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In life, Mr Henry Dashwood adored all his children equally.


There was John, his first-born, whose heart was, at least originally, in the right place, but who was too easily led by his wife, Fanny Dashwood. Her selfish and greedy ways soon rubbed off on him.


Then there was his eldest daughter, sensible Elinor, whose calm demeanour and wisdom balanced out her slightly flighty mother, Mrs Dashwood (Henry’s second wife and John’s stepmother). Next was the middle sister, Marianne, whose romantic sensibilities led her to either weeping or shrieking with delight on an almost daily basis.


Last of all came Margaret, who, at thirteen, was still of an age where she found the rules of society somewhat odd. Not least the one that dictated that, despite her father’s equal affection, when he died he had to leave his entire estate – their beloved home of Norland – to John, on account of him being male and therefore somehow more deserving.


‘Not his “entire” estate,’ pointed out Elinor. ‘We have a thousand pounds each.’


‘Who’s going to marry us on that?’ protested Marianne. ‘We’re practically paupers!’


Their mother sighed in agreement.


‘Not quite paupers,’ said Elinor. ‘And anyway, I thought “true love” didn’t care about income or status?’


‘I suppose,’ begrudged Marianne, recalling her own words from a month before. ‘But I still don’t think it’s fair that John gets the house.’


‘Not when he already has one in London,’ said Margaret, still weighing up the injustice of it all.
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‘Well, perhaps he won’t want it,’ suggested Elinor, ever the peacekeeper. ‘Perhaps we shall be able to stay as long as we want. That would be fair, I think.’


Perhaps John hadn’t sought Norland for himself, but the decision, alas, wasn’t up to him alone, and ‘fairness’ was not in his wife’s vocabulary, as Mrs Dashwood and her daughters were about to find out.
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No sooner had Fanny received news that John had inherited the Norland estate, the family’s bags were packed and she, her husband and their son, the overly doted-on Henry, set out for Norland, which Fanny was already referring to as their ‘country residence’.


‘Of course, there will need to be alterations,’ she declared, as the carriage clattered its way from London to Sussex. ‘Improvements too; it’s so very outdated, after all. And the dust! What the servants do all day I am quite at a loss to know.’


‘Yes, dear,’ agreed John, though he wasn’t at all clear what he was agreeing to, lost as he was in his own thoughts of inheritance. ‘Perhaps I should give them another thousand apiece,’ he mused out loud. ‘That would be generous, wouldn’t it? I think it would look good.’
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‘A thousand pounds each?’ Fanny’s face paled. ‘That’s three thousand less a year for precious Henry! Rob your own boy, would you?’


John shrank. ‘Well, now that you put it like that.’ He thought again. ‘Five hundred each? Papa did ask me to make sure they were all right once he was no longer around.’


‘He’d probably lost his senses when he said that. He was ill, after all. And what will they want with the money when they move to a modest house? There’ll be no need for horses, for servants – and when they marry, whose hands will our money be in?’


‘Yes, quite right,’ admitted John.


‘Good.’
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As ever, Fanny got the last word, as, within moments, the carriage turned up the sweeping drive to Norland and all members of the party fell silent at the sight of the house that was now theirs by law, however unfair that might seem to some.


***


While John, Fanny and Henry were delighted at their arrival, the Dashwoods were quite put out, not least by the fact that Fanny hadn’t even given them notice.


‘Notice?’ she repeated, handing her umbrella and gloves to a servant, others bustling behind them, carrying their many bags. ‘To our own residence? How absurd.’


The truth, if it hadn’t hit them already, was now as clear as a crystal champagne glass: the Dashwoods were rendered visitors in their own home. Even Mrs Dashwood, who saw the good in everyone and was usually so tolerant of fools (sometimes to a worrying degree), seethed at this sudden injustice. ‘The nerve of her,’ she snapped. ‘Complaining about the dust.’


‘I heard her say she’s going to get rid of the library on account of it,’ cried Marianne. ‘Papa’s books!’ And she began to sob.


‘Heathen,’ agreed Margaret, passing Marianne a handkerchief.


Only Elinor was able to keep her fury in check. ‘There’s no point in getting cross,’ she said calmly. ‘We have to plan, and that means finding a new house.’


At that, both Mrs Dashwood and Marianne cried out, but the truth was upon them, and once she had dried her eyes, Mrs Dashwood did begin to plan, discussing over the coming days details of houses she thought she might be able to tolerate.


Once again, Elinor had to play wise parent. ‘Mama, these are all fine houses, but they are beyond our means. We are … reduced now and must cut our cloth accordingly.’


‘You’d have us live in a hovel,’ protested Marianne.


‘I shouldn’t mind,’ said Margaret. ‘I’d rather a hovel than live with Fanny any longer, and besides, think of the adventure!’


‘I don’t want an adventure,’ wailed Marianne. ‘I want my piano! And my horse!’


‘Not a hovel,’ corrected Elinor. ‘A cottage.’


‘You can’t keep a horse at a cottage,’ pointed out Marianne.


‘No,’ agreed Elinor. ‘But we can live comfortably and, more importantly, together.’


In this, at least, they were in agreement.
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Elinor was still sifting through sketches of prospective cottages, hoping that her mother wouldn’t refuse all of them, when Fanny exercised her newfound status as Lady of the House by announcing that her brother was coming to stay.


‘Which one?’ asked Elinor, having knowledge of two men as unalike, it was widely reported, as a pea and a peppercorn.


‘Edward,’ said Fanny. ‘Not that it matters.’


But matter it did, and a great deal. For Edward Ferrars was a far different prospect from Robert (a fool and a show-off if ever there was one), and from his sister Fanny too. Where Fanny, taking after her mother, enjoyed money and craved even more of it, Edward did not care for either career or fortune. All he’d ever wanted was to become a vicar in a quiet country village. An idea that antagonised his family enormously.


The Dashwoods, however, warmed to him the moment he arrived.


‘Such a kind man,’ declared Mrs Dashwood.


‘And rich,’ said Margaret. ‘Though he doesn’t boast about it at all.’


‘The church, though?’ said Marianne, baffled by the prospect.


‘His mother wants him to go into parliament,’ said Elinor, who had been discussing the sad matter with him only that morning. ‘But he cannot bear the idea.’


‘Well, he’s too old for the army,’ said Mrs Dashwood.


‘And “not smart enough” for the navy,’ said Elinor. ‘That was his joke. Though he is wrong, of course.’
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Marianne pulled a face. ‘He’s hardly handsome though. And so … awkward. When he reads aloud it’s as dull as the worst kind of sermon.’


‘He’s just shy,’ retorted Elinor, surprised at her own defensiveness, and wondering what to make of it, as surely her mother was as well.


Her dear mother, driven, as were so many of her gender, by the prospect of a good match, had done exactly that and found to her delight that Elinor was obviously falling in love. She hoped that Edward would too, given enough time. And so, she dallied further over choosing a cottage, endeavouring to keep Elinor in Edward’s company as long as she could, ignoring the bickering of her daughters, who could still not agree over either his virtues, or Elinor’s affection.


‘His taste is so unrefined,’ complained Marianne. ‘He has no ear for music and though he claims to like your sketches, it’s only because they’re yours, not because he understands why they’re good.’


‘Well, doesn’t that recommend him?’ replied Elinor. ‘Doesn’t it highlight his generosity, his kindness?’


‘Yes, but—’


‘And as for him having no understanding, I find him highly educated in all the arts, with a love of books and a lively imagination.’


‘I didn’t say I didn’t like him,’ said Marianne, sensing her sister’s irritation. ‘He’s just not … the perfect specimen I imagined you with. Though I suppose no man may be. And of course, if you love him, I shall love him.’


Elinor paled. ‘I didn’t say I loved him.’


‘Well, what then?’


‘I …’ – she searched for the word and plucked it like a plum, albeit a small one – ‘esteem him.’


‘ “Esteem” him?’


‘Yes, I like him, I don’t deny it.’


‘ “Esteem”?’ repeated Marianne. ‘ “Like”? These are cold-hearted words – no, worse, it’s as if you’re ashamed of even having feelings at all!’


Elinor blushed. ‘We cannot all be as passionate in our language as you, dear Marianne. And besides, I have no proof of his feelings for me, not yet.’ She thought for a moment. ‘I mean, I sense he feels the same, but even if he were inclined, he is by no means independent. I suspect his mother would make it quite difficult for him if he wanted to marry a woman with neither rank nor fortune, which is what we are now, both of us. No,’ she added, as if reassuring herself of the rightness of this, ‘it’s safer this way. Safer to “esteem”.’


And safer it was, for, the moment Fanny got wind of the budding ‘friendship’ between her beloved brother and less-than-beloved sister-in-law, she took great pains to point out to Mrs Dashwood the express demands of her mother, Mrs Ferrars – that Edward should marry a woman of equal or increased status, and woebetide any unsuitable woman who tried to lure him in.


Enraged, but also concerned for her eldest daughter, Mrs Dashwood vowed not to spend a single day longer than necessary under the same roof as this meddling and cruel woman, and to find virtue in one of Elinor’s depressing cottages. But living in such proximity to Norland would surely pain all of them – to see their former home so close, and yet so untouchable.


It is no wonder then that, when a letter arrived the very next morning from a distant cousin, Sir John Middleton, offering her a humble cottage on his Devonshire estate – some hundred and more miles away – she grasped the opportunity as if it were a palace.
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It was with relief, if not something approaching gloating, that Mrs Dashwood informed her stepson and his wife that they would inconvenience them at Norland no longer.


‘Where is this cottage?’ demanded Fanny, knowing full well where, having been told only a minute previously.


‘Devonshire,’ replied Mrs Dashwood. ‘Barton Park, to be precise.’


‘It’s terribly far,’ said Fanny. ‘Too far for most to visit, I should think.’


‘Not for our real friends,’ replied Mrs Dashwood, with an obvious nod to Edward, whose expression at the dinner table was equal in pallor and shock to Elinor’s.


Fanny bristled. ‘How many rooms does it have? The girls will have to share, I presume?’


‘Only if they choose,’ said Mrs Dashwood.


‘I don’t mind sharing,’ replied Margaret, thinking of the secrets to be earwigged if she were in permanent proximity to her sisters.


‘Well, let’s see, shall we?’ said Elinor.


‘No room for horses, of course,’ said Fanny. ‘Henry can have Captain.’


Marianne let out a yelp. ‘But he’s mine!’


‘But you can’t possibly stable him now, nor afford a groom. No, best left to Henry.’ Fanny smiled at her son, who was oblivious, shovelling in his third helping of pudding.


‘When are you leaving?’ asked John.


‘As soon as we’re packed,’ said Mrs Dashwood. ‘We’ll be taking the china, of course, and our linen.’


Fanny stiffened.


‘It is ours, by right,’ Elinor stated. ‘Papa’s wishes.’


‘Of course,’ said Fanny. ‘I had planned to replace it all anyway. Most of it’s chipped, or threadbare.’


They were nothing of the sort, but neither Elinor nor Mrs Dashwood sought to correct her, instead they delighted silently in the injury, however small, to Fanny’s fortune. ‘Tom will join us too,’ Mrs Dashwood said. ‘And Betsy.’


Fanny recovered. ‘I wouldn’t have it any other way. I am sure I can spare two servants, given I have so many here.’


Mrs Dashwood smiled. ‘You’re too kind.’


Her daughters knew Fanny was anything but. However, not one of them said a word, finishing the meal in quiet contemplation of their fast-changing fate: Margaret thinking of the adventures to be had in the woods and the potential pirates on the sea, which was less than a mile from their new home (she had checked); Marianne imagining the suitors she might meet, the parties she might attend, the inspiration in nature she might gain from such a situation; and Elinor telling herself that separation from Edward was inevitable, and for the best, if she thought about it. And, if he visited, well, that was neither here nor there. It did not matter to her.


Well, only a little bit.
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The Dashwoods’ departure the following Tuesday – the first in September – was, however, anything but silent, as Mrs Dashwood was forced to say goodbye to her happy marital home, and the girls to their childhood one.


Marianne was, as ever, the main source of the commotion. ‘Oh, dear, dear Norland!’ she wailed, as the carriage made its way through the park to the gates. ‘You cannot know how much I suffer to leave you!’ And on she went, lamenting the trees, the branches, the individual leaves which had given her shade.


‘There will be trees in Devonshire,’ pointed out Elinor.


But at that Marianne wailed louder, the Devonshire trees assumedly not half as expansive, as tall, as green as these beloved ones.


Elinor did not try to comfort her again with words, but took her sister’s hand in her own and in the other, her mother’s, as they began their long and melancholy way to their new life.


As they approached Barton Park the following morning, though, the spirits of all four were lifted, for who could not be moved by the view across a lush valley, the sparkle of the sea in the distance, the cheery disposition of the villagers going about their daily business, unaware as they were of the Dashwoods’ misfortune?


The cottage itself was not to disappoint either. Though it was small, indeed, compared to Norland, and had neither the green shutters, nor the honeysuckle around the door that Marianne had desperately imagined, it did have a neat wicket gate, a perfectly serviceable set of rooms and enough beds for them to accommodate a guest, should one (such as Edward, perhaps) happen to call. Though that did not prevent Mrs Dashwood from immediately imagining improvements and extensions as soon as their income allowed.
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