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To Robert



Note to reader

This novel is based on a true story. The characters at 
Godmersham Park are all real; the events are taken from 
those diligently recorded by Fanny Austen in her daily 
journal. The rest is imagined.



Friendship is certainly the finest balm for the pangs of
disappointed love.

Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey





ix

dramatis personae

The Godmersham Family

EDWARD AUSTEN, third son of  Rev. and Mrs George 
Austen and Master of  Godmersham

ELIZABETH AUSTEN, née Bridges, his wife and 
mother of:

FRANCES AUSTEN, known as Fanny, the eldest child 
of  the family,

and eight younger siblings

The Godmersham Household

MR JOHNCOCK, the Butler



x
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MRS SALKELD, the Housekeeper

SACKREE, known to the children as ‘CAKEY’, the 
Head Nurse

NURSE, the Under Nurse

COOK, the Cook

DANIEL, the Coachman

SALLY and REBECCA, the Maids

ANNE SHARP, the Governess 

and ten others

The Visitors

HARRIOT BRIDGES, younger sister of  Elizabeth 
Austen

HENRY AUSTEN, younger brother of  Edward Austen

CASSANDRA, MRS GEORGE AUSTEN, widow of  
the Rev. George Austen

CASSANDRA AUSTEN, eldest daughter of  the Rev. 
and Mrs George Austen

JANE AUSTEN, her younger sister
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c h a p t e r  i

At half  past six, in the bleak, icy evening of  21 January 
in the year 1804, Anne Sharp arrived on the threshold of  
Godmersham Park.

She was not afraid. Though an urban creature sud-
denly transplanted in Kent, an indulged only child forced 
to earn her own living, she felt almost nothing. It is not 
that she was fearless by nature, nor, it must be said, a 
stranger to that evil:   self-  pity. But by then, so much had 
occurred, so altered were her circumstances and sudden 
her decline, that there was naught left to fear.

The footman admitted her, and then vanished. A maid 
appeared, muttered that she would find Madam but did 
not take Anne’s cloak. She was neither a guest deserv-
ing of  especial courtesy, nor a servant to be treated as a 
friend. Left alone, in that impressive square   hall –  bathed 
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at that hour in extravagant   candlelight –  she considered 
drawing nearer to the excellent fire, but resisted. One 
must not appear forward or impertinent or grasping. 
First impressions are wont to linger and, as yet, she knew 
nothing of  these people and what might offend them. 
So she stood still and patient upon the   black-  and-  white 
chequered floor, like a small pawn on a fine chessboard.

She looked at the great, grand doors beyond which, 
she must assume, lay equally grand rooms. What a per-
fect house for private theatricals! She wondered if  the 
family already put on such evenings and, if  not, whether 
she might ever enjoy the power to suggest such a thing. 
And then, to her left, one set was opened, and there came 
the tap of  silk slipper and crackle of  taffeta.

‘You must be Miss Sharp.’
Elizabeth Austen, Anne’s   first-  ever mistress, came 

floating across the floor’s gleam and extended a pale, 
elegant hand. By her side trotted her likeness, in childish 
form. Both were fair of  complexion, slender and con-
ventionally   handsome –  with the glow of  those benefits 
accrued through a life of  pure privilege, though without 
the quirks and exceptions that make for real beauty. Their 
blue eyes followed Anne as she dipped into a curtsey and 
returned to their level.

‘How do you do, madam.’ Anne caught two flickers 
of  satisfaction with her poise and the manner of  her 
speaking.

Mrs Austen politely enquired after the journey. 
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Politely, Miss Sharp gave the briefest reply. She was loath 
to appear dull, and quite well aware that the journeys of  
others are inherently tedious. Only had she been waylaid 
by highwaymen and tied to a tree might then she have 
mentioned it.

‘And this is Fanny.’ The new charge stepped forward 
and bobbed, her eyes drinking in every inch of  this 
stranger. The new governess studied her in her turn. The 
child seemed   tall –  was she not but twelve years of  age? 
Anne had once been the same. Her father had taught 
her to attack it with confidence: stand up, he would 
urge. Inhabit your own frame. Never feel shame for the 
woman you are destined to be.

‘Good evening.’ Anne reached both hands for Fanny’s, 
in a gesture she hoped was warm and yet not too familiar. 
‘I am delighted to meet you.’

‘And we are delighted to have you here, at last.’ Mrs 
Austen guided Miss Sharp towards the stairs sweeping up 
at the rear of  the hall. ‘There has been much excitement 
about your arrival.’ She stopped at the foot and bade 
Anne upwards. ‘You must be tired. Fanny will show you 
to your room and we will send up some supper. Let us 
save our interview for the morrow. Shall we say before 
breakfast? Nine o’clock in the parlour.’

As they went up, Fanny chattered while Anne took 
in her surroundings. Godmersham did not disappoint. 
It   was –  still is, no doubt will forever   be –  a beauty of  a 
house. With a pang, Anne thought of  her dear Agnes, 
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and the maid’s dark thoughts on country folk. ‘You 
don’t know where you’ll fetch up . . . They’ll have you 
in a pie there . . . Drown you for a witch, you mark 
my words . . . Believe me, I had a cousin . . .’ Agnes 
always had a cousin.

It seemed that Anne had fetched up in a place of  great 
spaciousness, with intricately carved plasterwork and the 
finest silk drapes. There was nothing in the air of  the 
ancestors whose portraits queued up the walls to suggest 
a fondness for   witch-  drowning. She would write to Agnes 
that very evening and reassure her.

They came out on the first floor. Across the passage, 
in front of  them, she spied a chamber of  perfect propor-
tions, with long windows that must look over the park. 
It seemed unoccupied. Might that be . . . ? But Fanny had 
turned left, they took more stairs up to the attic and Anne 
was reminded of  her station.

The atmosphere below had been tranquil. Up here, 
though, everything changed. A baby cried; a nurse rushed 
through a door.   Boys –  Anne assumed they were boys: 
war was being waged and the French roundly   abused – 
made an unholy row at the end of  the corridor. Anne was 
used to a quiet   house –  a roost she alone ruled. But that 
was behind her. She must now adapt.

‘And how many brothers and sisters do you have, 
Fanny?’ The volume was such that the quantity not easy 
to estimate.

‘There are eight of  us at the moment.’ Fanny led Anne 



7

G o d m e r s h a m  P a r k

along. ‘Mama won’t stop there, though. There is sure 
to be another along soon. We can generally expect one 
every eighteen months or so.’ As if, Anne thought, Mrs 
Austen were some champion breeder kept out in the 
farmyard.

‘How splendid! And are they all brothers?’ Anne’s tone 
was casual, but this was a matter of  some consequence. 
She did not yet know for how long she might be expected 
to earn her own living. But if  this position were to last 
only until Fanny’s sixteenth year, then she could hope for 
no   long-  term security at Godmersham Park.

‘Four boys after me, then two little sisters and another 
baby boy. But they are still in the nursery.’ Anne felt a 
lurch of  disappointment. It was unlikely that the edu-
cation of  sons would be entrusted to a mere governess. 
‘They are perfectly adorable,’ Fanny continued. ‘You will 
meet them in the morning.’ She opened the door at the 
end of  the corridor. ‘Here we are.’

This   room –   her new home, her   refuge –   seemed 
pleasant enough to Anne at first sight. It did not, of  
course, compare to the suite of  rooms to which she was 
accustomed, but she had no more need for space and its 
freedoms. Her old   life –  those days once so large, rich 
and   colourful –  was behind her, for now. A small corner 
would be all she required, into which she could shrink 
and think and reflect. Where her intellect might hope to 
flourish, though her body and her time must henceforth 
be enslaved.
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It was longer than it was wide, with a window set 
high in the wall. Anne crossed over, lifted the curtain 
to study the view and her eyes met with the deepest 
night she had ever beheld. The cry of  a solitary owl 
pierced though the silence. She shivered. A view with 
no neighbours, no lovers, no great commerce that never 
dared sleep: where was its beauty? The county of  Kent 
was a mystery to her. Why would one live here, so far 
from the world?

Anne turned back to the interior and found it, on 
the whole, reassuring. There was no dressing room, 
of  course, but a small, shelved alcove for her meagre 
new wardrobe and one set of  drawers. The walls were 
papered with a trellis pattern of  a powdery blue which 
she judged inoffensive. Though it glowed rather than 
roared, the modest fire dealt with the worst of  the wintry 
chill. Above its plain, white surround hung the room’s 
only ornament. Moving in closer, Anne at once recog-
nised the depiction of  Christ sharing his Parable of  the 
Lamp. She reached into her memory and retrieved the 
concluding words of  the text: For nothing is secret that shall 
not be made manifest; neither anything hid that shall not be 
known and come abroad. She shivered again.

The presence of  a small bureau cheered her, though. 
She would have somewhere to write on her long, solitary 
evenings. There was a small bookcase which she would 
very soon fill. And, one on each side of  the window, 
there were two beds! Her spirits rose at the prospect that 
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she might, on occasion, be permitted a guest. And they 
soared at the thought of  Agnes beside her one day.

She looked at Fanny and smiled. ‘Thank you, my dear. 
It is a charming room.’

‘I am so pleased you think it so.’ The child beamed in 
return. ‘I do hope we will be happy here.’ She moved to 
the bed on the right and sat down on it. And then came  
 disappointment-  the-  second. ‘Mama has said you should 
have a week or two, to recover from your journey, and 
only then shall I start sleeping with you. Would you mind 
if  this one is mine?’

At length, Fanny went down to the library to be with 
her parents. A silent footman delivered Anne’s trunk; a 
silent maid brought supper and then dealt with her things. 
Anne thought of  Agnes, packing her possessions with 
loving care. She watched this nameless young   girl –  Anne 
made several attempts, but the maid would not   engage – 
taking them out again, and eyeing them covetously. Of  
course, she handled the plain, simple dark gowns with 
contempt. One could not blame her. The one good   silk – 
rosy pink, Brussels lace trim; Agnes, convinced Anne’s 
fortunes must change, had insisted on packing   it –  did 
attract notice. The silver brush and combs, AS engraved 
upon them, brought a lift to both brows. And her best 
handkerchief, embroidered so beautifully by her devoted 
mama, seemed to come in for particular scrutiny. Anne 
resolved to launder that item herself. Small things were 
prone to go missing in larger households.
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And then she was alone: weak with exhaustion from 
the events of  her day, yet tormented by sleeplessness. 
The shock of  this new situation hit her with force and, 
in its wake, emotion engulfed her at last. The Kentish 
silence roared in her ears; her guts twisted with sickness 
for a home which no longer existed. She buried her wet 
face in her pillow and questions raced through her mind.

How did she get here, so alone and among strangers?
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