that Mrs. Elton entirely lacks. An unpretentious, single-minded, artless girl—infinitely preferable to any man of sense and taste over a woman like Mrs. Elton.” “Elton, I found Harriet to be more engaging than I anticipated.” Emma felt a surge of satisfaction at this. Their conversation was cut short by the lively call of Mr. Weston, urging everyone to resume dancing. “Come, Miss Woodhouse, Miss Otway, Miss Fairfax! What are you all doing? Emma, set an example for your friends! Everyone is being lazy! Everyone is half asleep!” “I’m ready,” Emma replied, “whenever I’m needed.” “Who are you planning to dance with?” Mr. Weston inquired. Knightley. She hesitated for a moment before responding, “With you, if you’ll ask me.” “Will you?” he said, extending his hand. “Indeed, I will. You’ve shown that you can dance, and we’re not really so much brother and sister as to make it at all improper.” “Brother and sister? No, indeed.” # Chapter III This brief exchange with Mr. Knightley brought Emma considerable pleasure. The morning after the ball, Emma strolled through the lawn, savoring one of her most pleasant memories. She felt a deep sense of satisfaction that she and Harriet had reached such a solid understanding regarding the Eltons, and it was reassuring that their opinions of both husband and wife aligned so closely. Mr. Elton’s praise of Harriet, his acknowledgment of her worth, was particularly gratifying. What had initially threatened to mar her evening—the Eltons’ impertinence—had ultimately led to some of her greatest joys. Emma now looked forward to another positive outcome: the end of Harriet’s infatuation. From Harriet’s manner of speaking about the incident before they left the ballroom, Emma felt a surge of hope. It seemed as if Harriet’s eyes had been opened, allowing her to see that Mr. Elton was not the remarkable man she had once believed him to be. The fever of her infatuation had subsided, and Emma felt little concern that it would be reignited by any misguided kindness from Mr. Elton. She relied on the Eltons’ disdain to provide the necessary discipline of pointed neglect. With Harriet regaining her rationality, Frank Churchill not too deeply in love, and Mr. Elton’s true character revealed, Emma felt optimistic about the future. Knightley, not wishing to quarrel with her, must have felt how very happy the summer would be for her! She would not see Frank Churchill this morning; he had informed her that he couldn’t indulge in the pleasure of stopping at Hartfield, as he needed to be home by midday. She didn’t regret it. Having sorted through all these matters and put everything in order, she was just turning toward the house, her spirits lifted and ready for the demands of the two little boys and their grandfather, when the great iron sweep-gate swung open. To her astonishment, two figures entered whom she never expected to see together—Frank Churchill, with Harriet leaning on his arm—Harriet! In an instant, she realized that something extraordinary had occurred. Harriet appeared pale and frightened, while Frank was doing his best to reassure her. The iron gates and the front door were barely twenty yards apart; soon, they were all in the hall, and Harriet immediately sank into a chair, fainting away. A young lady who faints must be revived; questions need answering, and surprises require explanation. Such events can be quite intriguing, but the suspense surrounding them cannot last long. Within a few minutes, Emma learned the whole story. Miss Smith and Miss Bickerton, another boarder at Mrs. Goddard’s who had also attended the ball, had walked out together and taken the Richmond road. Though it seemed public enough to be safe, it soon led them into a state of alarm. About half a mile beyond Highbury, the road made a sudden turn and became deeply shaded by elms on either side, creating a secluded stretch. As the young ladies ventured further into this quiet area, they suddenly spotted a group of gipsies a short distance ahead, gathered on a broad patch of greensward. A child approached them, begging for alms, and Miss Bickerton, overwhelmed with fear, let out a piercing scream. Urging Harriet to follow her, she dashed up a steep bank, leaped over a low hedge at the top, and hurried back to Highbury by a shortcut. But poor Harriet was at a loss. She had suffered greatly from cramps after dancing, and her first attempt to climb the bank triggered a painful return that left her utterly powerless. Terrified and in distress, she found herself unable to move. It was uncertain how the group of trampers might have behaved had the young ladies shown more courage, but the opportunity for mischief was too enticing to resist. Soon, Harriet was besieged by a half-dozen children, led by a stout woman and a large boy, all clamorous and impertinent in their demeanor, if not in their words. Growing increasingly frightened, Harriet quickly promised them money. She fished a shilling from her purse and pleaded with them not to ask for more or to treat her poorly. Though she managed to walk away—albeit slowly—her fear and the sight of her purse proved too tempting. The entire gang followed her, demanding more. It was in this distressing situation that Frank Churchill found her, trembling and negotiating, while the group grew loud and insolent. By a fortunate twist of fate, his departure from Highbury had been delayed just long enough to bring him to her aid at this critical moment. The pleasantness of the morning had encouraged him to walk ahead, leaving his horses to meet him by another route a mile or two beyond Highbury. He had also borrowed a pair of scissors from Miss Bates the night before and, having forgotten to return them, was obliged to stop at her door for a few minutes. Thus, he arrived later than he had planned and, being on foot, was unnoticed by the entire group until he was almost upon them. The terror that the woman and boy had instilled in Harriet now became their own burden. He had left them thoroughly frightened; Harriet, clinging to him and barely able to speak, managed to summon just enough strength to reach Hartfield before her spirits completely faltered. It was his idea to bring her there; he hadn’t considered any other place. This was the essence of the entire story—his account and Harriet’s once she had regained her composure and voice. He dared not linger longer than necessary to ensure she was well; the delays had left him with no time to spare. Emma promised to reassure Mrs. Goddard of Harriet’s safety and to inform Mr. Knightley about the troubling group in the neighborhood. With all the heartfelt blessings Harriet could muster for her friend and herself, he set off. Such an adventure as this—a fine young man and a lovely young woman thrown together in such a way—could hardly fail to evoke certain ideas in even the coldest heart and steadiest mind. At least, that’s what Emma thought. Could a linguist, a grammarian, or even a mathematician have witnessed their appearance together and heard their story without feeling that circumstances had conspired to make them particularly interesting to one another? How much more must someone with an imaginative spirit, like herself, be ablaze with speculation and foresight, especially with the groundwork of anticipation her mind had already laid! It was truly extraordinary! Nothing like this had ever happened to any young ladies in the area during her memory—no encounter, no excitement of this kind—and now it had occurred to her, at the very moment when the other person was passing by to rescue her! It was undeniably remarkable! And knowing, as she did, the favorable state of mind of each at that moment, it struck her even more powerfully. He was striving to overcome his attachment to her, while she was just beginning to recover from her infatuation with Mr. Elton. It felt as if everything conspired to promise the most intriguing outcomes. Surely, the events unfolding could only serve to draw them closer together. In the brief conversation she had shared with him while Harriet was partially unconscious, he had remarked on Harriet’s terror, her innocence, and the fervor with which she had grasped his arm, all with a blend of amusement and delight. Just moments ago, after Harriet had recounted her experience, he had expressed his outrage at Miss Bickerton’s outrageous folly in the strongest terms. Yet, everything would unfold in its own time, without any push or aid from her. She resolved to remain still, offering no hints or suggestions. No, she had had enough of interference. There could be no harm in a plan, a simple, passive plan. It was nothing more than a wish. Beyond that, she would not go. Emma’s first resolution was to shield her father from the knowledge of what had transpired, fully aware of the anxiety and alarm it would cause him. However, she quickly realized that concealment would be impossible. Within half an hour, the news had spread throughout Highbury. It was the perfect event to captivate those who loved to gossip—the young and the servants alike. Soon, everyone in the household was buzzing with the excitement of alarming news. The previous night’s ball seemed overshadowed by the arrival of the gipsies. Poor Mr. Woodhouse trembled in his seat, and as Emma had anticipated, he would be satisfied only if they promised never to venture beyond the shrubbery again. It brought him some comfort that throughout the day, many inquiries about himself and Miss Woodhouse—his neighbors knew how much he cherished being asked after—along with Miss Smith, were coming in. He took pleasure in responding that they were all quite indifferent, which wasn’t entirely true; Emma knew that she was perfectly well, and Harriet was hardly worse off. However, Emma chose not to correct the impression. Harriet’s health was generally fragile for the daughter of such a man; she hardly knew what true illness was. If Mr. Woodhouse didn’t invent ailments for her, she would hardly make a mark in the conversation. The gypsies did not wait for justice to take its course; they hurriedly departed. The young ladies of Highbury might have resumed their walks in safety before the panic fully set in, and soon the entire incident faded into a matter of little consequence, except for Emma and her nephews. In her mind, however, it lingered on, with Henry and John still asking daily for the tale of Harriet and the gypsies, and eagerly correcting her if she strayed even slightly from the original account. # Chapter IV Just a few days after this adventure, Harriet arrived one morning at Emma’s door, a small parcel in hand. After sitting down and hesitating for a moment, she began, “Miss Woodhouse—if you have a moment—I have something I’d like to share with you—a sort of confession—and then it will be done.” Emma was quite surprised but urged her to continue. There was a seriousness in Harriet’s demeanor that prepared her, as much as her words did, for something significant. “It is my duty, and I truly wish to have no secrets with you on this matter. Since I am happily quite changed in one respect, it is only right that you should have the satisfaction of knowing.” “I don’t want to say more than necessary—I’m too ashamed of how I’ve let myself feel, and I’m sure you understand.” “Yes,” Emma replied, “I hope I do.” “How could I have spent so long imagining myself in love with him?” Harriet exclaimed, her voice filled with emotion. “It seems utterly mad! I see nothing extraordinary in him now. I don’t care if I run into him—actually, I’d prefer not to see him at all. I’d go out of my way to avoid him. And I certainly don’t envy his wife anymore; I neither admire her nor envy her as I once did. She may be charming, but I find her ill-tempered and disagreeable. I’ll never forget the look she gave me the other night! Still, I assure you, Miss Woodhouse, I wish her no ill. Let them be as happy as they like; it won’t cause me another moment’s pain. To prove that I’m speaking the truth, I’m going to destroy what I should have gotten rid of long ago—what I should never have kept in the first place.” She blushed as she spoke. “But now I will destroy it all, and I want to do it in your presence so you can see how rational I’ve become. Can you guess what this parcel contains?” she asked, a knowing look in her eyes. “Not at all. Did he ever give you anything?” “No, I wouldn’t call them gifts, but they are things I’ve valued very much.” She held the parcel out to Emma, who noticed the words Most Precious Treasures written on top. Her curiosity was piqued. Harriet carefully unfolded the parcel, her impatience palpable. Nestled within layers of silver paper was a charming little Tunbridge-ware box. She opened it to find it lined with the softest cotton, but aside from that, all Emma could see was a small piece of court-plaister. “Now,” Harriet urged, “you must remember.” “No, I’m afraid I don’t.” “Goodness! I can’t believe you’ve forgotten what happened in this very room regarding court-plaister, just one of the last times we were here! It was only a few days before I came down with my sore throat—right before Mr. and Mrs. John Knightley arrived. I think it was that very evening. Don’t you recall him cutting his finger with your new penknife and you suggesting court-plaister? Since you didn’t have any on hand and knew I did, you asked me to help him out. I took mine out and cut him a piece, but it was far too large. He trimmed it down and played with the leftover piece for a while before finally returning it to me.” And so, in my folly, I couldn’t help but treasure it—setting it aside, never to be used, and glancing at it now and then as if it were a great treat. “My dearest Harriet!” Emma exclaimed, covering her face with her hand and leaping to her feet. “You make me feel more ashamed than I can bear. Do I remember it? Yes, I recall everything now—everything, except your saving this relic. I had no idea until this moment! But the cut finger, my suggestion of court-plaister, and my claim that I had none on me! Oh, my sins, my sins! I had plenty all along in my pocket! Just one of my foolish tricks! I deserve to blush for the rest of my life. Well—” (she sat down again) “go on—what else?” “Did you really have some on hand? I never suspected it; you played it so naturally.” “And you actually saved that piece of court-plaister for his sake!” Emma said, shaking off her shame, caught between wonder and amusement. Secretly, she added to herself, “Goodness gracious!” “How could I have ever thought to keep a piece of court-plaister that Frank Churchill had been handling? I never was up to this.” “Look here,” Harriet said, turning back to her box, “here’s something even more precious—at least it was more precious, because this actually belonged to him, unlike the court-plaister.” Emma felt a rush of excitement to see this prized possession. It was the end of an old pencil—the part without any lead. “This was truly his,” Harriet insisted. “Don’t you remember one morning? No, I suppose you don’t. But one morning—I can’t recall the exact day, but it might have been the Tuesday or Wednesday before that evening—he wanted to jot something down in his pocket-book; it was about spruce-beer. Mr. Knightley had been sharing his thoughts on brewing spruce beer, and he wanted to jot down some notes. However, when he pulled out his pencil, he found there was hardly any lead left. After trimming it down, he realized it was useless. So, you kindly lent him another pencil, which ended up abandoned on the table, deemed worthless. But I kept my eye on it, and as soon as I had the chance, I snatched it up and never let it go again. “I do remember that,” Emma exclaimed. “I remember it perfectly! We were talking about spruce beer—yes! Mr. Knightley and I both mentioned how much we liked it, and Mr. Elton seemed determined to learn to enjoy it as well. I remember it clearly. Wait, Mr. “Knightley was standing right here, wasn’t he? I have a feeling he was standing just here.” “Ah! I’m not sure. I can’t quite remember. It’s strange, but I really can’t recall. Mr. Elton was sitting here, though, somewhere around where I am now.” “Well, go on.” “Oh! That’s all there is to it.” “I have nothing more to show you or to say—except that I’m about to throw them both into the fire, and I want you to see me do it.” “My poor dear Harriet! Have you really found happiness in holding onto these things?” “Yes, I was a simpleton! But I’m quite ashamed of it now and wish I could forget as easily as I can burn them. It was wrong of me to keep any reminders after he got married. I knew it was, but I didn’t have the strength to let them go.” “But, Harriet, is it really necessary to burn the court plaster? I can’t defend the old pencil, but the court plaster might still be useful.” “I’ll be happier without it,” Harriet replied. “It has an unpleasant look to me. I need to get rid of everything. There it goes, and that’s that—thank Heaven!” Elton?” Harriet echoed, her brow furrowing in confusion. “No, it has nothing to do with him.” Emma felt a wave of relief wash over her. “Then what has prompted this sudden decision?” Harriet hesitated, her gaze drifting to the floor. “I just… I don’t see the point. I’ve thought about it, and I believe I would rather remain as I am.” Emma studied her friend, sensing the weight of her conviction. “But surely, there are many joys in marriage. Companionship, love…” “I understand that, Emma,” Harriet replied, her voice steady. “But I’ve come to realize that my happiness doesn’t depend on it. I can find fulfillment in other ways.” Emma admired Harriet’s resolve, even if it puzzled her. “Very well, if that is how you feel. But I must admit, I had hoped you might find someone who could make you happy.” Harriet smiled faintly. “Perhaps one day, but for now, I’m content.” Emma nodded, though a flicker of concern lingered in her mind. She couldn’t shake the feeling that this decision might not be as resolute as Harriet believed. But for the moment, she chose to respect her friend’s choice, even as she pondered the implications of such a declaration. “Indeed, Elton!” cried Harriet indignantly. “Oh! No”—Emma barely caught the words, “so superior to Mr. Elton!” Emma paused, weighing her options. Should she let it go and pretend to suspect nothing? Perhaps Harriet would think her cold or angry if she did. On the other hand, remaining completely silent might only prompt Harriet to press her for more information—something Emma was determined to avoid after their previous open discussions about hopes and possibilities. She believed it would be wiser to address the matter directly and clarify her thoughts. Plain dealing was always best. Emma had already decided how far she would go in response to such inquiries, and it would be safer for both of them to establish the boundaries of their conversation promptly. With resolve, she spoke: “Harriet, I will not pretend to be in doubt about your meaning. Your resolution, or rather your expectation of never marrying, stems from the belief that the person you might prefer would be far too superior in status to ever consider you. Is that not the case?” “Oh, Miss Woodhouse, please believe me—I have no delusions about that. Indeed, I’m not so foolish. But it brings me joy to admire him from afar, to contemplate his immense superiority over everyone else, with the gratitude, wonder, and reverence that are so fitting for me, especially.” “I’m not at all surprised by your feelings, Harriet. The service he rendered you was enough to stir your heart.” “Service! Oh, it was such an indescribable obligation! Just the memory of it, and all I felt at the time—seeing him approach, his noble demeanor, and my own wretchedness before that moment.” What a transformation! In an instant, such a transformation! From utter misery to complete happiness!” “It’s only natural. It’s natural, and it’s honorable—yes, honorable, I believe, to choose so wisely and with such gratitude. But I can’t promise that this preference will be fortunate. I advise you not to let it overwhelm you, Harriet. I can’t guarantee that it will be reciprocated.” Reflect on your intentions. It may be wise to temper your feelings for now; at the very least, don’t let them lead you too far unless you’re certain of his affections for you. Pay close attention to his behavior—it should inform your emotions. I offer this advice now because I won’t address this matter with you again. I am resolute in my decision to avoid any interference. From this moment on, I will speak no more of the matter. Let no name cross our lips. We were mistaken before; now we must be cautious. He is undoubtedly your superior, and there are serious objections and obstacles to consider. Yet, Harriet, more extraordinary things have happened, and there have been unions of even greater disparity. Just take care of yourself. I wouldn’t want you to be too hopeful; however this unfolds, know that your feelings for him reflect a good taste that I will always appreciate. Harriet kissed her hand in silent, grateful acknowledgment. Emma was firmly convinced that such an attachment would not be a bad thing for her friend. Its tendency would be to elevate and refine her mind—and it must be protecting her from the risk of degradation. # Chapter V Amid this swirl of schemes, hopes, and conspiracies, June arrived in Hartfield. For Highbury as a whole, it brought no significant change. The Eltons continued to chatter about an impending visit from the Sucklings and the plans for their barouche-landau. Jane Fairfax remained at her grandmother’s, and with the Campbells’ return from Ireland once again postponed—now set for August instead of Midsummer—she was likely to stay there for at least two more months. This was, of course, contingent on her ability to thwart Mrs. Elton’s relentless efforts on her behalf and avoid being swept into a delightful situation against her will. Mr. Knightley, for reasons known only to himself, had developed an early dislike for Frank Churchill, and that disdain was only growing stronger. He began to suspect that Churchill was being duplicitous in his pursuit of Emma. It was clear that Emma was his primary interest; everything pointed to it—his attentions, his father’s hints, and his mother-in-law’s cautious silence all aligned. Words, actions, discretion, and indiscretion told the same tale. Yet, while many were intent on pairing him with Emma, and Emma herself was encouraging a match with Harriet, Mr. Knightley couldn’t shake the feeling that Churchill might also be toying with Jane Fairfax. He couldn’t quite grasp it, but there were signs of understanding between them—at least, that’s what he thought. He felt a flicker of admiration on his part, which, once noticed, he couldn’t dismiss as meaningless, no matter how much he wished to avoid any of Emma’s flights of fancy. She hadn’t been present when the suspicion first took root. He had been dining with the Randalls family and Jane at the Eltons’, and he had caught more than one glance directed at Miss Fairfax that seemed oddly misplaced for someone who admired Miss Woodhouse. When he found himself in their company again, he couldn’t shake the memory of those looks. Nor could he ignore the observations that, unless he were to echo Cowper’s sentiment about his twilight fire— “Myself creating what I saw,” —only deepened his suspicion of a private affection, a secret understanding, between Frank Churchill and Jane. One evening, after dinner, he took his usual walk to Hartfield to spend the evening there. Emma and Harriet were planning to go for a stroll, and he joined them. On their way back, they encountered a larger group who, like them, decided it was best to exercise early, as the weather threatened rain. Mr. Mrs. Weston and their son, along with Miss Bates and her niece, had crossed paths by chance. They all came together, and as they reached the gates of Hartfield, Emma, knowing her father would appreciate such a visit, urged them to come in for tea. The Randalls party readily agreed, and after a lengthy speech from Miss Bates—one that few paid much attention to—she too accepted dear Miss Woodhouse’s kind invitation. Just as they were turning into the grounds, Mr. Perry rode by on horseback. The gentlemen spoke of his horse. “By the way,” Frank Churchill said to Mrs. Weston, “whatever happened to Mr. Perry’s plan to get a carriage?” Mrs. Weston looked surprised and replied, “I didn’t know he ever had such a plan.” “Nonsense, I heard it from you. You mentioned it to me three months ago.” “Me!” “Impossible!” “Indeed, you did. I remember it clearly. You said it was bound to happen very soon. Mrs. Perry had told someone and was quite thrilled about it. It was due to her persuasion, as she believed that being out in bad weather was doing him a great deal of harm.” “Do you really not remember it now?” “Honestly, I’ve never heard of it until this very moment.” “Never! Really, never! Goodness! How can that be? I must have dreamt it, but I was completely convinced. Miss Smith, you seem to be walking as if you’re tired. You won’t mind getting home, will you?” “What’s going on? What’s this about Perry and a carriage?” Mr. Weston exclaimed. “Is Perry planning to get a carriage, Frank?””I’m glad he can afford it. You heard it directly from him, did you?” “No, sir,” his son replied with a laugh. “It seems I heard it from no one at all. Quite strange! I was convinced that Mrs. Weston had mentioned it in one of her letters to Enscombe weeks ago, detailing all these particulars. But since she insists she never heard a word about it, I suppose it must have been a dream. I do tend to dream a lot. When I’m away from Highbury, I dream about everyone there. Once I’ve gone through my close friends, I start dreaming about Mr. and Mrs. …” “Perry,” his father mused, “it’s curious, isn’t it? You had such a vivid, connected dream about people you’re unlikely to be thinking of while at Enscombe. Perry’s setting up his carriage, and his wife is urging him to do it for the sake of his health—just what I imagine will happen eventually, though perhaps a bit prematurely. It’s fascinating how dreams can sometimes carry an air of probability, while at other times they’re just a jumble of absurdities. Well, Frank, your dream certainly shows that Highbury occupies your thoughts even when you’re away.” “Emma, you’re quite the dreamer, aren’t you?” But Emma was already out of earshot, having hurried ahead of her guests to prepare her father for their arrival, leaving Mr. Weston’s hint unheard. “Well, to tell the truth,” Miss Bates interjected, having struggled to be heard for the past two minutes, “if I must speak on this matter, I can’t deny that Mr. Frank Churchill might have—though I’m not saying he actually did dream it. I’ve certainly had some of the oddest dreams myself! However, if I’m pressed on the subject, I must admit that there was indeed such an idea last spring; Mrs. Perry mentioned it to my mother, and the Coles were aware of it, just like us. But it was quite a secret, known to no one else, and only considered for about three days.” Mrs. Perry was quite eager for him to have a carriage and came to my mother one morning, brimming with excitement, convinced she had succeeded. Jane, do you remember when grandmama told us about it after we got home? I can’t recall where we had been walking—most likely to Randalls; yes, I believe it was Randalls. Mrs. Perry always had a particular fondness for my mother—though honestly, who doesn’t? She had shared this in confidence, with no objections to my mother passing it along to us, but it was meant to stay between us. To this day, I’ve never mentioned it to a soul. At the same time, I can’t guarantee that I’ve never let something slip. I know I sometimes blurt things out before I even realize it. I’m quite the talker, you see; I tend to be a bit too chatty at times, and occasionally, I let something slip that I shouldn’t have. I’m not like Jane—I wish I were. I can assure you that she never reveals even the slightest hint of anything. Where is she? Oh! Just behind us. “Perfectly remember Mrs. Perry’s arrival—an extraordinary dream, indeed!” As they entered the hall, Mr. Knightley’s gaze had already flicked past Miss Bates to Jane. From Frank Churchill’s expression, which seemed to betray a mix of suppressed confusion and forced laughter, he had instinctively turned his attention to Jane. However, she was still behind them, preoccupied with her shawl. Mr. Weston had entered the room. The two other gentlemen stood by the door, allowing her to pass. Mr. Knightley suspected that Frank Churchill was intent on catching her eye; he seemed to watch her intently. However, his efforts were in vain—Jane walked between them into the hall without glancing in either direction. There was no time for further comment or explanation. The dream must be endured, and Mr. Knightley settled into his seat at the large, modern circular table that Emma had introduced at Hartfield—a table only she could have convinced her father to use instead of the small Pembroke, which had served them for forty years during his daily meals. The tea flowed pleasantly, and no one seemed eager to leave. “Miss Woodhouse,” Frank Churchill said, glancing at a table behind him that he could reach from his seat, “have your nephews taken away their alphabets—their box of letters? It used to be right here. Where is it? This evening feels rather dull, more suited to winter than summer.” We had such fun with those letters one morning. I want to challenge you again.” Emma was delighted by the idea. She quickly brought out the box, and soon the table was scattered with letters, though it seemed that only the two of them were eager to use them. They were busily forming words for each other, or anyone else who might enjoy the puzzle. The quiet nature of the game made it particularly appealing to Mr. Woodhouse, who often found the more lively games introduced by Mr. Weston distressing. Now, he sat happily engaged, either lamenting with gentle melancholy over the departure of the “poor little boys” or fondly pointing out how beautifully Emma had written each stray letter he picked up. Frank Churchill directed a word toward Miss Fairfax. She cast a brief glance around the table before focusing on it. Frank sat next to Emma, while Jane faced them, and Mr. Knightley was positioned to observe them all. His aim was to take in as much as possible without drawing attention to himself. The word was identified, and with a faint smile, Miss Fairfax pushed it aside. If she intended for it to be immediately blended with the others and hidden from view, she would have looked down at the table rather than across it, for it remained separate. Harriet, ever eager for fresh words and finding none, promptly picked it up and set to work. She sat beside Mr. Knightley, turning to him for assistance. The word was blunder, and as Harriet triumphantly announced it, a blush crept onto Jane’s cheek, imbuing the moment with a significance that was otherwise unspoken. Mr. Knightley linked it to the dream, yet the full implications eluded him. How could his favorite’s delicacy and discretion have been so completely dormant? He feared there was some undeniable involvement at play. Disingenuousness and deceit seemed to greet him at every turn. These letters served merely as a facade for flirtation and trickery—a child’s game designed to mask a deeper scheme on Frank Churchill’s part. With mounting indignation, he continued to watch him, filled with alarm and distrust as he also observed his two oblivious companions. He noticed a brief note prepared for Emma, handed to her with a sly, demure glance. He noticed that Emma had quickly made her way out, finding the situation highly entertaining, even if she felt it necessary to feign disapproval. “Nonsense! For shame!” she exclaimed. He then overheard Frank Churchill, casting a glance at Jane, say, “I’ll give it to her—shall I?” Emma immediately opposed him with eager laughter, insisting, “No, no, you mustn’t; you shall not, indeed.” Nevertheless, it was done. This gallant young man, who seemed to love without reservation and to charm without effort, promptly handed the word to Miss Fairfax, urging her with a particular air of composed civility to study it. Mr. Knightley, driven by an intense curiosity about the word, seized every opportunity to glance at it, and it wasn’t long before he discerned that the word was Dixon. Jane Fairfax’s understanding seemed to align with his; her insight certainly grasped the subtle implications and the deeper intelligence behind those five letters arranged before them. She was clearly displeased. When she looked up and caught his gaze, her cheeks flushed a deeper shade than he had ever seen before. With a hint of irritation, she remarked, “I didn’t realize proper names were allowed,” and pushed the letters away with an almost defiant spirit, determined not to engage with any further words that might be offered. She turned her face away from those who had instigated the moment, directing her attention instead to her aunt. “Aye, very true, my dear,” her aunt exclaimed, despite Jane having said nothing further. “I was just about to say the same thing. It’s indeed time for us to be going. The evening is drawing in, and grandmama will be looking for us.” “My dear sir, you are far too obliging. We really must wish you good night.” Jane’s quickness to rise confirmed her aunt’s expectations. She stood up, eager to leave the table, but with so many others moving about, she found it difficult to make her way out. Mr. Knightley noticed what seemed to be another stack of letters being anxiously pushed toward her, only to be resolutely brushed aside without a glance. As she searched for her shawl, Frank Churchill was also looking for something. The room was growing dim, and the atmosphere was chaotic. Mr. Knightley could only wonder how they ultimately parted ways. He lingered at Hartfield long after everyone else had left, his mind consumed by what he had witnessed. So consumed, in fact, that when the candles were lit to aid his reflections, he felt compelled—yes, he certainly must, as a concerned friend—to offer Emma a hint or pose a question. He couldn’t bear to see her in such a precarious situation without attempting to protect her. It was his duty. “Pray, Emma,” he began, “may I ask what made the last word exchanged between you and Miss Fairfax so amusing for one and so distressing for the other? I saw the word, and I’m curious about how it could evoke such contrasting reactions.” Emma felt a wave of confusion wash over her. She couldn’t bring herself to reveal the true explanation; despite her lingering suspicions, she was genuinely ashamed of having ever shared them. “Oh!” she exclaimed, clearly embarrassed. “It all meant nothing; just a silly joke among ourselves.” “The joke,” he replied solemnly, “appeared to be confined to you and Mr. Churchill.” He had hoped she would say something more, but she remained silent, preferring to occupy herself with anything else. He sat for a moment, uncertain. A multitude of worries flooded his mind—interference that would lead nowhere. Emma’s confusion, coupled with the undeniable intimacy of the moment, seemed to reveal her feelings. Yet he felt compelled to speak. He owed it to her to risk any potential discomfort rather than jeopardize her well-being; he would face anything rather than live with the regret of neglecting such an important matter. “My dear Emma,” he finally said, his tone earnest and kind, “do you believe you fully grasp the nature of the relationship between the gentleman and lady we’ve been discussing?” “Between Mr. Frank Churchill and Miss Fairfax? Oh!” “Yes, perfectly. Why would you doubt it?” “Have you never had any reason to think that he admired her, or that she admired him?” “Never, never!” she exclaimed, her eagerness palpable. “Not for a moment has such an idea crossed my mind. How could you even entertain it?” “Recently, I’ve sensed signs of attachment between them—certain expressive glances that seemed meant to be private.” “Oh, you amuse me greatly! I’m delighted to see your imagination at play, but I must tell you—it simply won’t do. I’m sorry to interrupt your first foray into this, but truly, it won’t do. There is no admiration between them, I assure you. The signs you’ve noticed stem from peculiar circumstances—feelings of a completely different nature. It’s hard to explain precisely; there’s a lot of nonsense involved. However, the part that can be articulated—the sense of it—is that they are as far from any attachment or admiration for one another as two people can be. At least, I presume that’s the case on her side, and I can guarantee it on his.” “I will answer for the gentleman’s indifference.” Her confidence was striking, and her satisfaction left Mr. Knightley momentarily speechless. She was in high spirits and eager to continue the conversation, wanting to hear every detail of his suspicions—every glance, every nuance of a situation that greatly amused her. However, his lightheartedness did not match hers. He realized he could not be of any help, and his own feelings were too agitated for conversation. To avoid being overwhelmed by the heat generated by Mr. Woodhouse’s delicate habits, which required a fire almost every evening of the year, he soon excused himself and made his way home to the coolness and solitude of Donwell Abbey. # Chapter VI After being long fed with hopes of a swift visit from Mr. and Mrs. Suckling, the residents of Highbury were forced to endure the disappointment of hearing that they could not possibly arrive until autumn. The anticipated influx of novelties that would enrich their intellectual lives would have to wait. In their daily exchanges of news, they found themselves once again limited to the other topics that had been intertwined with the Sucklings’ impending arrival—such as the latest updates on Mrs. Churchill, whose health seemed to provide a different report each day, and the condition of Mrs. Weston, whose happiness it was hoped might eventually be as greatly enhanced by the arrival of a child as that of all her neighbors was by its approach. Mrs. Elton, however, was deeply disappointed. The delay meant the postponement of much anticipated joy and celebration. Her introductions and recommendations would have to wait, and every planned gathering remained merely a topic of conversation. At first, she believed this to be the case; but after a moment’s reflection, she realized that not everything needed to be delayed. Why shouldn’t they explore Box Hill, even if the Sucklings didn’t come? They could always return with them in the autumn. It was decided that they would go to Box Hill. The plan for such a gathering had been widely known for some time; it had even inspired another idea. Emma had never visited Box Hill, and she was eager to see what everyone found so appealing. She and Mr. Weston had agreed to choose a lovely morning for their drive there. Only two or three more of the chosen few were to be invited to join them, and it was to be done in a quiet, unpretentious, and elegant manner—infinitely superior to the bustle and preparation, the regular eating and drinking, and the picnic parade of the Eltons and the Sucklings. This understanding was so well established among them that Emma felt a twinge of surprise and a hint of displeasure when she heard from Mr. Weston that he had proposed to Mrs. Elton, since her brother and sister had let her down, that the two parties should merge and go together. Mrs. Elton had readily agreed, so it was to be, assuming she had no objections. However, Emma’s objection stemmed solely from her deep-seated dislike of Mrs. Elton. Elton, as Mr. Weston must already know, was not worth bringing up again. Doing so would only lead to a rebuke for him, which would cause pain to his wife. Consequently, she felt compelled to agree to an arrangement she would have done anything to avoid—one that might even subject her to the humiliation of being labeled as part of Mrs. Elton’s circle. Every sentiment within her was offended, and while she maintained a facade of compliance, it left her with a heavy burden of unspoken resentment toward the unpredictable goodwill of Mr. Weston’s temperament. “I’m glad you approve of what I’ve done,” he said, sounding quite content. “But I thought you would. Schemes like these are nothing without numbers. You can never have too large a gathering; a big party ensures its own entertainment. Besides, she is a good-natured woman after all. It wouldn’t be right to leave her out.” Emma didn’t voice her disagreement, nor did she acknowledge it in her thoughts. It was now the middle of June, and the weather was delightful. Mrs. Elton was growing increasingly impatient to set a date and finalize arrangements with Mr. Weston for the pigeon pies and cold lamb. However, a lame carriage horse threw everything into disarray. It could be weeks—or perhaps just a few days—before the horse would be usable again. As a result, no preparations could be made, leaving them in a state of melancholy stagnation. Mrs. Elton found her resources woefully inadequate to cope with such an unexpected setback. “Isn’t this just the most vexing situation, Knightley?” she exclaimed. “And with such dreadful weather for exploring! These delays and disappointments are simply intolerable. What are we to do? At this rate, the year will slip away, and we’ll have accomplished nothing. I assure you, by this time last year, we had already enjoyed a delightful exploring party from Maple Grove to Kings Weston.” “You might as well explore Donwell,” Mr. Knightley suggested. “That can be done without horses. Come, have some of my strawberries.” “They’re ripening quickly.” Though Mr. Knightley may not have started with the utmost seriousness, he was compelled to continue in that vein, for his proposal was met with delight. Her enthusiastic response of “Oh! I would love that more than anything,” was as evident in her demeanor as it was in her words. Donwell was renowned for its strawberry beds, which seemed a fitting reason for the invitation; yet, no justification was truly needed. Even cabbage beds would have sufficed to entice her, as she was simply eager to be on her way somewhere. She promised him repeatedly that she would come—far more often than he believed—and felt immensely pleased by what she perceived as a mark of intimacy, a special compliment. “You can count on me,” she assured him. “I will definitely come. Just name the day, and I’ll be there. Will you let me bring Jane Fairfax along?” “I can’t set a date,” he replied, “until I’ve spoken to a few others I’d like to invite as well.” “Oh, leave all that to me! Just give me a free hand. After all, I’m the Lady Patroness. It’s my party.” “I’ll bring some friends along.” “I hope that includes Elton,” he replied. “But I won’t trouble you to extend any other invitations.” “Oh, now you’re looking quite sly. But think about it—you needn’t worry about giving me any authority. I’m not a young lady seeking favors. You know married women can be trusted. After all, it’s my party.” “Leave it all to me. I’ll invite your guests.” “No,” he replied calmly. “There is only one married woman in the world whom I can ever allow to invite guests to Donwell, and that one is—” “—Mrs. Weston, I suppose,” Mrs. Elton interjected, a hint of mortification in her voice. “No—Mrs. Knightley; and until she is here, I will handle such matters myself.” “Ah!” “You are such an odd creature!” she exclaimed, pleased to know that no one was preferred over her. “You’re a true humorist, free to say whatever you wish. A real humorist! Well, I’ll bring Jane with me—Jane and her aunt. The rest is up to you. I have no objections to meeting the Hartfield family. Don’t hesitate; I know you’re fond of them.” “You will certainly meet them if I have anything to say about it, and I plan to stop by Miss Bates on my way home.” “That’s quite unnecessary; I see Jane every day. But if that’s what you want.” It’s going to be a morning outing, you know, Knightley—quite simple, really. I’ll wear a large bonnet and carry one of my little baskets on my arm. Perhaps this one with the pink ribbon. It couldn’t be more straightforward, as you can see. Jane will have a similar basket. There will be no formality or fuss—just a sort of gypsy gathering. “We should stroll through your gardens, pick strawberries ourselves, and relax beneath the trees. Whatever else you’d like to offer, let it all be outdoors—a table set in the shade, you know. Everything as natural and simple as possible. Isn’t that your idea?” “Not quite. My vision of simplicity and nature involves having the table set in the dining room. I believe the essence of gentlemen and ladies, along with their servants and furnishings, is best appreciated during meals indoors. When you tire of strawberries in the garden, there will be cold meat waiting inside.” “Well, as you wish; just don’t go overboard with the setup.” “By the way, can I or my housekeeper be of any assistance to you with our opinion? Please be honest, Knightley. If you’d like me to speak with Mrs. Hodges or check on anything—” “I have no desire for that, thank you.” “Well, if any difficulties arise, my housekeeper is quite resourceful.” “I can assure you that mine believes herself just as capable and would refuse anyone’s help.” “I wish we had a donkey. It would be lovely for all of us to come on donkeys—Jane, Miss Bates, and me—with my dear husband walking alongside. I really must discuss the idea of getting a donkey with him. In country life, I think it’s essential; after all, no matter how many resources a woman has, she can’t always stay cooped up at home. Long walks can be quite a challenge—there’s dust in the summer and mud in the winter.” “You won’t find either between Donwell and Highbury.” Donwell Lane is never dusty, and today it’s perfectly dry. But if you prefer, you can come on a donkey—I can lend you Mrs. Cole’s. I want everything to be as much to your liking as possible.” “I’m sure you would. Indeed, I appreciate your thoughtfulness, my good friend.” Under that peculiar dry, blunt manner, I know you possess the warmest heart. As I mentioned to Mr. E., you are a true humorist. Yes, believe me, Knightley, I am fully aware of your thoughtfulness throughout this entire scheme. You have discovered exactly what would please me. Mr. Knightley had another reason for steering clear of a table in the shade. He wanted to persuade Mr. Woodhouse, along with Emma, was invited to join the party, but he knew that having any of them sitting outside to eat would inevitably make him uneasy. Mr. Woodhouse must not, under the misleading guise of a morning drive and a couple of hours at Donwell, be lured into a situation that would distress him. He had been invited in good faith, with no hidden fears to haunt him for his trusting nature. Despite his reservations, he agreed to go. He had not visited Donwell in two years. “One fine morning, he, Emma, and Harriet could go together; he could sit with Mrs. Weston while the dear girls strolled through the gardens. He didn’t think the grounds would be damp at this time of day. He was eager to see the old house again and would be delighted to reunite with Mr. and Mrs. Weston.” Elton, along with his neighbors, saw no reason why he, Emma, and Harriet shouldn’t visit one fine morning. He thought it was very considerate of Mr. Knightley to extend the invitation—kind and sensible, much more appealing than dining out, which he wasn’t particularly fond of. Mr. Knightley was fortunate to receive enthusiastic support from everyone. The invitation was met with such enthusiasm that it felt as though, like Mrs. Elton, they all viewed the plan as a special compliment to themselves. Emma and Harriet expressed their high expectations for enjoyment from the outing, and Mr. Weston, without being asked, promised to bring Frank along if he could—a gesture of approval and gratitude that was perhaps unnecessary. Mr. Knightley felt obliged to say he would be glad to see Frank, and Mr. Weston vowed to write without delay, using every argument at his disposal to persuade him to join them. Meanwhile, the lame horse made a remarkable recovery, and plans for the outing to Box Hill were once again in the air. Ultimately, they settled on Donwell for one day and Box Hill for the next, with the weather looking just right. Under the bright midday sun, nearly at Midsummer, Mr. Woodhouse was safely transported in his carriage, with one window down, to partake in this outdoor gathering. In one of the coziest rooms of the Abbey, specially prepared for him with a fire all morning, he was comfortably settled, ready to discuss the day’s achievements and advise everyone to sit down and avoid overheating. Mrs. Weston, who seemed to have made the effort to come just to feel tired and sit with him, remained a patient listener and sympathetic companion when everyone else had been invited or persuaded to leave. It had been so long since Emma had visited the Abbey that, once she was assured of her father’s comfort, she was eager to explore. She wanted to refresh and refine her memory of a house and grounds that would always hold significance for her and her family. As she surveyed the respectable size and style of the building, nestled in its low and sheltered location, she felt a swell of honest pride and satisfaction in her connection to the current and future owner. The ample gardens stretched down to meadows kissed by a stream, which the Abbey, in its old neglect, barely glimpsed. Rows and avenues of trees, untouched by fashion or extravagance, added to the charm. The house was larger than Hartfield and entirely different, sprawling and irregular, with many cozy rooms and a few elegant ones. It was exactly what it should be, reflecting its true nature, and Emma’s respect for it grew as she considered it the residence of a family of genuine gentility, unblemished in both lineage and intellect. John Knightley had his temperamental faults, but Isabella had made an impeccable match. She had brought no scandalous connections—no men, names, or places that could cause embarrassment. These thoughts filled her with pleasant feelings as she wandered, indulging in them until it was time to join the others around the strawberry beds. The entire party had gathered, except for Frank Churchill, who was expected any moment from Richmond. Mrs. Elton, adorned in her large bonnet and carrying her basket, was eager to lead the way in gathering, discussing, and enjoying strawberries—strawberries, and only strawberries, were now the focus of their thoughts and conversations. “The best fruit in England—everyone’s favorite—always wholesome. These are the finest beds and the best varieties. It’s delightful to gather them yourself—the only way to truly enjoy them. Morning is definitely the best time—never tiring—every kind is good. Hautboys are infinitely superior—there’s no comparison; the others are hardly edible. Hautboys are very scarce—Chili is preferred—the white wood has the finest flavor of all. Have you heard about the price of strawberries in London? There’s an abundance around Bristol—Maple Grove—cultivation—when to renew the beds—gardeners have completely different opinions—there’s no general rule—never disturb the gardeners—they’re delicious fruit, though perhaps too rich to eat too much of—inferior to cherries—currants are more refreshing. The only downside to gathering strawberries is the stooping—under the glaring sun—I’m exhausted—I can’t take it anymore—I must go sit in the shade.” Such was the conversation for half an hour, interrupted only once by Mrs. Weston stepped outside, her concern for her son-in-law prompting her to check if he had arrived yet. She felt a twinge of unease, particularly regarding his horse. They managed to find some reasonably comfortable seats in the shade, and now Emma was reluctantly forced to listen in on the conversation between Mrs. Elton and Jane Fairfax. They were discussing a most desirable job opportunity that Mrs. Elton had just learned about that morning, and she was positively thrilled. It was not with Mrs. Suckling, it was not with Mrs. Bragge that the matter lay, but rather with a cousin of hers, an acquaintance of Mrs. Suckling, and a lady well-regarded at Maple Grove. This cousin was delightful, charming, and of superior standing—truly part of the first circles. Mrs. Elton was eager to finalize the offer without delay. On her part, she radiated warmth, energy, and triumph, refusing to accept her friend’s reluctance. Despite Miss Fairfax’s repeated assurances that she would not engage in anything at the moment, citing the same reasons she had previously expressed, Mrs. Elton remained undeterred. Elton insisted on being authorized to send a letter of acquiescence by the next day’s post. Emma found it astonishing how Jane could endure it all. Jane looked vexed and spoke pointedly, and finally, with an unusual decisiveness, she suggested they move on. “Shouldn’t we take a walk? Wouldn’t Mr. Knightley show them the gardens—all of them? I want to see the whole extent,” she said. The persistence of her friend seemed more than Jane could bear. The heat was oppressive, and after wandering through the gardens in a scattered manner—scarcely any three of them together—they instinctively gravitated toward the refreshing shade of a broad, short avenue lined with linden trees. This path stretched beyond the garden, maintaining a consistent distance from the river, and appeared to mark the end of the pleasure grounds. It led to nothing—nothing but a view at the end over a low stone wall flanked by tall pillars, which seemed designed to suggest an approach to a house that had never existed. While the taste of such a conclusion might be debatable, the walk itself was charming, and the view at its end was delightful. The considerable slope on which the Abbey stood gradually steepened beyond its grounds, leading to a dramatic bank about half a mile away, richly adorned with trees. At the base of this bank, favorably situated and sheltered, rose the Abbey Mill Farm, with meadows stretching out in front and the river gracefully curving around it. It was a lovely sight—sweet to both the eye and the mind. English verdure, English culture, English comfort—all basking under a bright sun that felt warm but not oppressive. As Emma and Mr. Weston strolled, they soon spotted the others gathered together, and she quickly noticed Mr. Knightley and Harriet standing apart from the rest, quietly leading the way. Mr. Knightley and Harriet! It was an unusual pairing, but she felt a sense of pleasure at the sight. There had been a time when he would have dismissed her as a companion, turning away with little regard. Now they appeared to be deep in pleasant conversation. There was a time when Emma would have felt a pang of regret at seeing Harriet in such a favorable position for Abbey Mill Farm, but now she felt no such concern. The farm could be admired for its prosperity and beauty—its lush pastures, grazing flocks, blooming orchard, and the thin column of smoke rising into the sky. Emma joined them at the wall and found them more engrossed in discussion than in taking in the scenery. He was sharing insights with Harriet about agricultural practices, and Emma caught a smile that seemed to convey, “These are my own interests. I have every right to speak on such matters without anyone thinking I’m introducing Robert Martin.” She didn’t suspect him at all. It was an old story. Robert Martin had likely stopped thinking about Harriet. They strolled together along the path, enjoying the refreshing shade, which Emma found to be the most delightful part of the day. Eventually, they made their way to the house; it was time to eat. Everyone settled in, busy with their meals, yet Frank Churchill still hadn’t arrived. Mrs. Weston glanced around, searching in vain for him. His father dismissed her concerns with laughter, refusing to admit he felt uneasy. Still, Mrs. Weston couldn’t shake her wish that Frank would part with his black mare. He had spoken of coming with an unusual degree of certainty. “His aunt was doing much better, and he had no doubt he would be able to visit them soon.” However, as many were quick to remind Mrs. Churchill, her condition was prone to sudden changes that could easily dash her nephew’s reasonable hopes. Eventually, Mrs. Weston was convinced—whether genuinely or merely for the sake of appearances—that some episode involving Mrs. Churchill was the reason for his absence. Emma glanced at Harriet while this matter was being discussed. Harriet maintained her composure admirably, revealing no signs of distress. The light meal had concluded, and the group was preparing to venture out once more to explore what remained unseen—the old Abbey fish-ponds. They might even make it as far as the clover fields, which were set to be cut the following day, or at the very least, enjoy the warmth of the day before cooling off again. Mr. Woodhouse, having already taken his customary stroll through the highest part of the gardens—where he believed no dampness from the river could reach him—remained settled in his spot. His daughter decided to stay with him, ensuring that Mrs. Weston might be convinced by her husband to engage in the exercise and variety that her spirits seemed to crave. Mr. Knightley had done everything he could to entertain Mr. Woodhouse. He had arranged books of engravings, drawers filled with medals, cameos, corals, shells, and every other family collection from his cabinets, all prepared for his old friend to enjoy during the morning. This thoughtful gesture had been entirely successful. Mr. Woodhouse had been thoroughly entertained. Mrs. Weston had shown him everything, and now he was eager to share it all with Emma. Fortunately, he bore little resemblance to a child, except for his complete lack of appreciation for what he observed; he was slow, steady, and methodical in his approach. Before they began their second round of exploration, however, Emma stepped into the hall for a few moments of unimpeded observation of the entrance and layout of the house. She had barely settled in when Jane Fairfax appeared, hurrying in from the garden, her expression one of urgency and escape. Caught off guard by the unexpected encounter, Jane initially started at the sight of Miss Woodhouse. Yet, Emma was precisely the person she had been seeking. “Would you be so kind,” Jane asked, “to let everyone know that I’ve gone home when I’m missed? I’m leaving this very moment. My aunt doesn’t realize how late it is or how long we’ve been away, but I’m certain we’ll be needed, and I’m determined to go right away. I haven’t mentioned it to anyone; it would only cause unnecessary trouble and worry. Some have gone to the ponds, and others to the lime walk.” “Until they all arrive, I won’t be missed; and when they do, could you kindly let them know that I’ve left?” “Of course, if that’s what you want. But you can’t possibly walk to Highbury alone!” “Why not? What harm could come to me? I walk quickly. I’ll be home in twenty minutes.” “But it’s too far to walk by yourself. Let my father’s servant accompany you. I can have the carriage ready in five minutes.” “Thank you, but absolutely not. I prefer to walk. And for me to be afraid of walking alone! I, who may soon have to protect others!” She spoke with evident distress, and Emma replied earnestly, “That doesn’t justify putting yourself in danger now. I insist on ordering the carriage. Even the heat could pose a risk. You’re already fatigued.” “I am,” she admitted. “I am tired, but it’s not the kind of fatigue that walking quickly won’t alleviate. Miss Woodhouse, we all understand what it feels like to be weary in spirit at times.” “I confess, I’m utterly exhausted. The greatest kindness you can show me is to let me have my own way and only mention my departure when absolutely necessary.” Emma had no further words to counter this. She understood completely and, empathizing with her feelings, encouraged her to leave the house immediately. With the enthusiasm of a true friend, she ensured her safe departure. The look they exchanged was filled with gratitude, and her parting words—“Oh, Miss Woodhouse, the comfort of being alone!”—seemed to spill forth from a heart overwhelmed, hinting at the constant endurance she had to maintain, even with those who loved her most. “What a home this is, indeed!” “Such an aunt!” Emma exclaimed as she turned back into the hall. “I truly pity you. The more you reveal your sensitivity to their dreadful ways, the more I find myself liking you.” Jane had been gone for barely a quarter of an hour, and they had only managed to catch glimpses of St. Mark’s Place in Venice when Frank Churchill entered the room. Emma hadn’t been thinking of him; in fact, she had completely forgotten about him—but seeing him now brought her genuine joy. Mrs. Weston would soon find some comfort. The black mare was blameless; those who had pointed to Mrs. Churchill as the cause of his troubles were right. He had been delayed by a sudden flare-up of her illness—a nervous seizure that lasted several hours. He had nearly given up on the idea of coming until the last minute. Had he known how sweltering the ride would be, and how late he would arrive despite his rush, he believed he would have chosen to stay home after all. The heat was unbearable; he had never experienced anything like it. He almost regretted not remaining in the coolness of his own space—nothing affected him as much as heat. He could endure any degree of cold, but heat was simply intolerable. Now, he sat at the farthest possible distance from the remnants of Mr. Woodhouse’s fire, looking quite miserable. “You’ll feel cooler soon if you just sit still,” Emma said. “As soon as I cool down, I’ll head back. I could hardly be missed—but my coming was such a big deal! I suppose you’ll all be leaving soon; the whole party is breaking up. I ran into someone on my way here—madness in this weather! Absolute madness!” Emma listened and observed, quickly realizing that Frank Churchill’s mood could best be described as being out of sorts. Some people were just irritable when the heat rose. Such might be his constitution; and knowing that eating and drinking often alleviated such incidental complaints, she suggested he take some refreshment, pointing out the door to the dining room. “No—he shouldn’t eat. He’s not hungry; it would only make him feel hotter.” Yet, within two minutes, he relented, mumbling something about spruce beer, and walked off. Emma turned her full attention back to her father, thinking to herself, “I’m glad I’m done being in love with him. I wouldn’t want a man who is so easily unsettled by a warm morning. Harriet’s sweet, easy temperament will handle it just fine.” He was gone long enough to enjoy a hearty meal and returned looking much cooler, his good manners restored. He drew a chair close to them, engaged in their conversation, and expressed reasonable regret for his tardiness. He wasn’t in the best of spirits, but he seemed determined to lift them. Eventually, he managed to engage in lighthearted banter quite charmingly. They were browsing through views of Switzerland. “As soon as my aunt recovers, I plan to go abroad,” he said. “I won’t feel at ease until I’ve seen some of these places. You’ll have my sketches to look at someday—or my travel journal—or even my poem. I’ll create something to share.” “That may be true, but not through sketches of Switzerland.” “You will never go to Switzerland. Your uncle and aunt will never allow you to leave England.” “They might be persuaded to go as well. A warm climate could be recommended for her. I genuinely believe there’s a good chance we’ll all travel abroad. I assure you, I feel a strong conviction this morning that I will soon be overseas.” I ought to travel. I’m tired of idleness. I crave a change. I’m serious, Miss Woodhouse, despite what your keen eyes might suggest—I’m weary of England and would leave tomorrow if I could. “You’re tired of prosperity and indulgence. Can’t you create a few hardships for yourself and find contentment here?” “Me tired of prosperity and indulgence! You’re completely mistaken.” I do not see myself as either prosperous or indulged. In every material aspect, I feel thwarted. I wouldn’t call myself a fortunate person at all.” “You’re not quite as miserable as you were when you first arrived. Go on, eat and drink a bit more, and you’ll be just fine. A little more cold meat, a splash of Madeira and water, and you’ll be nearly on par with the rest of us.” “No—I won’t move. I’ll stay right here with you.” “You are my best cure.” “We’re going to Box Hill tomorrow; you should join us. It may not be Switzerland, but it will be a refreshing change for a young man in need of one. Will you stay and come with us?” “No, certainly not. I plan to head home in the cool of the evening.” “But you could come back in the cool of tomorrow morning.” “No, it wouldn’t be worth it. If I come, I’ll just be irritable.” “Then please, stay in Richmond.” “But if I do, I’ll be even more irritable. I can’t bear the thought of you all being there without me.” “These are dilemmas you must resolve for yourself. Choose your own level of irritability.” “I shall press you no more.” The rest of the party soon returned, and everyone gathered together. Some greeted Frank Churchill with great joy, while others remained more composed. However, there was a palpable sense of distress among them when Miss Fairfax’s absence was explained. It was clear that it was time for everyone to leave, and after a brief discussion about the plans for the next day, they parted ways. Frank Churchill’s desire to withdraw from the group only grew stronger, leading him to say to Emma, “Well, if you want me to stay and join the party, I will.” She smiled in agreement, and nothing less than a summons from Richmond would take him away before the following evening. # Chapter VII They enjoyed a splendid day at Box Hill, with all the arrangements, accommodations, and punctuality aligning perfectly for a delightful outing. Mr. Weston took charge of the entire gathering, ensuring a smooth transition between Hartfield and the Vicarage, and everyone arrived on time. Emma and Harriet walked together, while Miss Bates and her niece accompanied the Eltons, with the gentlemen riding on horseback. Mrs. Weston stayed behind with Mr. Woodhouse. All that was left was to enjoy their time once they arrived. Seven miles were traveled in eager anticipation of enjoyment, and everyone felt a surge of admiration upon their arrival. Yet, as the day unfolded, a sense of disappointment lingered. There was a pervasive languor, a lack of enthusiasm, and a disconnection that could not be ignored. The group divided into smaller factions, which only added to the sense of separation. The Eltons strolled together, while Mr. Knightley took it upon himself to accompany Miss Bates and Jane. Meanwhile, Emma and Harriet found themselves in the company of Frank Churchill. Weston tried, in vain, to encourage a better harmony among them. At first, it seemed like an accidental division, but it never truly changed. Mr. and Mrs. Elton showed no reluctance to mingle and be as agreeable as possible; however, during the two hours spent on the hill, a strong principle of separation lingered between the other parties, one that no beautiful views, cold refreshments, or cheerful conversation from Mr. Weston could overcome. At first, Emma found Frank Churchill to be utterly dull. He was silent and seemed almost oblivious. He offered nothing worth listening to—his gaze was vacant, his admiration lacked depth, and he listened without truly engaging with her words. With him in such a lackluster state, it was no surprise that Harriet mirrored his dullness; together, they were insufferable. However, once they all sat down, things improved significantly. Frank Churchill became talkative and lively, directing his attention squarely at her. Every possible gesture of distinction was aimed at Emma, and she found it much more to her liking. To amuse her and win her favor seemed to be all that he cared about—and Emma, pleased to be entertained and flattered, responded with a lightheartedness that mirrored the early days of their acquaintance. She offered him the same friendly encouragement and playful banter she had always given, but now, in her own estimation, it meant little. To outsiders, however, their interaction could easily be described by no other term than flirtation. “Mr. Frank Churchill and Miss Woodhouse are flirting excessively,” they might say. They were inviting such speculation, which would surely find its way into letters sent to Maple Grove by one lady and to Ireland by another. Yet Emma’s cheerfulness was not born of genuine happiness; rather, it stemmed from a sense of disappointment that weighed on her. She laughed to mask her discontent, and while she appreciated his attentions—whether in friendship, admiration, or playful jest—none of it was rekindling her heart. She still envisioned him as a friend. “How grateful I am to you,” he said, “for urging me to come today! If it hadn’t been for you, I would have missed out on all the joy of this gathering. I had almost made up my mind to leave again.” “Yes, you were quite irritable, though I’m not sure why—other than the fact that you arrived too late for the best strawberries. I was a kinder friend than you deserved. But you were persistent. You pleaded to be allowed to come.” “Don’t say I was irritable. I was just exhausted.” “The heat has overwhelmed me.” “It’s hotter today.” “Not for me. I feel perfectly comfortable.” “You feel comfortable because you’re under my command.” “My command? Yes.” “Perhaps I wanted you to say that, but I was referring to self-command. Yesterday, you somehow broke free and lost control; today, however, you’ve returned to yourself. Since I can’t always be by your side, it’s better to trust that your temper is under your own control rather than mine.” “It amounts to the same thing. I can’t have self-control without a reason. You command me, whether you speak or not. And you can always be with me.” “You are always with me.” “Since three o’clock yesterday. My constant influence couldn’t have started any earlier, or you wouldn’t have been in such a foul mood before.” “Three o’clock yesterday! That’s your timeline? I could have sworn I first saw you in February.” “Your charm is truly unmatched. But”—she lowered her voice—“we’re the only ones speaking, and it feels rather excessive to entertain seven silent people with our nonsense.” “I have nothing to be ashamed of,” he replied, his tone playful and bold. “I saw you first in February.” Let everyone on the Hill hear me, if they can. Let my voice carry to Mickleham on one side and Dorking on the other. I first saw you in February.” Then, leaning in to whisper, “Our companions are dreadfully dull. What can we do to wake them up? Any nonsense will do. They will talk.” “Ladies and gentlemen,” I was instructed by Miss Woodhouse—who, wherever she may be, holds court—to ask what you are all thinking.” Some chuckled and responded in good spirits. Miss Bates spoke at length, while Mrs. Elton puffed up at the notion of Miss Woodhouse’s authority. Mr. Knightley’s reply was the clearest. “Is Miss Woodhouse certain she wants to hear our thoughts?” “Oh, no, no!” Emma exclaimed, laughing as nonchalantly as she could. “On no account in the world!” “It’s the last thing I want to endure right now. I’d prefer to hear anything else rather than what’s on your minds. Well, not quite anything—there are one or two people, perhaps,” she said, glancing at Mr. Weston and Harriet, “whose thoughts I wouldn’t mind knowing.” “It’s the kind of matter,” Mrs. Elton interjected emphatically, “that I wouldn’t have considered myself entitled to inquire about.” “Though, perhaps, as the Chaperon of the party—I have never been part of any circle—exploring parties—young ladies—married women—” Her mutterings were mostly directed at her husband, who responded softly, “Very true, my love, very true. Exactly so, indeed—quite unheard of—but some ladies do say anything. It’s better to dismiss it as a joke. Everyone knows what is due to you.” “It won’t do,” Frank whispered to Emma. “Most of them are offended. I’ll handle it with a bit more finesse. Ladies and gentlemen—I have been instructed by Miss Woodhouse to inform you that she waives her right to know exactly what you’re all thinking and only asks for something entertaining from each of you, in a general sense.” Here are seven of you, in addition to myself—who, I must say, am quite entertaining already—and she only asks each of you for one clever contribution, whether it be prose or verse, original or repeated; or two moderately clever things; or three very dull ones. She promises to laugh heartily at them all.” “Oh! Very well,” exclaimed Miss Bates, “then I needn’t worry. ‘Three very dull things’ is perfect for me, you know. I’m sure I’ll manage to say three dull things as soon as I open my mouth, won’t I?” (She looked around, her good-natured reliance on everyone’s agreement evident.) “Don’t you all think I will?” Emma couldn’t help herself. “Ah!” “Ma’am, there may be a slight difficulty. Pardon me, but you will be limited to only three at a time.” Miss Bates, misled by the mock formality of her tone, didn’t immediately grasp the implication. However, when it finally dawned on her, it didn’t provoke anger, though a faint blush revealed that it stung. “Ah! Well, of course. Yes, I understand what she means,” she said, turning to Mr. Knightley. “I will try to hold my tongue. I must be quite disagreeable, or she wouldn’t have said such a thing to an old friend.” “I like your plan,” Mr. Knightley exclaimed. Weston. “Agreed, agreed. I will do my best. I’m crafting a conundrum. How will a conundrum be resolved?” “Low, I’m afraid, sir, very low,” his son replied. “But we shall be indulgent—especially toward anyone who takes the lead.” “No, no,” Emma interjected. “It won’t be resolved low. A conundrum from Mr. “Weston’s shall clear him and his next neighbor. Come, sir, I’d like to hear it.” “I’m afraid it’s not very clever,” Mr. Weston replied. “It’s rather straightforward, but here it is. What two letters of the alphabet represent perfection?” “What two letters? Represent perfection? I honestly don’t know.” “Ah! You’ll never guess.””You, Emma, will never guess,” he said with a teasing smile. “But I will tell you—M. and A.—Em-ma. Do you understand?” A wave of understanding washed over her, accompanied by a sense of delight. It might have been a rather trivial jest, yet Emma found it thoroughly amusing, and so did Frank and Harriet. However, the rest of the group didn’t seem to share in the same enthusiasm; some appeared quite puzzled, while Mr. Knightley remarked with a serious tone, “This highlights the kind of cleverness we need, and Mr. Weston has certainly done well for himself. But he must have exhausted everyone else. Perfection shouldn’t arrive quite so swiftly.” “Oh! “For my part, I must protest that I should be excused,” said Mrs. Elton. “I really cannot attempt it—I’m not at all fond of such things. Once, I received an acrostic crafted from my own name, and I was far from pleased. I knew exactly who sent it—an insufferable puppy!” She nodded toward her husband. “These sorts of amusements are perfectly fine at Christmas, when one is gathered around the fire, but I believe they are entirely out of place while wandering about the countryside in summer.” Miss Woodhouse must excuse me; I am not one of those who always have clever remarks at the ready. I do not claim to be a wit. I possess a certain vivacity in my own manner, but I must insist on the right to decide when to speak and when to remain silent. Please, Mr. Churchill, do pass us.”Pass Mr. E., Knightley, Jane, and myself. None of us have anything clever to contribute.” “Yes, yes, do pass me,” her husband interjected with a hint of mockery. “I have nothing to say that could entertain Miss Woodhouse or any other young lady. Just an old married man—utterly useless. Shall we walk, Augusta?” “With all my heart.” “I’m really tired of lingering in one spot. Come, Jane, take my other arm.” However, Jane declined, and the husband and wife walked away. “Happy couple!” Frank Churchill remarked as soon as they were out of earshot. “They suit each other so well! How fortunate they are—marrying after only a brief acquaintance formed in a public place! I believe they only knew each other for a few weeks in Bath. It’s quite remarkable! Because when it comes to truly understanding someone’s character, Bath or any public venue offers little insight. You can’t truly know a person’s disposition without seeing them in their own home, among their own circle, just as they naturally are. Anything less is mere guesswork and luck—and it often leads to bad luck.” “How many a man has committed himself after a brief acquaintance, only to regret it for the rest of his life!” Miss Fairfax, who had rarely spoken before except among her close friends, now interjected. “Such things do happen, undoubtedly.” She was interrupted by a cough. Frank Churchill turned to her, attentive. “You were saying something,” he prompted, his tone serious. She regained her composure. “I was merely going to suggest that while such unfortunate situations can occur for both men and women, I can’t imagine they happen very often.” A hasty and impulsive attachment may form, but there is usually time to recover from it later. I mean to suggest that only weak, indecisive characters—whose happiness is always at the mercy of chance—will allow an unfortunate acquaintance to become a lasting burden. He said nothing in response, merely looked at me and bowed in submission. Then, after a moment, he spoke up in a lively tone. “Well, I have so little faith in my own judgment that when I do marry, I hope someone will choose my wife for me. Will you? (He turned to Emma.) Will you pick a wife for me? I’m sure I would like anyone you selected. You handle the family matters, you know,” he added with a smile at his father. “So, find someone for me.” “I’m in no rush. Adopt her, educate her.” “And make her just like me.” “By all means, if you can.” “Very well. I accept the challenge. You’ll have a delightful wife.” “She must be lively and have hazel eyes. That’s all that matters to me. I’ll travel abroad for a couple of years, and when I return, I’ll come to you for my bride.” “Remember.” Emma had no fear of forgetting. This was a reminder that stirred every cherished emotion within her. Wasn’t Harriet the very embodiment of what he desired? Aside from her hazel eyes, just two more years could transform her into everything he wished for. He might even be thinking of Harriet right now; who could say? Delegating her education to Harriet seemed to suggest as much. “Now, ma’am,” Jane said to her aunt, “shall we join Mrs. Elton?” “If you please, my dear. I would be delighted. I was actually ready to go with her, but this will do just as well. We’ll catch up with her in no time.” “There she is—no, that’s someone else. That’s one of the ladies from the Irish car party, not at all like her. Well, I declare—” They walked away, with Mr. Knightley trailing behind them half a minute later. Only Mr. Weston, his son, Emma, and Harriet remained, and the young man’s spirits soared to a level that was almost overwhelming. Even Emma eventually grew weary of the constant flattery and merriment, longing instead for a quiet stroll with any of the others, or to sit alone, unnoticed, in peaceful contemplation of the beautiful views before her. The sight of the servants peering out to announce the arrival of the carriages brought a wave of relief; even the flurry of gathering belongings and Mrs. Elton’s insistence on having her carriage first were bearable in light of the peaceful drive home that awaited them, a welcome end to the day’s rather dubious pleasures. Emma hoped she would never again find herself caught up in such a mismatched gathering of people. As she waited for the carriage, she noticed Mr. Knightley standing beside her. He glanced around, ensuring they were alone, and then said, “Emma, I must speak to you once more as I have in the past—a privilege that is perhaps more tolerated than welcomed, but one I feel compelled to exercise.” “I cannot stand by and watch you act wrongly without saying something. How could you be so unfeeling toward Miss Bates? How could you be so insolent in your wit toward a woman of her character, age, and situation?—Emma, I never thought it possible.” Emma paused, her cheeks flushing as she reflected on his words. She felt a pang of regret but attempted to brush it off with laughter. “Oh, come now! How could I help what I said? No one could have refrained. It wasn’t that bad, really. I’m sure she didn’t take it to heart.” “I assure you, she did.” She truly understood your full meaning. Since then, she has spoken of it often. I wish you could have heard the way she spoke—with such candor and generosity. I wish you could have heard her express her admiration for your patience in giving her the attentions that she constantly received from both you and your father, especially when her company must have been so tiresome. “Oh!” Emma exclaimed, “I know there isn’t a better person in the world. But you must admit that the good and the ridiculous are unfortunately intertwined in her character.” “They are indeed intertwined,” he replied. “And if she were thriving, I could overlook the times when the ridiculous overshadows the good. If she were a woman of means, I would let every harmless absurdity take its course; I wouldn’t fault you for any quirks in her behavior. But, Emma, you must consider how far we are from that reality.” She is poor, having fallen from the comforts she was born into, and if she lives to old age, she will likely sink even further. Her plight should evoke your compassion. It was truly thoughtless of you! You, who have known her since childhood, who have watched her grow from someone whose attention was a privilege to now, in a moment of careless pride, laughing at her and belittling her—especially in front of her niece and others, many of whom (certainly some) would be swayed entirely by your treatment of her. This is not easy for you, Emma, and it is far from pleasant for me; but I must speak the truth while I can. I am content to prove my friendship through honest counsel, trusting that one day you will recognize my intentions and do me greater justice than you can at this moment. As they spoke, they approached the carriage, which was ready. Before she could respond, he had already helped her inside. He had misread the emotions that had kept her face turned away and her voice silent. Her feelings were a mix of anger at herself, embarrassment, and deep concern. She had been unable to speak. As she entered the carriage, she sank back for a moment, overwhelmed. Then, reproaching herself for not saying goodbye, for not acknowledging him, and for parting in what seemed like sullenness, she turned to look out, eager to show that she felt differently. But it was just too late. He had already turned away, and the horses were in motion. She continued to glance back, but it was futile. Soon, with an unusual swiftness, they were halfway down the hill, leaving everything behind. She was vexed beyond words—almost beyond what she could hide. Never before had she felt so agitated, mortified, and grieved by any circumstance in her life. The impact of it all struck her forcefully. The truth of this realization was undeniable. She felt it deep in her heart. How could she have been so brutal, so cruel to Miss Bates? How could she have subjected herself to such a poor opinion from someone she valued? And how could she allow him to leave without uttering a single word of gratitude, agreement, or even basic kindness? Time did nothing to soothe her. As she reflected, the weight of her feelings only deepened. She had never felt so despondent. Fortunately, there was no need for conversation. Harriet, too, seemed out of sorts—exhausted and eager for silence. Emma felt tears streaming down her cheeks for most of the journey home, not bothering to wipe them away, remarkable as it was. # Chapter VIII The misery of the planned outing to Box Hill occupied Emma’s thoughts throughout the evening. She couldn’t quite gauge how the rest of the party would perceive it. In their separate homes and in their own ways, they might reflect on the morning with pleasure. But for her, it was a morning utterly wasted, devoid of any rational satisfaction at the time, and one she would come to abhor in memory—more so than any she had ever experienced. An entire evening of backgammon with her father seemed bliss in comparison. There, indeed, lay genuine joy, as she willingly surrendered the sweetest hours of the day for his comfort. Despite the unearned depth of his affection and trust, she felt she had conducted herself in a manner that could withstand scrutiny. As a daughter, she believed she possessed a heart. She hoped no one could ever accuse her of being unfeeling toward her father. “I must, I will speak the truth while I can.” Miss Bates would never again—no, never! If her attention in the future could erase the past, perhaps she could hope for forgiveness. She often felt a pang of guilt, her conscience reminding her of her shortcomings—perhaps more in thought than in action; scornful and ungracious. But that would change. With genuine contrition, she resolved to visit her the very next morning, marking the start of a regular, equal, and kind relationship on her part. When the day arrived, she was just as determined, setting out early to ensure nothing would deter her. She considered it likely that she might encounter Mr. Knightley on her way, or perhaps he would arrive while she was visiting. She had no objections. She refused to feel ashamed of her genuine and rightful penitence. As she walked, her gaze was fixed on Donwell, though she did not truly see him. “The ladies were all at home.” Never before had she felt joy at that announcement, nor had she ever entered the passage or climbed the stairs with the intent of bringing pleasure. Her visits had always been about conferring or receiving obligations, often followed by ridicule. As she approached, a flurry of activity ensued—there was a lot of movement and chatter. She caught Miss Bates’s voice; something needed to be done in a hurry. The maid appeared flustered and awkward, hoping she could be pleased to wait just a moment before ushering her in far too soon. The aunt and niece seemed to be escaping into the adjoining room. Jane caught her attention for a brief moment, looking extremely pale. Just before the door closed behind them, she heard Miss Bates say, “Well, my dear, I shall say you are lying down on the bed, and I’m sure you’re ill enough.” Poor Mrs. Bates, ever civil and humble, appeared somewhat bewildered by the situation. “I’m afraid Jane isn’t feeling very well,” she said, “but I’m not certain; they tell me she’s fine. I’m sure my daughter will be here shortly, Miss Woodhouse. I hope you find a chair.” I wish Hetty hadn’t left. I’m not feeling very well—Do you have a chair, ma’am? Do you sit wherever you like? I’m sure she’ll be here soon.” Emma sincerely hoped that was true. For a brief moment, she feared that Miss Bates might avoid her. But Miss Bates arrived shortly after, saying, “Very happy and obliged.” Still, Emma’s conscience nagged at her; there was a noticeable difference in Miss Bates’s demeanor—less of the cheerful chatter and more tension in her look and manner. A warm inquiry about Miss Fairfax, she hoped, might rekindle old feelings. The moment felt significant. “Ah! Miss Woodhouse, how kind of you! I assume you’ve heard the news and have come to share in our joy. Though, to be honest, I don’t seem very joyful at the moment—” she said, brushing away a tear or two. “It will be quite difficult for us to part with her after having her for so long, especially since she has a dreadful headache right now from writing all morning. You know how long those letters can be to Colonel Campbell and Mrs. Dixon.” “My dear,” I said, “you’ll only blind yourself,” for tears were perpetually welling in her eyes. One cannot help but understand; it is a significant change. Though she is remarkably fortunate—such a situation, I suppose, as no young woman has ever encountered upon first entering society—do not think us ungrateful, Miss Woodhouse, for this astonishing stroke of good fortune. (Once more, she wiped away her tears.) But, poor dear soul! If only you could see the headache she’s enduring. When one is in great pain, it’s difficult to appreciate any blessing as it truly deserves. She is feeling as low as possible. At first glance, no one would suspect how delighted and happy she is to have secured such a situation. Please forgive her absence—she simply isn’t able to come to you right now; she has retreated to her room, and I want her to lie down on the bed. “My dear,” I said, “I’ll tell them you’re resting.” But, in truth, she isn’t lying down; she’s pacing around the room. Now that she has finished writing her letters, she insists she’ll be well soon. She will be very sorry to miss seeing you, Miss Woodhouse, but I hope your kindness will excuse her. I was quite embarrassed that you had to wait at the door; there was a bit of a commotion. We hadn’t heard the knock, and it wasn’t until you were on the stairs that we realized anyone was coming. “It’s only Mrs. Cole,” I said. “You can depend on that. Nobody else would come this early.” “Well,” she replied, “it has to be faced sooner or later, so it might as well be now.” Just then, Patty entered and announced that it was you. “Oh!” I exclaimed, “it’s Miss Woodhouse. I’m sure you’ll want to see her.” “I can’t see anyone,” she insisted, rising to leave. This was what had made us keep you waiting, and we felt extremely sorry and ashamed. “If you must go, my dear,” I said, “then you must. I’ll just tell them you’re resting on the bed.” Emma was genuinely concerned. Her heart had been softening toward Jane for some time, and the sight of her current suffering dispelled any lingering doubts she had harbored. All that remained was pity. Reflecting on her past, less generous feelings, she had to acknowledge that Jane might very naturally wish to see Mrs. Cole. Cole or any other steady friend, when she might not bear to see herself. She spoke from the heart, filled with earnest regret and concern—sincerely wishing that the circumstances she had gathered from Miss Bates would ultimately be as beneficial and comforting for Miss Fairfax as possible. “It must be a severe trial for them all. I understood it was to be postponed until Colonel Campbell’s return.” “How very kind!” replied Miss Bates. “But you are always kind.” Such an “always” was impossible to bear, and to break through her overwhelming gratitude, Emma directly inquired, “Where—may I ask?—is Miss Fairfax going?” “To a Mrs. Smallridge—a charming woman, most superior—who will take care of her three little girls. Delightful children.” It seems impossible for any situation to offer more comfort—except perhaps for Mrs. Suckling’s family or Mrs. Bragge’s. However, Mrs. Smallridge is close with both and lives just four miles from Maple Grove. Jane will be only four miles from Maple Grove as well.” “I suppose it’s Mrs. Elton who has been instrumental in Miss Fairfax’s—” “Yes, our dear Mrs. Elton, the most tireless and devoted friend, would not accept a denial. She wouldn’t allow Jane to say “no.” When Jane first heard about it—just the day before yesterday, the very morning we were at Donwell—she was resolutely against accepting the offer. As you mentioned, she had firmly decided to wait for Colonel Campbell’s return, and nothing would persuade her to enter into any engagement at that moment. She repeated this to Mrs. Elton time and again, and I truly believed she wouldn’t change her mind. Yet, that wise Mrs. Elton, whose judgment is always reliable, saw possibilities that I had overlooked. Not everyone would have stood out as graciously as she did, refusing to accept Jane’s answer. She firmly declared that she would not write the denial Jane had requested yesterday; instead, she would wait—and sure enough, by last evening, it was all settled that Jane would go. What a surprise for me! I had no idea! Jane took Mrs. Elton aside and informed her that after considering the advantages of Mrs. Smallridge’s situation, she had decided to accept it. I was completely in the dark until everything was finalized. “You spent the evening with Mrs. Elton?” “Yes, all of us did; Mrs. Elton insisted we join them. It was decided on the hill as we strolled with Mr. Knightley. “You must all spend your evening with us,” she declared. “I absolutely must have you all come.” “Was Mr. Knightley there as well?” “No, not Mr. Knightley; he declined from the very beginning. Though I had hoped he would join us, especially because Mrs. Elton insisted she wouldn’t let him off the hook, and he didn’t; however, my mother, Jane, and I were all present, and we had a delightful evening. Such kind friends, you know, Miss Woodhouse, are always a pleasure to be around, even if everyone seemed a bit worn out from the morning’s gathering. Even joy can be exhausting, and I can’t say that any of them appeared to have truly enjoyed it. Still, I will always remember it as a lovely party and feel immensely grateful to the kind friends who included me. “I suppose Miss Fairfax, though you may not have realized it, had been contemplating this all day?” “I dare say she had.” “Whenever the moment arrives, it will undoubtedly be unwelcome for her and her friends. But I hope her engagement brings her as much comfort as possible, particularly regarding the character and manners of the family.” “Thank you, dear Miss Woodhouse. Yes, indeed, there is everything in the world that can make her happy in this situation. Aside from the Sucklings and Bragges, there isn’t another nursery establishment as generous and refined as Mrs.…” Elton’s acquaintance, Mrs. Smallridge, is an absolutely delightful woman! Her lifestyle is nearly on par with Maple Grove, and as for the children—aside from the little Sucklings and the little Bragges—there are no sweeter, more elegant children anywhere. Jane will be treated with such warmth and kindness! It will be nothing but a life of pleasure for her. And her salary! I truly cannot bring myself to disclose the amount to you, Miss Woodhouse. Even someone as accustomed to large sums as you would hardly believe that such a generous salary could be offered to a young person like Jane.” “Ah, madam,” Emma exclaimed, “if other children are anything like I remember myself to have been, I would think that five times the amount I’ve ever heard mentioned as a salary in such cases would be well deserved.” “You have such noble ideas!” “And when is Miss Fairfax to leave you?” “Very soon, very soon indeed; that’s the worst part of it.” Within a fortnight, Mrs. Smallridge is in quite a rush. My poor mother is struggling to cope with it all. To help her, I try to distract her thoughts and say, “Come, ma’am, let’s not dwell on it any longer.” “Her friends must be saddened to lose her. Won’t Colonel and Mrs. Campbell be disappointed to discover that she has engaged herself before their return?” “Yes,” Jane replies, “she’s certain they will be. But this is a situation she feels she cannot justifiably decline.” I was utterly astonished when she first revealed what she had been saying to Mrs. Elton, especially when Mrs. Elton simultaneously came to congratulate me on it! This encounter took place just before tea—wait, no, it couldn’t have been before tea, as we were about to play cards. Yet, it still feels like it was before tea. I remember thinking—oh! No, now I recall; something did happen before tea, but it wasn’t that. Mr. Elton was called out of the room before tea; old John Abdy’s son wanted to speak with him. Poor John—I’ve always held him in high regard. He served as clerk to my late father for twenty-seven years, and now, sadly, he’s bedridden and suffering from rheumatic gout. I must visit him today, and I’m sure Jane will want to go as well, if she’s able to get out. John’s son came to discuss the need for parish relief. Although he’s quite well-off himself—being the head ostler at the Crown and managing everything that entails—he still struggles to support his father without some assistance. When Mr. Elton returned, he shared what John’s son had told him, and that’s when we learned about the chaise being sent to Randalls to take Mr. Frank Churchill to Richmond. That was what transpired before tea. It was after tea that Jane spoke to Mrs. Elton. Miss Bates hardly gave Emma a moment to express how completely new this information was to her. Without considering that Emma might be unaware of any details regarding Mr. Frank Churchill’s departure, she launched into a full account. This was of little consequence, however, as Miss Bates was determined to share every detail. What Mr. Elton had learned from the ostler—information gathered from the ostler’s own knowledge and that of the servants at Randalls—was that a messenger had arrived from Richmond shortly after the party returned from Box Hill. This messenger, however, was entirely expected. And that Mr. Churchill had sent his nephew a brief note, providing a generally acceptable update on Mrs. Churchill and urging him not to delay his return beyond the following morning. However, Mr. Frank Churchill had decided to head home immediately, without waiting at all. His horse seemed to have caught a cold, prompting Tom to be dispatched right away for the Crown chaise. The ostler had watched it pass by, noting that the boy was driving at a good pace and handling the carriage steadily. There was nothing particularly surprising or engaging in this news, and it only captured Emma’s attention because it connected with her current thoughts. She found herself reflecting on the stark contrast between Mrs. Churchill’s significance in society and Jane Fairfax’s relative obscurity. One was everything, the other nothing—and as she pondered the differing fates of women, she remained unaware of where her gaze had landed until Miss Bates interrupted her reverie. “Aye, I see what you are thinking of—the pianoforte.” What will become of that? Very true. Poor dear Jane was just talking about it. “You must go,” she said. “You and I must part. You have no business here. But let it stay for now,” she added. “Give it a place until Colonel Campbell returns. I’ll discuss it with him; he’ll sort it out for me and help me through all my difficulties.” To this day, I believe she remains uncertain whether it was his gift or his daughter’s. Now Emma had to think about the pianoforte, and the memory of all her previous fanciful and unfair speculations was so unappealing that she quickly convinced herself her visit had lasted long enough. With a reiteration of every good wish she genuinely felt, she took her leave. # Chapter IX Emma’s reflective thoughts as she walked home went undisturbed, but upon entering the parlor, she found herself among those who would rouse her from her reverie. Mr. Knightley and Harriet had arrived during her absence and were sitting with her father. Mr. Knightley immediately stood up, his demeanor noticeably graver than usual, and said, “I wouldn’t leave without seeing you, but I have no time to spare, so I must be off right away. I’m heading to London to spend a few days with John and Isabella. Do you have anything to send or say, aside from the usual ‘love’ that no one ever delivers?” “Nothing at all. But isn’t this a sudden plan?” “Yes, rather. I’ve been considering it for a little while now.” Emma couldn’t shake the feeling that he hadn’t forgiven her; he seemed so unlike himself. Time, she mused, would reveal that they should be friends again. He stood there, as if intending to leave but hesitating. Her father began his inquiries. “Well, my dear, did you arrive safely? How did you find my esteemed old friend and her daughter? I imagine they were quite grateful for your visit. Dear Emma has already called on Mrs. and Miss Bates, Mr. Knightley, as I mentioned before.” “She is always so attentive to them!” Emma felt a flush of indignation at this unwarranted praise. With a smile and a shake of her head that conveyed much, she glanced at Mr. Knightley. It was as if an immediate understanding passed between them; his gaze seemed to absorb the truth from hers, acknowledging all the goodness in her feelings. He looked at her with warmth and admiration, and she felt a surge of gratification. In the next moment, her pleasure deepened when he made an unusually friendly gesture—he took her hand. Whether she had initiated the contact, she couldn’t quite tell; perhaps she had offered it first. Regardless, he held her hand, pressed it gently, and was on the verge of bringing it to his lips when, for some reason, he suddenly released it. Emma couldn’t understand why he hesitated, why he changed his mind just as the moment was about to unfold. She thought he would have been better off following through. Yet the intention was unmistakable, and whether it was due to his generally unpretentious manner or something else entirely, she felt that nothing suited him better. It was a gesture so simple yet so dignified. She recalled the moment with great satisfaction; it spoke of perfect camaraderie. He left them almost immediately, vanishing in an instant. He always moved with the agility of someone whose mind was neither indecisive nor sluggish, but today his departure felt more abrupt than usual. Emma didn’t regret visiting Miss Bates, but she wished she had left her ten minutes earlier; it would have been a delight to discuss Jane Fairfax’s situation with Mr. Knightley. Knightley—she wouldn’t regret his trip to Brunswick Square, knowing how much he would enjoy the visit. Still, it could have come at a better time, and receiving more notice would have been preferable. Nevertheless, they parted as true friends; she could read the meaning in his expression and his unfinished compliments—it was all meant to reassure her that he had fully regained his good opinion of her. He had been with them for half an hour, and she regretted not returning sooner. In an effort to distract her father from the unpleasantness of Mr. Knightley’s sudden departure to London—especially since he was going on horseback, which she knew he would find troubling—Emma shared the news about Jane Fairfax. Her hopes were fulfilled; it provided a useful distraction, engaging her father without unsettling him. He had long accepted Jane Fairfax’s decision to become a governess and could discuss it cheerfully, but Mr. Knightley’s trip to London had come as an unexpected blow. “I’m truly glad to hear that she’s going to be so comfortably settled, my dear. Mrs. Elton is very good-natured and agreeable, and I’m sure her acquaintances are just as they should be. I hope the situation is dry and that her health will be well looked after. That should be a top priority, as I know it always was for poor Miss Taylor with me. You see, my dear, she will be to this new lady what Miss Taylor was to us.” “And I hope she will be better off in one respect, and not feel compelled to leave after having called it home for so long.” The following day brought news from Richmond that overshadowed everything else. An express arrived at Randalls to announce the death of Mrs. Churchill! Although her nephew had no pressing reason to rush back for her, she had only lived thirty-six hours after his return. A sudden and unexpected seizure, unlike anything suggested by her general condition, took her after a brief struggle. The esteemed Mrs. Churchill was no more. The weight of such loss settled heavily upon everyone. There was a shared sense of gravity and sorrow, a tenderness for the departed, and concern for the friends left behind. In due time, curiosity arose about where she would be buried. Goldsmith reminds us that when a lovely woman succumbs to folly, her only recourse is to die; and when she becomes disagreeable, it is equally suggested as a means to clear her name. After being disliked for at least twenty-five years, Mrs. Churchill was now spoken of with a newfound compassion. At one point, she was entirely justified. She had never before been acknowledged as seriously ill. This event cleared her of all the fancifulness and selfishness associated with imaginary ailments. “Poor Mrs. Churchill! No doubt she had been suffering greatly—more than anyone had ever imagined—and constant pain would certainly test anyone’s temper.” It was a somber occasion—a profound shock. Despite all her flaws, what would Mr. Churchill do without her? His loss would be truly devastating. Mr. Churchill would never recover from it. Even Mr. Weston shook his head, his expression solemn. “Ah, poor woman. Who would have thought it?” he murmured, resolving that his mourning would be as elegant as possible. Meanwhile, his wife sat nearby, sighing and reflecting on her broad hems with a blend of compassion and practicality that was both genuine and steadfast. How this would affect Frank was one of the first thoughts on their minds, and it was also an early concern for Emma. She contemplated Mrs. Churchill’s character and her husband’s grief, her mind moving over them with a sense of awe and compassion. Then, her thoughts shifted to how Frank might respond to the news—how he might benefit from it, and how it might free him. In an instant, she envisioned all the potential good that lay ahead. An attachment to Harriet Smith would face no obstacles. Mr. Churchill, apart from his wife, inspired no fear; he was an easygoing, agreeable man, easily swayed by his nephew. All that was left to hope for was that the nephew would develop feelings, as Emma, despite her best intentions, couldn’t be certain that such an attachment already existed. Harriet conducted herself admirably in the situation, displaying remarkable self-control. Whatever brighter hopes she might harbor, she revealed nothing. Emma felt a sense of gratification at witnessing this display of strengthened character and wisely refrained from making any remarks that could jeopardize its preservation. Consequently, they discussed Mrs. Churchill’s death with mutual restraint. Brief letters from Frank arrived at Randalls, conveying all that was immediately relevant regarding their situation and plans. Mr. Churchill exceeded all expectations, and their first move, following the funeral to Yorkshire, would be to the home of a very old friend in Windsor—someone Mr. Churchill had promised to visit for the past ten years. For now, there was little that could be done for Harriet; all Emma could offer were good wishes for the future. More pressing was the need to show attention to Jane Fairfax, whose prospects were dimming just as Harriet’s were brightening. Jane’s current engagements left no room for delay for anyone in Highbury who wished to express their kindness—and for Emma, this had become a top priority. She felt a deep regret for her past indifference, as the very person she had neglected for months was now the one she longed to shower with affection and sympathy. Emma wanted to be of service to Jane, to demonstrate her appreciation for her company, and to convey her respect and consideration. She resolved to persuade her to spend a day at Hartfield. A note was written to extend the invitation, but it was declined through a verbal message. “Miss Fairfax is not well enough to write,” was the explanation. When Mr. Perry visited Hartfield that same morning, it became clear that she was indeed quite unwell. Despite her objections, he had seen her and reported that she was suffering from severe headaches and a nervous fever that made him doubt her ability to attend Mrs. Smallridge’s gathering at the proposed time. Her health appeared to be in complete disarray—her appetite had vanished entirely. While there were no alarming symptoms related to her ongoing pulmonary issues, which had long been a source of concern for the family, Mr. Perry felt a deep unease about her condition. He believed she had taken on more than she could handle, and though she wouldn’t admit it, he sensed she felt the strain. Her spirits seemed to be waning. He couldn’t help but notice that her current living situation was not conducive to her nervous disorder—confined to a single room. He wished things were different. Although her aunt was a dear friend of his, he had to admit she was not the ideal companion for someone in poor health. Her care and attention were beyond question; in fact, they were perhaps too much. He feared that Miss Fairfax was deriving more harm than good from her current situation. Emma listened with deep concern, feeling increasingly sorrowful for her, and she began to search for ways to be of help. If she could take Jane—if only for an hour or two—away from her aunt, to provide her with a change of scenery and some calm, rational conversation, it might do her good. The next morning, Emma wrote again, using the most heartfelt language she could muster, offering to pick her up in the carriage at any time Jane preferred. She mentioned that Mr. Perry had strongly recommended such exercise for his patient. The reply was brief: “Miss Fairfax’s compliments and thanks, but she is quite unable to engage in any exercise.” Emma felt her note deserved a more thoughtful response, but she couldn’t fault the words that so clearly conveyed Jane’s indisposition. Instead, she focused on how to counteract this reluctance to be seen or assisted. Undeterred by the response, she ordered the carriage and set off to visit Mrs. Bates, hoping to persuade Jane to join her, but it was futile. Miss Bates approached the carriage door, overflowing with gratitude and wholeheartedly agreeing that an outing might do Jane a world of good. They tried every possible approach, but it was all in vain. Miss Bates had to return empty-handed; Jane remained completely unyielding. In fact, the mere suggestion of going out seemed to worsen her condition. Emma wished she could have seen Jane herself and tested her own persuasive skills, but before she could even voice that desire, Miss Bates made it clear that she had promised her niece she wouldn’t allow Miss Woodhouse to visit. “The truth is, poor dear Jane simply cannot bear to see anyone—anyone at all. Mrs. Elton, of course, could not be refused, and Mrs. Cole insisted, while Mrs. Perry had said so much—but aside from them, Jane truly will see no one.” Emma did not want to be grouped with those other ladies. The Eltons, the Mrs. Perrys, and the Mrs. Coles were always eager to impose themselves on any gathering; Emma felt no particular right to prefer one over the other. Thus, she acquiesced and only probed Miss Bates further about her niece’s appetite and diet, hoping to offer some assistance. On that topic, poor Miss Bates was both unhappy and overly talkative; Jane hardly ate anything. Mr. Perry had recommended nourishing foods, but nothing they could provide—despite having the best neighbors—appealed to her. Upon returning home, Emma immediately summoned the housekeeper to assess their supplies. Soon, she arranged for some high-quality arrowroot to be sent to Miss Bates, accompanied by a warm note. In half an hour, the arrowroot was returned, accompanied by a thousand thanks from Miss Bates. However, “dear Jane would not be satisfied unless it was sent back; it was something she simply could not accept—and, moreover, she insisted that I tell you she was not in need of anything at all.” Later, when Emma learned that Jane Fairfax had been seen wandering through the meadows, some distance from Highbury, on the very afternoon she had so resolutely declined to join Emma in the carriage, claiming she was unfit for any exercise, Emma could not help but piece everything together. It was clear that Jane had resolved to accept no kindness from her. This realization saddened Emma deeply. Her heart ached for Jane’s situation, which seemed all the more pitiable due to the irritation of spirits, inconsistency of actions, and disparity of abilities that characterized it. It mortified her that she was given so little credit for her genuine feelings or deemed unworthy of friendship. Yet, she found solace in knowing her intentions were good. She reassured herself that if Mr. Knightley had been privy to all her efforts to assist Jane Fairfax, if he could have seen into her heart, he would not have found anything to reproach her for on this occasion. # Chapter X One morning, about ten days after Mrs. Churchill’s passing, Emma was called downstairs to Mr. Weston, who “could not stay five minutes and was particularly eager to speak with her,” encountered her at the parlor door. Barely pausing to inquire about her well-being in his usual tone, he quickly lowered his voice to a whisper, ensuring her father wouldn’t overhear. “Can you come to Randalls at any time this morning? Please, if it’s possible. Mrs. Weston needs to see you. She must see you.” “Is she unwell?” “No, not at all—just a bit agitated. She would have sent the carriage to come for you, but it’s important that she sees you alone,” he said, nodding discreetly toward her father. “Humph! Can you come?” “Of course. Right this moment, if you wish.” It’s impossible to refuse such a request when it’s presented in that manner. But what could be the matter? Is she truly not ill?” “Trust me—but don’t ask any more questions. You’ll understand everything in due time. It’s the most baffling situation! But hush, hush!” Even Emma found it impossible to decipher the meaning behind all this. Something significant seemed to be hinted at in his expression; however, since her friend was well, she tried not to let it trouble her. After discussing it with her father, she decided to take her walk now, accompanied by Mr. Weston and Emma soon stepped out of the house together, making their way briskly toward Randalls. “Now,” Emma said, once they were well past the sweep gates, “please tell me what’s happened.” “No, no,” he replied gravely. “Don’t ask me. I promised my wife I would leave it to her. She’ll convey the news better than I can. Please be patient, Emma; it will all come to light soon enough.” “Break it to me?” Emma exclaimed, coming to a halt, her heart racing. “Good God! Mr. “Weston, tell me at once—something has happened in Brunswick Square. I know it has. Please, I implore you, tell me what it is.” “No, you are mistaken,” he replied. “Mr. Weston, don’t trifle with me. Consider how many of my dearest friends are in Brunswick Square right now. Which of them is it? I charge you, by all that is sacred, do not attempt to conceal the truth.” “Upon my word, Emma—” “Your word? Why not your honor? Why not say, upon your honor, that it has nothing to do with any of them? Good heavens! What could possibly be so serious that it doesn’t involve one of that family?” “Upon my honor,” he said very seriously, “it does not.” “It is not in the slightest degree connected with anyone named Knightley.” Emma’s courage returned, and she continued walking. “I was wrong,” he went on, “to say it was broken to you. I shouldn’t have used that expression. In truth, it doesn’t concern you—it concerns only me—that is, we hope. Humph! In short, my dear Emma, there’s no need for you to be so uneasy about it. I’m not saying it’s not an unpleasant matter, but things could be much worse. If we walk quickly, we’ll soon reach Randalls.” Emma realized she had to wait, and now it required little effort. She refrained from asking any more questions, instead letting her imagination wander. It soon led her to consider the likelihood that it was some financial issue—something recently uncovered, an unpleasant revelation about the family—something that the recent events in Richmond had brought to light. Her imagination was quite lively. Perhaps half a dozen illegitimate children—and poor Frank left out of the picture! While this was certainly undesirable, it didn’t cause her any real distress. Instead, it sparked a curious excitement within her. “Who is that gentleman on horseback?” she asked as they continued on, more to help Mr. Weston keep his secret than for any other reason. “I don’t know. One of the Otways, I believe. But it’s not Frank; I assure you, it’s definitely not Frank.” “You won’t see him now; he’s already halfway to Windsor.” “Has your son been here, then?” “Oh! Yes—didn’t you know? Well, never mind that.” He fell silent for a moment before adding, his tone more guarded and subdued, “Yes, Frank came by this morning just to check on us.” They hurried on and soon arrived at Randalls. “Well, my dear,” he said as they entered the room, “I’ve brought her, and now I hope you’ll be feeling better soon. I’ll leave you two alone; there’s no point in delaying. I won’t be far if you need me.” Emma distinctly heard him add in a lower voice before he left the room, “I’ve kept my promise.” “She has no idea at all.” Mrs. Weston looked so unwell and appeared so troubled that Emma’s concern deepened. As soon as they were alone, she leaned in eagerly and said, “What is it, my dear friend? I can tell something unpleasant has happened. Please, tell me right away. I’ve walked all this way in complete suspense, and we both detest it. Don’t let my anxiety linger any longer.” “It would do you good to share your distress, whatever it may be.” “Do you truly have no idea?” Mrs. Weston asked, her voice trembling. “Can’t you, my dear Emma—can’t you even take a guess at what you’re about to hear?” “Well, if it concerns Mr. Frank Churchill, I can hazard a guess.” “You’re correct. It does concern him, and I’ll tell you right away,” she said, resuming her work and resolutely avoiding eye contact. “He was here this very morning on the most extraordinary errand. It’s impossible to express our surprise.” He came to speak with his father about a matter of great importance—an attachment, to be precise—” She paused to catch her breath. Emma’s mind raced first to her own feelings, then to Harriet’s. “More than just an attachment, indeed,” Mrs. Weston continued; “an engagement—a definite engagement. What will you say, Emma? What will anyone say when it becomes known that Frank Churchill and Miss Fairfax are engaged?—nay, that they have been engaged for quite some time!” Emma gasped in shock, her heart pounding. “Jane Fairfax! Good heavens! You can’t be serious! You don’t mean it?” “You may well be astonished,” Mrs. Weston replied. Weston, still avoiding her gaze and speaking with eager enthusiasm, hoped to give Emma time to collect herself. “You may well be astonished, but it’s true. There has been a solemn engagement between them since October—formed at Weymouth and kept a secret from everyone. Not a soul knows, except for themselves—neither the Campbells, nor her family, nor his. It’s so remarkable that, even though I am completely convinced of it, I can hardly believe it myself. I thought I knew him.” Emma barely registered his words. Her mind was torn between two thoughts: her past conversations with him about Miss Fairfax and her concern for poor Harriet. For a while, all she could do was exclaim and demand confirmation—repeated confirmation. “Well,” she finally said, attempting to regain her composure, “this is something I need to ponder for at least half a day before I can begin to comprehend it.” “What!—engaged to her all winter—before either of them even came to Highbury?” “Engaged since October—secretly engaged. It has hurt me, Emma, deeply. It has hurt his father just as much. Some aspects of his behavior are simply inexcusable.” Emma paused for a moment, then replied, “I won’t pretend I don’t understand you. To offer you all the reassurance I can, I assure you that his attentions to me have not led to the outcome you fear.” Mrs. Weston looked up, hesitant to believe her, but Emma’s expression was as steady as her words. “To make it easier for you to accept my claim of indifference,” she continued, “I’ll share that there was a time early in our acquaintance when I did like him. I was very much inclined to become attached to him—indeed, I was attached. How that feeling faded is perhaps the real mystery. Fortunately, it did fade.” “I haven’t cared about him at all for quite some time—at least three months now. You can believe me, Mrs. Weston. That’s the honest truth.” Mrs. Weston kissed her, tears of joy in her eyes. When she finally found her voice, she assured her that this declaration had brought her more comfort than anything else in the world could. “Mr. ”Weston will be almost as relieved as I am,” she said. “We’ve been utterly wretched over this. It was our heartfelt wish that you two might be drawn to each other, and we were convinced it was happening. Just imagine the turmoil we’ve felt on your behalf.” “I’ve managed to escape, and I suppose it’s a matter of grateful wonder for both of us. But that doesn’t absolve him, Mrs. Weston. I must say, I think he is greatly to blame. What right did he have to come among us, with his affections already engaged, yet with such carefree manners?” What right did he have to try to please me, as he clearly did? To single out one young woman with such persistent attention, while he truly belonged to another? How could he know the chaos he might be causing? How could he be sure he wasn’t making me fall in love with him? It’s very wrong—very wrong indeed.” “From something he said, my dear Emma, I suspect—” “And how could she tolerate such behavior? To maintain her composure while witnessing repeated attentions directed at another woman, right in front of her? To not resent it? That level of calm is beyond my comprehension and certainly not something I can respect.” “There were misunderstandings between them, Emma; he stated that quite clearly. He didn’t have time to explain much. He was here for only a quarter of an hour, and in such a state of agitation that he couldn’t fully utilize even that time. But he did assert that misunderstandings existed. The current situation seems to have arisen from them, and those misunderstandings might very well stem from the impropriety of his actions.” “Impropriety!” “Oh, Mrs. Weston, this is far too mild a criticism. It goes well beyond mere impropriety! I can’t express how deeply it has affected him in my eyes. He is so unlike the man he should be! There’s none of that upright integrity, that unwavering commitment to truth and principle, or that disdain for trickery and pettiness that a man ought to exhibit in every aspect of his life.” “Nay, dear Emma, I must defend him; for while he has erred in this instance, I have known him long enough to vouch for his many, many admirable qualities. And—” “Good heavens!” Emma interrupted, her attention suddenly elsewhere. “Mrs. Smallridge, too!” Jane was actually on the verge of becoming a governess! What could he mean by such a dreadful lack of sensitivity? How could he allow her to consider such a course of action—or even entertain the thought of it? “He knows nothing about it, Emma. I can absolve him on this point. It was a private decision of hers, one she didn’t share with him—or at least not in a way that would convince him. Until yesterday, I know he claimed to be completely unaware of her plans. They came as a surprise to him, I’m not sure how, perhaps through a letter or a message. It was the revelation of her intentions, this very project, that prompted him to step forward, confess everything to his uncle, appeal to his kindness, and ultimately put an end to the miserable secrecy that had persisted for so long.” Emma began to pay closer attention. “I should be hearing from him soon,” Mrs. Weston continued. “When we parted, he mentioned that he would write shortly, and his tone suggested he had much to share that he couldn’t divulge at the moment. So let us wait for this letter. It may provide explanations and insights that could clarify and justify many things that currently remain puzzling.” “Let’s not be too harsh; let’s not rush to condemn him. We must practice patience. I must love him, and now that I’m reassured on one crucial point—the only one that truly matters—I genuinely hope for a positive outcome. They must have endured a great deal under such a veil of secrecy and concealment.” “His sufferings,” Emma replied dryly, “don’t seem to have affected him much. So, how did Mr. Churchill respond?” “Most favorably for his nephew—he gave his consent with hardly any difficulty.” Consider the whirlwind of events that has swept through the Churchill family in just a week! While Mrs. Churchill was alive, there was little hope—no chance, no possibility—of any change. Yet, scarcely have her remains been laid to rest in the family vault than her husband is persuaded to act in direct opposition to her wishes. How fortunate it is that undue influence does not linger beyond the grave! He gave his consent with barely any persuasion. “Ah!” Emma thought, “he would have done the same for Harriet.” This decision was made last night, and Frank was off with the dawn this morning. He stopped briefly at Highbury, likely at the Bates’s, before hurrying here. He was so eager to return to his uncle, who needs him now more than ever, that he could only spare us a mere quarter of an hour. He was visibly agitated—more so than I had ever seen him before. On top of everything else, he had been shocked to find her so unwell, a condition he had no prior inkling of. It was clear he had been deeply affected. “Do you truly believe the affair was kept under such perfect secrecy? Did the Campbells or the Dixons have any inkling of the engagement?” Emma felt a slight blush at the mention of Dixon. “Not a soul—none at all.” He firmly stated that their secret had been known to no one in the world but the two of them. “Well,” Emma replied, “I suppose we’ll eventually come to terms with the idea, and I genuinely wish them happiness. Still, I can’t help but think it’s a rather despicable way to behave. What has it been but a web of hypocrisy and deceit—espionage and treachery? They approached us with claims of openness and simplicity, all while secretly forming a league to judge us! We’ve spent the entire winter and spring completely duped, believing ourselves to be on equal ground of truth and honor, while two people among us may have been quietly comparing notes and passing judgment on sentiments and words that were never meant for both to hear. They must bear the consequences if they’ve overheard anything less than flattering about each other!” “I’m quite at ease on that front,” Mrs. Weston replied. “I’m confident that I never said anything about either of them that both wouldn’t have been able to hear.” “You’re fortunate. Your only misstep was confined to my ears when you mistakenly thought a certain friend of ours was in love with the lady.” “True. But since I’ve always held Miss Fairfax in high regard, I could never have spoken ill of her, even by mistake. As for him, I was certainly safe there.” At that moment, Mr. Weston stood a short distance from the window, clearly keeping watch. His wife gave him a look that invited him inside, and as he approached, she added, “Now, my dear Emma, I urge you to say and do everything that might ease his heart and encourage him to accept the match. Let’s make the best of it—after all, there’s much to commend her. While it may not be a connection that we would choose, if Mr. Churchill is content, why should we feel otherwise? This could be a fortunate turn of events for him—Frank, I mean—since he has chosen a girl of such steadiness and good judgment, qualities I have always admired in her. I still believe in her, despite this one significant deviation from the strict path of right.” “And how much can be said in her situation for even that error!” “Much, indeed!” Emma replied earnestly. “If there’s ever a time a woman can be excused for thinking only of herself, it’s in a situation like Jane Fairfax’s. One might almost say that ‘the world is not theirs, nor the world’s law.’” As Mr. Weston entered, she greeted him with a bright smile, exclaiming, “What a clever trick you’ve played on me! I suppose this was meant to tease my curiosity and test my guessing skills. But you truly frightened me. I thought you had lost at least half your fortune!” “And here, instead of offering condolences, it turns out to be a matter of congratulations. I wholeheartedly congratulate you, Mr. Weston, on the prospect of having one of the most lovely and accomplished young women in England as your daughter.” A glance exchanged between him and his wife reassured him that everything was as right as this speech suggested, and its uplifting effect on his spirits was immediate. His demeanor and voice regained their usual briskness; he shook her hand warmly and gratefully, and approached the topic in a way that indicated he now only needed time and persuasion to view the engagement as a positive development. His companions offered only suggestions to mitigate any imprudence or ease his objections. By the time they had discussed it thoroughly together, and he had revisited the conversation with Emma during their walk back to Hartfield, he had become entirely reconciled and was nearly convinced that Frank’s actions were the best choice he could have made. # Chapter XI “Harriet, poor Harriet!” Those were the words that echoed in Emma’s mind, filled with the tormenting thoughts she couldn’t shake off, which constituted the real misery of the situation for her. Frank Churchill had behaved very poorly towards her—very poorly in many respects—but it was not so much his behavior that angered her; it was her own feelings that stirred her frustration. It was the scrape he had drawn her into on Harriet’s behalf that cast the deepest shadow over his offense. Poor Harriet! To be the unwitting victim of her own misconceptions and flattery once again. Mr. Knightley had spoken the truth when he once remarked, “Emma, you have been no friend to Harriet Smith.” Emma feared she had done nothing but harm. While it was true that, in this instance as in the previous one, she could not hold herself solely responsible for the mischief—having not been the one to plant the seeds of admiration for Frank Churchill in Harriet’s mind, as Harriet had already expressed her feelings before Emma ever hinted at them—she felt entirely guilty for having encouraged what she could have easily suppressed. She could have curtailed the indulgence and growth of such sentiments; her influence would have been sufficient. Now, she was acutely aware that she should have intervened. She felt she had jeopardized her friend’s happiness on flimsy grounds. Common sense would have urged her to tell Harriet not to entertain thoughts of him, reminding her that the odds were overwhelmingly against him ever caring for her. “But,” she added, “I fear I have had little to do with common sense.” She was furious with herself. If she couldn’t have directed her anger at Frank Churchill, it would have been unbearable. As for Jane Fairfax, at least she could release herself from any current worries about her. Harriet would be enough of a source of anxiety; she needn’t fret over Jane, whose troubles and ill health, stemming from the same source, would surely be resolved. Her days of insignificance and distress were behind her. Soon, she would be well, happy, and thriving. Emma could now understand why her own attentions had been overlooked. This realization illuminated many smaller issues. Undoubtedly, it had stemmed from jealousy. In Jane’s eyes, she had been a rival, and it was no surprise that any offer of assistance or kindness from her would be rebuffed. An airing in the Hartfield carriage would have been a welcome distraction, and the arrowroot from the Hartfield storeroom felt like poison. Emma understood it all; as much as she tried to separate her thoughts from the injustice and selfishness of her anger, she recognized that Jane Fairfax would find neither elevation nor happiness beyond what she deserved. But poor Harriet consumed all of Emma’s attention. There was little sympathy left for anyone else. Emma feared that this second disappointment would hit Harriet even harder than the first. Given the undeniable superiority of the situation, it should have been more painful, and judging by its apparent impact on Harriet—who now seemed more reserved and self-controlled—it likely would be. Emma knew she had to share the painful truth, and she needed to do so as soon as possible. An injunction of secrecy had been among Mr. Weston’s parting words. “For now, the entire affair must remain completely confidential. Mr. Churchill insisted on this as a mark of respect for the wife he had so recently lost, and everyone agreed it was only proper decorum.” Emma had promised to keep the secret, but she felt compelled to make an exception for Harriet. It was her duty to do so. Despite her irritation, she couldn’t help but find it almost absurd that she was now tasked with the same distressing and delicate duty toward Harriet that Mrs. Weston had just faced herself. The news that had been so anxiously delivered to her was now hers to convey to another. Her heart raced at the sound of Harriet’s footsteps and voice; she imagined Mrs. Weston must have felt similarly anxious as she approached Randalls. But could the outcome of this revelation possibly mirror that experience? Unfortunately, there was little chance of that. “Well, Miss Woodhouse!” Harriet exclaimed, bursting into the room with excitement. “Isn’t this the strangest news ever?” “What news are you talking about?” Emma replied, puzzled and unable to discern from Harriet’s expression or tone whether she had truly received any hint. “Is it about Jane Fairfax? Have you ever heard anything so peculiar? Oh!—you don’t need to hesitate to tell me, for Mr. Weston has already shared it with me. I just ran into him.” He told me it was a great secret, and that I should mention it to no one but you, as he believed you were already aware of it.” “What did Mr. Weston tell you?” Emma asked, still confused. “Oh! He shared everything with me—that Jane Fairfax and Mr. Frank Churchill are to be married, and that they’ve been privately engaged for quite some time. How very strange!” It was indeed strange; Harriet’s behavior was so peculiar that Emma found herself at a loss to understand it. Her demeanor seemed completely transformed. She appeared to show no signs of agitation, disappointment, or any particular concern about the revelation. Emma stared at her, momentarily speechless. “Did you have any idea,” Harriet exclaimed, “that he was in love with her? You might have—after all, you can see into everyone’s heart,” she added, blushing as she spoke. “But no one else—” “Honestly,” Emma replied, “I’m starting to question whether I possess such a talent at all. Can you really ask me, Harriet, if I thought he was attached to another woman while I was—tacitly, if not openly—encouraging you to follow your own feelings? Until this very hour, I had no inkling that Mr. Frank Churchill had any regard for Jane Fairfax.” “You can be quite sure that if I had any concerns, I would have warned you.” “Me!” Harriet exclaimed, her cheeks flushing with surprise. “Why would you caution me? You don’t think I care about Mr. Frank Churchill, do you?” “I’m thrilled to hear you speak so confidently on the matter,” Emma replied with a smile. “But you can’t deny there was a time—not too long ago—when you gave me every reason to believe you did care for him.” “Care for him? Never! Oh, dear Miss Woodhouse, how could you misunderstand me so?” Harriet turned away, clearly distressed. “Harriet!” Emma called after a moment’s pause. “What do you mean? Good heavens! What do you mean by that? Am I to assume—” Emma’s voice faltered, leaving her speechless. She sat down, gripped by a deep sense of dread as she waited for Harriet’s response. Harriet, standing a short distance away with her back turned, didn’t respond immediately. When she finally spoke, her voice trembled with agitation, nearly matching Emma’s. “I never thought it possible,” she began, “that you could misunderstand me! We agreed never to mention his name, but considering how infinitely superior he is to everyone else, I can’t believe you would think I meant anyone else. Mr. Frank Churchill, indeed! I can’t imagine anyone choosing to look at him in the presence of the other.” I hope my taste is better than to think of Mr. Frank Churchill, who seems so unlike anyone else. It’s astonishing that you could be so mistaken! If I hadn’t believed that you fully approved and intended to encourage my feelings for him, I would have thought it far too presumptuous to even consider him. At first, had you not mentioned that more remarkable things had occurred—that there had been matches of greater disparity, as you put it—I wouldn’t have dared to entertain the idea at all. But if you, who have always known him—” “Harriet!” Emma interjected, gathering her resolve. “Let’s clarify things now, without any chance of misunderstanding. Are you referring to Mr. Knightley?” “Of course I am.” “I never could imagine anyone else—and so I thought you understood. When we discussed him, it seemed perfectly clear.” “Not quite,” Emma replied, her calmness strained. “Everything you said seemed to refer to a different person. I could almost swear you had mentioned Mr. Frank Churchill. I distinctly remember you talking about how he protected you from the gypsies.” “Oh! “Miss Woodhouse, how could you forget!” “My dear Harriet, I remember perfectly what I said on that occasion. I told you that I found your attachment entirely understandable; given the service he rendered you, it was quite natural. You agreed, expressing your gratitude warmly and even recounting your feelings when he came to your rescue. That moment is vivid in my memory.” “Oh, dear,” Harriet exclaimed, “now I see what you mean, but I was thinking of something entirely different at the time. It wasn’t about the gipsies or Mr. Frank Churchill that I had in mind. No! (with a hint of pride) I was reflecting on a much more significant circumstance—about Mr. Knightley came to ask me to dance when Mr. Elton wouldn’t even stand up with me, and there was no other partner in the room. That was a kind gesture; that was true nobility and generosity. It was that act of service that made me realize how superior he was to everyone else on earth.” “Good God!” Emma exclaimed. “This has been a most unfortunate—most deplorable mistake! What are we to do?” “You wouldn’t have encouraged me, then, if you had understood my feelings? At least, I can’t be worse off than I would have been if the other man had been the one; and now—it is possible—” She paused for a moment, and Emma found herself at a loss for words. “I can understand, Miss Woodhouse,” she continued, “why you would feel such a stark difference between the two, whether it concerns me or anyone else.” You must think of me as five hundred million times beneath you. But I hope, Miss Woodhouse, that if—strange as it may seem—you might consider that more wonderful things have happened, and that matches of even greater disparity have occurred than the one between Mr. Frank Churchill and me. Therefore, it seems possible that something like this could happen again. If I were to be so fortunate—beyond all expression—as to have Mr. Knightley truly regard me, and if he doesn’t mind the difference in our standings, I hope, dear Miss Woodhouse, that you won’t oppose it or create obstacles. But I know you’re too kind for that, I’m sure. Harriet stood by one of the windows. Emma turned to Harriet in shock and quickly asked, “Do you have any idea whether Mr. Knightley returns your feelings?” “Yes,” Harriet replied, her tone modest but steady. “I must admit that I do.” Emma’s gaze fell away, and she sat in silence, lost in thought for a few minutes. That brief moment was enough for her to confront her own heart. With a mind like hers, once the seed of suspicion was planted, it grew quickly. She examined the situation—she accepted it—she acknowledged the painful truth. Why did it feel so much worse that Harriet was in love with Mr. Knightley? Why was the situation with Frank Churchill so much worse than with Mr. Knightley? The pain intensified dreadfully because Harriet held onto some hope of a return. In an instant, it struck her with the swiftness of an arrow: Mr. Knightley must marry no one but her! In those fleeting moments, she confronted both her actions and her heart with a clarity she had never experienced before. How improperly she had acted toward Harriet! How inconsiderate, how indelicate, how irrational and unfeeling her conduct had been! What blindness and madness had driven her on! The realization struck her with dreadful force, and she was ready to label it with every negative term imaginable. Yet, despite these shortcomings, a flicker of self-respect remained—along with a concern for her own appearance and a strong sense of justice toward Harriet. After all, there was no need for compassion for the girl who believed herself loved by Mr. Knightley; justice simply required that Harriet not be made unhappy by any coldness now. This awareness gave Emma the resolve to sit quietly and endure the moment with calmness, even displaying a semblance of kindness. For her own sake, it was essential to explore the full extent of Harriet’s hopes. Harriet had done nothing to forfeit the regard and interest that Emma had so willingly offered, nor had she deserved to be slighted by someone whose advice had never truly guided her right. Rousing from her thoughts and suppressing her emotions, Emma turned back to Harriet, adopting a more inviting tone to renew the conversation. The initial topic—the remarkable story of Jane Fairfax—had completely faded from their minds. Neither of them could think of anything but Mr. Knightley. Knightley and themselves. Harriet, who had been lost in a pleasant reverie, felt a rush of gratitude at being drawn from it by the encouraging demeanor of such a judge and friend as Miss Woodhouse. All she needed was an invitation to share the story of her hopes, which she would do with great, albeit trembling, delight. Emma’s own nervousness, as she asked questions and listened, was better concealed than Harriet’s, but no less intense. Her voice remained steady, yet her mind was a whirlwind of emotions—self-discovery, the threat of disappointment, and a jumble of sudden, perplexing feelings. She endured Harriet’s account with much inner turmoil but maintained a calm exterior. While Harriet’s narration was neither methodical nor particularly well-structured, it contained enough substance to weigh heavily on Emma’s spirit—especially when she recalled Mr. Knightley’s improved opinion of Harriet. Harriet had sensed a shift in his behavior ever since those two decisive dances. Emma recognized that, on that occasion, he had found Harriet far more impressive than he had anticipated. From that evening, or at least from the moment Miss Woodhouse had encouraged Harriet to consider him, she had noticed that he spoke to her much more than before, displaying a manner that was kind and sweet. Recently, Harriet had become increasingly aware of this change. As they walked together, he often strolled alongside her, engaging in delightful conversation. It was clear he wanted to get to know her better, and Emma was well aware of this. She had frequently noticed the shift in his demeanor toward Harriet. Harriet echoed his compliments and praise, and Emma recognized them as perfectly aligned with her own understanding of his feelings for Harriet. He admired her for being genuine and unpretentious, for possessing simple, honest, and generous emotions. Emma knew he appreciated these qualities in Harriet; he had mentioned them to her more than once. Harriet held onto many small moments of attention from him—a glance, a comment, a shift from one chair to another, an implied compliment, an inferred preference—that had gone unnoticed by Emma, simply because she hadn’t suspected their significance. What might have filled half an hour with anecdotes and evidence for Emma, who had witnessed them, had passed unnoticed by Harriet, who now recounted them. However, two recent events, which held particular promise for Harriet, had not escaped Emma’s notice. The first occurred during a walk in the lime-walk at Donwell, where he had taken the initiative to draw Harriet away from the others. Before Emma arrived, he had spoken to her in a way that was more intimate than ever before—so much so that Harriet could hardly recall it without blushing. It was as if he was subtly inquiring about her affections. But as soon as Emma seemed poised to join them, he abruptly shifted the conversation to farming. The second instance was their nearly half-hour conversation on the last morning of his stay at Hartfield. When he first arrived, he had claimed he could only stay for five minutes, yet he ended up talking with Harriet for much longer. During their exchange, he revealed that although he had to go to London, it was against his wishes to leave home at all. This admission felt far more significant to Emma than anything he had shared with her. The evident trust he displayed toward Harriet stung Emma deeply. After a moment of reflection, she ventured a question about the first of the two circumstances. “Could it be possible,” she asked, “that when he was inquiring about your feelings, he was actually referring to Mr. Martin? Perhaps he had Mr. Martin’s interests in mind?” But Harriet dismissed the thought with conviction. “Mr. “Martin! No, indeed! There was not a trace of Mr. Martin. I hope I know better now than to care for him or to be suspected of it.” Once Harriet had finished her testimony, she turned to her dear Miss Woodhouse, seeking reassurance. “I never would have dared to consider it at first,” she said, “if it hadn’t been for you.” “You told me to observe him closely and let his behavior guide mine—and I have. But now I can’t shake the feeling that I might actually deserve him, and if he chooses me, it won’t be anything extraordinary.” The bitterness stirred by this statement weighed heavily on Emma, compelling her to muster all her strength to respond. “Harriet, I can only say that Mr. Knightley is the last man in the world who would intentionally lead any woman to believe he feels more for her than he truly does.” Harriet looked at her friend with adoration, clearly relieved by such a reassuring sentiment. Emma, however, was spared from the overwhelming emotions that threatened to consume her by the sound of her father’s footsteps approaching from the hall. Harriet, too agitated to face him, found herself unable to compose herself. “She couldn’t manage to—Mr. Woodhouse would be alarmed—she had better leave;—with her friend’s ready encouragement, she slipped out through another door. The moment she was gone, Emma’s feelings erupted: “Oh God! If only I had never seen her!” The rest of the day and the following night barely sufficed for her racing thoughts. She felt bewildered by the whirlwind of emotions that had engulfed her in just a few hours. Each moment had brought a new surprise, and every surprise only added to her humiliation. How could she make sense of it all? How could she grasp the deceptions she had been inflicting upon herself? The blunders and the blindness of her own heart and mind! She sat still, paced her room, wandered through the shrubbery—wherever she went, in every position, she realized how weakly she had acted. She had been mortifyingly deceived by others, but even more so, she had deceived herself. She felt wretched, and she knew this day was likely just the beginning of her misery. Her first endeavor was to understand her own heart thoroughly. Every spare moment, whenever her father’s demands allowed, and every instance of absent-mindedness, was consumed by this pursuit. How long had Mr. Knightley been so dear to her, as every feeling now declared him to be? When had his influence begun? When had he taken the place in her heart that Frank Churchill had briefly occupied? She reflected on the past, comparing the two—examining how she had always viewed them since she first met Frank, and how she would have compared them had it—oh, had it, by some blessed chance, occurred to her to do so. She realized there had never been a moment when she didn’t see Mr. Knightley as infinitely superior, or when his regard for her hadn’t been the most precious. In trying to convince herself otherwise, in imagining and acting against her true feelings, she had been completely deluded, utterly unaware of her own heart. In short, she recognized that she had never truly cared for Frank Churchill at all! This marked the conclusion of her first series of reflections. She had come to a profound understanding of herself regarding the initial question she had posed, and she arrived at this realization swiftly. A deep sorrow mingled with her indignation; she felt ashamed of every emotion except the one that had become clear to her—her love for Mr. Knightley. Every other aspect of her thoughts was repulsive. With unbearable vanity, she had convinced herself that she understood everyone’s feelings; with unforgivable arrogance, she had attempted to dictate their fates. The truth was that she had been utterly mistaken in her assumptions, and her actions had not been inconsequential—she had caused harm. She had brought misfortune upon Harriet, upon herself, and she feared, perhaps, upon Mr. Knightley as well. Knightley—if this most unequal connection were to occur, all the blame for its inception would fall squarely on her shoulders. She must believe that his feelings were only stirred by a sense of Harriet’s presence; and even if that weren’t the case, he would never have known Harriet at all if not for her folly. Mr. Knightley and Harriet Smith! It was a union that defied all expectations. The romance between Frank Churchill and Jane Fairfax seemed mundane, worn out, and stale by comparison—no surprise, no contrast, nothing to provoke thought or discussion. Mr. Knightley and Harriet Smith! Such an elevation for her! Such a degradation for him! The very idea horrified Emma. She could only imagine how it would tarnish his reputation, how it would invite smiles, sneers, and laughter at his expense; the mortification and disdain from his brother, and the countless inconveniences it would bring him. Could it truly happen? No; it was impossible. And yet it was far from impossible. Was it truly unusual for a man of exceptional abilities to be captivated by someone of lesser talents? Was it uncommon for a man, perhaps too preoccupied to pursue, to become the object of affection for a girl who would seek him out? Was it new for anything in this world to be unequal, inconsistent, or incongruous—or for chance and circumstance to shape human fate? Oh, if only she had never introduced Harriet! If only she had left her where she belonged, where he had advised her to leave her! With a folly beyond words, she had prevented Harriet from marrying the unexceptionable young man who would have made her happy and respectable in the life she was meant to lead. Everything would have been safe; none of this dreadful outcome would have occurred. How could Harriet have ever dared to entertain thoughts of Mr. Knightley! How could she dare to imagine herself the chosen one of such a man without being certain of it? Yet, Harriet was less humble now, with fewer scruples than before. Her sense of inferiority, whether in intellect or social standing, seemed diminished. She appeared more aware of Mr. Elton’s condescension in marrying her than she was of Mr. Knightley’s. Alas! Wasn’t that her own doing as well? Who had taken the time to instill in Harriet a sense of self-worth but herself? Who but Emma had taught her that she should elevate herself whenever possible and that her aspirations for a high social standing were justified? If Harriet had transformed from humble to vain, that too was Emma’s influence. # Chapter XII Until now, when faced with the threat of losing it, Emma had never realized just how much of her happiness relied on being first with Mr. Knightley. Knightley held a special place in her heart—first in interest and affection. Satisfied with this, she enjoyed it without much thought, only to realize how profoundly important it had been when the fear of being replaced crept in. She had long felt that she was his first choice; after all, with no female relatives of his own, only Isabella’s claims could be compared to hers, and she had always understood the extent of his love and esteem for Isabella. For many years, she had been his priority. She often questioned whether she truly deserved it; she had been negligent and stubborn at times, dismissing his advice and even opposing him out of sheer defiance, blind to many of his virtues. She had quarreled with him, insisting he acknowledge her misguided and arrogant view of herself. Yet, despite her flaws, he had loved her, watched over her since childhood, striving to help her grow and worrying about her choices in a way no one else ever had. Deep down, she knew she was dear to him—could she even say very dear? However, when the flickers of hope began to surface, she hesitated to entertain them. Harriet Smith might believe she was worthy of being uniquely, exclusively, and passionately loved by Mr. Knightley. She could not deceive herself into believing that his attachment to her was blind. A recent incident had made that painfully clear. How shocked he had been by her treatment of Miss Bates! He had expressed his disapproval directly and emphatically—his words were not too strong for the offense, but they were far too fervent to stem from anything softer than a sense of upright justice and genuine goodwill. She held no real hope—nothing that could truly be called hope—that he could feel the kind of affection for her that was now in question. Yet, at times, a flicker of hope emerged, however slight, that Harriet might have misjudged his feelings and was overestimating his regard for her. She wished for this, for his sake, regardless of the consequences for herself, even if it meant he remained single for the rest of his life. If only she could be certain of that—certain that he would never marry at all—she believed she would find perfect contentment. As long as he remained the same Mr. Knightley to her and her father, the same Mr. Knightley was everything to her. As long as Donwell and Hartfield maintained their precious bond of friendship and trust, her peace would be assured. Marriage, in truth, was not an option for her; it would conflict with her obligations to her father and the deep feelings she held for him. Nothing could come between them. She would not marry, even if Mr. Knightley himself were to propose. It was her fervent hope that Harriet would face disappointment, and she longed for the opportunity to observe them together again, eager to gauge the likelihood of that outcome. From now on, she would watch them closely; despite her previous misinterpretations of their interactions, she couldn’t allow herself to believe she could be mistaken this time. He was expected back any day now. The power of observation would soon be upon her—frighteningly soon, it seemed, when her thoughts were focused on a single course. In the meantime, she resolved not to see Harriet. It would do neither of them any good, nor would it benefit the situation, to discuss it further. She was determined not to be swayed as long as she had doubts, yet she felt powerless to oppose Harriet’s unwavering confidence. Engaging in conversation would only serve to irritate them both. Thus, she wrote to Harriet—kindly but firmly—requesting that she refrain from visiting Hartfield for the time being. She expressed her belief that any further confidential discussions on the matter should be avoided, and suggested that if they allowed a few days to pass before meeting again, except in the company of others—she had no objection to gatherings, just to a tête-à-tête—they might be able to act as if they had forgotten the previous day’s conversation. Harriet accepted this arrangement, expressing her approval and gratitude. Just as this understanding was reached, a visitor arrived, pulling Emma’s thoughts away from the single topic that had consumed her, both in sleep and wakefulness, for the past twenty-four hours—Mrs. Weston. She had been visiting her daughter-in-law-to-be and stopped by Hartfield on her way home, partly out of duty to Emma and partly for her own pleasure, eager to share all the details of such an interesting encounter. Mr. Weston had accompanied her to Mrs. Bates’s and had handled his part of the visit with commendable grace. However, after persuading Miss Fairfax to join her for a drive, she returned with far more to share—both in quantity and satisfaction—than the brief quarter-hour spent in Mrs. Bates’s parlor, burdened as it was with awkwardness, could ever provide. Emma felt a twinge of curiosity and seized the opportunity to listen intently as her friend recounted the details. Mrs. Weston had set off for the visit feeling quite anxious herself. Initially, she had even wished to postpone the call altogether, preferring instead to write to Miss Fairfax and delay this formal visit until some time had passed since Mr. Knightley’s departure. Churchill had come to terms with the engagement becoming public knowledge; after all, she reasoned, a visit like this was bound to spark rumors. Mr. Weston, however, held a different view. He was eager to express his approval to Miss Fairfax and her family, convinced that no suspicions would arise from it. If they did, he believed they would be inconsequential, for as he remarked, “such things always get around.” Emma smiled, recognizing that Mr. Weston had good reason to think so. In the end, they had gone, and the evident distress and confusion of the lady were striking. She could hardly utter a word, and every glance and gesture revealed the depth of her suffering. The quiet, heartfelt satisfaction of the older woman, coupled with the rapturous delight of her daughter—who was so exuberant she could hardly speak—created a scene that was both gratifying and almost touching. They were both genuinely respectable in their happiness, selflessly focused on Jane and everyone around them, with little thought for themselves. Every kind feeling was at play for them. Miss Fairfax’s recent illness provided a valid reason for Mrs. Weston to invite her out for some fresh air. Initially, she hesitated and declined, but after some gentle persuasion, she agreed. During their drive, Mrs. Weston, through soft encouragement, helped Miss Fairfax overcome much of her embarrassment, allowing her to discuss the important topic at hand. Apologies for her seemingly ungracious silence during their first meeting, along with heartfelt expressions of gratitude towards Mrs. Weston and Mr. Weston, naturally opened the conversation. Once these sentiments were expressed, they talked extensively about both the present and the future of the engagement. Mrs. Weston was convinced that such conversation would be a great relief for her companion, who had kept so much bottled up in her mind for so long. She felt pleased with everything she had shared on the subject. “When it comes to the misery she endured during those months of concealment,” Mrs. Weston continued, “she spoke with such energy. One of her expressions struck me: ‘I won’t say that I haven’t had some happy moments since I entered into this engagement, but I can say that I have never known the blessing of a single tranquil hour.’ The quiver in her lip, Emma, as she spoke those words, was a testament to the pain I felt in my own heart.” “Poor girl!” Emma exclaimed. “She believes she is at fault, then, for agreeing to a private engagement?” “Fault! I doubt anyone can criticize her more harshly than she criticizes herself. ‘The consequence,’ she said, ‘has been a constant state of suffering for me, and rightly so. Yet, despite all the punishment that my wrongdoing has brought, it remains wrongdoing. Pain does not serve as atonement. I can never be blameless.’” “I have acted against my better judgment, and though everything has turned out favorably, the kindness I am now receiving feels undeserved,” she confessed. “Please don’t think, madam, that I was raised incorrectly. Do not let any doubts reflect on the principles or the care of those who brought me up. The fault lies entirely with me. I assure you, despite the excuses that my current circumstances might suggest, I will still dread revealing this to Colonel Campbell.” “Poor girl!” Emma exclaimed again. “She must love him deeply, I suppose. It must have been pure attachment that led her to enter into that engagement. Her feelings must have overwhelmed her judgment.” “Yes, I have no doubt she is very much attached to him.” “I fear,” Emma replied with a sigh, “that I have often contributed to her unhappiness.” “From your side, my love, it was all quite innocent.” But she likely had some of that on her mind when she referenced the misunderstandings he had hinted at before. “One natural consequence of the trouble she got herself into,” she said, “was that it made her unreasonable. The awareness of her wrongdoings exposed her to countless anxieties, making her irritable and difficult to a degree that must have been—had been—hard for him to endure. ‘I didn’t make the allowances,’ she admitted, ‘that I should have for his temperament and spirit—his delightful spirit, that gaiety, that playful disposition, which, under any other circumstances, I’m sure would have been as enchanting to me as they were at first.’ She then began to speak of you and the great kindness you had shown her during her illness. A blush crept across her face, revealing how deeply it all connected, and she asked me, whenever I had the chance, to thank you—I could not thank you enough—for every wish and every effort you made on her behalf. She was aware that she had never properly acknowledged your kindness. “If I didn’t know her to be happy now,” Emma said earnestly, “which, despite her scrupulous conscience, she must be, I could hardly accept these thanks; for, oh! Mrs. “Weston, if there were an account of all the good and evil I have done regarding Miss Fairfax!—Well,” she said, checking herself and attempting to sound more cheerful, “let’s forget about that. You are very kind to share these intriguing details with me. They truly highlight her in the best light. I have no doubt she is a wonderful person—I sincerely hope she finds happiness. It seems only right that the fortune should favor him, as I believe all the merit lies with her.” Mrs. Weston could not let such a conclusion go unchallenged. She held Frank in high regard in nearly every way, and what’s more, she loved him deeply, which made her defense all the more heartfelt. She spoke with a great deal of reason and equal affection, but she had too much to say for Emma’s attention to hold. Soon, Emma’s thoughts drifted to Brunswick Square or Donwell; she forgot to even try to listen. When Mrs. Weston concluded with, “We haven’t received the letter we’re so anxious for, but I hope it will arrive soon,” Emma found herself pausing before she could respond. Ultimately, she had to answer at random, struggling to recall what letter they were so eager to receive. “Are you well, my Emma?” was Mrs. Weston’s parting question. “Oh! “Perfectly. I’m always well, you know. Please be sure to share the contents of the letter with me as soon as possible.” Mrs. Weston’s messages provided Emma with ample material for uncomfortable reflection, deepening her esteem and compassion for Miss Fairfax, as well as her awareness of past injustices. She bitterly regretted not having pursued a closer friendship with her and felt a flush of shame for the envy that had, to some extent, contributed to her hesitation. If only she had heeded Mr. Knightley’s well-known wishes to pay proper attention to Miss Fairfax, which she truly deserved, lingered in Emma’s mind. If only she had made an effort to know her better, to foster a genuine friendship instead of seeking solace in Harriet Smith, she might have spared herself the pain that now weighed heavily on her heart. Birth, talents, and education marked Miss Fairfax as a worthy companion, one to be embraced with gratitude. And Harriet—who was she, really? Even if they had never become close friends, even if Miss Fairfax had never confided in her about the crucial matters at hand—which seemed likely—Emma believed that simply knowing her as she should have would have shielded her from the dreadful suspicions of an improper attachment to Mr. Dixon. These foolish notions had not only taken root in her mind but had also been carelessly shared, an idea that Emma feared had caused Jane considerable distress, exacerbated by Frank Churchill’s levity or indifference. Of all the troubles that had surrounded Jane since her arrival in Highbury, Emma was convinced that she had been the worst offender. She had been a constant source of torment. They could never have all three been together without Emma inadvertently undermining Jane Fairfax’s peace in countless ways. Perhaps it was at Box Hill that the weight of her guilt became unbearable. That evening at Hartfield stretched on, heavy and melancholic. The weather contributed its share of gloom. A cold, stormy rain settled in, leaving little trace of July except for the trees and shrubs, which the wind was stripping bare, and the length of the day, which only prolonged the sight of such cruel devastation. The dreary weather took a toll on Mr. Woodhouse, and he could only remain somewhat comfortable through almost constant attention from his daughter, requiring efforts from her that had never before demanded so much of her. It brought to mind their first dismal tête-à-tête on the evening of Mrs. Weston’s wedding day; but Mr. Knightley had walked in shortly after tea, dispelling every trace of melancholy. Alas! Such delightful affirmations of Hartfield’s charm, as those visits brought, might soon come to an end. The picture she had painted of the upcoming winter’s hardships had proven to be mistaken; no friends had abandoned them, and no joys had been lost. Yet, her current apprehensions seemed unlikely to be proven wrong in the same way. The future loomed before her, threatening in a way that could not be entirely dismissed—one that might not even be partially brightened. If everything unfolded as it might among her circle of friends, Hartfield would be left relatively deserted, and she would be left to uplift her father with the remnants of shattered happiness. The child to be born at Randalls would surely create a bond even deeper than Mrs. Weston’s own affection; her heart and time would be consumed by this new arrival. They would lose her, and likely, to a significant extent, her husband as well. Frank Churchill would no longer be part of their lives, and it was reasonable to assume that Miss Fairfax would soon leave Highbury too. They would marry and settle either at Enscombe or nearby. With the departure of such valued friends, what would remain of cheerful or rational society within their reach? Mr. Knightley would no longer come for his evening comfort! No longer would he walk in at all hours, as if he were willing to exchange his own home for theirs. How could she endure it? If he were to be lost to them for Harriet’s sake, if he were to be remembered as finding all he desired in Harriet’s company, if Harriet were to become the chosen one—the first, the dearest, the friend, the wife to whom he looked for all the best blessings of life—what could deepen Emma’s misery more than the knowledge that it was all her doing? At such a moment, she could not help but start, let out a heavy sigh, or even pace the room for a few seconds. The only source of solace or composure lay in her resolve to improve her own conduct and the hope that, while the coming winters might lack the spirit and joy of those past, they would at least find her more rational, more self-aware, and leave her with fewer regrets when they were over. # Chapter XIII The weather remained much the same throughout the following morning, and a sense of loneliness and melancholy hung over Hartfield. But by the afternoon, the skies cleared; the wind shifted to a gentler breeze, the clouds dispersed, and the sun emerged—it felt like summer again. With the eagerness such a transformation brings, Emma resolved to spend as much time outdoors as possible. Never had the exquisite sights, scents, and sensations of nature, tranquil, warm, and vibrant after a storm, been more appealing to her. She yearned for the tranquility that Mr. Perry and the others might gradually bring into their lives. When Mr. Perry arrived shortly after dinner, ready to spend some time with her father, she wasted no time in slipping into the shrubbery. There, feeling her spirits lift and her thoughts ease, she took a few turns when she spotted Mr. Knightley entering through the garden door and approaching her. It was her first indication that he had returned from London. Just moments before, she had been thinking of him, convinced he was still sixteen miles away. With only a brief moment to gather her thoughts, she reminded herself to remain composed and calm. In less than a minute, they were together. The greetings exchanged were quiet and restrained. She inquired about their mutual friends, and he confirmed they were all well. “When did you leave them?” she asked. “Only this morning,” he replied. “You must have had a wet ride.” “Yes,” he acknowledged. She realized he intended to walk with her. “He just peeked into the dining room, and since he wasn’t needed there, he preferred to be outdoors.” She noticed that he neither looked nor spoke cheerfully. The first thought that crossed her mind, fueled by her concerns, was that he might have shared his plans with his brother and was troubled by how they had been received. They walked together in silence. She often sensed his gaze lingering on her, as if he sought a clearer view of her face than she was willing to offer. This belief sparked another wave of anxiety. Perhaps he wanted to discuss his feelings for Harriet; he might be waiting for a sign to initiate the conversation. She felt utterly unprepared to broach such a topic. He would have to take the lead. Yet, the silence between them was unbearable. With him, it felt particularly unnatural. She paused, gathered her resolve, and, forcing a smile, began, “You have some news to hear now that you’re back, and it might surprise you.” “Have I?” he replied quietly, meeting her gaze. “What kind of news?” “Oh! The best kind—a wedding.” After a brief moment, as if to confirm she had no more to say, he responded, “If you’re referring to Miss Fairfax and Frank Churchill, I’ve already heard about it.” “How is that possible?” Emma exclaimed, her cheeks flushing. It dawned on her that he might have stopped by Mrs. Goddard’s on his way. “I received a few lines from Mr. Weston this morning regarding parish business, and at the end, he gave me a brief account of what had transpired.” Emma felt a wave of relief wash over her, and she managed to say, with a bit more composure, “You’ve probably been less surprised than the rest of us, given your suspicions. I haven’t forgotten that you once tried to warn me. I wish I had listened—but—” she trailed off, her voice sinking with a heavy sigh. “I seem to have been doomed to blindness.” For a moment, silence enveloped them, and she was unaware that she had stirred any particular interest until she felt his arm draw hers in, pressing it against his heart. In a tone filled with deep sensitivity, he spoke softly, “Time, my dearest Emma, time will heal the wound. Your own excellent sense and your efforts for your father’s sake—I know you won’t allow yourself—” He pressed her arm again, his voice breaking and subdued as he continued, “The feelings of the warmest friendship—Indignation—Abominable scoundrel!” Then, with a louder, steadier tone, he concluded, “He will soon be gone. They will soon be in Yorkshire.” “I feel sorry for her. She deserves a better fate.” Emma understood him, and as soon as she could recover from the flutter of pleasure sparked by such tender consideration, she replied, “You are very kind, but you are mistaken, and I must set you right. I don’t need that kind of compassion. My blindness to what was happening led me to act in ways I will always regret. I was foolishly tempted to say and do things that might invite unpleasant speculation, but I have no real reason to regret not being in the secret sooner.” “Emma!” he exclaimed, looking at her with eagerness. “Are you, indeed?” But then he checked himself. “No, no, I understand you. Forgive me. I’m glad you can say even that much. He is not worth your regret, truly! And I hope it won’t be long before others come to acknowledge that as well. It’s fortunate that your affections were not more deeply entangled! I confess, from your manner, I could never be certain of the depth of your feelings—I only knew there was a preference, one I never believed he deserved. He is a disgrace to the name of man. And is he to be rewarded with that sweet young woman? Jane, Jane, you will be a miserable creature.” “Mr. Knightley,” Emma said, trying to sound lively but feeling genuinely confused, “I find myself in a very extraordinary situation. I can’t let you continue in your error; yet, perhaps because my manner gave such an impression, I have as much reason to be ashamed of confessing that I have never been at all attached to the person we’re discussing as a woman might feel in admitting the opposite. But I never have been.” He listened in complete silence. She wished he would speak, but he remained silent. She realized she needed to say more to earn his forgiveness, yet it was difficult to continue lowering herself in his eyes. Still, she pressed on. “I have little to defend my actions. I was flattered by his attention and allowed myself to seem pleased. It’s an old story, likely a common one, and no different from what has happened to countless women before me. Yet, that doesn’t make it any more excusable for someone like me, who prides herself on her understanding. Several factors contributed to my temptation. He was the son of Mr. Weston—he was always around, and I found him quite pleasant. In truth, despite my attempts to rationalize it, the root of my acceptance lies in one simple truth: my vanity was flattered, and I welcomed his attentions. However, in recent times—indeed, for quite a while now—I’ve come to realize that I never truly understood their significance. I dismissed them as mere habit, a trick of sorts, nothing that warranted serious consideration on my part. He may have deceived me, but he hasn’t harmed me. I’ve never felt a genuine attachment to him. Now, I can see his behavior more clearly: he never intended to win my heart. It was merely a facade to hide his true situation with another. His aim was to deceive everyone around him, and I can confidently say that no one was more effectively misled than I was—except that I wasn’t misled at all. It was my good fortune that, somehow, I remained safe from him. She had hoped for a response—just a few words to affirm that her actions were at least understandable. But he remained silent, seemingly lost in thought. Finally, after a moment, he spoke in a tone that was relatively calm. “I’ve never held Frank Churchill in high regard. However, I can acknowledge that I may have underestimated him. My interactions with him have been minimal. Even if I haven’t given him his due, he might still surprise us. With a woman like her, he stands a chance. I have no reason to wish him ill—and for her sake, since her happiness will depend on his character and behavior, I will certainly wish him well.” “I have no doubt they will be happy together,” Emma replied. “I believe they are genuinely and deeply attached to one another.” “He is an incredibly fortunate man!” Mr. Knightley exclaimed with enthusiasm. “At just twenty-three—a time when most men make poor choices in a wife—to have won such a prize!” What years of happiness lie ahead for a man who, by all accounts, is assured of the love of such a woman! The selfless devotion of Jane Fairfax speaks volumes about her character. Everything is in his favor—an equal standing in society, shared habits and manners that matter; equality in every respect but one. And that one difference, given the purity of her heart, will only enhance his joy, for he will have the privilege of providing her with the one thing she lacks. A man always wishes to offer a woman a better home than the one she leaves behind, and when he can do so, knowing she truly cares for him, he must be the happiest of mortals. Frank Churchill is indeed favored by fortune; everything seems to align for his benefit. He encounters a young woman at a watering place, wins her affection, and cannot even tire her with careless treatment. Had he and his family searched the world for a perfect wife, they could not have found one better suited to him. His aunt stands in the way—then she passes away. All he has to do is speak. His friends are eager to support his happiness. He has treated everyone poorly, yet they are all delighted to forgive him. Truly, he is a fortunate man! “You speak as if you envy him.” “And I do envy him, Emma. In one regard, he is the object of my envy.” Emma had no response. They were on the brink of mentioning Harriet, and her instinct was to change the subject if she could. She devised a plan to discuss something entirely different—the children in Brunswick Square. Just as she prepared to speak, Mr. Knightley surprised her by saying, “You won’t ask me what I envy. You’re determined to remain curious—wise of you, but I cannot be wise.” “Emma, I must share something you won’t ask about, though I may wish to keep it to myself in the next moment.” “Oh! Then don’t say it, don’t say it,” she urged, her voice filled with eagerness. “Take a moment, think it over, and don’t rush into anything.” “Thank you,” he replied, his tone heavy with mortification, and silence fell between them. Emma couldn’t bear to see him in pain. He wanted to confide in her—perhaps even seek her counsel. No matter the cost to her, she would listen. She might help him find clarity or come to terms with his feelings; she could offer praise for Harriet or remind him of his own independence, freeing him from the torment of indecision that must be more unbearable than any choice for a mind like his. They had arrived at the house. “You’re going in, I suppose?” he asked. “No,” Emma replied, her resolve strengthened by the somber tone in which he spoke. “I’d prefer to take another turn. Mr. Perry hasn’t left yet.” After walking a few steps, she continued, “I interrupted you rather abruptly just now, Mr. Knightley, and I fear I may have caused you some distress. But if you wish to speak candidly with me as a friend, or if you’d like my opinion on anything you’re considering—truly, as a friend, you can count on me. I’ll listen to whatever you have to say, and I’ll share my thoughts honestly.” “As a friend?” Mr. Knightley echoed. Knightley paused, grappling with his emotions. “Emma, I fear that’s a word I shouldn’t say—No, I don’t want to—Wait, why should I hesitate? I’ve already gone too far to hide my feelings. Emma, I accept your offer. As extraordinary as it may seem, I do accept it, and I turn to you as a friend. Tell me, do I have any chance of succeeding?” He stopped, his earnest gaze searching hers, and the intensity in his eyes overwhelmed her. “My dearest Emma,” he said, “you will always be my dearest, no matter the outcome of this conversation. Please, tell me. Say ‘No’ if that’s what I must hear.” She found herself at a loss for words. “You’re silent,” he exclaimed, his voice filled with urgency. “Absolutely silent! For now, I ask for nothing more.” Emma felt as though she might collapse under the weight of this moment. The fear of waking from the happiest dream was perhaps her most dominant emotion. “I cannot make speeches, Emma,” he continued, his tone imbued with a sincere, unmistakable tenderness that was hard to ignore. “If I loved you less, I might be able to talk about it more.” “But you know who I am. You hear nothing but the truth from me. I have criticized you, lectured you, and you have endured it as no other woman in England would have. Please bear with the truths I wish to share now, dearest Emma, just as you have with the others. Perhaps my manner leaves much to be desired. God knows, I have been a rather indifferent lover. But you understand me. Yes, you see my feelings—and you will return them if you can. For now, I ask only to hear your voice, just once.” As he spoke, Emma’s mind raced, processing everything with remarkable speed, yet she managed to grasp every word he said. She realized that Harriet’s hopes had been entirely unfounded—a mistake, a delusion as complete as any of her own. Harriet was nothing; she was everything. What she had expressed regarding Harriet had merely reflected her own feelings. Her agitation, doubts, reluctance, and discouragement had all been misinterpreted as discouragement from herself. There was time not only to come to these realizations, filled with a glow of happiness, but also to feel relieved that Harriet’s secret remained safe with her—and to resolve that it would stay that way. This was the only way she could assist her poor friend now. As for any heroism that might have compelled her to urge him to shift his affections from herself to Harriet, whom she considered infinitely more deserving—or even the simpler act of refusing him outright, without offering any reason, simply because he could not marry them both—Emma felt none of it. She felt pain and remorse for Harriet, but no wild flights of generosity that defied reason entered her mind. She had led her friend astray, and that would haunt her forever. Yet her judgment remained as strong as her feelings, firmly opposing any such alliance for him, deeming it utterly unequal and degrading. Her path was clear, though not entirely smooth. She spoke then, as he had urged her to. What did she say? Naturally, she said just what she ought to—after all, a lady always does. Her words were enough to convey that there was no need for despair and to encourage him to share more of his feelings. He had despaired at one point; he had been given such a stern injunction to remain cautious and silent that it crushed every hope he held. Initially, she had refused to listen to him. The change in her demeanor may have seemed somewhat sudden. Her suggestion to take another walk and her willingness to resume the conversation she had just ended could be seen as a bit unusual. She was aware of this inconsistency, but Mr. Knightley was kind enough to overlook it and sought no further explanation. Seldom does complete truth accompany any human disclosure; it is rare that something isn’t at least slightly disguised or misunderstood. However, in this case, while her actions might have been misinterpreted, her feelings were genuine, which made it less significant. Mr. Knightley could not attribute to Emma a more yielding heart than she truly possessed, nor a heart more willing to accept his own. He had, in fact, been completely unaware of his own influence. He had followed her into the shrubbery without any intention of pursuing her. Driven by a genuine concern for how she was coping with Frank Churchill’s engagement, he had approached her with no selfish motives—only a desire to soothe or counsel her if she permitted it. The rest had been a spontaneous reaction, an immediate response to what he had heard and how it affected him. The delightful realization of her total indifference toward Frank Churchill, of her heart being entirely free from him, sparked a hope that, in time, he might win her affection. Yet, this hope was not immediate; in that moment of eagerness overpowering his judgment, he simply wished to know that she did not discourage his attempts to win her over. The more profound hopes that gradually emerged were all the more enchanting. The affection he had longed to cultivate was already his! In less than half an hour, he had transformed from a state of deep distress to one so close to perfect happiness that it could bear no other name. Her transformation mirrored his. In that brief span, each had gained the precious certainty of being loved, shedding the same ignorance, jealousy, and distrust that had clouded their hearts. For him, jealousy had lingered long before, dating back to the arrival—or even the mere expectation—of Frank Churchill. He had been in love with Emma and envious of Frank Churchill almost simultaneously, one feeling likely illuminating the other. It was his jealousy of Frank Churchill that had driven him away from the country; the events at Box Hill had solidified his decision to leave. He sought to shield himself from witnessing once more such permitted and encouraged attentions. He had come to learn indifference, but he had chosen the wrong place. There was too much domestic happiness in his brother’s home; the women there wore an overly amiable guise. Isabella resembled Emma too closely—differing only in those striking shortcomings that made Emma shine all the more brilliantly in comparison. Much could have been accomplished, even if he had more time. Yet he had stayed on, day after day, until this very morning’s post had delivered news of Jane Fairfax. With a gladness he felt no need to hide—having never believed Frank Churchill worthy of Emma—he found himself overwhelmed with fond concern and keen anxiety for her, prompting him to leave at once. He rode home through the rain and went straight to her after dinner, eager to see how this sweetest and best of all creatures, flawless despite her faults, was coping with the revelation. He discovered her agitated and downcast. Frank Churchill was a villain, she declared, insisting she had never loved him. Frank Churchill’s character was not irredeemable. Emma was still his own, in both word and deed, as they returned to the house. If he had been able to think of Frank Churchill in that moment, he might have considered him a decent fellow. # Chapter XIV What vastly different feelings did Emma carry back into the house compared to what she had brought out! She had initially dared to hope for a brief respite from her suffering; now, she was enveloped in an exquisite flutter of happiness—one she believed would only deepen once the flutter subsided. They settled down for tea—once again gathered around the familiar table. How many times had they come together here! How often had her gaze wandered to the same shrubs in the lawn, admiring the exquisite glow of the setting sun! Yet never had she felt quite like this; never had her spirits soared to such heights. It was a struggle for her to summon enough of her usual composure to be the attentive hostess, or even the dutiful daughter. Poor Mr. Woodhouse remained blissfully unaware of the schemes brewing in the heart of the man he welcomed so warmly, anxiously hoping that his guest hadn’t caught a chill from his ride. If only he could see beyond the surface, he would care little for Mr. Knightley’s health; but without the faintest inkling of the looming threat, and without noticing anything unusual in the demeanor of either man, he comfortably shared all the news he had received from Mr. Perry, chatting away with self-satisfaction, completely oblivious to what they might have shared in response. As long as Mr. Knightley stayed with them, Emma’s agitation persisted; but once he departed, she began to feel a sense of calm wash over her. Yet, during the sleepless night that followed such an eventful evening, she found herself grappling with a few serious thoughts that made her realize that even her happiness must carry some weight of sorrow. Her father—and Harriet. The weight of their separate claims pressed heavily on her, and the challenge lay in how to protect the comfort of both. As for her father, the answer was clear. She hardly knew what Mr. Knightley would ask, but a brief conversation with her own heart led to a solemn resolution: she would never leave her father. The mere thought of it brought her to tears, as if contemplating a grave sin. While he lived, any engagement would have to remain just that—an engagement. Yet she hoped that, free from the risk of being drawn away, it might actually bring him more comfort. Determining how to best support Harriet proved far more complex. How could she spare her unnecessary pain? How could she make amends and avoid appearing as her enemy? These questions filled her with great perplexity and distress, forcing her to revisit every bitter reproach and sorrowful regret that had ever clouded her mind. Ultimately, she resolved to avoid meeting Harriet and to communicate everything that needed to be said through letters. It would be immensely beneficial to have Harriet temporarily removed from Highbury, and she indulged in one more scheme: perhaps she could arrange for Harriet to receive an invitation to Brunswick Square. Isabella had taken a liking to Harriet, and a few weeks in London would surely provide her with some amusement. She believed that Harriet would benefit from the novelty and variety of the city—the bustling streets, the shops, and the lively children. At the very least, it would demonstrate her own attentiveness and kindness, which were long overdue. This separation would serve as a temporary reprieve, delaying the inevitable day when they would all have to be together again. She rose early and began writing her letter to Harriet, a task that left her feeling unusually serious, almost sad. Mr. Knightley, on his way to Hartfield for breakfast, arrived just in time to lift her spirits. Their half-hour stroll afterward—both literally and figuratively retracing their steps—was essential to restore her to the happiness she had felt the evening before. He hadn’t been gone long—certainly not long enough for her to entertain thoughts of anyone else—when a letter arrived for her from Randalls. It was a thick envelope, and she immediately guessed its contents, wishing she could avoid reading it altogether. At that moment, she felt perfectly at peace with Frank Churchill; she sought no explanations, only the solitude of her own thoughts. As for deciphering anything he might have written, she was certain she wouldn’t be able to. Yet, she knew she had to face it. She opened the packet, and her suspicions were confirmed: a note from Mrs. Weston addressed to her, accompanied by a letter from Frank to Mrs. Weston. “My dear Emma, It brings me great pleasure to send you the enclosed. I have no doubt you will give it the thorough consideration it deserves, and I anticipate a positive outcome. I believe we shall no longer disagree about the writer; I won’t keep you with a lengthy introduction. We are all well. This letter has eased the little nervousness I’ve been feeling lately. I must admit, I didn’t quite like how you looked on Tuesday, but it was an uninviting morning. Though you may never admit to being affected by the weather, I think everyone feels the chill of a north-east wind. I felt for your dear father during the storm on Tuesday afternoon and yesterday morning, but I was relieved to hear from Mr. Perry last night that he has not fallen ill. Yours ever, A. W.” [To Mrs. Weston.] Windsor—July. MY DEAR MADAM, If I made myself clear yesterday, you might expect this letter; but whether anticipated or not, I trust it will be read with kindness and understanding. You are all kindness, and I believe I will need every bit of it to account for certain aspects of my past behavior. However, I have already been forgiven by someone who had even more reason to resent me. As I write, my courage grows. It is indeed challenging for those who have prospered to remain humble. Having found success in two requests for forgiveness, I risk becoming overly confident in your generosity, as well as that of your friends who may have felt wronged. You must strive to understand the precise nature of my situation when I first arrived at Randalls. Please consider that I was burdened with a secret that I felt compelled to protect at all costs. This fact stands, but whether I had the right to place myself in a position that required such concealment is another matter entirely. I won’t discuss it here. For my temptation to think it a right, I point any critics to a brick house with sashed windows below and casements above, located in Highbury. I dared not address her directly; my difficulties at that time in Enscombe are too well known to need explanation. Fortunately, before we parted at Weymouth, I managed to persuade the most virtuous woman in existence to consent to a secret engagement. Had she refused, I would have been driven to madness. But you might ask, what was my hope in doing this? What did I look forward to? I hoped for everything—time, chance, circumstance, gradual changes, sudden revelations, perseverance, and even weariness, health, and sickness. Every possibility of good lay before me, and I secured the greatest blessing by obtaining her promises of faith and correspondence. If you need further clarification, I have the honor of being your husband’s son, inheriting a disposition to hope for good that no amount of property can ever surpass. Now, picture me under these circumstances, arriving for my first visit to Randalls. Here, I must admit a fault, for that visit could have happened sooner. You’ll recall that I didn’t come until Miss Fairfax was already in Highbury, and since you were the one slighted, I trust you’ll forgive me instantly. Still, I must appeal to my father’s compassion by reminding him that as long as I stayed away from his house, I lost the blessing of knowing you. During the wonderfully happy fortnight I spent with you, I hope my behavior did not invite any reproach, aside from one matter. Now, I must address the main concern—indeed, the only significant aspect of my conduct during my time with you—that weighs heavily on my mind and requires careful explanation. With the utmost respect and warmest friendship, I must mention Miss Woodhouse; my father might suggest I should add a note of deep humility as well. A few remarks he made yesterday reflected his opinion, and I acknowledge that I am indeed subject to some censure. My behavior toward Miss Woodhouse, I fear, revealed more than it should have. In my attempt to maintain a necessary concealment, I found myself crossing the boundaries of the intimacy that had quickly developed between us. I cannot deny that Miss Woodhouse was my apparent focus, but I assure you that had I not been convinced of her indifference, I would never have pursued any selfish motives to continue. Charming and delightful as she is, I never perceived her as a young woman likely to form an attachment. My conviction that she harbored no inclination toward me was as strong as my desire for it to be true. She received my attentions with a lighthearted, friendly playfulness that suited me perfectly. We seemed to understand one another well. Given our circumstances, my attentions were not only appropriate but expected. Whether Miss Woodhouse began to truly grasp my feelings before the end of that fortnight, I cannot say. I recall being on the verge of confessing everything when I came to bid her farewell, and I sensed she might have had some inkling of my true feelings. However, I have no doubt that she has since discerned at least part of my intentions. While she may not have uncovered the entirety of my feelings, her perceptiveness must have revealed something. I cannot doubt it. You will find that whenever the subject is freed from its current restraints, it doesn’t come as a complete surprise. She often hinted at it. I recall her telling me at the ball that I owed Mrs. Elton a debt of gratitude for her attentions to Miss Fairfax. I hope you and my father will see my conduct toward her as a significant extenuation of what you found objectionable. While you viewed me as having wronged Emma Woodhouse, I felt I deserved nothing from either of you. Please acquit me here and, when the time is right, help me gain the acquittal and good wishes of Emma Woodhouse, whom I regard with such brotherly affection that I long to see her as deeply and happily in love as I am. Whatever strange things I said or did during that fortnight, you now have the key to understand them. My heart was in Highbury, and my goal was to get my body there as often as possible, without raising any suspicion. If you recall any oddities, please attribute them correctly. As for the much-discussed pianoforte, I must clarify that Miss F— was completely unaware of its order. Had she been given a choice, she would never have allowed me to send it. The delicacy of her mind throughout our entire engagement, dear madam, is beyond my ability to fully convey. I sincerely hope you will soon come to know her well. No description can truly capture her essence; she must reveal it to you herself—though not through words, for never has there been a person so intent on downplaying her own merits. Since I began this letter, which has turned out to be longer than I anticipated, I have heard from her. She reports that her health is good, but since she never complains, I hesitate to take her word for it. I would love to hear your thoughts on her appearance. I know you will be visiting her soon; she is quite anxious about the visit. Perhaps it has already been paid. Please write to me without delay; I’m eager for a thousand details. Remember how briefly I was at Randalls, and in such a bewildered, almost frantic state? I’m still not much better; I’m caught in a whirlwind of emotions, whether from joy or despair. When I reflect on the kindness and generosity I’ve received, on her grace and patience, and my uncle’s support, I’m overwhelmed with happiness. Yet, when I think of the distress I caused her and how little I deserve her forgiveness, I’m consumed by anger. If only I could see her again! But I mustn’t suggest it just yet. My uncle has been too kind for me to impose. I still have more to add to this lengthy letter. You haven’t heard everything you need to know. I couldn’t provide a clear account yesterday, but the suddenness—and, in some ways, the unexpectedness—of the situation demands explanation. Although the events of the 26th of last month opened up the most promising possibilities for me, I wouldn’t have rushed into action so quickly if it weren’t for the very particular circumstances that left me with no time to spare. I would have hesitated to act so hastily, and she would have felt every ounce of my hesitation with heightened sensitivity. But I had no choice. The rushed engagement she had entered into with that woman—here, my dear madam, I must pause to gather my thoughts and compose myself. I’ve taken a walk through the countryside, and I hope I’m now rational enough to continue this letter as it should be. Reflecting on it all is quite mortifying for me. I behaved shamefully. I must admit that my treatment of Miss W., which was unpleasant for Miss F., was inexcusable. She disapproved of them, which should have been enough for me. My attempt to conceal the truth didn’t satisfy her. She was displeased, and I thought, perhaps unreasonably so. I often found her unnecessarily scrupulous and cautious, even cold at times. Yet, she was always right. Had I heeded her judgment and tempered my spirits to align with what she deemed appropriate, I would have avoided the greatest unhappiness I have ever known. We quarreled. Do you remember that morning at Donwell? It was there that every little dissatisfaction we had experienced before came to a head. I was late and encountered her walking home alone. I wanted to join her, but she firmly refused. At the time, I thought her refusal was unreasonable. Now, however, I see it as a perfectly natural and consistent display of discretion. While I was busy trying to obscure our engagement by behaving in a particularly objectionable manner with another woman, was she really going to accept a proposal that could render all my previous caution meaningless? Had we been seen walking together between Donwell and Highbury, the truth would surely have been suspected. Yet, I was foolish enough to feel resentment. I began to doubt her affection, and my doubts only deepened the following day at Box Hill. Provoked by my shameful neglect and my apparent devotion to Miss W.—a behavior no sensible woman could tolerate—she expressed her anger in words that were perfectly clear to me. In short, my dear madam, it was a quarrel for which she bore no blame, while I was utterly in the wrong. I returned to Richmond that evening, even though I could have stayed with you until the next morning, simply because I wanted to be as angry with her as possible. Even then, I wasn’t so foolish as to think reconciliation wasn’t in my future; I felt wronged by her coldness and resolved that she should be the one to make the first move. I will always be grateful that you were not part of the Box Hill gathering. Had you witnessed my behavior there, I can hardly imagine you would ever think well of me again. The impact of my actions on her was immediate: as soon as she realized I had truly left Randalls, she accepted the offer from that meddlesome Mrs. Elton. The way Mrs. Elton has treated her has always filled me with indignation and loathing. I must not quarrel with the spirit of forbearance that has been so generously extended to me; however, I cannot help but protest against the share of it that woman has received. “Jane,” indeed! You’ll notice that I have yet to bring myself to call her by that name, even in your presence. Just imagine what I endured as I listened to it tossed around between the Eltons, laden with the vulgarity of needless repetition and the insolence of imagined superiority. Please bear with me; I will soon be finished. She concluded with this offer, determined to sever all ties with me, and the next day, she wrote to inform me that we were never to meet again. She felt the engagement had become a source of regret and misery for both of us, and so she dissolved it. This letter reached me on the very morning of my poor aunt’s death. I responded within an hour, but in the chaos of my mind and the overwhelming tasks that fell upon me all at once, my reply—though brief—was locked away in my writing desk. I mistakenly believed that my few lines would suffice to satisfy her, and I remained without any unease. I was somewhat disappointed that I didn’t hear from her again soon, but I made excuses for her. I was too busy and—may I add?—too optimistic in my outlook to be overly critical. We moved to Windsor, and two days later, I received a parcel from her containing all my letters returned! Along with it came a brief note stating her surprise at not having received any response to her last letter. She added that silence on such matters could not be misinterpreted and that it was equally desirable for both of us to conclude every subordinate arrangement as quickly as possible. Thus, she sent me, via a secure method, all my letters and requested that if I could not send hers directly to Highbury within a week, I would forward them to her afterward at—well, the full address to Mr. Smallridge’s, near Bristol, stared me in the face. I recognized the name and the place; I understood everything immediately and saw clearly what she had been doing. It was entirely in keeping with her resolute character, which I had come to know well, and the secrecy she had maintained regarding any such intentions in her previous letter only underscored her anxious delicacy. To the outside world, it might have seemed as though she were threatening me. Imagine the shock I felt—imagine how, until I finally recognized my own mistake, I raged against the errors of the postal service. What was to be done? There was only one course of action: I had to speak to my uncle. Without his approval, I knew I could not hope to be heard again. I approached him, and fortunately, the recent events had softened his pride. To my surprise, he was reconciled and compliant much sooner than I expected. With a deep sigh, he finally expressed his hope that I would find as much happiness in marriage as he had. I knew, however, that my happiness would be of a different kind. Are you inclined to feel pity for me for what I endured in revealing my situation to him, for the suspense I faced while everything hung in the balance? No, do not pity me until I reached Highbury and saw how poorly I had made her. Do not pity me until I witnessed her wan, sickly appearance. I arrived in Highbury at a time when, based on their recent breakfast schedule, I was fairly certain I would find her alone. I was not disappointed; nor was I let down in the purpose of my visit. I had a considerable amount of reasonable and just displeasure to soothe away. It is done; we are reconciled—dearer to each other than ever, and no moment of unease will ever come between us again. Now, my dear madam, I will release you, though I could not do so before. I offer you a thousand thanks for all the kindness you have shown me, and ten thousand more for the attentions your heart will surely extend toward her. If you believe I am in some way happier than I deserve, I wholeheartedly agree. Miss W. calls me the child of good fortune, and I hope she is right. In one respect, my good fortune is undeniable: I have the privilege to sign myself, Your devoted and affectionate son, F. C. WESTON CHURCHILL # Chapter XV This letter had to reach Emma’s heart. Despite her earlier resolve to resist it, she found herself compelled to give it the credit Mrs. Weston had predicted. As soon as she encountered her own name, it became irresistible; every line that mentioned her was captivating, and nearly every word was pleasing. When that enchantment faded, the letter still held her attention, fueled by her lingering affection for the writer and the undeniable allure of any depiction of love at that moment. She didn’t stop until she had read it all. Though she couldn’t ignore that he had been in the wrong, he had been less so than she had initially believed. He had suffered, felt genuine remorse, and expressed deep gratitude towards Mrs. Weston. Weston was deeply in love with Miss Fairfax, and her happiness was so infectious that it was impossible to be severe. Had he entered the room, she would have greeted him with the same warmth as always. She thought so highly of the letter that when Mr. Knightley visited again, she asked him to read it. She was certain that Mrs. Weston would want it shared, especially with someone like Mr. Knightley, who had observed so much to criticize in his behavior. “I’d be happy to look it over,” he said, “but it seems rather lengthy. I’ll take it home with me tonight.” However, that wouldn’t work. Mr. Weston was scheduled to call in the evening, and she needed to return it through him. “I’d prefer to be talking to you,” he replied, “but since it seems a matter of fairness, I’ll make it happen.” He began reading, but soon paused to say, “If I had been offered the chance to see one of this gentleman’s letters to his mother-in-law a few months ago, Emma, I wouldn’t have approached it with such indifference.” He continued reading for a bit, then, with a smile, remarked, “Humph! A rather flattering opening. But that’s just his style.” One man’s style should not dictate another’s. We won’t be too strict about it.” “It will come naturally to me,” he continued a moment later, “to voice my thoughts as I read. It will make me feel closer to you. It won’t take up too much time; but if you mind—” “Not at all. I would actually prefer it.” Mr. Knightley resumed his reading with renewed enthusiasm. “He’s just playing with the idea of temptation,” he said. “He knows he’s wrong and has no rational argument to defend himself. It’s unacceptable. He shouldn’t have made that commitment. As for ‘his father’s disposition’—he’s being unfair to his father. Mr. Weston’s optimistic nature was a blessing that supported all his honorable efforts, but Mr. Weston earned every comfort he enjoyed before he sought to gain it. That much is true; he didn’t arrive until Miss Fairfax was here.” “And I haven’t forgotten,” Emma replied, “how certain you were that he could have come sooner if he had chosen to. You brush it off so easily, but you were absolutely right.” “I wasn’t entirely impartial in my judgment, Emma,” he admitted. “But even if you hadn’t been involved, I still think I would have distrusted him.” When he addressed Miss Woodhouse, he felt compelled to read the entire letter aloud—all that pertained to her—with a smile, a glance, a shake of the head, a few words of agreement or disapproval, or simply expressions of affection, as the situation warranted. He concluded, however, with a serious tone, after careful consideration: “Very bad—though it could have been worse. He’s playing a very dangerous game.” He was far too indebted to the event for his acquittal. No one could judge his manners better than you. He was always misled by his own desires, caring little for anything beyond his own convenience. It was only natural for him to think you had uncovered his secret. With his mind consumed by intrigue, it’s no surprise he would suspect the same in others. Mystery and finesse—how they distort our understanding! My dear Emma, doesn’t everything serve to highlight the beauty of truth and sincerity in our dealings with one another?” Emma nodded in agreement, feeling a blush of sensitivity for Harriet that she couldn’t quite articulate. “You should continue,” she urged. He obliged, but soon paused again to exclaim, “The pianoforte! Ah!” That was the act of a very young man, one too inexperienced to consider whether the inconvenience outweighed the pleasure. A boyish scheme, indeed! I cannot fathom why a man would wish to offer a woman any token of affection that he knows she would prefer to avoid; and he was well aware that she would have stopped the gesture if she could. After this, he continued on without pause. Frank Churchill’s admission of having behaved shamefully was the first point that warranted more than a passing comment. “I completely agree with you, sir,” he remarked. “You did behave very shamefully. You’ve never spoken a truer word.” After addressing the basis of their disagreement and Churchill’s ongoing defiance of Jane Fairfax’s sense of right, he paused again to say, “This is very troubling. He had persuaded her to place herself in a situation of extreme difficulty and unease for his sake, and it should have been his foremost priority to prevent her from suffering unnecessarily. She must have faced far greater challenges in maintaining the correspondence than he could possibly understand.” He should have respected even the most unreasonable scruples, had there been any; but hers were entirely reasonable. We must acknowledge her one fault: she had made the mistake of consenting to the engagement, and now she had to endure the consequences of that choice. Emma sensed he was about to bring up the Box Hill gathering, and unease washed over her. Her own behavior had been utterly improper! She felt a deep shame and a flicker of fear at what his next expression might reveal. Yet, he read the situation with calmness and focus, offering no comment. Aside from a fleeting glance in her direction—quickly averted to avoid causing her pain—he seemed to have forgotten all about Box Hill. “There’s not much to say about the delicacy of our good friends, the Eltons,” he remarked next. “His feelings are natural. What!” actually resolved to break with him entirely! She felt that the engagement was a source of regret and misery for both of them, so she ended it. What a perspective this offers on her view of his behavior! He must be quite extraordinary—” “Nay, nay, read on. You’ll see just how much he suffers.” “I hope he does,” Mr. Knightley replied coolly, picking up the letter again. “‘Smallridge!’ What does this mean? What is all this about?” “She had agreed to become the governess for Mrs. Smallridge’s children—a close friend of Mrs. Elton’s and a neighbor of Maple Grove. By the way, I wonder how Mrs. “Does Elton bear the disappointment?” “Say nothing, my dear Emma, while you compel me to read—not even about Mrs. Elton. Just one more page. I’ll be finished soon. What a letter this man writes!” “I wish you would approach it with a kinder spirit.” “Well, there is feeling here. He does seem to have genuinely suffered at her illness. I have no doubt he cares for her—‘Dearer, much dearer than ever.’ I hope he continues to appreciate the value of such a reconciliation for a long time to come. He is quite generous in his gratitude, with his thousands and tens of thousands. ‘Happier than I deserve.’ At least he recognizes that. “‘Miss Woodhouse calls me the child of good fortune.’ Those were her words, weren’t they? A fitting conclusion—and here is the letter. The child of good fortune! That was your name for him, wasn’t it?” “You don’t seem as pleased with his letter as I am; but I hope, at the very least, it has improved your opinion of him. I hope it does him some good in your eyes.” “Yes, it certainly does. He has committed significant faults—faults of inconsideration and thoughtlessness. I share his belief that he is likely to be happier than he deserves. However, it’s clear that he is genuinely attached to Miss Fairfax, and soon, I hope, he will have the opportunity to be with her regularly. I’m inclined to believe that his character will improve, gaining from her the steadiness and delicacy of principle it currently lacks. But now, let’s discuss something else.” “I have another person’s interests so deeply at heart right now that I can no longer think about Frank Churchill. Ever since I left you this morning, Emma, my mind has been consumed by one subject.” He then spoke plainly and sincerely, in the gentlemanly manner that Mr. Knightley always employed, even when addressing the woman he loved: how to propose to her without jeopardizing her father’s happiness. Emma’s response came swiftly, almost instinctively. “As long as her dear father is alive, any change in her circumstances is impossible. She could never leave him.” However, only part of her answer was acknowledged. The impossibility of her leaving her father was a sentiment Mr. Knightley shared deeply; however, he could not accept any other change. He had pondered the situation thoroughly and intently. Initially, he had hoped to persuade Mr. Woodhouse to move with her to Donwell, wanting to believe it was a viable solution. But his understanding of Mr. Woodhouse quickly dispelled any illusions. He now recognized that such a move would jeopardize her father’s comfort—and perhaps even his life—a risk that simply could not be taken. Mr. Woodhouse taken from Hartfield! No, he knew that such a move should not be attempted. However, the plan that had emerged from this sacrifice was one he hoped his dearest Emma would find entirely agreeable. It was simple: he would be welcomed at Hartfield. As long as her father’s happiness—his very life—required Hartfield to remain her home, it would also be his. Emma had already entertained fleeting thoughts about their all moving to Donwell. Like him, she had considered the idea and ultimately dismissed it; yet, this alternative had not crossed her mind. She recognized the affection behind his decision. She understood that by leaving Donwell, he would be giving up a significant amount of independence in terms of his time and routines. Living constantly with her father, without a home of his own, would entail much—indeed, far more than he might realize. She promised to consider it and urged him to do the same, but he was firmly convinced that no amount of reflection would change his wishes or his opinion on the matter. He assured her he had given it considerable and calm thought, having spent the entire morning walking away from William Larkins to gather his thoughts. “Ah! There’s one difficulty we haven’t addressed,” Emma exclaimed. “I’m certain William Larkins won’t approve. You need to secure his consent before you ask mine.” Nonetheless, she promised to think it over and nearly committed to finding it a very good idea. It is remarkable that Emma, as she began to consider Donwell Abbey from various perspectives, never felt any sense of injustice toward her nephew Henry, whose rights as the heir-expectant had once been so fiercely protected. She ought to have thought about the potential impact on the poor little boy; instead, she merely gave herself a cheeky smile and found amusement in uncovering the true reason behind her strong aversion to Mr. Knightley marrying Jane Fairfax—or anyone else, for that matter. The more she contemplated his proposal, his plan to marry and remain at Hartfield, the more appealing it became. The drawbacks seemed to diminish, while her own advantages grew, and their mutual happiness appeared to outweigh any negatives. What a companion he would be during her moments of anxiety and gloom! What a partner he would be in all the responsibilities and cares that time would inevitably deepen! Emma would have been blissfully happy if not for poor Harriet. Every blessing she enjoyed seemed to amplify her friend’s suffering, especially since Harriet would now be excluded from Hartfield. The delightful family gathering Emma was arranging for herself required that she keep Harriet at a distance, out of a sense of charitable caution. In every way, Harriet would be the one to lose. Emma couldn’t lament her friend’s absence as a detriment to her own enjoyment; in such a gathering, Harriet would likely feel more like a burden than a benefit. Yet, for the poor girl, it felt particularly cruel to impose such an unmerited punishment. In time, of course, Mr. Knightley would eventually be forgotten, or rather, supplanted; however, it was unlikely to happen anytime soon. Mr. Knightley himself would not be contributing to the remedy—unlike Mr. Elton. Mr. Knightley, always so kind, so empathetic, and genuinely considerate of everyone, would never deserve to be admired any less than he was at that moment. It was, in fact, too much to expect even of Harriet that she could fall in love with more than three men in a single year. # Chapter XVI Emma felt an immense relief to discover that Harriet shared her desire to avoid a meeting. Their correspondence was already painful enough; the thought of an in-person encounter was daunting. Harriet expressed herself as one might expect—without reproaches or any overt sense of mistreatment. Yet, Emma sensed a hint of resentment in her tone, a subtle edge that made their separation all the more desirable. It could have been her own awareness playing tricks on her, but it seemed that only an angel could remain entirely free of resentment after such a blow. Securing Isabella’s invitation was not difficult, and Emma was fortunate to have a legitimate reason for the request, sparing herself the need for fabrication. There was indeed a dental issue at hand; Harriet had genuinely wished to consult a dentist for some time now. Mrs. John Knightley was thrilled to be of assistance; any hint of ill health was a strong recommendation in her eyes. While she may not have preferred a dentist to Mr. Wingfield, she was eager to take Harriet under her wing. Once her sister had settled the matter, Emma proposed the idea to her friend, who was easily persuaded. Harriet was to stay for at least a fortnight, and Mr. Woodhouse’s carriage would convey her. Everything was arranged, and soon Harriet was safely in Brunswick Square. Now, Emma could truly enjoy Mr. Knightley’s visits. She could engage in conversation and listen with genuine happiness, free from the nagging sense of injustice and guilt that had plagued her. No longer did she have to bear the weight of knowing how disappointed Harriet was nearby, or how much pain her misguided actions had caused. The contrast between Harriet at Mrs. Goddard’s and her life in London stirred a peculiar unease within Emma. She couldn’t envision Harriet in London without conjuring images of curiosity and engagement, distractions that pulled her away from the past. Emma refused to let any other worry take the place in her mind that Harriet had occupied. There was a communication looming ahead, one that only she could make—the confession of her engagement to her father. Yet, she chose to set it aside for now. Emma had resolved to postpone this revelation until Mrs. Weston was safe and well. She wouldn’t allow any additional turmoil to disrupt the peace among those she cherished, nor would she let the impending anxiety affect her before the moment arrived. She longed for at least a fortnight of tranquility and clarity to enjoy the warmth of her feelings, free from the agitation that accompanied them. She soon resolved, both out of duty and pleasure, to spend half an hour of her holiday visiting Miss Fairfax. She felt she ought to go—and she was eager to see her; the similarities in their current situations heightened her goodwill. It would be a secret satisfaction, but knowing they shared a similar outlook would certainly deepen her interest in anything Jane might share. Emma set out—having previously driven to the door without success, she hadn’t entered the house since the morning after Box Hill, when poor Jane had been in such distress that it had filled her with compassion, even though the worst of Jane’s suffering had gone unnoticed. Fearing she might still be unwelcome, she decided to wait in the passage and send up her name, even though she was assured they were home. She heard Patty announce her arrival, but there was no flurry of activity like the one Miss Bates had previously made so delightfully clear. Instead, she heard only the immediate response of, “Beg her to walk up.” Moments later, she was greeted on the stairs by Jane herself, who came eagerly forward as if no other reception could suffice. Emma had never seen her look so well—so lovely, so engaging. There was a spark of consciousness, animation, and warmth; everything that her expression or demeanor had ever lacked. Jane approached with an outstretched hand and said, in a low but heartfelt tone, “This is most kind, indeed! Miss Woodhouse, it’s impossible for me to express—I hope you will believe me—excuse me for being so entirely at a loss for words.” Emma felt gratified and would have soon found her own words, but the sound of Mrs. Elton’s voice from the sitting room interrupted her, prompting her to condense all her friendly and congratulatory feelings into a very earnest shake of the hand. Mrs. Bates and Mrs. Elton were together. Miss Bates was out, which explained the earlier tranquility. Emma would have preferred Mrs. Elton to be somewhere else, but she was in a mood to be patient with everyone. Since Mrs. Elton greeted her with unexpected graciousness, Emma hoped their encounter would not lead to any trouble. Emma soon convinced herself that she could read Mrs. Elton’s thoughts and understand the source of her own cheerful spirits. It was the thrill of being in Miss Fairfax’s confidence, believing she was privy to secrets that remained hidden from others. Emma noticed the signs immediately in Mrs. Elton’s expression. While she offered her compliments to Mrs. Bates and feigned interest in the old lady’s responses, she observed Mrs. Elton, with a hint of anxious mystery, carefully fold a letter she had seemingly been reading aloud to Miss Fairfax. With a knowing nod, Mrs. Elton tucked the letter into her purple and gold reticule and remarked, “We can finish this some other time, you know. You and I will have plenty of opportunities. Besides, you’ve already heard all the important parts.” I just wanted to show you that Mrs. S. accepts our apology and isn’t offended at all. Just look at how delightfully she writes! Oh, she truly is a wonderful person! You would have doted on her, had you gone. But let’s not say another word. We must be discreet—on our best behavior. Hush! Do you remember those lines? I can’t recall the poem at the moment: “For when a lady’s in the case, You know all other things give place.” Now, my dear, in our case, for lady, read—mum! A word to the wise. I’m in quite the cheerful mood, aren’t I? But I want to reassure you about Mrs. S. My representation, you see, has completely put her at ease. And again, as Emma merely turned her head to glance at Mrs. Bates’s knitting, she added in a half-whisper, “I mentioned no names, you’ll notice. Oh! “…Weston had been so alarmed! I thought she would never recover,” he continued, his tone a mix of admiration and disbelief. Emma couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride in her friend’s progress. It was evident, after all, that Jane had made a remarkable recovery. The transformation was almost palpable, and the way they spoke of Perry’s skill as a physician only added to the sense of gratitude that filled the room. As the conversation shifted back to lighter topics, Emma found herself reflecting on the dynamics at play. The camaraderie they shared was genuine, yet there was an undercurrent of tension that she couldn’t quite place. It was as if everyone was dancing around a deeper truth, and she was determined to uncover it. “Indeed,” Emma replied, her voice steady. “Perry deserves all the credit for his remarkable work. Jane’s resilience is equally commendable.” The group nodded in agreement, but Emma noticed a flicker of something in Jane’s eyes—a hint of vulnerability that contradicted the cheerful façade she wore. Emma resolved to keep a closer watch on her friend, sensing that beneath the surface, there were still battles being fought. Bates leaned closer to Emma and whispered, “We mustn’t mention any assistance Perry might have received—not a word about that young physician from Windsor. Oh no, Perry deserves all the credit.” “I’ve hardly had the pleasure of seeing you, Miss Woodhouse,” she continued shortly after. “Since the gathering at Box Hill, that was a delightful event. Yet, I felt something was amiss. It seemed to me that there was a slight cloud over the spirits of some attendees. But perhaps I’m mistaken. Still, I believe it was enjoyable enough to encourage a repeat.” “What do you both think about gathering the same group and heading to Box Hill again while the lovely weather lasts? It must be the same group, you know—no exceptions.” Soon after, Miss Bates entered, and Emma couldn’t help but be amused by the confusion in her initial response, which seemed to stem from her eagerness to speak and uncertainty about what might be said. “Thank you, dear Miss Woodhouse, you are so kind. It’s hard to say—yes, indeed, I completely understand—dearest Jane’s prospects—that is, I don’t mean to imply anything. But she is wonderfully recovered. How is Mr. Woodhouse? I’m so glad. It’s quite beyond my control. Such a happy little circle we have here. Yes, indeed. A charming young man! I mean, good Mr. Perry—such attention to Jane!” From her unusually grateful delight towards Mrs. Elton’s presence, Emma surmised that there had been a hint of resentment directed at Jane from the vicarage, which had now been graciously set aside. After a few whispered exchanges that clarified the situation, Mrs. Elton spoke up, her voice ringing clear. “Yes, here I am, my good friend; I’ve been here so long that anywhere else I would feel the need to apologize. But the truth is, I’m waiting for my lord and master.” “He promised to join me here and pay his respects to you.” “What? Are we truly to have the pleasure of a visit from Mr. Elton? That would be quite the favor! I know gentlemen typically shy away from morning calls, and Mr. Elton’s schedule is so packed.” “Indeed it is, Miss Bates. He is genuinely occupied from morning until night. There seems to be no end to the people seeking his counsel for one reason or another. The magistrates, overseers, and churchwardens are always eager for his opinion. They appear unable to do anything without him. ‘Upon my word, Mr. “E.,” I often say, “I’d rather you than me. I can only imagine what would happen to my crayons and my instrument if I had half as many people vying for my attention.” It’s bad enough as it is; I’ve been neglecting them both to an unforgivable degree. In fact, I don’t think I’ve played a single note in the past two weeks. But he’s coming, I assure you—yes, indeed, specifically to see you all.” She raised her hand, as if to shield her words from Emma. “A congratulatory visit, you know. Oh, yes, quite essential.” Miss Bates looked around her, radiating happiness. “He promised to come to me as soon as he could break free from Knightley, but he and Knightley are currently locked in deep consultation. Mr. E. is Knightley’s right hand.” Emma wouldn’t have smiled for the world; she simply asked, “Has Mr. Elton walked to Donwell? He’ll have quite a warm journey ahead.” “Oh! “No, it’s a meeting at the Crown, just a regular gathering. Weston and Cole will be there as well, but one tends to focus only on those in charge. I suspect Mr. E. and Knightley have everything going their way.” “Have you perhaps confused the day?” Emma interjected. “I’m almost certain the meeting at the Crown isn’t until tomorrow. Mr. Knightley was at Hartfield yesterday and mentioned it as being scheduled for Saturday.” “Oh! “No, the meeting is definitely today,” came the abrupt reply, underscoring Mrs. Elton’s certainty and leaving no room for doubt. “I truly believe this is the most troublesome parish there ever was. We never encountered such issues at Maple Grove.” “Your parish there was quite small,” Jane pointed out. “Honestly, my dear, I can’t say, as I’ve never heard anyone discuss it.” “But the small size of the school proves my point. I’ve heard you mention it—under the patronage of your sister and Mrs. Bragge; it’s the only school, with no more than twenty-five children enrolled.” “Ah! You clever creature, that’s absolutely right.” “What a brilliant mind you have, Jane! Just imagine the perfect duo we would make if we could be combined—my vivacity and your steadiness would create something extraordinary. Not that I mean to suggest that some might not already see you as perfection. But hush! Not a word more, if you please.” It seemed an unnecessary caution; Jane was eager to direct her words not to Mrs. Elton, but to Miss Woodhouse, as the latter clearly perceived. The desire to distinguish herself, as far as civility allowed, was evident, though it rarely went beyond a glance. Mr. Elton made his entrance, greeted by his lady’s sparkling vivacity. “How lovely of you, sir! To send me here as an encumbrance to my friends, and yet keep me waiting so long before you finally arrive!—But you knew what a dutiful creature you were dealing with. You knew I wouldn’t budge until my lord and master appeared. Here I’ve been sitting for an hour, demonstrating true conjugal obedience—who can say how soon it might be needed?” Mr. Elton, feeling hot and exhausted, found her playful banter to be lost on him. He needed to extend his civilities to the other ladies, but his primary focus was to lament his discomfort from the heat and the pointless walk he had endured. “When I arrived at Donwell,” he said, “Knightley was nowhere to be found. Quite odd! Very puzzling! Especially after the note I sent him this morning and the message he returned, assuring me he would definitely be at home until one.” “Donwell!” his wife exclaimed. “My dear Mr. E., you haven’t been to Donwell! You must mean the Crown; you just came from the meeting at the Crown.” “No, no, that’s tomorrow. I specifically wanted to see Knightley today for that very reason. It was such a dreadful, sweltering morning! I even walked over the fields—” he added, his tone dripping with indignation, “which made it all the worse. And then to find him not at home!” I assure you, I am not at all pleased. There was no apology, no message left for me. The housekeeper claimed she knew nothing of my expected arrival—how very extraordinary! And no one seems to know which way he has gone. Perhaps to Hartfield, perhaps to the Abbey Mill, or maybe into his woods. Miss Woodhouse, this is not at all like our friend Knightley! Can you explain it? Emma entertained herself by insisting that it was indeed very extraordinary and that she had nothing to say in his defense. “I cannot imagine,” Mrs. Elton exclaimed, feeling the indignity as any wife would, “how he could treat you this way, of all people!” The very last person one would expect to be forgotten! My dear Mr. E., he must have left a message for you—I’m certain of it. Not even Knightley could be so eccentric; it must have been his servants who overlooked it. I can assure you, that’s exactly what happened, and it’s likely to occur with the Donwell staff as well, who are, as I’ve often noted, quite awkward and negligent. I would never allow someone like his Harry to stand at our sideboard for any reason. And as for Mrs. Hodges, Wright thinks very little of her. She promised him a receipt and never followed through. “I ran into William Larkins,” Mr. Elton continued, “as I approached the house, and he told me I wouldn’t find his master at home, but I didn’t believe him. William seemed rather out of sorts.” He didn’t know what had come over his master lately, he said, but he could hardly ever get a word in with him. “I have nothing to do with William’s needs, but it’s crucial that I see Knightley today. It’s quite inconvenient to have made this hot walk for nothing.” Emma realized that the best course of action was to head home immediately. She was likely being awaited there, and perhaps she could prevent Mr. Knightley from becoming more agitated with Mr. Elton, if not with William Larkins as well. As she took her leave, she was pleased to see Miss Fairfax determined to accompany her out of the room, even all the way downstairs. This provided her with the perfect opportunity to say, “It’s probably for the best that I haven’t had the chance.” Had you not been surrounded by friends, I might have been tempted to broach a subject, to ask questions, to speak more openly than might have been strictly appropriate. I fear I would have been impertinent. “Oh!” exclaimed Jane, her cheeks flushing and her hesitation making her seem far more charming than her usual composed elegance. “There would have been no danger. The real danger would have been in my boring you. You could not have pleased me more than by showing interest. Indeed, Miss Woodhouse,” she continued, gathering her thoughts, “with the awareness I have of my own significant missteps, it’s particularly comforting to know that those friends whose opinions I value most are not so disgusted as to—well, I don’t have time to express half of what I wish to say. I long to offer apologies, to make excuses, to plead my case. I feel it is so very necessary.” “But, unfortunately—in short, if your compassion does not extend to my friend—” “Oh! You are being too scrupulous, truly,” Emma exclaimed warmly, taking her hand. “You owe me no apologies; everyone to whom you might feel indebted is perfectly satisfied—delighted, even—” “You are very kind, but I know how my manners affected you. They were so cold and artificial! I was always playing a part. It was a life of deceit! I must have disgusted you.” “Please, let’s not dwell on that. I feel that all the apologies should come from my side. Let’s forgive each other right away. We should act quickly, and I believe our feelings will guide us there.” “I hope you have pleasant news from Windsor?” “Very much so.” “And I suppose the next bit of news will be that we are to lose you—just as I’m starting to get to know you.” “Oh, as for that, nothing can be decided just yet. I’m here until Colonel and Mrs. Campbell claim me.” “True, nothing can be settled at this moment,” Emma replied with a smile, “but, if you don’t mind me saying, it must be considered.” Jane returned the smile as she replied, “You’re absolutely right; it has been considered. And I’ll confide in you, (I trust it’s safe), that our living arrangements with Mr. Churchill at Enscombe are already settled.” There must be at least three months of deep mourning; but once that time has passed, I imagine there will be nothing left to wait for.” “Thank you, thank you. This is exactly the reassurance I needed! Oh, if you only knew how much I cherish everything that is decided and clear! Good-bye, good-bye.” # Chapter XVII Mrs. Weston’s friends were all delighted by her safety, and if Emma’s satisfaction with her well-being could be heightened, it was by the knowledge that she was now the mother of a little girl. Emma had always hoped for a Miss Weston. While she wouldn’t admit it was with the intention of arranging a future match with either of Isabella’s sons, she was certain that a daughter would be the best fit for both parents. It would bring great comfort to Mr. Weston. As Weston grew older—and even Mr. Weston might be a decade older in ten years—he longed for his fireside to be brightened by the playful antics, the whims, and the delightful nonsense of a child who would never leave home. And Mrs. Weston—there was no doubt that a daughter would mean the world to her; it would be a shame for someone so skilled in teaching not to have the opportunity to exercise her talents once more. “She has had the advantage, you know, of practicing on me,” she continued, “much like La Baronne d’Almane with La Comtesse d’Ostalis in Madame de Genlis’ Adelaide and Theodore. Now we shall see her own little Adelaide educated according to a more refined plan.” “That is,” Mr. Knightley replied, “she will indulge her even more than she did you, all the while believing she isn’t indulging her at all. That will be the only difference.” “Poor child!” Emma exclaimed. “At that rate, what will become of her?” “Nothing very dire—the fate of thousands.””She may be disagreeable in her infancy, but she’ll correct herself as she matures. I’m starting to shed my bitterness toward spoiled children, my dearest Emma. After all, I owe my happiness to you. Wouldn’t it be horrifically ungrateful of me to be harsh on them?” Emma laughed and replied, “But I had the benefit of all your efforts to counteract the indulgence of others. I doubt my own sense would have been enough to correct me without your guidance.” “Do you really? I have no doubt at all. Nature endowed you with understanding, while Miss Taylor instilled in you strong principles. You must have turned out well.” My interference was just as likely to cause harm as it was to do good. It’s only natural for you to wonder, what right does he have to lecture me?—and I’m afraid it’s equally natural for you to feel that it was done in an unpleasant way. I doubt I truly helped you; the benefit was all mine, as I came to hold you in the deepest affection. I couldn’t think about you so often without falling in love with you, flaws and all. In fact, by imagining so many of your faults, I’ve been in love with you since you were at least thirteen. “I’m certain you were helpful to me,” Emma replied. “I was often influenced by you in the right way—more often than I would admit at the time.” I’m quite certain you’ve done me a great service. And if poor little Anna Weston is to be spoiled, it would be the kindest thing you could do to extend to her the same consideration you’ve shown me—except, of course, for falling in love with her when she turns thirteen. “How often, when you were a girl, did you say to me, with one of your cheeky looks, ‘Mr. Knightley, I’m going to do such-and-such; Papa says I may, or I have Miss Taylor’s permission’—something you knew I didn’t approve of? In those moments, my interference only gave you two bad feelings instead of one.” “What a charming creature I was! No wonder you hold my words in such fond remembrance.” “‘Mr. Knightley.’ You always called me that; and though it’s become a habit, it still carries a certain formality. Yet, it doesn’t sound so formal after all.” “I want you to call me something else, but I’m not sure what.” “I remember once calling you ‘George’ during one of my playful moods about ten years ago. I thought it might offend you, but since you didn’t object, I never did it again.” “Can’t you call me ‘George’ now?” “Impossible! I can never call you anything but ‘Mr. Knightley.’ I won’t even promise to match the elegant brevity of Mrs. Elton by calling you Mr. K. But I will promise,” she added, laughing and blushing, “to call you by your first name at least once. I won’t say when, but perhaps you can guess where—inside the building where N. Emma mourned the fact that she could not openly acknowledge one crucial service that his better judgment might have provided her: the advice that could have saved her from the gravest of her womanly follies—her willful intimacy with Harriet Smith. It was a topic too tender for her to broach. Harriet was seldom mentioned between them, and while this might simply stem from his lack of thought about her, Emma suspected it was more a matter of delicacy, hinting at a decline in their friendship. She recognized that, under different circumstances, they would have certainly corresponded more frequently, and her understanding of events wouldn’t have relied so heavily on Isabella’s letters. He might have noticed this shift. The pain of having to conceal her feelings from him was nearly as profound as the regret of having made Harriet unhappy. Isabella provided a report on her visitor that was as positive as could be expected. Upon Harriet’s arrival, Isabella had sensed that she seemed a bit downcast, which was entirely understandable given that a dentist appointment loomed ahead. However, now that that was behind them, Harriet appeared to be just as she had always been. It’s worth noting that Isabella was not the most perceptive observer; still, if Harriet had been unable to engage with the children, it surely would have caught her attention. Emma’s spirits and hopes were buoyed by the news that Harriet would be staying longer; what was initially a fortnight looked likely to stretch into at least a month. Mr. and Mrs. John Knightley were set to arrive in August, and she had been invited to remain until they could take her back. “John hasn’t even mentioned your friend,” Mr. Knightley remarked. “Here is his answer, if you’d like to see it,” Knightley said. It was a response to the announcement of his intended marriage. Emma took the letter eagerly, her impatience palpable as she anticipated his thoughts on the matter, undeterred by the fact that her friend was not mentioned. “John shares in my happiness like a brother,” Mr. Knightley continued, “but he’s not one for flattery. While I know he holds a genuine brotherly affection for you, he tends to be rather reserved in his praise, to the point that any other young woman might find him somewhat cool. But I’m confident you’ll appreciate his honesty.” “He writes like a sensible man,” Emma replied after reading the letter. “I appreciate his sincerity. It’s clear he believes the good fortune of our engagement rests entirely with me, yet he holds out hope that I might, in time, become as deserving of your affection as you already see me to be. If he had said anything that suggested otherwise, I wouldn’t have believed him.” “Emma, he means no such thing. He simply means—” “We wouldn’t differ much in our views of each other,” she interjected with a serious smile, “perhaps even less than he realizes, if we could discuss it openly and without restraint.” “Emma, my dear Emma—” “Oh!” she exclaimed, her mood brightening, “if you think your brother doesn’t do me justice, just wait until my dear father knows the whole story and shares his thoughts. I assure you, he will be even less inclined to give you credit. He’ll believe that all the happiness and advantage lie on your side, while all the merit belongs to me.””I hope I won’t sink into the depths of ‘poor Emma’ with him right away. His tender compassion for those who are oppressed can only go so far.” “Ah!” he exclaimed. “I wish your father could be as easily convinced as John will be that we have every right, based on our equal worth, to be happy together. One part of John’s letter amused me—did you catch it? He mentioned that my news didn’t completely surprise him; he was somewhat expecting to hear something like this.” “If I understand your brother correctly, he only meant that he suspected you might be considering marriage. He had no idea about me. He seems entirely unprepared for that.” “Yes, yes—but I find it amusing that he could perceive my feelings to that extent. What has he been judging by? I’m not aware of any change in my spirits or conversation that would have clued him in to my intentions any more now than before. But perhaps there was a difference when I was staying with them the other day.” I realize I hadn’t spent as much time playing with the children as I usually did. I recall one evening when the poor boys remarked, “Uncle seems to be tired all the time now.” The moment was approaching when the news would spread further, and the reactions of others would be tested. Once Mrs. Weston had sufficiently recovered to welcome Mr. Woodhouse’s visits, Emma, intending to use her gentle persuasion for the cause, resolved to first share the news at home and then at Randalls. But how could she finally break it to her father? She had committed to doing so during one of Mr. Knightley’s absences; otherwise, when the moment arrived, her courage would falter, and she would have to postpone it. But Mr. Knightley was expected to arrive at a specific time, ready to build upon the conversation she was about to initiate. She felt compelled to speak, and to do so cheerfully. She couldn’t allow her melancholy tone to deepen his sense of misery; she mustn’t convey that she viewed the situation as a misfortune. Gathering all the spirit she could muster, she prepared him for something unexpected. With just a few words, she expressed that if she could secure his consent and approval—which she hoped would be easy, as it was a plan aimed at everyone’s happiness—she and Mr. Knightley intended to marry. This union would mean that Hartfield would enjoy the constant company of the person she knew he cherished most, after his daughters and Mrs. Weston. Poor man! It was a considerable shock to him at first, and he earnestly tried to dissuade her from going through with it. She was reminded more than once of her long-held conviction that she would never marry. People assured her it would be far better for her to remain single, sharing tales of poor Isabella and Miss Taylor. But Emma couldn’t help herself. She lingered around him affectionately, smiling as she insisted it must be so. She urged him not to compare her with Isabella and Mrs. Weston, whose marriages had indeed brought a melancholy change by taking them away from Hartfield. But she wasn’t going anywhere; she would always be there. She was introducing no change to their numbers or comforts—only improvements. She was certain he would be much happier with Mr. Knightley always at hand, once he got used to the idea. Did he not love Mr. Knightley very much? She was sure he wouldn’t deny it. Who did he ever want to consult on business but Mr. Knightley? Who was so helpful, so willing to write his letters, so eager to assist him? Who was more cheerful, attentive, and devoted? Wouldn’t he like to have him around all the time? Yes. That was all very true. Mr. Knightley couldn’t be there too often; she would be glad to see him every day—but as it stood, they did see him daily. Why couldn’t they continue as they had before? Mr. Woodhouse would not be reconciled easily, but the worst was behind them; the idea had been introduced, and time, along with constant repetition, would surely work its magic. Emma’s pleas and reassurances were soon joined by Mr. Knightley’s heartfelt praise, which lent the topic a certain warmth. Before long, he was accustomed to being engaged in conversation by both of them at every suitable opportunity. They also had the full support of Isabella, who sent letters filled with the strongest approval, and Mrs. Weston was prepared, from their very first meeting, to view the situation in the most favorable light—first, as a settled matter, and second, as a positive one. He understood how crucial both aspects were to Mr. Woodhouse’s perspective. It was agreed upon as the way things would be, with everyone he typically relied on assuring him that it would lead to his happiness. He even harbored some feelings that almost supported this notion, beginning to entertain the idea that perhaps, in a year or two, the marriage might not be so bad after all. Mrs. Weston was genuine in her sentiments; she was not pretending or feigning any feelings when she spoke to him in favor of the union. She had been taken aback, more so than when Emma first broached the subject with her, but she saw only an increase in happiness for everyone involved and felt no hesitation in encouraging him wholeheartedly. Her regard for Mr. Knightley was such that she believed he deserved even her beloved Emma. The match was, in every respect, proper, suitable, and beyond reproach. In one particularly significant aspect, it was uniquely desirable and remarkably fortunate. It now seemed that Emma could not have safely attached herself to anyone else, and she felt foolish for not having considered or wished for this connection long ago. How few men of a similar standing to Mr. Knightley would have willingly given up their own home for Hartfield! And who, other than Mr. Knightley, could possibly be a better match? Knightley could understand and tolerate Mr. Woodhouse, making such an arrangement seem desirable. The challenge of accommodating poor Mr. Woodhouse had always loomed over her husband’s plans and her own regarding a marriage between Frank and Emma. The question of how to balance the interests of Enscombe and Hartfield had been a persistent obstacle—more openly acknowledged by her than by Mr. Weston. Even he had never managed to address the issue more effectively than by saying, “Those matters will take care of themselves; the young people will find a way.” Yet, in this case, there was no need for wild speculation about the future. Everything was clear, open, and equal. No sacrifice on either side was worth the name. It was a union filled with the highest promise of happiness, facing no real or rational obstacles to impede or delay it. Mrs. Weston, cradling her baby on her knee, indulged in such reflections and felt like one of the happiest women in the world. If anything could amplify her joy, it was the realization that her baby would soon outgrow its first set of caps. The news spread like wildfire, surprising everyone who heard it, and Mr. Weston had his five minutes of excitement, and that was all it took for his quick mind to grasp the implications. He recognized the advantages of the match and celebrated them with the same unwavering joy as his wife. However, the initial wonder soon faded, and within an hour, he was nearly convinced that he had always anticipated it. “I assume this is to be a secret,” he remarked. “These matters are always kept under wraps until everyone knows. Just let me know when I can speak freely. I wonder if Jane has any inkling.” The following morning, he went to Highbury to satisfy his curiosity. He shared the news with Jane, considering her like a daughter—his eldest daughter, in fact. Naturally, with Miss Bates present, the information quickly made its way to Mrs. Weston. Cole, Mrs. Perry, and Mrs. Elton gathered soon after. They had anticipated this moment; having calculated from the time the news reached Randalls how quickly it would spread through Highbury. They envisioned themselves as the evening’s topic of conversation in many family circles, with a sense of self-importance. Overall, the match was well-received. Some considered him fortunate, while others believed she was the luckier one. One group might suggest that they all move to Donwell, leaving Hartfield for the John Knightleys, while another might foresee disagreements among their servants. Yet, overall, there was no serious objection raised, except from one household—the Vicarage. There, the surprise was not softened by any sense of satisfaction. Mr. Elton cared little about the situation compared to his wife; he merely hoped that “the young lady’s pride would now be contented” and assumed “she had always intended to catch Knightley if she could.” When it came to the prospect of living at Hartfield, he boldly declared, “Better him than me!” But Mrs. Elton was genuinely upset. “Poor Knightley! Poor fellow! What a sad situation for him!” she lamented. Though she was quite eccentric, she recognized that he possessed a multitude of admirable qualities. How could he have been so deceived? She didn’t believe he was in love—not at all. Poor Knightley! This would mean the end of all their pleasant interactions. How happy he had been to join them for dinner whenever they invited him! But that would all be over now. Poor fellow! No more excursions to Donwell made for her. Oh, no; there would be a Mrs. Knightley to dampen everything. How extremely disagreeable! Yet, she felt no remorse for having scolded the housekeeper the other day. The idea of living together was simply shocking. She recalled a family near Maple Grove that had attempted it and had to part ways before the end of the first quarter. # Chapter XVIII Time marched on. In just a few days, the party from London would arrive, and the thought filled Emma with unease. She pondered the impending change one morning, aware that it would bring a wave of agitation and sorrow. Just then, Mr. Knightley entered, and her troubling thoughts faded momentarily. After exchanging pleasantries, he fell into a contemplative silence. Finally, with a serious tone, he began, “I have something to tell you, Emma—some news.” “Good or bad?” she asked, her gaze fixed on his face. “I can’t quite tell which it should be.” “Oh! “Good, I am sure,” he said, a hint of mischief in his eyes. “I can see it in your expression. You’re trying not to smile.” “I’m afraid,” she replied, forcing her features into a serious demeanor, “that you might be mistaken, my dear Emma. I fear you won’t smile when you hear what I have to say.” “Indeed! But why would that be? I can hardly imagine that anything which pleases or amuses you wouldn’t also please and amuse me.” “There is one topic,” he said, pausing for effect, a smile lingering on his lips as his gaze remained fixed on her face. “I hope it’s just one, on which we don’t see eye to eye. Does nothing come to mind? Don’t you remember? Harriet Smith.” At the mention of Harriet’s name, her cheeks flushed, and an unsettling feeling washed over her, though she couldn’t quite place it. “Have you heard from her this morning?” he pressed. “I believe you have, and you know everything.” “No, I haven’t heard anything; I know nothing at all. Please, tell me.” “You seem prepared for the worst, and believe me, it is quite bad.” “Harriet Smith has married Robert Martin.” Emma gasped, her reaction betraying her disbelief. Her wide eyes conveyed a clear message: “No, this can’t be true!” Yet, her lips remained sealed. “It is true,” Mr. Knightley insisted. “I heard it directly from Robert Martin himself. He left my side less than half an hour ago.” Emma continued to stare at him, her astonishment palpable. “You’re as displeased by this news as I feared,” he observed. “I wish we could share the same opinion on this matter. But in time, I believe we will.” “Time, I assure you, will change one of our perspectives; for now, let’s not dwell too much on the matter.” “You misunderstand me completely,” she replied, gathering her thoughts. “It’s not that such news would upset me; I simply can’t believe it. It seems impossible! You can’t mean to say that Harriet Smith has accepted Robert Martin. Surely, you don’t mean that he has proposed to her again—yet. You must mean that he intends to.” “I mean that he has done it,” Mr. Knightley replied, smiling but resolute. “And she has accepted.” “Good God!” she exclaimed. “Well!” Then, seeking refuge in her workbasket to hide her face and the sheer delight and excitement she couldn’t help but reveal, she added, “Now, please tell me everything; make this clear to me.” “How? Where? When?—I need to know everything. I’ve never been more surprised—but I assure you, it doesn’t make me unhappy. How—how has this been possible?” “It’s quite a simple story. He went to town on business three days ago, and I asked him to take some papers I needed to send to John. He delivered those papers to John at his chambers, and John invited him to join their party that same evening at Astley’s. They were planning to take the two eldest boys along. The group consisted of our brother and sister, Henry, John, and Miss Smith. My friend Robert simply couldn’t resist.” They called for him in their own way, and everyone was thoroughly amused. My brother invited him to dinner the following day, which he accepted. During that visit, as I understand it, he found a moment to speak with Harriet—and certainly, his words were not in vain. By accepting his invitation, she made him as happy as he truly deserves. He returned on yesterday’s coach and came to see me this morning right after breakfast to share the details of his visit, starting with my affairs and then moving on to his own. That’s all I can tell you about the how, where, and when. Your friend Harriet will provide a much longer account when you see her. She’ll share all the little details that only a woman’s touch can make interesting. In our conversations, we tend to focus on the broader strokes. However, I must mention that Robert Martin seemed quite overwhelmed with emotion, both for himself and for me. He casually noted, though it wasn’t particularly relevant, that after leaving their box at Astley’s, my brother took charge of Mrs. John Knightley and little John, while he followed with Miss Smith and Henry. At one point, they found themselves in such a crowd that Miss Smith felt a bit uneasy. He paused. Emma dared not respond immediately; she knew that speaking would reveal an unreasonable level of happiness. She needed to pause for a moment; otherwise, he might think her mad. Her silence unsettled him, and after watching her for a little while, he added, “Emma, my love, you mentioned that this situation wouldn’t make you unhappy, but I fear it’s causing you more pain than you anticipated. His circumstances are unfortunate, but you must view them as something that satisfies your friend. I assure you, as you get to know him better, your opinion of him will only improve. His good sense and strong principles would surely delight you. As far as he is concerned, you couldn’t wish your friend to be in better hands. I would change his social standing if I could, which is saying a lot, I assure you, Emma. You tease me about William Larkins, but I could just as easily do without Robert Martin.” He hoped she would look up and smile, and after managing to suppress a broad grin, she did, responding cheerfully, “You needn’t worry about reconciling me to the match. I think Harriet is doing extremely well.” Her connections may be worse than his. When it comes to respectability, there’s no doubt about it. I have remained silent out of sheer surprise—excessive surprise, to be honest. You can’t imagine how suddenly this has hit me! I was completely unprepared, especially since I had reason to believe just recently that she was far more resolute against him than she had been before.” “You know your friend best,” Mr. Knightley replied. “But I would say she’s a good-natured, soft-hearted girl, not likely to be very determined against any young man who professes his love for her.” Emma couldn’t help but laugh as she responded, “Upon my word, I believe you know her just as well as I do. But, Mr. “Knightley, are you absolutely sure that she has truly accepted him? I could imagine that she might come around in time—but can she really feel that way already? Did you perhaps misunderstand him? You were both discussing other matters—business, livestock, or new farming techniques. In the midst of so many topics, could you have misinterpreted his words? It wasn’t Harriet’s hand he was certain of; it was the measurements of some renowned ox.” At that moment, the contrast between Mr. Knightley’s demeanor and Robert Martin’s struck Emma with great intensity. The recent events on Harriet’s side loomed large in her mind, and she could still hear those emphatic words: “No, I hope I know better than to think of Robert Martin.” Emma found herself bracing for the news to be, in some way, premature. It simply couldn’t be otherwise. “Do you dare say this?” Mr. Knightley exclaimed. “Do you really think me such a fool that I wouldn’t understand what a man is talking about? What do you think you deserve?” “Oh! I always deserve the best treatment because I refuse to settle for anything less. So, you must give me a straightforward answer. Are you absolutely certain you understand the terms on which Mr. Martin and Harriet currently stand?” “I am quite sure,” he replied, speaking clearly, “that he told me she had accepted him. There was no ambiguity, no doubt in the words he used. In fact, I believe I can provide you with proof that this is indeed the case. He asked for my opinion on what he should do next. He knew of no one but Mrs. Goddard was the person he could turn to for information about her relatives or friends. Was there anything more suitable than to approach Mrs. Goddard? I assured him there was not. He then mentioned he would make an effort to see her later that day. “I’m completely satisfied,” Emma replied, her smile radiant. “I genuinely wish them all the happiness in the world.” “You’ve changed significantly since we last discussed this.” “I hope so—because back then, I was quite foolish.” “And I’ve changed too; I’m now more than willing to acknowledge all of Harriet’s good qualities. I’ve made an effort, both for your sake and for Robert Martin’s, who I believe is still very much in love with her, to get to know her better.” I have often spoken with her quite a bit. You must have noticed that I did. At times, I even thought you might suspect I was advocating for poor Martin, which was never the case. However, from all my observations, I am convinced she is a genuine, kind-hearted girl with strong principles and a deep appreciation for the joys and responsibilities of domestic life. I have no doubt much of this can be attributed to you.” “Me!” Emma exclaimed, shaking her head. “Oh, poor Harriet!” She caught herself, though, and accepted a bit more praise than she truly deserved. Their conversation soon came to an end with the arrival of her father, and she felt a sense of relief. She craved solitude. Her mind was a whirlwind of fluttering thoughts and wonder, making it impossible for her to feel composed. She was caught up in a dance of singing, exclaiming spirits; until she had moved around, talked to herself, laughed, and reflected, she couldn’t focus on anything rational. Her father’s task was to announce that James had gone out to harness the horses, preparing for their daily drive to Randalls, which provided her with the perfect excuse to slip away. The joy, gratitude, and exquisite delight of her feelings were beyond description. With the sole grievance of Harriet’s welfare lifted, she found herself teetering on the edge of happiness—almost too much for her to bear. What more could she possibly wish for? Her only desire was to become more deserving of him, whose intentions and judgment had always surpassed her own. She hoped that the lessons learned from her past mistakes would instill in her a sense of humility and caution for the future. She was deeply serious in her gratitude and her resolutions; yet, despite this, laughter would sometimes escape her, even in the midst of her solemn thoughts. How could she not laugh at such a conclusion? The joyful resolution of the disheartening disappointment from five weeks ago! What a heart—what a Harriet! Now, there would be joy in her return—everything would be a delight. It would be a great pleasure to know Robert Martin. Among her deepest and most sincere sources of happiness was the thought that the need to conceal anything from Mr. Knightley would soon come to an end. The disguise, the half-truths, the mystery—so distasteful for her to maintain—would soon be lifted. She could now look forward to offering him her complete and unwavering trust, a gesture her nature was eager to embrace as a cherished responsibility. In the brightest and most cheerful spirits, she set off with her father, not always listening but always agreeing with him. Whether in conversation or silence, she subtly supported his belief that he had to visit Randalls every day, lest poor Mrs. Weston be disappointed. They arrived to find Mrs. Weston alone in the drawing room. Just as they were informed about the baby and Mr. Woodhouse received the thanks he had requested for coming, a glimpse of two figures passing by the window caught their attention. “It’s Frank and Miss Fairfax,” Mrs. Weston remarked. Weston spoke, he said, “I was just about to share our delightful surprise at seeing him arrive this morning. He’ll be staying until tomorrow, and Miss Fairfax has agreed to spend the day with us. I hope they’re on their way in now.” Within moments, they entered the room. Emma was genuinely pleased to see him, but a sense of confusion lingered, accompanied by a flurry of awkward memories on both sides. They greeted each other warmly, yet an underlying awareness made it difficult to find words. Once everyone settled back into their seats, a heavy silence enveloped the group, causing Emma to question whether her long-held desire to see Frank Churchill again—especially alongside Jane—would bring the joy she had anticipated. Just then, Mr. Weston broke the stillness. Weston joined the gathering, and when the baby was brought in, the atmosphere shifted—there was no longer a lack of conversation or energy. Frank Churchill seized the moment to approach Emma and said, “I must thank you, Miss Woodhouse, for the kind and forgiving message in one of Mrs. Weston’s letters. I hope time hasn’t diminished your willingness to pardon. I trust you still stand by what you said then.” “Not at all,” Emma replied, her heart light with joy. “I’m especially pleased to see you and shake your hand—and to offer you my congratulations in person.” He expressed his gratitude sincerely, speaking at length about his appreciation and happiness. “Isn’t she looking well?” he asked, glancing toward Jane. “Better than she ever used to be? Just look at how my father and Mrs. Weston dote on her.” But soon his spirits lifted again, and with a twinkle in his eye, he mentioned the anticipated return of the Campbells before bringing up the name of Dixon. Emma blushed and insisted that the name not be spoken in her presence. “I can never think of it,” she exclaimed, “without feeling an overwhelming sense of shame.” “The shame,” he replied, “is all mine—or it should be. But is it possible you had no inkling? I mean, recently. I know you were completely unaware at first.” “I assure you, I never had the slightest suspicion.” “That seems quite remarkable. I was once very close to discovering it—and I wish I had. It would have been better that way.” Though I often found myself in trouble, the misdeeds I committed were truly serious and served me no purpose. It would have been far better had I broken my silence and shared everything with you. “It’s not worth regretting now,” Emma replied. “I do have some hope,” he continued, “that my uncle might be persuaded to visit Randalls; he’s eager to meet her. Once the Campbells return, we’ll see them in London, and I trust we’ll stay there until we can take her north.” “But now, I feel so far away from her—don’t you think that’s hard, Miss Woodhouse? Until this morning, we hadn’t seen each other since the day we reconciled. Don’t you pity me?” Emma expressed her sympathy so sincerely that, with a sudden burst of cheerfulness, he exclaimed, “Ah! By the way,” then lowering his voice and adopting a mock-serious expression, “I hope Mr. Knightley is well?” He paused, and she blushed and laughed. “I know you saw my letter, and I trust you remember my good wishes for you.” “Let me return your congratulations. I assure you, I received the news with the warmest interest and satisfaction. He is a man I cannot presume to praise.” Emma beamed with delight, wishing he would continue in the same vein. But his thoughts quickly shifted back to his own concerns and his own Jane, and he exclaimed, “Have you ever seen such skin? Such smoothness! Such delicacy! And yet, she’s not exactly fair. One can’t call her fair. It’s a most uncommon complexion, especially with her dark eyelashes and hair—a truly distinguishing feature! Just the right amount of color for beauty.” “I’ve always admired her complexion,” Emma replied playfully. “But don’t I recall a time when you criticized her for being so pale? Back when we first started discussing her. Have you completely forgotten?” “Oh, no! What an impudent fool I was! How could I dare—” He laughed heartily at the memory, prompting Emma to say, “I suspect that amid your perplexities at that time, you found great amusement in tricking us all. I’m sure it brought you some consolation.” “Oh, no, no, no! How can you suspect me of such a thing?” “I was the most miserable wretch!” “Not quite so miserable as to be insensible to mirth. I’m sure it was quite entertaining for you to realize you were pulling the wool over our eyes. Perhaps I’m more inclined to suspect this because, to be honest, I think I might have found some amusement in the same situation. There’s a bit of a resemblance between us.” He bowed. “If not in our dispositions,” she continued, her gaze reflecting genuine sensitivity, “there is a similarity in our destinies—the destinies that seem poised to connect us with two characters far superior to our own.” “True, true,” he replied, his warmth evident. “Not true on your side, though. You have no superior, but it’s certainly true on mine. She is a complete angel.” Look at her. Isn’t she an angel in every gesture? Notice the graceful curve of her throat. Watch her eyes as she gazes up at my father. You’ll be pleased to know (he inclines his head and whispers earnestly) that my uncle plans to give her all of my aunt’s jewels. They will be reset into new designs. I am determined to have some made into a headpiece. “Won’t it be beautiful in her dark hair?” “Very beautiful, indeed,” Emma replied, her tone warm and kind. His gratitude overflowed as he exclaimed, “How delighted I am to see you again! And to see you looking so well! I wouldn’t have missed this meeting for the world. I would have certainly called at Hartfield if you hadn’t come.” The others had been discussing the child, with Mrs. Weston recounting a little scare she had experienced the night before when the infant seemed unwell. She admitted she might have been overreacting, but it had genuinely worried her, and she had been just moments away from calling Mr. Perry. Perhaps she should feel a twinge of shame, but Mr. Weston had been just as uneasy as she was. However, within ten minutes, the child was perfectly well again. This was her story, and it particularly intrigued Mr. Woodhouse, who praised her for considering calling for Perry, though he wished she had done so sooner. “She should always call for Perry if the child shows even the slightest sign of distress, even if only for a moment. She could never be too quick to sound the alarm or too frequent in summoning Perry.” It was unfortunate, perhaps, that he hadn’t come last night; for while the child seemed to be doing well now—remarkably well, considering the circumstances—it would likely have been better if Perry had seen him. Frank Churchill caught the name. “Perry!” he exclaimed to Emma, attempting to catch Miss Fairfax’s eye as he spoke. “My friend Mr. Perry! What are they saying about him? Has he been here this morning? And how does he travel these days? Has he gotten a carriage?” Emma quickly recalled the context and understood his intent. As she joined in the laughter, it was clear from Jane’s expression that she was genuinely listening, even as she pretended to be oblivious. “What an extraordinary dream I had!” he exclaimed. “I can never think of it without laughing. She hears us, Miss Woodhouse. I can see it in her cheek, her smile, and her vain attempt to frown. Look at her! Don’t you see that, at this very moment, the letter she sent me, which contained the report, is passing before her eyes? The entire blunder is laid out for her, and she can focus on nothing else, even while pretending to listen to the others?” Jane couldn’t help but smile, if only for a moment; the smile lingered as she turned to him and said in a self-aware, soft yet steady voice, “I find it astonishing that you can bear such memories! They do sometimes intrude, but how you can embrace them!” He had much to say in response, and it was quite entertaining; however, Emma’s thoughts were primarily with Jane during the conversation. As they left Randalls and naturally fell into a comparison of the two men, she realized that, while she had enjoyed seeing Frank Churchill and genuinely regarded him with friendship, she had never felt more acutely aware of Mr. Knightley’s superior character. The joy of this most blissful day found its completion in the lively contemplation of his worth that this comparison inspired. # Chapter XIX Though Emma occasionally felt a twinge of anxiety for Harriet, a fleeting doubt about whether she could truly overcome her attachment to Mr. Knightley and genuinely accept another man with unbiased affection, such uncertainty did not linger for long. Just a few days later, the party from London arrived, and as soon as Emma found herself alone with Harriet for an hour, she became completely convinced—mysterious as it seemed—that Robert Martin had entirely replaced Mr. Knightley in Harriet’s heart and was now shaping all her visions of happiness. At first, Harriet appeared a bit distressed and somewhat foolish, but once she admitted that she had been presumptuous, silly, and self-deceived in the past, her pain and confusion seemed to dissipate along with those words. She was left without a care for what had been, filled instead with a joyful anticipation for the present and future. Emma quickly alleviated any concerns Harriet might have had about her approval by showering her with unreserved congratulations. Harriet was eager to share every detail of the evening at Astley’s and the dinner that followed the next day, relishing each moment with the utmost delight. But what did these details truly explain? Emma could now admit that Harriet had always harbored feelings for Robert Martin, and his unwavering affection for her had been impossible to resist. Beyond this realization, however, everything else remained a mystery to Emma. The outcome, nonetheless, was a source of great joy, and each passing day provided her with new reasons to celebrate. When Harriet’s parentage came to light, it revealed that she was the daughter of a tradesman—wealthy enough to ensure her comfortable upbringing and discreet enough to prefer anonymity. Such was the lineage of gentility that Emma had once been so eager to endorse! While it might be as unblemished as that of many gentlemen, Emma couldn’t help but reflect on the connection she had been envisioning for Mr. Knightley—or the Churchills—or even Mr. Elton! The stain of illegitimacy, unwashed by nobility or riches, would have been a true blemish. Fortunately, no objections arose from Harriet’s father’s side; the young man was treated generously, and everything fell into place as it should. As Emma became acquainted with Robert Martin, now introduced at Hartfield, she recognized in him all the qualities of sense and worth that would make him a perfect match for her dear friend. Emma had no doubt that Harriet would find happiness with any good-tempered man. Yet with him, in the home he offered, there was the promise of something more: security, stability, and the potential for growth. Harriet would be surrounded by those who loved her and who possessed more sense than she did herself. The setting would be safe enough to provide comfort and lively enough to ensure cheerfulness. She would never be led into temptation, nor would it have the chance to find her. Harriet would be both respectable and happy, and Emma considered her the luckiest person in the world for having inspired such a steady and devoted affection in a man like him—or, if not the absolute luckiest, at least fortunate in her own right. As Harriet became increasingly occupied with her commitments to the Martins, she spent less time at Hartfield, which Emma did not regret. The intimacy between them was bound to fade; their friendship would inevitably transform into a calmer form of goodwill. Fortunately, this transition seemed to be occurring naturally and gradually. By the end of September, Emma accompanied Harriet to church and witnessed her friend’s hand being given to Robert Martin with a satisfaction so complete that no memories, even those tied to Mr. Elton, could diminish it. As Elton stood before them, he seemed to fade into the background. Perhaps, at that moment, Harriet scarcely noticed Mr. Elton as anything more than the clergyman whose blessing might soon be bestowed upon her. Robert Martin and Harriet Smith, the latest couple to become engaged, were the first to marry. Jane Fairfax had already left Highbury, returning to the comforts of her beloved home with the Campbells. The Mr. Churchills were also in town, waiting for November. Emma and Mr. Knightley had tentatively settled on the month before them for their own nuptials. They agreed that their marriage should take place while John and Isabella were still at Hartfield, allowing for a fortnight’s absence during a planned seaside tour. John, Isabella, and all their friends were in full support of this arrangement. But how could Mr. Woodhouse be persuaded to consent? He had never referred to their marriage as anything more than a distant possibility. When the topic was first broached, he was so distressed that they felt nearly hopeless. A second mention, however, seemed to cause him less anguish. He began to accept that it might actually happen and that he couldn’t stop it—a promising sign of his mind moving toward resignation. Still, he remained unhappy. In fact, he seemed so troubled that his daughter’s resolve began to waver. She couldn’t bear to see him suffer or to think that he felt neglected. Although she understood, almost accepting the reassurances from both Mr. Knightleys that once the event had passed, his distress would soon fade, she hesitated—she couldn’t move forward. In this state of uncertainty, they found themselves aided not by a sudden clarity in Mr. Woodhouse’s mind or a miraculous shift in his nervous disposition, but rather by the workings of that very disposition in a different context. One night, Mrs. Weston’s poultry house was raided, and all her turkeys were stolen—clearly the work of human cunning. Other poultry yards in the neighborhood also fell victim to the thefts. To Mr. Woodhouse, such pilfering felt akin to housebreaking. Woodhouse’s fears weighed heavily on him. He felt a constant unease, and without the reassuring presence of his son-in-law, he would have been plagued by anxiety every night. The strength, resolve, and composure of the Knightleys gave him a sense of security he relied upon completely. As long as either of them was there to protect him and his family, Hartfield felt safe. However, Mr. John Knightley was scheduled to return to London by the end of the first week in November. This looming departure stirred a deep distress within him. Yet, surprisingly, it also led to a more willing and cheerful agreement from him than his daughter had ever dared to hope for. With this newfound consent, she was finally able to set a date for her wedding—and Mr. Elton was called upon, just a month after the marriage of Mr. and Mrs. Robert Martin, to unite the hands of Mr. Knightley and Miss Woodhouse. Their wedding resembled many others, marked by a lack of taste for extravagance or show. Mrs. Elton, having heard the details from her husband, deemed the event extremely shabby and far inferior to her own. “Very little white satin, hardly any lace veils; what a pitiful affair! Selina would be shocked to hear of it!” Yet, despite these shortcomings, the wishes, hopes, confidence, and predictions of the small circle of true friends who witnessed the ceremony were fully realized in the couple’s perfect happiness. > FINIS


