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			Dedicated to those friends of our youth,

			with whom we shared the

			“sanguine expectations of happiness”

			that filled our dreams.

		

	


	
		
			“…That sanguine expectation of happiness, 

			that is happiness itself…”

			—Sense and Sensibility, Jane Austen, 1811

		

	


	
		
			An Introduction…

			Originally published in 1811, Sense and Sensibility, more so than any of Jane Austen’s other novels, leaves open the option for a sequel.

			In the final chapter of the book, while she tidies up the various strands of the story, Austen allows sufficient room for certain developments, which may be credibly used to continue the narrative without distorting the original concept of her characters.

			Elinor Dashwood and Edward Ferrars, the author has assured us, have a union of hearts and minds that is the accepted foundation for a happy marriage. In contrast, the marriage of Marianne Dashwood and Colonel Brandon, encouraged by Mrs Dashwood, following upon the end of a most unhappy affair between Marianne and Mr John Willoughby, does not engender in readers the same feeling of sanguinity.

			On first reading the novel many years ago, soon after I had read Pride and Prejudice, I was struck by this difference. Re-reading it more recently, after writing The Pemberley Chronicles series, I was further intrigued by the language of the author as she described the Brandons’ marriage. Marianne, we are told, “instead of falling a sacrifice to an irresistible passion” as she had expected, “found herself at nineteen submitting to new attachments, entering on new duties, placed in a new home, a wife, the mistress of a family, and the patroness of a village.” Colonel Brandon, who is twice her age, “was now as happy as all those who best loved him believed he deserved to be… consoled for every past affliction” by the regard and company of his wife, Marianne. Plausible, but not, one must admit, a particularly inspiring portrait of marital bliss.

			The prospect is not improved when one realises (and here we have Miss Austen’s word for it) that Willoughby still roams the countryside, unhappily wed, regretting his loss of Marianne and hating Colonel Brandon. There are even hints that his dishonourable conduct has been forgiven by those who were most injured by it—including Marianne.

			And then, there is Margaret, the youngest Miss Dashwood, thirteen years old in the original novel, precocious, bright, and keen to learn—she deserved to be permitted to discover her own “expectations of happiness” in a freer environment than before. I took particular pleasure in giving Margaret that opportunity, by drawing the story of this family forward into the next dynamic decade of the nineteenth century.

			Unlike Pride and Prejudice, in Sense and Sensibility we are not supported and surrounded by the weight of tradition and the social structures of a place like Pemberley providing the framework for the novel.

			The story of the Dashwood sisters is, by contrast, that of a family of modest means, living quietly in the country, coping with the varying circumstances and challenges that life throws up. My interest was mainly in the way these characters mature and play out their individual roles, as they seek to substantiate those simple expectations of happiness that we all cherish.

			RAC / November 2010.

			For the benefit of those readers who wish to be reminded of the characters and their relationships to one another, an aide-mémoire is provided in the appendix.

		

	


	
		
			Prologue

			Summer 1819

			The dinner party at Barton Park was exactly as Sir John Middleton had ordered it should be. The table was laid with the best porcelain, silver, and crystal, and the guests were presented with several courses of excellent fish, flesh, and fowl, accompanied by the finest wines in Sir John’s well-stocked cellar. Lady Middleton had reminded him that it was her mother, Mrs Jennings’s, birthday on Saturday, and Sir John had decided to please both his wife and his mother-in-law with an appropriately jolly celebration. Being a keen sportsman, no doubt Sir John may have been familiar with the notion of killing two birds with one stone, but, being also a kindly sort of man, it is unlikely he would have made mention of it on this occasion.

			Mrs Jennings, an elderly, fat, cheerful woman with a tendency to talk loud and long, had been delighted to have a party given for her birthday, at which both her daughters, Lady Middleton and Mrs Palmer, sat on either side of her at table. She was able to indulge her love of gossip and jokes, while her sons-in-law sat at the other end, where Sir John ate, drank, and talked and Mr Palmer listened, thus humouring each other. It was the sort of diversion Sir John enjoyed hugely, and it was the type of occasion that allowed him to indulge his preference for food, wine, and company without feeling any sense of guilt, for he had ensured that a good time would be had by his family and guests as well.

			There were not as many guests on this occasion as he would have liked, because, as he explained to each arriving visitor, it was almost the end of summer and many of the young men and ladies were already engaged for dances, picnics, and the like and had not been available at short notice.

			“But that must not mean that we will be any less merry,” he declared, encouraging everyone to enjoy themselves, as food and drink appeared in such variety and quantities as would satisfy even the keenest connoisseur and the heartiest appetite.

			Since they could all eat well, even if they were not all particularly good at clever conversation, there would be no complaints from the guests, thought Mrs Dashwood, who had been conveyed to the manor house from her cottage in a curricle sent by Sir John. He was her cousin, whose kindness in making Barton Cottage available to them some nine years ago had rescued her and her three daughters from the embarrassment of being evicted from Norland Park, their home in Sussex, on the death of her husband, Mr Henry Dashwood.

			Her stepson, Mr John Dashwood, and his wife, Fanny, had arrived, eager to take possession of Norland as soon as the funeral was over, and were it not for the generosity of Sir John’s offer of the cottage, they would have been in very dire straits indeed.

			Once settled at Barton Cottage in the county of Devon, Mrs Dashwood and her three daughters, Elinor, Marianne, and Margaret, had found themselves drawn into the ample circle of the Middletons’ hospitality. While it had meant that they would never want for company or entertainment, it had not always been agreeable and had occasionally brought complaints from Miss Marianne that they suffered from an excess of both.

			Since then, of course, two of Mrs Dashwood’s daughters had been married: Elinor to Mr Edward Ferrars, now parson of the living of Delaford in Dorsetshire, and Marianne was married to Colonel Brandon and presided over the mansion house at Delaford herself.

			The youngest sister, Margaret, had continued to live with her mother until the age of sixteen, when she had insisted that her thirst for knowledge could no longer be assuaged by books alone and she felt compelled to seek a fuller education. With the recommendation of her brother-in-law, the Reverend Edward Ferrars, she had enrolled at a ladies’ seminary outside of Oxford, where she studied with great dedication to improve her mind and her skills, in the hope of becoming a travel writer, thus felicitously combining her desire to travel with her literary aspirations.

			Mrs Dashwood, who had been very close to her two elder daughters, travelled often to Delaford to see them, but seemed not to miss, quite as much, young Margaret, who maintained an irregular sort of correspondence with her mother and sisters, sufficient to provide the kind of news of her progress that her relatives demanded.

			“Margaret writes that she is almost at the end of her course of study of English poetry and is writing an essay on the work of Mr Wordsworth,” Mrs Dashwood replied rather proudly to an enquiry about her daughter from Mrs Jennings, whose knowledge of both English poetry in general and the work of Mr Wordsworth in particular was inadequate to permit her to say more than, “Is she indeed? My very word—did you hear that, Sir John?”

			To which her son-in-law replied, “Hear what, madam?” and when Mrs Dashwood repeated her original information about Margaret, he merely grinned broadly and added, “Is she indeed? Excellent, excellent! I always said she was a smart young thing!” before returning to refill his glass. Mrs Jennings, whose enquiry had been directed at Miss Margaret’s love life rather than her academic pursuits, also lost interest and turned away to chat with her daughter Charlotte Palmer, who had plenty of gossip from London to tell regarding the latest exploits of the Prince Regent and his courtiers.

			And in such a manner was the party proceeding, until one young lady—the daughter of a near neighbour—was persuaded to take her place at the pianoforte, which she did with some enthusiasm, providing two or three jolly songs in quick succession for their entertainment. Sir John, who liked nothing better than a good “sing-along,” set about gathering a small circle around the instrument, urging everyone to join in, intending by this means to increase the general merriment of the party to make up for its lack of numbers.

			It was at this point in the proceedings that Lady Middleton, who had been standing by the coffee table at the far end of the room, fell suddenly to the floor. Her sister, Mrs Palmer, first gasped, then screamed loudly enough to stop the performers in midsong.

			No one seemed to know what to do next. Mrs Palmer continued to scream, Mrs Jennings looked stupefied, and Mrs Dashwood bent over the collapsed form of Lady Middleton, making soothing sounds and trying to rouse her with her fan.

			“I do believe the room is too hot,” she cried and proceeded to wave her fan about, while Sir John seemed to be stunned into silence. Only the consistently imperturbable and reputedly droll Mr Palmer, who had not been persuaded to join the singers and had continued to smoke his pipe by the fire, appeared to understand the need for some action. Ordering the servants to go for the doctor, he gave instructions for Lady Middleton to be laid upon a couch and asked his wife, Charlotte, to loosen her sister’s clothing and fetch the smelling salts, while he ushered the rest of the company out of the drawing room, declaring that there was need for more air.

			The doctor arrived and went directly to Lady Middleton’s side, where Mrs Palmer sat weeping and wringing her hands, while Mrs Dashwood continued to wield her fan assiduously but to little effect. The doctor was attentive and thorough but, alas, it was too late; the patient had suffered a severe seizure and it seemed her heart had failed.

			Lady Middleton was pronounced dead.

			***

			Sometime later the doctor went away, leaving Sir John still stunned and bewildered, Mrs Jennings and Charlotte Palmer both distraught, trying to console one another, and Mrs Dashwood in a quandary, for once, not of her own making.

			She felt she had to do what she could to help, yet knew not what to do; she couldn’t go back to Barton Cottage at that hour—it was long past midnight—and she wanted desperately to contact her daughters at Delaford, but had no means to do so. As the hours passed, feeling awkward, still dressed as she was in her evening gown, Mrs Dashwood went into the kitchen and found the staff in various stages of shock and grief, apparently unable to comprehend the death of their mistress. With some difficulty, a sobbing maid was persuaded to prepare a tea tray and take it in to the morning room, where Mr Palmer stood at the window, regarding the early dawn sky. Somewhat tentatively, Mrs Dashwood approached him and asked if it would be possible to have a message sent to her daughter Mrs Edward Ferrars at the Delaford parsonage in the neighbouring county of Dorset. Familiar with Mr Palmer’s reserved and often abrupt manner, she was quite taken aback when he acknowledged her, bowing politely, thanked her for ordering the tea, and then declared that of course it could be done and if she would write a note, he would have it conveyed to Delaford immediately.

			“Of course you wish to inform your daughters, Mrs Dashwood; I will have it sent directly. Furthermore, should you wish to return to Barton Cottage at any time, my carriage is available to take you home. You have been awake all night, attending on Mrs Jennings and my wife; you must be very tired. I am sure you must wish to rest.”

			Mrs Dashwood, pleasantly surprised by his consideration, expressed her gratitude and, assuring him she was in no hurry to leave, moved to sit at a side table and compose her message to Elinor. Giving few details, but conveying the shock and sorrow she felt, she wrote:

			Clearly, everyone has been shocked by Lady Middleton’s untimely death. Poor Sir John—he seems stunned; he said not a word and has not left his room since. As for Mrs Jennings and Mrs Palmer, I cannot imagine how they will console one another, they are both utterly bereft. Only Mr Palmer seems able to cope and it’s a good thing he is able, because there is no one else to handle the arrangements for the funeral. I confess I am as disabled as the rest, for I cannot take it in and do not know what I can do to assist my cousin at this time. I long for your advice, my dear daughters, and beg you to come to me as soon as possible.

			Urging Elinor to convey the news to Marianne and Colonel Brandon as well, Mrs Dashwood begged her daughters to come at once to Barton Cottage, where they were all welcome to stay until the funeral.

			***

			It was almost late afternoon when Elinor and Edward Ferrars arrived at Barton Cottage. Mrs Dashwood was first surprised and then disappointed that Marianne was not with them and would not be attending the funeral.

			“Marianne sends her condolences, Mama, but unfortunately, she is unwell and cannot travel; however, Colonel Brandon has been informed and promises to be here by nightfall. He insisted that we take the carriage; he will follow on horseback,” Elinor explained.

			Her mother was not happy; Sir John had been exceedingly kind and generous to them all and had taken a particular interest in Marianne when she had fallen seriously ill following her disastrous love affair with John Willoughby. No one had been happier than Sir John when she had finally married his good friend Colonel Brandon.

			“I had hoped Marianne would have understood that Sir John is all the family we have—the only relative we may turn to, since it is unlikely that the selfish attitude of John and Fanny Dashwood will ever change. We have every reason to be grateful to him and to show him some kindness and sympathy in his time of grief,” she complained.

			While Elinor agreed with her mother on the matter of Sir John’s generosity, she was uncertain about the depth of his grief; she had not noticed any signs of deep affection between the Middletons. His wife had spent most of her time spoiling her children and gossiping with her mother and sister, while her husband pursued his favourite pastimes with his friends. However, Elinor knew her mother’s sensibility well and did not wish to provoke her, so said nothing of that, trying instead to console her with the news that Edward had dispatched an express to Margaret’s address in Oxfordshire breaking the news, and it was possible she would arrive in time for the funeral.

			Later that afternoon, Colonel Brandon arrived at the cottage and together with Edward went up to Barton Park to support his old friend Sir John and remained there for most of the evening. When Edward returned, he reported that Sir John’s spirits had improved a little. “He seemed better able to cope with the arrangements that have to be made and was exceedingly gratified to have Colonel Brandon’s company,” said Edward, adding that Mr Palmer was being very useful and appeared to have everything in hand. “He seems such an odd sort of fellow, yet he is clearly a man of practical common sense and good understanding,” he said.

			“He certainly is,” replied Elinor, who recalled well and recounted for her husband and mother the kindness of Mr Palmer, when Marianne had lain gravely ill at Cleveland House and only Mr Palmer had offered to stay and support Elinor until her mother arrived to help nurse the patient. “He was most kind, and I confess I was surprised, because we had grown accustomed to regarding him as withdrawn and proud, but when it mattered most, he was none of those things.”

			When Mrs Dashwood added her own recent experience, Elinor felt obliged to remark that Mr Palmer’s reputation had probably suffered more as a consequence of his marriage to a silly woman like Charlotte, whose incessant prattling drove him to distraction, than any evidence of ill nature on his part.

			At this the ladies laughed, but as the Reverend Edward Ferrars saw it, this was another example of why one should not leap to conclusions about people’s characters—whether for good or ill; but he did not get far with his homily, because there was a knock at the door and the maid opened it to admit none other than Mr Palmer himself.

			Silenced by surprise at seeing him and the coincidence of his arrival at that very moment, in the middle of their conversation about him, they were barely able to greet Mr Palmer, until Edward invited him into the sitting room. Clearly, he had walked from the manor house.

			Mrs Dashwood rushed away to order tea. Edward stood beside the fireplace and Elinor sat facing their visitor, quite unable to comprehend the reason for his visit. Not in all the years that the Dashwoods had lived at Barton Cottage had Mr Palmer visited them on his own. What had brought him there that night? As he sat rather awkwardly in a high-backed chair by the fire, the chair that used to be her father’s, Elinor wondered what had happened at Barton Park to cause him to call on them in this way.

			It was after several minutes, and only when Mrs Dashwood returned and the maid bearing the tea tray had set it down and left the room, closing the door behind her, that he seemed sufficiently comfortable to explain his visit. He had come to ask a favour, he said, clearly speaking with great reluctance. His wife, Mrs Palmer, was so bereft at the sudden death of her sister, she had been unable to rise from her bed, much less come downstairs and attend to the normal matters of the household, and as for his mother-in-law, Mrs Jennings, she was in no fit state to be of any assistance to Sir John. He wondered if Mrs Dashwood could be prevailed upon, adding rather lamely, “I am very reluctant to ask you, ma’am, since it must surely appear unreasonable to expect that you—”

			But before he could conclude his sentence, Mrs Dashwood had risen and offered to go with him directly to Barton Park.

			“Mr Palmer, pray do not say another word; of course I am willing to help. Hasn’t Sir John been kindness itself to me and my daughters when we needed help, and have we not enjoyed the hospitality of Sir John and Lady Middleton on occasions too numerous to mention? Why would I not be ready to offer help at such a time as this? Elinor and Edward are here and they can attend to matters at the cottage. I can be ready in an hour.” Mr Palmer’s expression was instantly transformed from one of grim austerity to pleasant relief as he thanked both mother and daughter for their generosity, twice over, before declaring that he would send the carriage to transport Mrs Dashwood and her things to Barton Park—within the hour.

			He finished his tea and left soon afterward, and Mrs Dashwood rushed upstairs to pack her things, leaving Elinor and Edward shaking their heads at the strange turn of events. It had been an astonishing day.

			But more was to follow. On the morrow, Elinor and Edward were preparing to walk over to Barton Park to call on Sir John, when an open pony cart arrived at the cottage bringing Margaret Dashwood. She explained that on receiving the news, she had travelled post to Exeter and taken the hack to Barton Cottage. “It was not very comfortable, but it was the only thing available,” she explained, pointing to the effects of the ride upon her clothes and hair.

			While there was no real surprise in her arrival, for she had been expected, she had barely been seated twenty minutes and taken a cup of tea when she rose and declared that she wished to accompany her sister and brother-in-law to call on Sir John Middleton, because she could not stay for the funeral and would presently be returning to Oxford.

			Elinor was outraged. “What? Having come all this way, why can you not attend the funeral? Think what it will seem like to Sir John, Margaret; he is Mama’s cousin and was more than kind to us when Papa died and we needed help.”

			Margaret shook her head. “I know all that, Elinor, and I am not ungrateful, but I cannot attend the funeral—it is not a question of time, it’s just that I have no wish to meet all Sir John’s fine friends who will no doubt travel down from London for the occasion,” she said.

			“And why ever not? Why should their presence at the funeral trouble you?” Elinor demanded to know, but Margaret would only say that there may be some among them whom she did not care to meet.

			“I cannot say more now; perhaps when things are more settled, I may be able to explain, but please believe me, Elinor, it is in all our interests that I wish not to be seen at the funeral. I will call on Sir John and Mrs Jennings today and spend as much time with them as you think fit, but I must leave on Friday. I have arranged to travel on the overnight coach.”

			Elinor recalled that her young sister had always been very determined, and it would seem that she was even more so now. But the fact that Margaret would give no reasonable explanation for her actions disturbed and confused her.

			When Margaret had gone upstairs to change out of her travelling clothes, Elinor confided in Edward. “What do you suppose lies behind this, Edward? Do you think Margaret has some kind of understanding with one of the gentlemen she expects to be at the funeral and does not wish it to be generally known? Unless that is the case, I can find no explanation for her conduct; Margaret is not usually unkind or insensitive.”

			“Indeed, she is not, and I would not say she is being so on this occasion, my dear; she has travelled a great distance to be here and intends to spend time with the bereaved family, which is a kindness in itself,” Edward replied, being as usual cautious in making judgments. “As to your other proposition, I cannot be sure. I agree that it seems your sister has a very strong desire to avoid meeting a particular person or persons likely to attend Lady Middleton’s funeral, but whether there is a matter of any understanding, I have seen no evidence of it.”

			“Then why can she not tell me who it is? If it is someone she does not wish to meet, we may be able to arrange that she doesn’t meet him—or her, as the case may be. Why all this secrecy?” she complained.

			Edward was hard put to find an answer that would satisfy his wife, but being very fond of Margaret himself, he did try. “Perhaps, my dear, it is not something she wishes to speak of at this moment. She may not wish to reveal the identity of the person; I recall that she did say she may be able to talk about it when it was settled.”

			Elinor grasped at the notion. “You may well be right, Edward, it is likely there is someone Margaret is in love with, but does not wish everyone—particularly people like Sir John Middleton and Mrs Jennings—to discover the association. You know how Mrs Jennings scents out a romantic involvement and then talks endlessly about it to anyone who will listen. I can well believe Margaret would hate that.” When Edward merely nodded, she continued, “Of course, that must be it. Poor Margaret, she saw at firsthand the teasing that Marianne and I endured—no doubt she hopes to avoid it until it is quite settled and then she will reveal everything and surprise us all.”

			Presently, Edward and the two ladies walked over to Barton Park, where they were somewhat surprised to find Mrs Dashwood ably managing the household, a feat she had often been unable to cope with at Norland, surrendering it gladly to her eldest daughter.

			Meanwhile, Sir John Middleton, with the support of Colonel Brandon and plenty of good wine, was bravely meeting and greeting the many neighbours, friends, and confreres who were arriving every hour to condole with him. In spite of being kept very busy with these duties, Sir John did find time to thank Margaret Dashwood, expressing his great pleasure at seeing her. “I appreciate very much your thoughtfulness in coming, my dear, and I am sorry that your sister Marianne is unable to join us. Brandon tells me she is unwell—she always was a delicate flower, I suppose,” he said with a sigh, adding more brightly, “Miss Margaret, it was two Christmases ago that we all met in London, and since then you have grown exceedingly pretty and elegant, my dear. I am sure your mama is prodigiously proud of you.” Margaret, who had been a little wary of meeting him, blushed at the compliments but was glad she had come.

			Toward evening, when the house began to fill with more visitors, some from London and others from Bath, Margaret slipped away upstairs to spend some time with Mrs Jennings, who sat in her room, attended by her daughter, Charlotte. Finding the usually cheerful woman in a state of severe dejection, Margaret sat with her and tried to draw her into conversation, but to no avail. The usually loquacious and jolly Mrs Jennings appeared to have been stricken dumb with shock.

			Later, Margaret went to talk to her mother and was amazed to find her bustling about with household activities, consulting the housekeeper and cook on the meals to be prepared for their visitors, organising arrangements for guests who were staying at the manor house, and ensuring that the maids and footmen were going to be correctly attired and knew their duties on the day of the funeral. To see her mother carrying out all these tasks, with hardly any sign of the muddle and confusion that had beset her at Norland, was as amusing as it was surprising to her daughter.

			This did mean that, apart from an affectionate embrace and some quiet, tearful words, mother and daughter had little time together. Mrs Dashwood was saddened to learn that Margaret would not be staying to attend the funeral of Lady Middleton, but accepted her explanation that she needed to return to Oxford, assuming it had something to do with her continuing work at the seminary.

			***

			Returning later that evening to Barton Cottage, they dined and Edward retired to read by the fire, while Elinor followed her sister upstairs to the spare room, where Margaret was preparing for bed. Seated in front of the mirror, she brushed and braided her hair, which was a pretty honey-gold colour that glowed in the firelight.

			Elinor, seeing her thus, was struck by the singular loveliness of her young sister. Following the marriages of her two older sisters, Margaret had grown up very quickly; she was now a very independent young lady, and as she recalled the bright, precocious little girl at Norland some years ago, Elinor struggled to contain her feelings.

			She went to her and, standing behind her, looked into the mirror; their eyes met and they smiled. It felt as though they had moved back in time and were as they had been, arriving at Barton Cottage following the death of their father, having left their idyllic childhood behind at Norland. Elinor remembered the many times when she had brushed and braided her lovely hair when Margaret, finding it difficult to cope alone with the consequences of the death of their father, would seek out her elder sister and tearfully confide in her. Her childish fears had been simple but nonetheless important to her, and Elinor had always tried to understand and explain them away.

			This time, Elinor was concerned that her efforts to help had been unsuccessful, because Margaret was unwilling to confide in her. Even as they looked at each other in the mirror, Elinor knew that Margaret was not going to explain why she had decided not to attend Lady Middleton’s funeral.

			She tried, asking gently, “Will you not tell me, dearest Margaret, what is troubling you? I can see there is something—I know it, I can read it in your eyes.” Then, persisting with a nagging doubt that had assailed her mind, she asked, “Is there someone who will be at the funeral that you do not wish to meet?”

			Margaret looked surprised at the question, then smiled and said, “Dear Elinor, believe me, it is nothing of any consequence, nothing you need worry about, I promise. If it were, I should tell you and ask your advice, as I have always done.”

			“And you do not need my advice now? Is there nothing I can do to help?” Elinor’s eyes searched her young sister’s face, but Margaret shook her head and said, “No, but I do love you for asking.”

			So saying, she stood up and embraced Elinor, and they stood together for a long moment before breaking away to say good night.

			Turning at the door to look at her, Elinor knew there was something troubling her sister; she longed to know and to help her, but had to be content that it was not the right time.

			End of Prologue

		

	


	
		
			Part One

		

	


	
		
			Chapter One

			The funeral of Lady Middleton and all the attendant formalities being completed, Elinor and Edward Ferrars prepared to return to the parsonage at Delaford.

			Staying one last night at Barton Cottage, they had hoped to have Mrs Dashwood with them. Elinor had decided that it would be a good opportunity to consult her mother about her plans for the future. Would she wish to continue at Barton Cottage, now that Lady Middleton was no more and Mrs Jennings was most likely to move to live with her daughter, Mrs Palmer, at Cleveland? Mrs Dashwood was not on intimate terms with any of the other neighbouring families and might find the solitude depressing, Elinor believed.

			Talking it over with Edward the previous night, she had been convinced that it was unlikely her mother would choose to stay. “I should be more at ease in my mind if I knew what Mama preferred, rather than propose a solution,” she had said, and her husband had suggested that it was possible her mother may be amenable to a proposition. “Perhaps your mother would consider a move to Delaford, seeing it is in the next county, where either or both of her two elder daughters could offer her a comfortable home?” he had said, adding, “Undoubtedly, Marianne would have the advantage over us, with a far more spacious establishment at the manor house; but were she to wish for a different environment or quieter society, then she would always be welcome at the parsonage.”

			Elinor agreed and thanked her husband, pointing out that she could see no problem of space or comfort at the parsonage, which had been recently extended and refurbished for their use; although she wondered whether her mother would find some difficulty with the presence of her two young grandsons. “I wonder how she will cope with our boys; Harry and John are lively, though they are not boisterous or troublesome children. Do you think she may have a problem getting accustomed to them?” she asked.

			Edward was quick to reassure her. “I doubt it, my dear. Your mother is a kind, warmhearted woman; she loves both her grandchildren. I cannot believe she will find them a hindrance to a comfortable life with us. But, as I said, should she prefer it, she may decide to divide her time between the manor house and the parsonage. They are at no great distance from each other and she may, if she chooses, move quite conveniently between them.”

			Elinor smiled, but her husband could sense her anxiety and did his best to calm her fears. “You need have no qualms about asking her, my love; in the end, your mother will make up her mind and we will accommodate her wishes. There has never been any friction between us; you must not suppose that there will be any on this matter.”

			Elinor, having discussed the subject with her husband, was ready to make the offer to her mother and wanted only some few hours of her time to do so. But they were to discover that, in the meantime, Mrs Dashwood had agreed to a request from her cousin, Sir John Middleton, to stay on at Barton Park for a while longer. Colonel Brandon, arriving at the cottage to wish them a safe journey and send a message to Marianne, brought the surprising news.

			“Sir John is very grateful to Mrs Dashwood for her kindness in agreeing to remain awhile at Barton Park,” he said, explaining the situation. “I understand Mr and Mrs Palmer must return to Cleveland House today and Mrs Jennings is as yet unfit to travel, nor are the Palmers able to accommodate her needs at this time—they are expecting some of Mr Palmer’s relatives to stay. This has placed Sir John in an exceedingly difficult situation. He was at a complete loss as to how to cope with matters concerning the running of his household and the care of his mother-in-law, who would be entirely alone,” Colonel Brandon reported. “Mrs Dashwood’s agreement to remain at Barton Park has considerably alleviated his problem.”

			He spoke with a degree of gravitas that ensured that Elinor would not laugh, but it left both Edward and Elinor at a loss for words. Never had it been supposed among members of their family that Mrs Dashwood would emerge as a saviour in the cause of domestic management. Her rather muddled ways of running her own household at Norland, her inability to maintain accurate accounts, her total lack of understanding of the need for economy—extending even to complete ignorance of the prices of various commonplace household goods—made the thought of her running the establishment at Barton Park seem a risible proposition.

			Yet, it appeared that Colonel Brandon, generally a sensible and reasonable man, was taking it quite seriously and seemed to have no difficulty with the idea. “Do you mean, Colonel Brandon, that Mama has agreed to remain at Barton Park indefinitely, taking charge of the household arrangements for Sir John?” Elinor asked, and it was clear to her husband from the tone of her voice that she found the notion unconvincing.

			Colonel Brandon took a while to absorb the point of her question and when he responded said quietly, “I am not privy to Mrs Dashwood’s understanding of the situation, Elinor; I have not spoken with her on the subject. I know only what Sir John has told me. It seems they had a discussion after dinner last night, when he made his request for her help, and again this morning, before the Palmers departed, and have reached a mutually satisfactory agreement. Mrs Dashwood wishes me to assure you she is content to remain and help her cousin and Mrs Jennings through this difficult time and has asked that I convey her love to you and the children. I also have this note from her for you,” he said, handing over Mrs Dashwood’s letter.

			There were many other questions to which Elinor wanted answers, but she knew the colonel was unlikely to have them. Clearly his sympathies were with his longtime friend Sir John, and he was not willing to query the basis of an arrangement that could offer some relief to him in the awkward situation in which he found himself. He assured them also that they could use his carriage to return to Delaford, while he would follow on horseback not long afterward.

			Handing over a sealed envelope addressed to his wife, which he begged Elinor to convey to her sister, he left them to return to Barton Park.

			The conversation that followed between Edward and Elinor revealed as much of their own deep understanding of each other as it did of their tolerance of the frequently odd and occasionally bizarre behaviour of both her mother and Sir John Middleton.

			Mrs Dashwood’s letter was brief.

			Dearest Elinor, she wrote:

			As I am sure Colonel Brandon will explain, Sir John has asked if I could stay on at Barton Park for a while, and in view of the dire situation in which they are placed, with Mrs Jennings being so poorly, I feel it is the least I can do to help.

			I know you were hoping that we could have a talk about future plans, but I fear that will have to wait. I shall write as soon as I can find some time—which may not be soon, for there seems to be a great deal to be done here. Apart from Mrs Williams, the housekeeper, there is no one who seems to understand what needs be done, and even she waits upon my instructions at every turn.

			It was clear to Edward that his wife was uneasy with her mother’s decision to remain at Barton Park; he tried to forestall her expressions of concern with some comforting speculation.

			“Perhaps, my dear, your mother means only to demonstrate her appreciation for the generosity of Sir John Middleton, by assisting him. It is a particularly difficult time for Sir John, especially with Mrs Jennings being unwell, and no doubt your mama wishes to help.”

			Elinor turned and he could see tears in her eyes. “Edward, dearest, of course Mama is grateful and wants to help Sir John, but I have considerable reservations about this decision. Mama, as you well know, is not some well-organised manager, experienced in running a large household; she has little knowledge of the requirements of Barton Park and is unfamiliar with the staff. She has probably agreed on impulse with only the best intentions, but, Edward, if this were to lead to friction and muddle, I fear she will have done more harm than good.”

			Edward felt this was a somewhat harsh judgement and said so, but his wife would not be comforted and they talked late into the night, trying to comprehend the reasons for Mrs Dashwood’s action and wondering how things might turn out.

			“How do you suppose Marianne will feel about it?” he asked.

			“Marianne will probably accept it without argument; she, like Mama, is given to sudden impulses; they both love to make grand gestures without first working out the consequences. But I doubt if Margaret will,” Elinor predicted, before putting out the candle and pulling up the eider down. She was both weary and worried. “Oh Edward, this is such a mess. I had hoped that Mama would be here and we could reach some agreement as to her future, and now here we are, with so many uncertainties, leaving with no resolution at all. I cannot help feeling quite apprehensive about this situation.”

			“Come now, dearest, there’s no need to be so dispirited,” said Edward, trying to provide some consolation. “At the very least, we can be assured that your mama is happy with the decision she has made, and we know it is a temporary arrangement to assist her cousin over a difficult patch. I am quite certain that within the month, we will see her back home and possibly even settled at Delaford.”

			“Do you really believe that?” she asked, solemnly regarding his face. “I am not as certain as you are, but I know you mean to comfort me and I shall pray you are right,” she said and snuggled down beside him, enjoying the reassuring warmth of his presence.

			For Elinor, one thing had changed materially with her marriage: While she could feel some anxiety about the conduct of her mother or sisters, she no longer spent lonely, sleepless nights pondering the whys and wherefores of every difficult situation they faced. The intimacy they shared, together with Edward’s willingness to listen, analyse, and occasionally argue away her fears, had rendered her life considerably more tranquil than before, while the warmth of his affection had brought genuine contentment.

			What had begun as a dutiful visit to attend the funeral of Lady Middleton had, without warning, given rise to an uncomfortable situation that could become a continuing source of aggravation. Her husband, aware there was little he could do to change the circumstances, put a comforting arm around her and was pleased to be rewarded with an affectionate if somewhat sleepy response.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Two

			Since coming to live at the parsonage in the parish of Delaford, the living gifted to Edward by Colonel Brandon, Elinor had become acquainted with a number of families, some of whom, by dint of their long residence in the district, felt able to dispense information and advice on just about anyone and anything under the sun.

			While, as the wife of the Reverend Edward Ferrars, Elinor wished to maintain good relations with all of his parishioners, there were those among them in whose company she was more—and others with whom she was distinctly less—comfortable.

			Among the former group was Dr Bradley King—doctor not of medicine but of philosophy—lately retired from one of the Oxford Colleges, his wife, and daughter. Dr King had been a tutor to Edward Ferrars at Oxford, and when the pair met again by chance in Dorchester, both men had been delighted to discover that they were living within a few miles of each other. Upon being invited to meet Dr King’s family, Edward and Elinor had been easily drawn into their very friendly circle, in which, after the obligatory praise of their historic cottage situated on a site overlooking the confluence of two rivers, their discourse was all of subjects that interested and enthused them both.

			Like Edward Ferrars, Dr King was a man of learning and culture, with a special fascination for medieval archaeology, while Mrs King, who insisted that Elinor must call her Helen, found in her new acquaintance a rare companion who could share her love of reading and music, and enjoy thoughtful conversations during long walks in the woods. Not surprisingly, the two couples had, over the next few years, become firm friends.

			The Kings’ daughter, Dorothea, was a pretty, amiable young woman with a penchant for everything French—despite her passionate dislike of the former emperor, Napoleon. Her mother had confided to Elinor that this abhorrence of Bonaparte was chiefly based upon the circumstance that a young guardsman she had admired had gone to fight in France and been so grievously wounded in the war against Bonaparte that he had returned embittered and unable to propose marriage to the young lady he had courted through the previous summer.

			Helen King and Elinor Ferrars, both coming into the county recently, and having few other intimate friends, soon formed a natural bond; although Mrs King was almost ten years older than Elinor, neither felt the difference in their ages impeded the development of a warm friendship between them.

			On returning to Delaford, Elinor went first to the manor house, where she found Marianne still keeping mainly to her apartments upstairs, where she would read and draw and entertain herself by attempting to copy the works of artists she admired, in a studio specially fitted out for her at her husband’s behest. Elinor handed over Colonel Brandon’s letter, which Marianne put aside unopened and continued with her drawing. She was somewhat less communicative than usual, asking only a few perfunctory questions about Lady Middleton’s sudden demise and showing no interest at all in her funeral. “I suppose the Palmers were there; had I been well enough, I may have been better able to put up with Charlotte Palmer, but believe me, Elinor, I was in no state to endure her witless chatter.”

			Surprised at the sharpness of her sister’s remark, Elinor believed she was still feeling unwell, and chose not to mention her concerns about their mother’s decision to remain at Barton Park. Marianne herself made no comment on the matter and, urging her sister to take good care of herself, Elinor left to visit her friend Mrs King.

			She meant to acquaint her with some of the extraordinary things that had occurred at Barton Park and her own disquiet on the matter. She was sure Helen King, who was of a practical disposition, would have a sensible explanation that would help allay her anxiety.

			But, while Mrs King did indeed welcome her friend warmly, she appeared rather distressed herself and, after they’d taken tea, suggested a walk out on the path that ran along the edge of the bluff upon which their cottage was situated. It afforded not only a most picturesque view of the valley and river below, but guaranteed the privacy that both women clearly desired.

			Mrs King spoke first, explaining that she had been worried all week about her daughter. Dorothea had met her young guardsman again at a dinner party in the home of mutual friends. The young man, now sadly retired from his regiment and unable, on account of his injuries, to obtain other work, had treated her rather coldly, and Dorothea had been very distressed, Mrs King confided. “She still loves him, Elinor, and though Dr King and I have tried tactfully and gently to suggest that all may not be lost—they are both quite young and the young man may yet overcome his disability—Dorothea is not hopeful. We worry that she, while unlikely to go into a melancholy decline—it is not in her nature—has nonetheless decided that love and marriage are out of her reach, and, Elinor, she is only twenty-three!” she cried.

			Understanding her friend’s concern, Elinor confessed that she had once held similar fears for her young sister Marianne, now Mrs Brandon, when she was but seventeen. But she was happy to report that things had taken a turn for the better, when Marianne had decided, some months after a particularly unhappy experience, to accept Colonel Brandon.

			“As you can see, they are now quite happily settled at Delaford,” she added. Elinor had not mentioned the man concerned by name at all, referring instead to a disappointment in love sustained at an impressionable age, from which Marianne, being passionate and sincere as well as very young at the time, had suffered very badly. Which was why Elinor was astonished to hear Mrs King say in a confidential sort of voice that yes, she had heard about young Mrs Brandon’s unhappy love affair with a certain Mr Willoughby of Somersetshire.

			Turning immediately to face her companion, Elinor, startled and disconcerted, asked how she had come by that information, to be told that it was generally known among some of the ladies in the district. Her own informant had been a Miss Henrietta Clift, who claimed to know both Mr Willoughby and his late aunt, Mrs Smith, the former owner of Allenham, a fine estate in the county of Devon. Miss Clift, said Mrs King, had claimed therefore to be well acquainted with the facts of the case.

			Unwilling to allow the subject of her sister’s past to be trawled further, Elinor stated with great conviction that all of their friends and family had been delighted when Marianne had accepted Colonel Brandon, who was universally liked and respected, and Mrs King concurred, adding that she was sure Mrs Brandon must have completely recovered from her youthful infatuation.

			Their conversation continued thereafter along different, less contentious lines, but it left Elinor disturbed and troubled. She had no knowledge at all of this Miss Henrietta Clift and wondered by what means she had acquired the information she seemed to have passed on to others in the district. Furthermore, she knew not if Miss Clift was well regarded by Helen King and was therefore constrained in her ability to question or contradict her motives and assertions. Yet, she felt keenly the need to do so, for it would not do to have her sister’s reputation gossiped about in and around Delaford.

			Determined, however, not to reveal her disquiet to her friend, lest it signify a level of concern it did not warrant, Elinor remained silent on the matter until she returned to the parsonage, where with their two sons out walking in the park with their governess, she had more time to worry before her husband arrived home.

			Unaccustomed to finding his wife in a state of agitation—for Elinor, of all the women he knew, was by far the least likely to give way to such moods—Edward Ferrars was concerned, more so because he was privy to some information with which he had not wished to trouble her, fearing that she may be unduly upset. He wondered whether the same news may have reached her by some other route and sought to discover the cause of her concern. When they had dined and the maid had cleared the table, he asked, “Elinor, dearest, has there been any news from Barton Park? Have you heard from your mother?”

			Elinor looked up and indicated that she would prefer to continue this conversation in the parlour, into which they withdrew with their tea tray. Edward set about drawing the fire into a good blaze, while his wife poured out tea, and as soon as they were seated, she said, “I have had no further news from my mother, but Helen King said something that has disturbed me, Edward. I cannot explain it and I have been worrying about it ever since,” and when he looked at her, clearly puzzled, she continued quickly, “She says that many of the women in the district are already aware of the affair of Willoughby and Marianne. How can this be? Indeed, a Miss Henrietta Clift, who I suspect is the main source of the tale, has claimed that she has had the information from Willoughby himself and his late aunt, Mrs Smith of Allenham, whom she knew intimately. Edward, should this be gossiped about around the district, should it reach either Colonel Brandon or Marianne, can you imagine the damage it will do?”

			The arrival of their two sons with their dog, all determined to attract maximum attention, meant that Edward had not the opportunity to answer her query, for which he was somewhat grateful, for it would give him sufficient time to contemplate and decide if he should acquaint his wife with the information he had heard that afternoon. He loved her dearly and was loathe to add to her troubles, but at the same time it seemed to him, in the light of what she had just said, that it was imperative Elinor should know all the facts.

			After young Harry and John had been bathed and sent to bed, Elinor returned to the subject, and Edward decided he had to speak. She was wondering aloud who Henrietta Clift might be and how she had come by the information, when Edward said quietly, “I believe they are relatives of his—Mr Willoughby’s—and have recently moved to live here.”

			Elinor, who was braiding her hair in front of her mirror, swung round. “What? How do you know this?” she asked in a voice that betrayed her anxiety, and her husband came to her side and said in a quiet, matter-of-fact tone, “I am sorry, my love. I have been meaning to tell you, but I did not wish to add to your present worries. The family has been living in Somerset for some time, but have recently moved to Wareham—not within my parish, but near enough. I was introduced to Mr and Mrs Clift yesterday and heard them mention in conversation that their cousin, a Mr Willoughby, had a place in Somersetshire and was a particular friend of their elder daughter. I knew then it had to be the same man, but I was reluctant to ask too many questions.”

			Elinor’s countenance was pale as she gazed at him. “Did they say if he was in the area—I mean, did they mention if he came into Somerset often?” she asked, adding, “I had understood that he lives mainly in London.” Edward nodded and took her hands in his before saying, “Please do not upset yourself, my love, it may not mean anything at all, but I believe he is in Somerset already and intends to spend the rest of the season in the county. The Clifts were looking forward to his visiting them soon.”

			Elinor covered her face with her hands, and nothing he said would comfort her. Ever since he had become acquainted with the Dashwoods—initially when his sister, Fanny, had married John Dashwood, and later when he had met the family again at Norland, their family home in Sussex—Edward had become aware of Elinor’s strong sense of responsibility toward her younger sister, Marianne, and to a lesser degree, her mother. The intensity of her concern had at first surprised him, but he had soon realised that it was a consequence of the value she placed on sound judgment and understanding, qualities in which they were somewhat lacking, and she possessed in full measure. This had been amply demonstrated during the period of Marianne’s amorous liaison with Mr Willoughby and its inevitable unhappy consequences. While Mrs Dashwood had indulged and defended both Marianne and Willoughby, Elinor alone had counselled caution. As he had come to admire and love her dearly, Edward had noted many examples of Elinor’s selfless devotion to her family and in particular Marianne, of whom she seemed especially protective.

			Once again, he was witnessing her excessive unease and on this occasion decided to question whether it was warranted. When she was a little calmer, he asked gently, “While I do understand your general concern, my love, I wonder whether you are not being unduly pessimistic about Mr Willoughby. Do you not think your sister, after almost seven years of marriage, is far less likely to be affected by recollections of her youthful association with him? After all, everyone knows she is now happily married to Colonel Brandon…”

			He was not ready for Elinor’s interruption. “Is she? Do you know that for certain, Edward?” she asked. Shocked, Edward was silent for a moment before he found his voice and said, “Is she not? Have you any evidence that their marriage is not happy? For I have seen none.”

			This time, Elinor struggled to respond, unable or perhaps unwilling to put into words the niggling doubts that had troubled her over the last year as she watched her sister grow restless and bored with her role as Lady of the Manor at Delaford.

			As her husband listened, amazed by the extent of her distress, she detailed her concerns. Some she had held without speaking of them to anyone, from the very first months of Colonel Brandon’s courtship of Marianne and their mother’s enthusiastic encouragement of it.

			“Even as I admired and valued the qualities that everyone applauded in Colonel Brandon, I could not help wondering whether these would suffice to hold Marianne’s interest and loyalty; knowing her as I do, aware of her addiction to a high level of romantic love and excessive emotion, I doubted if she would be satisfied with the rather gentlemanly courtliness and practicality of Colonel Brandon, whom she had already dismissed as being far too old to understand, much less match, her kind of sensibility,” she said. “She was grateful to him, of course, and appreciated his kindness, but that was when she was still recovering from the misery that had overwhelmed her after Willoughby’s betrayal. It was easy, in that mood, for Marianne to turn to someone like the colonel, who represented the very opposite of Willoughby. But even as I saw the affection between them grow, I feared that it might not be strong enough for Marianne. It seemed more like the agreeable warmth between good friends rather than the ardour of lovers,” Elinor explained.

			“And yet you said nothing?” Edward could scarcely credit it.

			She nodded. “Because nothing I said would have made a jot of difference to my mother, who saw Colonel Brandon as the only man who could save Marianne from wasting away. He had become her new hero; having had her favourite dethroned, she had placed Colonel Brandon on a pedestal as some kind of noble knight, who had remained in the background, loving Marianne throughout her affair with Willoughby, knowing all the time that he was not a man to be trusted, stepping in to rescue and preserve her at the end. Can you imagine how she would have welcomed any dissenting opinion from me? As for saying anything to Marianne, I did not dare. I, who had defended Colonel Brandon against criticism and ridicule from Marianne and Willoughby often enough, what would she say if I decided to caution her against accepting him too hastily? She could claim that she had come around to seeing in him the very things I had always valued. There was nothing I could do, save pray that it would work out well in the end,” she said.

			“And you are not confident that it has?” her husband asked, and her answer astonished him.

			“Sadly I am not; indeed I would go further—I fear that while in the most obvious sense, they may appear happily married, there are some things that have caused me much anxiety. They have no children, and I know that causes Marianne and my mother much pain; I can see it in my sister’s eyes when our boys are around. She would have loved to have had children on whom to lavish the kind of warmth and affection she has so much of. What must make matters even worse is the fact that Colonel Brandon pays a great deal of attention to Eliza Williams’s daughter, who is really Willoughby’s illegitimate child. It is a further grievance that Marianne must carry. Can you not imagine how she must feel?”

			Edward agreed that it was indeed a most unhappy situation, but pointed out quite reasonably that all these circumstances were known to her sister and their mother before Marianne accepted Colonel Brandon—with Mrs Dashwood’s blessing. Elinor conceded that this was true, but contended that neither her mother nor Marianne had paid much attention to it at the time.

			“The child had just been born, and Miss Williams, who Mrs Jennings had assured everybody was Colonel Brandon’s natural daughter, was just a name. No one had met her—we knew nothing of her, nor did they expect to meet her in the future,” she explained.

			“Apart from that obvious and continuing problem, are there other reasons that cause you to doubt your sister’s contentment?” Edward asked, trying not to pry, yet wanting desperately to alleviate his wife’s anguish. To his astonishment, she admitted that indeed there were.

			“I do believe that Marianne is bored; she has little to do at the manor house, which is exceedingly well staffed and efficiently run; she does not become deeply involved in parish or council matters, preferring to leave those to the colonel, and in addition, he has, during the last two years, had to make several visits to his estates in Ireland, leaving her mostly alone. Marianne doesn’t make friends easily; she is wary of people whom she doesn’t know well, and since Margaret went away to study at the seminary in Oxford, she has not even the consolation of her company. Oh, Edward, forgive me, I should not burden you with what may seem like my silly fears, but I cannot help worrying, especially now that you say that Willoughby is back in Somerset and visiting relatives but a few miles from Delaford.”

			He would not let her continue. “Elinor, dearest, of course these are not silly fears, I know you well enough to believe that they are legitimate concerns that trouble you and of course you must tell me about them; but you cannot be suggesting that there is any danger for Marianne from Willoughby? Was he not thoroughly exposed as a dissembler? Did not your sister and all her family and friends come to understand what a blackguard he was?”

			Elinor nodded. “Oh yes, they did, and heaped a great deal of opprobrium upon him at first; but, as the months and years have passed, I have noticed that he has undergone a degree of gradual rehabilitation—certainly in my mother’s eyes and perhaps in Marianne’s as well, although she has not spoken of it to me, except just once or twice while she was still recovering from her illness. But I believe Marianne and my mother have come to blame Willoughby’s domineering aunt Mrs Smith, who, by his account, was solely responsible for his betrayal of Marianne. He blamed his new, wealthy fiancée, Miss Grey, for his vile treatment of my sister when they met in town. I believe that Mama and Marianne wish to ignore that he knew all the time, while he was courting Marianne in Devonshire, that Mrs Smith would never countenance a match between them. As for his appalling behaviour towards Eliza Williams, it is as though they wish to turn a blind eye to it.”

			Edward was shocked, not only because his own values were affronted by what he had heard, but because until today, Elinor had not spoken of her fears to him. He felt deeply for her, because clearly she had concealed her fears out of loyalty to her family.

			However, the news he had brought of the arrival of Willoughby in the neighbouring county of Somerset, and his imminent visit to relatives near Delaford in Dorset, had brought all her anxieties to the surface.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Three

			Margaret Dashwood had lived most of her young life in the shadow of her two elder sisters, Elinor and Marianne.

			A bright, articulate little girl with a degree of intellectual curiosity almost approaching precociousness, she had long been interested in study and travel. While the modest pecuniary circumstances of their family had seriously circumscribed her ability to follow her dreams of journeying to exotic places, she had succeeded in improving her mind and her knowledge by extensive reading over many years. She had also the example of her sisters, Elinor in particular, for whom learning had a very special value.

			Following the marriages of her sisters, Margaret, dissatisfied with the type of education she could achieve at home, had begged to be allowed to attend what she called “a proper school with real teachers,” but in vain, until Elinor’s husband, Edward Ferrars, became involved. Through the good offices of a friend at Oxford, he had obtained for Margaret a place as a scholar in a ladies’ seminary situated just outside the university town. Edward had always appreciated young Margaret’s intelligence, and she would be forever grateful to her brother-in-law for the opportunity that opened for her the doors to an entirely new life.

			Margaret applied herself so assiduously to her studies and acquitted herself so well at the seminary that she soon caught the attention of the ladies who ran the establishment. They saw in her a potential teacher and sent her on a scholarship to a school in France to improve her knowledge of French language and literature. During her sojourn there, not only did Margaret improve her skill in the French language but she added to her list of friends a young woman named Claire Jones, some five years older than herself, of French and Welsh descent. Being a fluent French speaker, and a woman of some sophistication, Miss Jones was not only of considerable assistance to Margaret in learning the language and culture of France, but the two also became good companions as they studied and travelled together. Despite the difference in their backgrounds and upbringing—Miss Jones was considerably more worldly-wise than her young friend—they found they had many interests in common, and on returning to England, they shared accommodation in a small country cottage they leased, within walking distance from the seminary, where Margaret began her employment as a teacher, while Miss Jones obtained work reading proofs for an academic publisher in Oxford. It was a situation that suited both young women well, providing each with as much congenial company or solitude as they desired.

			***

			It was to the cottage and her friend Claire Jones that Margaret returned following her visit to Barton Park. Still feeling disconsolate that she had upset her sister Elinor by not attending Lady Middleton’s funeral, nor providing her with a logical explanation for not doing so, Margaret found a sympathetic listener in Miss Jones, who had toasted muffins and a large pot of tea ready before the fire, when Margaret, having changed out of her travelling clothes, came downstairs.

			“I can see that you are not happy, Margaret,” Claire began. “It cannot have been as bad as that. I had not thought that Lady Middleton was such a favourite of yours.”

			The lightness of her tone implied that she did not expect to be taken seriously, which was probably why Margaret was at first reluctant to reveal the reason for her discomposure. She tried at first to respond lightly, denying that she would miss Lady Middleton at all, although she had the grace to add, “No doubt her children will miss her; she was devoted to them and inclined to spoil them. As for Sir John, he certainly seemed very shocked by her sudden demise, but I doubt that his grief will last beyond the next shooting season. I gathered that his stewards were already planning for their next shoot.”

			Claire smiled and nodded. “And yet I see you looking particularly downcast; was the funeral a dreary one? Country parsons have a reputation for droning on…”

			Margaret interrupted her to say briefly, “I did not attend the funeral, Claire; I never intended to. I went to Barton Park to please my mother and sister and to demonstrate my gratitude for the hospitality Sir John had extended to us when Papa died and Fanny took over Norland Park, leaving us practically homeless. But I did not wish to attend the funeral.”

			“Why ever not?” asked Claire, puzzled at this admission; her friend had said not a word of this before departing for Dorsetshire.

			Margaret accepted a cup of tea and a muffin and settled herself into a corner of the deep sofa, tucking her bare feet under her skirts, before saying quietly, “There was someone I did not wish to meet, who was certain to be there. I decided, well before I reached Barton Park, that I would not attend the funeral; it would be simpler than trying to avoid him amidst all the relatives and friends.”

			Her friend’s curiosity knew no bounds. There was no way in which Margaret, having tossed in such a lure, could avoid further explanation. Claire insisted, and as she pressed and persuaded, the story had to be told.

			As Margaret told it, she made light of the circumstances, trying not to add more gravity to the tale than it deserved, but Claire was not fooled. Determined to discover what had so troubled her friend that she, having travelled to Dorset, had merely called on the family at Barton Park and left the following day in order to avoid a meeting with someone, Claire would not be denied. And Margaret soon realised that she could not avoid providing an explanation for her unusual behaviour.

			Which is how the story came to be told of a gentleman named Andrew Barton, a cousin of Sir John Middleton, whom she had met at the London residence of the Middletons two years ago. The second son of a titled family, with an income of over five thousand a year and houses in both London and Bath, he had been touted as an eminently eligible suitor for her, promoted as such by both Sir John and his indomitable mother-in-law, Mrs Jennings.

			Claire was smiling as she listened. “But you did not agree?” she queried, and was unsurprised when Margaret replied, “I most certainly did not.”

			“Why? Was he plain? Were his manners revolting?” her friend joked.

			“Neither was the case—he is reasonably good-looking, and his manners are impeccable, if you like that sort of thing, although I admit I find all that bowing and scraping irritating. But, Claire, I have absolutely no interest in marrying anyone like him—indeed I have no interest in marrying anyone at this time. I have far too much to do before I settle into dull domesticity—if I ever do. Doubtless he would expect any wife of his to set up house in one of his elegant residences and play the lady of leisure—hostessing coffee parties and soirees and things. Can you imagine me in that role?”

			Claire laughed merrily. “I confess I cannot. Has Mr Andrew Barton addressed himself to you—I mean, has he proposed?”

			“He has not, thank goodness; although I did fear on one occasion, when we were dancing together in London, that he was about to do so. Thereafter, when I have met him at Barton Park, I have made every effort to avoid giving him any encouragement. I do not intend to give him the opportunity to propose or do anything of the sort, because there would be a big to-do if he were to speak to my mother and get her blessing as well. I know that Sir John has suggested that he should speak to Mama—he thinks she likes him. I begged him last summer to desist, but neither he nor Mrs Jennings have any idea how I feel; they think I am being silly—passing up such a chance to be so advantageously married! Besides, I have another objection to him, which I think you should hear,” she declared and, as her friend looked all agog for a new revelation, Margaret added, “Mr Barton is a most devoted follower of the Prince of Wales.”

			At that Claire burst into laughter and clapped her hands. “Oh, my dear friend, now that I cannot forgive. He may or may not be plain or handsome, stylish or simple, rich or poor—none of these things would rule him out in my eyes—but a devout follower of the Prince of Wales! I sympathise with you completely; nothing can be so totally objectionable in a prospective suitor as being a supporter of the Regent!”

			Margaret put down her cup, snuggled into the cushions, and heaved a sigh of relief. “Thank you, Claire, I knew you would understand. I just could not explain to Elinor and Edward, or to my mother—they simply would not see it as you do, although I will admit that Edward is frequently critical of the Regent and his courtiers. But I cannot see that having any influence upon Mama and Sir John and Mrs Jennings, who will probably point out that Andrew Barton is nothing like the Regent and he is Sir John’s cousin!”

			Despite the levity in her tone, Margaret was being completely serious; she, like many other men and women of intelligence, had long formed an adverse opinion about the Prince of Wales. It was based mainly upon the accounts of extravagance and riotous behaviour at court since his appointment in the year 1811 as Regent of Britain to rule the kingdom in place of his deranged, though much loved father, George the Third.

			The Prince Regent—though educated in the classics, well versed in the arts, and a keen sportsman—appeared not to have any notion of the living conditions of the majority of his subjects. Their trials and tribulations seemed not to concern him, and he was frequently astonished when they complained at the profligate waste of public money that went to accommodate the style and taste of the prince and his courtiers.

			In addition, the Regent and his merry men were equally renowned for their cavalier disregard for decorum in their private lives; the prince made no secret that he detested his wife—the rather plain and unloved Princess Caroline of Brunswick—from whom he separated, having formed an attachment to a certain Mrs Fitzherbert. Their quite open liaison continued for many years, setting the worst possible example to others in court circles and causing a great scandal among the populace to which the prince seemed completely immune.

			Claire Jones, who had spent the first part of the Regency in France, had only heard accounts of these happenings until her return to England, when she, having spent some time in London, was soon exposed to the very worst excesses of the Regency Court.

			With the end of the Napoleonic wars, the Regent felt free to indulge in even greater levels of extravagance, with triumphal declarations and self-congratulatory celebrations, spending even more of the nation’s wealth and squandering what was left of his own goodwill.

			It had been a wonderfully fruitful period for satirists, but they needed to be careful, for it was still a time when one could be jailed for sedition. Claire and Margaret had met again in London, where the Dashwoods had been invited to spend Christmas with the Middletons, and the two friends had spent much of that season together before repairing to their haven of peace and common sense in Oxfordshire. They had shared a mutual disdain for the behaviour of the Regency Court, and despite the best efforts of the Middletons, who had several useful social contacts to whom they offered to introduce them, the young ladies had preferred to leave London and return to the country.

			Mrs Jennings, in particular, had bemoaned the fact that young women these days had no notion of how best to advance their prospects of getting a good husband. “Two pretty girls, turning their backs on London and returning to the wilds of Oxfordshire! If they had stayed with me, I’d have had them both engaged before the end of the season,” she had boasted. Claire was entirely in sympathy with Margaret’s reservations about Mr Andrew Barton, as she explained, “I had no wish to give him any encouragement at all, which is why I had to leave before the funeral, and of course, I upset everyone—except Sir John, bless him!”

			Claire was still not entirely convinced that such drastic action had been necessary. “Do you believe he would have approached you at the funeral? Would he not have thought it indelicate?” she asked.

			“Not if Sir John had already suggested that he speak with Mama. I could not risk it; I decided to absent myself and thwart their plans. After all, if I wasn’t there, he could hardly make the offer to my mother!”

			“Hardly,” Claire retorted, and both young women laughed as Margaret, feeling somewhat happier than she had done an hour or two ago, relaxed and proceeded to tell her friend of other, pleasanter plans she was making for their next vacation.

			“I do believe it would be nice to travel to the south of France this autumn—do you not agree?” she suggested, and found her friend in complete agreement.

			Having grown up mainly in France with her mother, Claire was accustomed to a far freer culture, with less intrusive social scrutiny than existed in rural English communities, of which she complained constantly.

			“Oh yes indeed, I should enjoy that very much. My friend Mr Wilcox visits the south of France often and claims it is a paradise on earth. Not only is it beautiful in scenic terms, there is so much to see and experience, and one can do it with the greatest ease, since one is not harried by nosey, gossiping women at every turn, as we are here. The French really do mind their own business,” she said and smiling, added “I think, my dear Margaret, the south of France in autumn will be the very thing after a long English summer.”

			Margaret was pleased; “I had hoped you would say that. I have read about these places and always longed to visit them. I am sure we will not be disappointed,” she said and soon they were drawn into discussions of places to stay and sites to visit, which kept them agreeably occupied all evening.
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