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Volume I

	
CHAPTER I

				The family of Dashwood had long been settled in Sussex. Their estate was large, and their residence was at Norland Park, in the centre of their property, where, for many generations, they had lived in so respectable a manner as to engage the general good opinion of their surrounding acquaintance. The late owner of this estate was a single man, who lived to a very advanced age, and who for many years of his life, had a constant companion and housekeeper in his sister. But her death, which happened ten years before his own, produced a great alteration in his home; for to supply her loss, he invited and received into his house the family of his nephew Mr. Henry Dashwood, the legal inheritor of the Norland estate, and the person to whom he intended to bequeath it. In the society of his nephew and niece, and their children, the old Gentleman’s days were comfortably spent. His attachment to them all increased. The constant attention of Mr. and Mrs. Henry Dashwood to his wishes, which proceeded not merely from interest, but from goodness of heart, gave him every degree of solid comfort which his age could receive; and the cheerfulness of the children added a relish to his existence.

				By a former marriage, Mr. Henry Dashwood had one son: by his present lady, three daughters. The son, a steady respectable young man, was amply provided for by the fortune of his mother, which had been large, and half of which devolved on him on his coming of age. By his own marriage, likewise, which happened soon afterwards, he added to his wealth. To him therefore the succession to the Norland estate was not so really important as to his sisters; for their fortune, independent of what might arise to them from their father’s inheriting that property, could be but small. Their mother had nothing, and their father only seven thousand pounds in his own disposal; for the remaining moiety of his first wife’s fortune was also secured to her child, and he had only a life-interest in it.

				The old gentleman died: his will was read, and like almost every other will, gave as much disappointment as pleasure. He was neither so unjust, nor so ungrateful, as to leave his estate from his nephew; but he left it to him on such terms as destroyed half the value of the bequest. Mr. Dashwood had wished for it more for the sake of his wife and daughters than for himself or his son; but to his son, and his son’s son, a child of four years old, it was secured, in such a way, as to leave to himself no power of providing for those who were most dear to him, and who most needed a provision by any charge on the estate, or by any sale of its valuable woods. The whole was tied up for the benefit of this child, who, in occasional visits with his father and mother at Norland, had so far gained on the affections of his uncle, by such attractions as are by no means unusual in children of two or three years old; an imperfect articulation, an earnest desire of having his own way, many cunning tricks, and a great deal of noise, as to outweigh all the value of all the attention which, for years, he had received from his niece and her daughters. He meant not to be unkind, however, and, as a mark of his affection for the three girls, he left them a thousand pounds a-piece.

				Mr. Dashwood’s disappointment was, at first, severe; but his temper was cheerful and sanguine; and he might reasonably hope to live many years, and by living economically, lay by a considerable sum from the produce of an estate already large, and capable of almost immediate improvement. But the fortune, which had been so tardy in coming, was his only one twelvemonth. He survived his uncle no longer; and ten thousand pounds, including the late legacies, was all that remained for his widow and daughters.

				His son was sent for as soon as his danger was known, and to him Mr. Dashwood recommended, with all the strength and urgency which illness could command, the interest of his mother-in-law and sisters.

				Mr. John Dashwood had not the strong feelings of the rest of the family; but he was affected by a recommendation of such a nature at such a time, and he promised to do every thing in his power to make them comfortable. His father was rendered easy by such an assurance, and Mr. John Dashwood had then leisure to consider how much there might prudently be in his power to do for them.

				He was not an ill-disposed young man, unless to be rather cold hearted, rather selfish, and rather insatiable in the bedroom is to be ill-disposed: but he was, in general, well respected; for he conducted himself with propriety in the discharge of his ordinary duties. Had he married a more amiable woman, he might have been made still more respectable than he was: he might even have been made amiable himself; for he was very young when he married, and very fond of his wife, as her libido was as unquenchable as his own and she was always amenable to anything he might suggest between the sheets — and quite often offered suggestions of her own. But Mrs. John Dashwood was a strong caricature of himself; more narrow-minded and selfish.

				When he gave his promise to his father, he meditated within himself to increase the fortunes of his sisters by the present of a thousand pounds a-piece. He then really thought himself equal to it. The prospect of four thousand a-year, in addition to his present income, besides the remaining half of his own mother’s fortune, warmed his heart, and made him feel capable of generosity. “Yes, he would give them three thousand pounds: it would be liberal and handsome! It would be enough to make them completely easy. Three thousand pounds! he could spare so considerable a sum with little inconvenience.” He thought of it all day long, and for many days successively, and he did not repent.

				No sooner was his father’s funeral over, than Mrs. John Dashwood, without sending any notice of her intention to her mother-in-law, arrived with her child and their attendants. No one could dispute her right to come; the house was her husband’s from the moment of his father’s decease; but the indelicacy of her conduct was so much the greater, and to a woman in Mrs. Dashwood’s situation, with only common feelings, must have been highly unpleasing. But in her mind there was a sense of honor so keen, a generosity so romantic, that any offence of the kind, by whomsoever given or received, was to her a source of immovable disgust. Mrs. John Dashwood had never been a favourite with any of her husband’s family; but she had had no opportunity, till the present, of showing them with how little attention to the comfort of other people she could act when occasion required it. It was as if she were purposely doing anything and everything she could think of to drive them away — including behaving entirely inappropriately with her husband while in the company of the other women.

				So acutely did Mrs. Dashwood feel this ungracious behaviour, and so earnestly did she despise her daughter-in-law for it, that, on the arrival of the latter, she would have quitted the house for ever, had not the entreaty of her eldest girl induced her first to reflect on the propriety of going, and her own tender love for all her three children determined her afterwards to stay, and for their sakes avoid a breach with their brother.

				Elinor, this eldest daughter, whose advice was so effectual, possessed a strength of understanding, and coolness of judgment, which qualified her, though only nineteen, to be the counsellor of her mother, and enabled her frequently to counteract, to the advantage of them all, that eagerness of mind in Mrs. Dashwood which must generally have led to imprudence. She had an excellent heart; her disposition was affectionate, and her feelings were strong; but she knew how to govern them: it was a knowledge which her mother had yet to learn; and which one of her sisters had resolved never to be taught. She knew she would make an excellent wife one day; she only had to meet the man who was destined to be her husband.

				Marianne’s abilities were, in many respects, quite equal to Elinor’s. She was sensible and clever; but eager in everything: her sorrows, her joys, could have no moderation. She was generous, amiable, interesting: she was everything but prudent. The resemblance between her and her mother was strikingly great. But above all, she dreamt of finding love — an all consuming, passionate connection that would make her forget everything except the raw hunger she and her lover felt for one another. She wanted nothing more than to be swept up in romance and be revered by a man who had eyes only for her, a man who would cause her, at even the slightest glance, to tremble with desire and anticipation, and who would make her feel like the woman she knew she was deep down inside.

				Elinor saw, with concern, the excess of her sister’s sensibility; but by Mrs. Dashwood it was valued and cherished. They encouraged each other now in the violence of their affliction. The agony of grief which overpowered them at first, was voluntarily renewed, was sought for, was created again and again. They gave themselves up wholly to their sorrow, seeking increase of wretchedness in every reflection that could afford it, and resolved against ever admitting consolation in future. Elinor, too, was deeply afflicted; but still she could struggle, she could exert herself. She could consult with her brother, could receive her sister-in-law on her arrival, and treat her with proper attention; and could strive to rouse her mother to similar exertion, and encourage her to similar forbearance.

				Margaret, the other sister, was a good-humored, well-disposed girl; but as she had already imbibed a good deal of Marianne’s romance, without having much of her sense, she did not, at thirteen, bid fair to equal her sisters at a more advanced period of life.

	
CHAPTER II

				Mrs. John Dashwood now installed herself mistress of Norland; and her mother and sisters-in-law were degraded to the condition of visitors. As such, however, they were treated by her with quiet civility; and by her husband with as much kindness as he could feel towards anybody beyond himself, his wife, and their child. He really pressed them, with some earnestness, to consider Norland as their home; and, as no plan appeared so eligible to Mrs. Dashwood as remaining there till she could accommodate herself with a house in the neighbourhood, his invitation was accepted.

				A continuance in a place where everything reminded her of former delight, was exactly what suited her mind. In seasons of cheerfulness, no temper could be more cheerful than hers, or possess, in a greater degree, that sanguine expectation of happiness which is happiness itself. But in sorrow she must be equally carried away by her fancy, and as far beyond consolation as in pleasure she was beyond alloy.

				It was soon discovered, however, that certain aspects of their new arrangement were far unlike anything Mrs. Dashwood and her daughters were used to — particularly the manner in which Mr. Dashwood and his wife behaved when it came to matters of the bedroom.

				Every day, at all hours of the day, the Dashwood women were subject to overhearing their new landlords’ impressive attempts at conceiving a younger sibling for their son.

				Though the house had many halls and rooms, it seemed no matter where one was at any given moment, she could hear exactly what John and Fanny were up to. Mrs. Dashwood thought nothing of complaining about their indelicacy to her daughters. “In my day,” she would say, her face bright with disgust, “husbands and wives did their marital duty only when necessary, always in the dark of night, and always in private. If you ask me, one’s family should never even be truly certain that the marriage has even been consummated at all until the wife becomes round with child. Truly, this behaviour is quite the disgrace. I do not know how they expect us to continue living under these …  preposterous conditions!”

				Though Elinor and Marianne complained of the obscenity and indecorousness of it all right along with their dear old mother, and outwardly behaved as though they were as scandalised as perhaps they ought to be, secretly they each reveled in eavesdropping on John and Fanny’s exploits. It was far better entertainment than any book could provide, and far more educational as well.

				One day, as her brother and his wife were occupying themselves in the usual way, Marianne crept into the spare bedroom beside the couple’s room, closed the door so as not to be discovered, and sat on the floor with her back to the adjoining wall. She felt the vibrations from the bed next door, but she did not care. She remained there, and listened.

				“Oh, Mr. Dashwood,” Fanny cried out. “You know how I love when you do that.”

				After a few more moments of moaning and gasping, Fanny said, “Just a bit higher, my dear …  Oh, yes, yes. Now, faster. And do not stop!”

				At Fanny’s ensuing screams, Marianne couldn’t help but envy a woman who was not only loved by a man and in the position to enjoy all that marriage had to offer, but who was able to tell her husband exactly what she wanted, and have him obey, all for the purpose of her own pleasure. What kind of power that must be!

				The screams died down, but only for a moment. There was some murmuring on the other side of the wall too low for Marianne to distinguish, and then the sounds were elevated once again as John let out a loud moan of his own and the bed — and the wall against which Marianne was leaning — began to rock.

				Being entirely inexperienced in the practical matters of love, Marianne could only imagine what, exactly, was happening on the other side of the wall, but what she pictured was something she could not wait to experience for herself.

				A handsome man looking at her with love and desire in his eyes, his hands caressing every inch of her body, his mouth on hers, their bodies joined, enjoying a pleasure so intense that her body could not contain it all and she must cry out loud simply to relieve herself of the wonderfully overwhelming pressure.

				Some day, Marianne told herself with a sigh. Perhaps some day soon.

				• • •

				At the same time, Elinor was downstairs in the room directly below John and Fanny, working on her embroidery. She did not look up from her work, nor did she acknowledge in any outward way that she was even aware of the rumpus taking place above her head. Elinor, being older and wiser to the rules of society than her sister, could not permit herself to delight in Mr. and Mrs. Dashwood’s display quite like Marianne did. She pretended to ignore their daily productions as much as she could, but inwardly, she could not pay attention to anything else.

				Was the act of lovemaking truly as pleasurable as her brother and his wife made it out to be? Could they really not keep their hands — and other parts of their bodies — off one another for longer than a few hours? Or was this a show put on purely to make the Dashwood women feel uncomfortable and thus drive them away from Norland Park? It was no secret that Fanny did not want them there, and so Elinor could not help but wonder if there were some ulterior motives behind the couple’s incessant coupling.

				But despite her suspicions and misgivings, Elinor still did find herself a touch envious of the couple’s seemingly ravenous need for one another. Would she ever have that for herself? And if she were to be married, would she even know what to do? What if her ignorance were so painfully insurmountable that her husband would be led to regret his choice in a wife?

				For that reason, Elinor had persuaded her mother not to make them move away just yet. She paid close attention to the sounds and words that echoed through the house, to the small, intimate gestures and touches the couple gave each other whilst in plain view of everyone, hoping to acquire enough knowledge so that when and if such a day came for her, she would be ready.

				• • •

				Though her husband was quite the king in the bedroom and knew precisely how to make her purr like a kitten, Mrs. John Dashwood did not believe him quite as wise when it came to other matters. In particular, matters of finance. She not at all approve of what her husband intended to do for his sisters. To take three thousand pounds from the fortune of their dear little boy would be impoverishing him to the most dreadful degree. She begged him to think again on the subject. How could he answer it to himself to rob his child, and his only child too, of so large a sum? And what possible claim could the Miss Dashwoods, who were related to him only by half blood, which she considered as no relationship at all, have on his generosity to so large an amount. It was very well known that no affection was ever supposed to exist between the children of any man by different marriages; and why was he to ruin himself, and their poor little Harry, by giving away all his money to his half sisters?

				“It was my father’s last request to me,” replied her husband, “that I should assist his widow and daughters.”

				“He did not know what he was talking of, I dare say; ten to one but he was light-headed at the time. Had he been in his right senses, he could not have thought of such a thing as begging you to give away half your fortune from your own child.”

				“He did not stipulate for any particular sum, my dear Fanny; he only requested me, in general terms, to assist them, and make their situation more comfortable than it was in his power to do. Perhaps it would have been as well if he had left it wholly to myself. He could hardly suppose I should neglect them. But as he required the promise, I could not do less than give it; at least I thought so at the time. The promise, therefore, was given, and must be performed. Something must be done for them whenever they leave Norland and settle in a new home.”

				“Well, then, let something be done for them; but that something need not be three thousand pounds. Consider,” she added, “that when the money is once parted with, it never can return. Your sisters will marry, and it will be gone for ever. If, indeed, it could be restored to our poor little boy — ”

				“Why, to be sure,” said her husband, very gravely, “that would make great difference. The time may come when Harry will regret that so large a sum was parted with. If he should have a numerous family, for instance, it would be a very convenient addition.”

				“To be sure it would.”

				“Perhaps, then, it would be better for all parties, if the sum were diminished one half. Five hundred pounds would be a prodigious increase to their fortunes!”

				“Oh! beyond anything great! What brother on earth would do half so much for his sisters, even if really his sisters! And as it is — only half blood! But you have such a generous spirit!”

				“I would not wish to do any thing mean,” he replied. “One had rather, on such occasions, do too much than too little. No one, at least, can think I have not done enough for them: even themselves, they can hardly expect more.”

				“There is no knowing what they may expect,” said the lady, “but we are not to think of their expectations: the question is, what you can afford to do.”

				“Certainly; and I think I may afford to give them five hundred pounds a-piece. As it is, without any addition of mine, they will each have about three thousand pounds on their mother’s death — a very comfortable fortune for any young woman.”

				“To be sure it is; and, indeed, it strikes me that they can want no addition at all. They will have ten thousand pounds divided amongst them. If they marry, they will be sure of doing well, and if they do not, they may all live very comfortably together on the interest of ten thousand pounds.” To punctuate her point, Fanny then began to employ the tactics she had learned early on in her marriage would get her anything she wanted. Biting her lower seductively and locking eyes with her husband, she slid her chair closer to his and traced one finger lazily across his thigh.

				John watched his wife’s fingertip slowly moving north and swallowed audibly. “That is very true, and, therefore, I do not know whether, upon the whole, it would not be more advisable to do something for their mother while she lives, rather than for them — something of the annuity kind I mean. My sisters would feel the good effects of it as well as herself. A hundred a year would make them all perfectly comfortable.”

				His wife hesitated a little, however, in giving her consent to this plan. She slid even closer and continued tracing patterns on her husband’s breeches, adding a bit of pressure.

				“To be sure,” said she, “it is better than parting with fifteen hundred pounds at once. But, then, if Mrs. Dashwood should live fifteen years we shall be completely taken in.”

				“Fifteen years! my dear Fanny; her life cannot be worth half that purchase.”

				“Certainly not; but if you observe, people always live for ever when there is an annuity to be paid them; and she is very stout and healthy, and hardly forty. An annuity is a very serious business; it comes over and over every year, and there is no getting rid of it. You are not aware of what you are doing. I have known a great deal of the trouble of annuities; for my mother was clogged with the payment of three to old superannuated servants by my father’s will, and it is amazing how disagreeable she found it. Twice every year these annuities were to be paid; and then there was the trouble of getting it to them; and then one of them was said to have died, and afterwards it turned out to be no such thing. My mother was quite sick of it. Her income was not her own, she said, with such perpetual claims on it; and it was the more unkind in my father, because, otherwise, the money would have been entirely at my mother’s disposal, without any restriction whatever. It has given me such an abhorrence of annuities, that I am sure I would not pin myself down to the payment of one for all the world.”

				Fanny then shifted her skills of persuasion into fuller force. She crawled lithely into her husband’s lap, straddling one leg on either side of him, and lowered her the bodice of her dress so that her full breasts were exposed and just inches away from John’s waiting mouth.

				“It is certainly an unpleasant thing,” replied Mr. Dashwood, looking into Fanny’s eyes desirously and beginning to grind his growing arousal against her, “to have those kind of yearly drains on one’s income. One’s fortune, as your mother justly says, is not one’s own. To be tied down to the regular payment of such a sum, on every rent day, is by no means desirable: it takes away one’s independence.” He leaned forward to take one of her breasts into his mouth, but she leaned back, just out of his reach, teasing him.

				“Undoubtedly,” she said with a coquettish smile, “and after all you have no thanks for it. They think themselves secure, you do no more than what is expected, and it raises no gratitude at all. If I were you, whatever I did should be done at my own discretion entirely. I would not bind myself to allow them any thing yearly. It may be very inconvenient some years to spare a hundred, or even fifty pounds from our own expenses.”

				“I believe you are right, my love; it will be better that there should be no annuity in the case; whatever I may give them occasionally will be of far greater assistance than a yearly allowance, because they would only enlarge their style of living if they felt sure of a larger income, and would not be sixpence the richer for it at the end of the year. It will certainly be much the best way. A present of fifty pounds, now and then, will prevent their ever being distressed for money, and will, I think, be amply discharging my promise to my father.”

				“To be sure it will.” To show her approval, Fanny finally let John close his mouth over the firm bud at the tip of her breast. His mouth was hot and moist and she squirmed against him in delicious pleasure. “Indeed, to say the truth, I am convinced within myself that your father had no idea of your giving them any money at all,” she continued breathlessly. “The assistance he thought of, I dare say, was only such as might be reasonably expected of you; for instance, such as looking out for a comfortable small house for them, helping them to move their things, and sending them presents of fish and game, and so forth, whenever they are in season. I’ll lay my life that he meant nothing farther; indeed, it would be very strange and unreasonable if he did.” John pulled her other breast to his lips and darted his tongue around one nipple, up the crease formed by his pressing her breasts together, and down around the other nipple. Fanny shuddered and reached down between them to caress his hardness. “Do but consider, my dear Mr. Dashwood, how excessively comfortable your mother-in-law and her daughters may live on the interest of seven thousand pounds, besides the thousand pounds belonging to each of the girls, which brings them in fifty pounds a year a-piece, and, of course, they will pay their mother for their board out of it. Altogether, they will have five hundred a-year amongst them, and what on earth can four women want for more than that? — They will live so cheap! Their housekeeping will be nothing at all. They will have no carriage, no horses, and hardly any servants; they will keep no company, and can have no expenses of any kind! Only conceive how comfortable they will be! Five hundred a year! I am sure I cannot imagine how they will spend half of it; and as to your giving them more, it is quite absurd to think of it. They will be much more able to give you something.”

				In one swift move, Fanny stepped out of her dress and shed her undergarments. Completely naked, she knelt before her husband, lowered his breeches, and took him into her mouth.

				“Upon my word,” said Mr. Dashwood through his moans of delight, “I believe you are perfectly right. My father certainly could mean nothing more by his request to me than what you say. I clearly understand it now, and I will strictly fulfill my engagement by such acts of assistance and kindness to them as you have described. When my — oh, yes, Fanny — when my mother removes into another house my services shall be readily given to accommodate her as far as I can. Some little present of furniture too may be acceptable then.”

				Fanny gave her husband one last lick, and then stood up. “Certainly,” she returned as she pulled him to standing and removed the remainder of his clothing. “But, however, one thing must be considered. When your father and mother moved to Norland, though the furniture of Stanhill was sold, all the china, plate, and linen was saved, and is now left to your mother. Her house will therefore be almost completely fitted up as soon as she takes it.”

				“That is a material consideration undoubtedly. A valuable legacy indeed! And yet some of the plate would have been a very pleasant addition to our own stock here.”

				Fanny dropped to the floor, lay on her back, and lifted her legs in the air. “Yes; and the set of breakfast china is twice as handsome as what belongs to this house. A great deal too handsome, in my opinion, for any place they can ever afford to live in. But, however, so it is. Your father thought only of them And I must say this: that you owe no particular gratitude to him, nor attention to his wishes; for we very well know that if he could, he would have left almost everything in the world to them.” She waved one finger, inviting John to join her, and then teasingly put the finger in her mouth, moaning as she sucked.

				This argument was irresistible. It gave to his intentions whatever of decision was wanting before; and he finally resolved, that it would be absolutely unnecessary, if not highly indecorous, to do more for the widow and children of his father, than such kind of neighbourly acts as his own wife pointed out.

				Unable to hold off any longer, Mr. Dashwood pounced on his ready, waiting wife and thrust himself inside her, thanking God for bringing him such an intelligent, clever woman.

	
CHAPTER III

				Mrs. Dashwood remained at Norland several months; not from any disinclination to move when the sight of every well known spot ceased to raise the violent emotion which it produced for a while; for when her spirits began to revive, and her mind became capable of some other exertion than that of heightening its affliction by melancholy remembrances, she was impatient to be gone, and indefatigable in her inquiries for a suitable dwelling in the neighbourhood of Norland; for to remove far from that beloved spot was impossible. But she could hear of no situation that at once answered her notions of comfort and ease, and suited the prudence of her eldest daughter, whose steadier judgment rejected several houses as too large for their income, which her mother would have approved.

				Mrs. Dashwood had been informed by her husband of the solemn promise on the part of his son in their favour, which gave comfort to his last earthly reflections. She doubted the sincerity of this assurance no more than he had doubted it himself, and she thought of it for her daughters’ sake with satisfaction, though as for herself she was persuaded that a much smaller provision than 7000L would support her in affluence. For their brother’s sake, too, for the sake of his own heart, she rejoiced; and she reproached herself for being unjust to his merit before, in believing him incapable of generosity. His attentive behaviour to herself and his sisters convinced her that their welfare was dear to him, and, for a long time, she firmly relied on the liberality of his intentions.

				The contempt which she had, very early in their acquaintance, felt for her daughter-in-law, was very much increased by the farther knowledge of her character and her apparently severe aversion to modesty, which half a year’s residence in her family afforded; and perhaps in spite of every consideration of politeness or maternal affection on the side of the former, the two ladies might have found it impossible to have lived together so long, had not a particular circumstance occurred to give still greater eligibility, according to the opinions of Mrs. Dashwood, to her daughters’ continuance at Norland.

				This circumstance was a growing attachment between her eldest girl and the brother of Mrs. John Dashwood, a gentlemanlike and pleasing young man, who was introduced to their acquaintance soon after his sister’s establishment at Norland, and who had since spent the greatest part of his time there.

				Elinor and Edward’s first meeting was rather unremarkable. They greeted each other in the usual way and made their pleasantries, and then Edward was whisked away by Fanny to come see her child.

				But as the days went on, Elinor and Edward began to notice one another. When Edward came in from riding, Elinor’s gaze lingered on the way his hair swept across his forehead and fell over one eye, and she felt a sudden inclination to sweep it back with her hand. When Elinor bent down to pick some wildflowers in the front of the house and her bosom spilled slightly more than usual over the top of her dress, Edward could not stop himself from staring at the soft line between her breasts and wondering would it would be like to bury his face there.

				Though nothing was said aloud on the matter of their budding romance and though the young couple never crossed the line from intimacy of the emotional kind to that of the physical, it was clear to everyone in the house that the two had eyes for only each other.

				Some mothers might have encouraged the intimacy from motives of interest, for Edward Ferrars was the eldest son of a man who had died very rich; and some might have repressed it from motives of prudence, for, except a trifling sum, the whole of his fortune depended on the will of his mother. But Mrs. Dashwood was alike uninfluenced by either consideration. It was enough for her that he appeared to be amiable, that he loved her daughter, and that Elinor returned the partiality. It also did not go unnoticed that Edward was the complete opposite of his dreadful sister in every way — where she was crude, he was erudite; where she was ostentatious, he was mild-mannered; where she was selfish, he was kind. Mrs. Dashwood knew that when Mr. Ferrars married, he would never take up the uncouth behaviours that came so easily to his sister. Mrs. Dashwood knew that Edward was the perfect man for her Elinor. It was contrary to every doctrine of her’s that difference of fortune should keep any couple asunder who were attracted by resemblance of disposition; and that Elinor’s merit should not be acknowledged by every one who knew her, was to her comprehension impossible. Edward Ferrars was not recommended to their good opinion by any peculiar graces of person or address. To most, he was not handsome, and his manners required intimacy to make them pleasing. He was too diffident to do justice to himself; but when his natural shyness was overcome, his behaviour gave every indication of an open, affectionate heart. His understanding was good, and his education had given it solid improvement. But he was neither fitted by abilities nor disposition to answer the wishes of his mother and sister, who longed to see him distinguished as — they hardly knew what. They wanted him to make a fine figure in the world in some manner or other. His mother wished to interest him in political concerns, to get him into parliament, or to see him connected with some of the great men of the day. Mrs. John Dashwood wished it likewise; but in the mean while, till one of these superior blessings could be attained, it would have quieted her ambition to see him driving a barouche. But Edward had no turn for great men or barouches. All his wishes centered in domestic comfort and the quiet of private life. Fortunately he had a younger brother who was more promising.

				But though by most people’s standards Edward Ferrars was nothing exceptional, to Elinor, he was perfect. The handsomest, kindest, most wonderful man she had ever known.

				The two began spending more and more time together, going on walks alone and taking their tea together in the garden, away from prying eyes and ears. They discussed everything — politics, literature, religion, dreams for the future — and found they were alike in nearly every way. Elinor drew for him, and he admired and complimented her work with such fervor it was as if she were Leonardo da Vinci himself.

				Elinor lay awake in bed at night, listening to the nightly antics of her brother and his wife (who, since Edward’s arrival, had taken to entertaining themselves only in the evenings), and found herself wondering less about what it would be like to have a husband to do those sorts of things with and dreaming more about doing those things with Edward — with or without a marriage proposal. He made her feel differently than she’d ever felt before, made her consider doing things she’d never before considered. She wanted to feel his skin against hers, to have him touch and taste her in all her most intimate places, to graze her own mouth and fingers against his muscled torso.

				The desire to all of these things — and more — grew each day that she walked along side him and with each night that she felt the house shake with John and Fanny’s lovemaking. Her need for Edward became so great that one evening, under the warmth and protection of her bedclothes, she succumbed to the aching want and began to explore her own body. Cautiously at first, Elinor brushed one finger across her fine hairs, shivering from the tickle her touch caused. Then, as Fanny loudly and unabashedly directed her husband from a few rooms away, Elinor grew bolder.

				She pressed deeper and found that she was wet, wet with a moisture that allowed her fingers to glide up and down easily. As Fanny called out, “Higher!” Elinor focused her touch on the highest point between her legs, at the tiny spot where all her desire was collecting. She rubbed herself there experimentally and found that the more she touched herself, the more she wished it was Edward there in bed with her, that it was his hands moving across her wetness.

				“Faster, John!” Fanny cried, and Elinor responded in kind, moving her fingertips more rapidly across herself. She closed her eyes and arched her back, her fingers working madly. Edward’s face appeared in her mind, his eyes burning with the very need she felt within herself.

				“Yes, John! Right there, do not stop!”

				This time Elinor didn’t need Fanny’s help. She already knew she was not going to stop. “Edward,” she whispered, her breath short and raspy, her voice revealing the unbearable need within her.

				Yes, Elinor, Edward said in her vision. I’m here.

				His voice was so real, the heat from his lips and the sweat on his brow so lifelike, that Elinor almost believed he was really there with her, touching her, making her feel this pleasure. That she wasn’t doing it herself.

				Her fingers slid back and forth, her legs spread wide, and suddenly she couldn’t hold back any longer — her entire body exploded in a rainstorm of heat and passion and bliss. “Oh, Edward!” she cried out as her body rocked with delectable tremors.

				When the sensation subsided, Elinor lay spent, panting, staring into the darkness in wonder. Was this what Fanny and John experienced every single day? Was this what it was like to bed your husband?

				If this was what it was like every time, Elinor knew that she could not wait to be married. She needed Edward like she needed air. And she vowed to have him.

				• • •

				Edward yearned for Elinor, yearned to cover her body with his own and feel her quiver with ecstasy around him. He had never experienced such a reaction to a woman before, and he scarcely knew what to do with himself. She was a lady — a beautiful, lovely lady — and she did not deserve to be thought of in such a way by anyone except her husband. She should not be kissed, touched, even looked at with impure thoughts, until she was married to a man who loved and respected her and who could give her the world. Edward wished he could be that man, but his mother and sister had made it perfectly clear that he was not, and could never be, the type of man he knew Elinor deserved.

				But still his desire for her burned on, though he did everything he could to keep it at bay. His sister’s nightly exploits with Mr. Dashwood did nothing to keep his thoughts clean, however, and he found himself relieving the exquisite pain that his attraction to Elinor caused the only way he knew how — in private moments alone in his bedchamber.

				If Elinor knew he thought of her while doing such acts — if she even knew he did such acts at all — he was certain that she would never look at him again. So he did his best to keep a calm, unaffected demeanour whilst in her presence. He read aloud without inflection and he pretended to be ambivalent during discussions about music — anything to keep from exposing the true passion that simmered just beneath his skin whenever Elinor was near.

				Edward had been staying several weeks in the house before he engaged much of Mrs. Dashwood’s attention; for she was, at that time, in such affliction as rendered her careless of surrounding objects. She saw only that he was quiet and unobtrusive, and she liked him for it. He did not disturb the wretchedness of her mind by ill-timed conversation. She was first called to observe and approve him farther, by a reflection which Elinor chanced one day to make on the difference between him and his sister. It was a contrast which recommended him most forcibly to her mother.

				“It is enough,” said Mrs. Dashwood; “to say that he is unlike Fanny is enough. It implies everything amiable. I love him already.”

				“I think you will like him,” said Elinor, “when you know more of him.”

				“Like him!” replied her mother with a smile. “I feel no sentiment of approbation inferior to love.”

				“You may esteem him.”

				“I have never yet known what it was to separate esteem and love.”

				Mrs. Dashwood now took pains to get acquainted with him. Her manners were attaching, and soon banished his reserve. She speedily comprehended all his merits; the persuasion of his regard for Elinor perhaps assisted her penetration; but she really felt assured of his worth: and even that quietness of manner, which militated against all her established ideas of what a young man’s address ought to be, was no longer uninteresting when she knew his heart to be warm and his temper affectionate.

				No sooner did she perceive any symptom of love in his behaviour to Elinor, than she considered their serious attachment as certain, and looked forward to their marriage as rapidly approaching.

				“In a few months, my dear Marianne,” said she, “Elinor will, in all probability be settled for life. We shall miss her; but she will be happy.”

				“Oh! Mamma, how shall we do without her?”

				“My love, it will be scarcely a separation. We shall live within a few miles of each other, and shall meet every day of our lives. You will gain a brother — a real, affectionate brother. I have the highest opinion in the world of Edward’s heart. But you look grave, Marianne; do you disapprove your sister’s choice?”

				“Perhaps,” said Marianne, “I may consider it with some surprise. Edward is very amiable, and I love him tenderly. But yet — he is not the kind of young man; there is something wanting — his figure is not striking; it has none of that grace which I should expect in the man who could seriously attach my sister. His eyes want all that spirit, that fire, which at once announce virtue and intelligence. And besides all this, I am afraid, Mamma, he has no real taste. Music seems scarcely to attract him, and though he admires Elinor’s drawings very much, it is not the admiration of a person who can understand their worth. It is evident, in spite of his frequent attention to her while she draws, that in fact he knows nothing of the matter. He admires as a lover, not as a connoisseur. To satisfy me, those characters must be united. I could not be happy with a man whose taste did not in every point coincide with my own. He must enter into all my feelings; the same books, the same music must charm us both. Oh! mama, how spiritless, how tame was Edward’s manner in reading to us last night! I felt for my sister most severely. Yet she bore it with so much composure, she seemed scarcely to notice it. I could hardly keep my seat. To hear those beautiful lines which have frequently almost driven me wild, pronounced with such impenetrable calmness, such dreadful indifference!”

				“He would certainly have done more justice to simple and elegant prose. I thought so at the time; but you would give him Cowper.”

				“Nay, Mamma, if he is not to be animated by Cowper! — but we must allow for difference of taste. Elinor has not my feelings, and therefore she may overlook it, and be happy with him. But it would have broke my heart, had I loved him, to hear him read with so little sensibility. Mama, the more I know of the world, the more am I convinced that I shall never see a man whom I can really love. I require so much! He must have all Edward’s virtues, and his person and manners must ornament his goodness with every possible charm.”

				“Remember, my love, that you are not seventeen. It is yet too early in life to despair of such a happiness. Why should you be less fortunate than your mother? In one circumstance only, my Marianne, may your destiny be different from her’s!”

	
CHAPTER IV

				“What a pity it is, Elinor,” said Marianne, “that Edward should have no taste for drawing.”

				“No taste for drawing!” replied Elinor, “why should you think so? He does not draw himself, indeed, but he has great pleasure in seeing the performances of other people, and I assure you he is by no means deficient in natural taste, though he has not had opportunities of improving it. Had he ever been in the way of learning, I think he would have drawn very well. He distrusts his own judgment in such matters so much, that he is always unwilling to give his opinion on any picture; but he has an innate propriety and simplicity of taste, which in general direct him perfectly right.”

				Marianne was afraid of offending, and said no more on the subject; but the kind of approbation which Elinor described as excited in him by the drawings of other people, was very far from that rapturous delight, which, in her opinion, could alone be called taste. Yet, though smiling within herself at the mistake, she honoured her sister for that blind partiality to Edward which produced it.

				“I hope, Marianne,” continued Elinor, “you do not consider him as deficient in general taste. Indeed, I think I may say that you cannot, for your behaviour to him is perfectly cordial, and if that were your opinion, I am sure you could never be civil to him.”

				Marianne hardly knew what to say. She would not wound the feelings of her sister on any account, and yet to say what she did not believe was impossible. At length she replied:

				“Do not be offended, Elinor, if my praise of him is not in every thing equal to your sense of his merits. I have not had so many opportunities of estimating the minuter propensities of his mind, his inclinations and tastes, as you have; but I have the highest opinion in the world of his goodness and sense. I think him every thing that is worthy and amiable.”

				“I am sure,” replied Elinor, with a smile, “that his dearest friends could not be dissatisfied with such commendation as that. I do not perceive how you could express yourself more warmly.”

				Marianne was rejoiced to find her sister so easily pleased.

				“Of his sense and his goodness,” continued Elinor, “no one can, I think, be in doubt, who has seen him often enough to engage him in unreserved conversation. The excellence of his understanding and his principles can be concealed only by that shyness which too often keeps him silent. You know enough of him to do justice to his solid worth. But of his minuter propensities, as you call them you have from peculiar circumstances been kept more ignorant than myself. He and I have been at times thrown a good deal together, while you have been wholly engrossed on the most affectionate principle by my mother. I have seen a great deal of him, have studied his sentiments and heard his opinion on subjects of literature and taste; and, upon the whole, I venture to pronounce that his mind is well-informed, enjoyment of books exceedingly great, his imagination lively, his observation just and correct, and his taste delicate and pure. His abilities in every respect improve as much upon acquaintance as his manners and person. At first sight, his address is certainly not striking; and his person can hardly be called handsome, till the expression of his eyes, which are uncommonly good, and the general sweetness of his countenance, is perceived. At present, I know him so well, that I think him really handsome; or at least, almost so. What say you, Marianne?”

				“I shall very soon think him handsome, Elinor, if I do not now. When you tell me to love him as a brother, I shall no more see imperfection in his face, than I now do in his heart.”

				Elinor started at this declaration, and was sorry for the warmth she had been betrayed into, in speaking of him. Had she revealed too much? Did Marianne suspect the depth of her feelings for Edward? Surely she wouldn’t have so casually suggested that they would be married otherwise. Over the past several days Elinor’s determination to take her relationship with Edward further hadn’t waned, but she also hadn’t figured out just how to do it. Edward stood very high in her opinion. She believed the regard to be mutual; but she required greater certainty of it to make her feelings be known, as well as Marianne’s conviction of their attachment agreeable to her. She knew that what Marianne and her mother conjectured one moment, they believed the next — that with them, to wish was to hope, and to hope was to expect. For fear that they would catch on to her admittedly indecorous plans, and shun her from their family or at the very least look upon her in grave disappointment and sadness, she tried to downplay the extent of her attraction to Mr. Ferrars.

				“I do not attempt to deny,” said she, “that I think very highly of him — that I greatly esteem, that I like him.”

				Marianne here burst forth with indignation — 

				“Esteem him! Like him! Cold-hearted Elinor! Oh! worse than cold-hearted! Ashamed of being otherwise. Use those words again, and I will leave the room this moment.”

				Elinor could not help laughing. “Excuse me,” said she; “and be assured that I meant no offence to you, by speaking, in so quiet a way, of my own feelings. Believe them to be stronger than I have declared; believe them, in short, to be such as his merit, and the suspicion — the hope — of his affection for me may warrant, without imprudence or folly. But farther than this you must not believe. I am by no means assured of his regard for me. There are moments when the extent of it seems doubtful; and till his sentiments are fully known, you cannot wonder at my wishing to avoid any encouragement of my own partiality, by believing or calling it more than it is. In my heart I feel little — scarcely any doubt of his preference. But there are other points to be considered besides his inclination. He is very far from being independent. What his mother really is we cannot know; but, from Fanny’s occasional mention of her conduct and opinions, we have never been disposed to think her amiable; and I am very much mistaken if Edward is not himself aware that there would be many difficulties in his way, if he were to wish to marry a woman who had not either a great fortune or high rank.”

				Marianne was astonished to find how much the imagination of her mother and herself had outstripped the truth.

				“And you really are not engaged to him!” said she. “Yet it certainly soon will happen. But two advantages will proceed from this delay. I shall not lose you so soon, and Edward will have greater opportunity of improving that natural taste for your favourite pursuit which must be so indispensably necessary to your future felicity. Oh! if he should be so far stimulated by your genius as to learn to draw himself, how delightful it would be!”

				All in all, Elinor had given her real opinion to her sister. She could not consider her partiality for Edward in so prosperous a state as Marianne had believed it. She wasn’t planning on marrying him; she was only planning on indulging the ceaseless physical pull between them. She knew it was wrong to want him this way, but she did not care. It was thoroughly out of her control.

				Of course, if Edward were to propose marriage, as Marianne had suggested, Elinor could not fool herself into thinking that she would refuse him. She would not. She would accept him with all the joy and love in her heart. But she felt certain that would not happen. There was, at times, a want of spirits about him which, if it did not denote indifference, spoke of something almost as unpromising. A doubt of her regard, supposing him to feel it, need not give him more than inquietude. It would not be likely to produce that dejection of mind which frequently attended him. A more reasonable cause might be found in the dependent situation which forbade the indulgence of his affection. She knew that his mother neither behaved to him so as to make his home comfortable at present, nor to give him any assurance that he might form a home for himself, without strictly attending to her views for his aggrandizement. With such a knowledge as this, it was impossible for Elinor to feel easy on the subject. She was far from depending on that result of his preference of her, which her mother and sister still considered as certain. Nay, the longer they were together the more doubtful seemed the nature of his regard; and sometimes, for a few painful minutes, she believed it to be no more than friendship.

				But, whatever might really be its limits, it was enough, when perceived by his sister, to make her uneasy, and at the same time, (which was still more common,) to make her uncivil. She took the first opportunity of affronting her mother-in-law on the occasion, talking to her so expressively of her brother’s great expectations, of Mrs. Ferrars’s resolution that both her sons should marry well, and of the danger attending any young woman who attempted to draw him in, that Mrs. Dashwood could neither pretend to be unconscious, nor endeavor to be calm. She gave her an answer which marked her contempt, and instantly left the room, resolving that, whatever might be the inconvenience or expense of so sudden a removal, her beloved Elinor should not be exposed another week to such insinuations.

				In this state of her spirits, a letter was delivered to her from the post, which contained a proposal particularly well timed. It was the offer of a small house, on very easy terms, belonging to a relation of her own, a gentleman of consequence and property in Devonshire. The letter was from this gentleman himself, and written in the true spirit of friendly accommodation. He understood that she was in need of a dwelling; and though the house he now offered her was merely a cottage, he assured her that everything should be done to it which she might think necessary, if the situation pleased her. He earnestly pressed her, after giving the particulars of the house and garden, to come with her daughters to Barton Park, the place of his own residence, from whence she might judge, herself, whether Barton Cottage, for the houses were in the same parish, could, by any alteration, be made comfortable to her. He seemed really anxious to accommodate them and the whole of his letter was written in so friendly a style as could not fail of giving pleasure to his cousin; more especially at a moment when she was suffering under the cold and unfeeling behaviour of her nearer connections. She needed no time for deliberation or inquiry. Her resolution was formed as she read. The situation of Barton, in a county so far distant from Sussex as Devonshire, which, but a few hours before, would have been a sufficient objection to outweigh every possible advantage belonging to the place, was now its first recommendation. To quit the neighbourhood of Norland was no longer an evil; it was an object of desire; it was a blessing, in comparison of the misery of continuing her daughter-in-law’s guest; and to remove for ever from that beloved place would be less painful than to inhabit or visit it while such a woman was its mistress. She instantly wrote Sir John Middleton her acknowledgment of his kindness, and her acceptance of his proposal; and then hastened to show both letters to her daughters, that she might be secure of their approbation before her answer were sent.

				Elinor had always thought it would be more prudent for them to settle at some distance from Norland, than immediately amongst their present acquaintance. On that head, therefore, it was not for her to oppose her mother’s intention of removing into Devonshire, though she feared she would now be forced to leave without ever securing the chance to see her intentions with Edward through. The house, too, as described by Sir John, was on so simple a scale, and the rent so uncommonly moderate, as to leave her no right of objection on either point; and, therefore, though it was not a plan which brought any charm to her fancy, though it was a removal from the vicinity of Norland beyond her wishes, she made no attempt to dissuade her mother from sending a letter of acquiescence.

	
CHAPTER V

				No sooner was her answer dispatched, than Mrs. Dashwood indulged herself in the pleasure of announcing to her son-in-law and his wife that she was provided with a house, and should incommode them no longer than till every thing were ready for her inhabiting it. They heard her with surprise. Mrs. John Dashwood said nothing; but her husband civilly hoped that she would not be settled far from Norland. She had great satisfaction in replying that she was going into Devonshire. Edward turned hastily towards her, on hearing this, and, in a voice of surprise and concern, which required no explanation to her, repeated, “Devonshire! Are you, indeed, going there?” He glanced at Elinor in a panic. “So far from hence! And to what part of it?” She explained the situation. It was within four miles northward of Exeter.

				“It is but a cottage,” she continued, “but I hope to see many of my friends in it. A room or two can easily be added; and if my friends find no difficulty in travelling so far to see me, I am sure I will find none in accommodating them.”

				She concluded with a very kind invitation to Mr. and Mrs. John Dashwood to visit her at Barton; and to Edward she gave one with still greater affection. Though her late conversation with her daughter-in-law had made her resolve on remaining at Norland no longer than was unavoidable, it had not produced the smallest effect on her in that point to which it principally tended. To separate Edward and Elinor was as far from being her object as ever; and she wished to show Mrs. John Dashwood, by this pointed invitation to her brother, how totally she disregarded her disapprobation of the match.

				Mr. John Dashwood told his mother again and again how exceedingly sorry he was that she had taken a house at such a distance from Norland as to prevent his being of any service to her in removing her furniture. He really felt conscientiously vexed on the occasion; for the very exertion to which he had limited the performance of his promise to his father was by this arrangement rendered impracticable. The furniture was all sent around by water. It chiefly consisted of household linen, plate, china, and books, with a handsome pianoforte of Marianne’s. Mrs. John Dashwood saw the packages depart with a sigh: she could not help feeling it hard that as Mrs. Dashwood’s income would be so trifling in comparison with their own, she should have any handsome article of furniture.

				Mrs. Dashwood took the house for a twelvemonth; it was ready furnished, and she might have immediate possession. No difficulty arose on either side in the agreement; and she waited only for the disposal of her effects at Norland, and to determine her future household, before she set off for the west; and this, as she was exceedingly rapid in the performance of everything that interested her, was soon done. The horses which were left her by her husband had been sold soon after his death, and an opportunity now offering of disposing of her carriage, she agreed to sell that likewise at the earnest advice of her eldest daughter. For the comfort of her children, had she consulted only her own wishes, she would have kept it; but the discretion of Elinor prevailed. Her wisdom too limited the number of their servants to three; two maids and a man, with whom they were speedily provided from amongst those who had formed their establishment at Norland.

				The man and one of the maids were sent off immediately into Devonshire, to prepare the house for their mistress’s arrival; for as Lady Middleton was entirely unknown to Mrs. Dashwood, she preferred going directly to the cottage to being a visitor at Barton Park; and she relied so undoubtingly on Sir John’s description of the house, as to feel no curiosity to examine it herself till she entered it as her own. Her eagerness to be gone from Norland was preserved from diminution by the evident satisfaction of her daughter-in-law in the prospect of her removal; a satisfaction which was but feebly attempted to be concealed under a cold invitation to her to defer her departure. Now was the time when her son-in-law’s promise to his father might with particular propriety be fulfilled. Since he had neglected to do it on first coming to the estate, their quitting his house might be looked on as the most suitable period for its accomplishment. But Mrs. Dashwood began shortly to give over every hope of the kind, and to be convinced, from the general drift of his discourse, that his assistance extended no farther than their maintenance for six months at Norland. He so frequently talked of the increasing expenses of housekeeping, and of the perpetual demands upon his purse, which a man of any consequence in the world was beyond calculation exposed to, that he seemed rather to stand in need of more money himself than to have any design of giving money away.

				In a very few weeks from the day which brought Sir John Middleton’s first letter to Norland, every thing was so far settled in their future abode as to enable Mrs. Dashwood and her daughters to begin their journey.

				The day of Elinor’s departure for Devonshire had come and yet she and Edward had still not taken their relationship beyond mere friendship. She knew his apparent indifference towards her was a sign that she should not broach the subject for risk of being refused and suffering the worst kind of embarrassment, but she also knew she could not spend a lifetime wondering what may have been.

				At breakfast that final day, Elinor gathered her courage and slipped Edward a note when the rest of the family was distracted with talk of travel times and the weather.

                
				Meet me behind the stables as soon as you can. Yours, Elinor

                

				She excused herself from the table, offering up an excuse about needing to tend to some last minute packing, and fled from the house.

				Her heartbeat galloping, Elinor pressed her back against the stable’s wooden outer wall, and stared out into the forest. If Edward came — oh, dear Lord, please let him come — she would take him to her private place in the woods where she sometimes went to read or think. She’s spent a large amount of time there during the infancy of Fanny and John’s residency at Norland Park, when she’d been trying to get away from their overzealous displays. But since Edward’s arrival, she’d been spending less and less time there, partially because of her desire to be near him at all times and partially because John and Fanny’s constant lovemaking had become quite educational. It was a small hiding place under an ancient tree, its floor smooth with earth and its walls a breezy curtain formed by low-hanging leaves. If Edward came, there would be enough room for the two of them to lie together on the ground in each other’s arms. If Edward came, no one would find them there.

				Elinor didn’t have to wait long. Within minutes, Edward appeared around the side of the stable, his face bright and his breathing ragged, as if he had run to meet her. They locked eyes, and then there was silence, as if each was expecting the other to speak first.

				After the surprise and elation at seeing her beloved there died down to a manageable level, Elinor realised she should be the one to say something, as she had been the one to invite him. “Mr. Ferrars,” she began and gave a curtsey. “Thank you for meeting me. I know this is all highly unusual.”

				“Please, call me Edward.” He grinned a mischievous, excited grin, and Elinor knew at once that she had made the right choice in taking this chance.

				She smiled back and took a step towards him. “Very well. Edward. I’m sure you’re wondering why I have summoned you here.”

				She stepped closer, but he didn’t respond. He just watched her come nearer, his chest rising and falling with breaths of anticipation.

				When she was no more than a few inches away, Elinor reached out and ran her hands over Edward’s strong, masculine shoulders. “I just wanted to make sure I had the chance to say goodbye properly,” she said, gaining confidence.

				“I am very glad you did,” Edward said on no more than a whisper. Suddenly there was a hunger in his eyes that reminded Elinor of the way he had looked in her fantasy. He pulled her to him, effectively eliminating the remaining space between them, and brought his mouth to hers.

				The moment their lips touched, Elinor’s whole body responded. She tasted him ravenously, his lips, his tongue, even his teeth. This kiss was different than it had been in her dreams. It was more raw, more urgent, more magical. She suddenly knew that whatever happened between them to-day would far surpass her wildest fantasies, and she knew that she would never get enough.

				As Edward’s hands travelled down her neck and began to slide her sleeves off her shoulders, Elinor came back to herself enough to realise that they were too exposed here and that they needed to get to her secret place before things went any farther. She broke away from him, gasping, and grabbed his arm, pulling him into the woods.

				“Where are we going?” Edward asked, his eyes glowing with happy astonishment, as if he could hardly believe what was happening but wasn’t about to question it.

				“Somewhere private,” was all Elinor said, and led him into her hiding place.

				He looked around in wonder at the concealment the branches of the old tree offered and then directed his attention back to Elinor, his lips curving into a smile. “And just what do you intend to do with me here, Miss Dashwood?”

				Elinor laughed. “Please, call me Elinor.” And she unbuttoned his breeches.

				In a frenzy, the couple tore at each other’s clothing until they were naked. They stood before each other, gazing at one another’s bodies, at the foreignness and familiarity of it all.

				Edward’s gaze lingered on Elinor’s full, round breasts, bouncing ever so slightly as she breathed unevenly with eagerness. Her nipples were pale and perfectly circular and had budded to tiny, inviting peaks. His eyes travelled farther down, across her smooth, pale stomach to the patch of hair between her legs. He knew it would be soft and warm in there, like home, and he yearned to bury himself inside and get lost forever.

				Elinor tried to focus on Edward’s muscled chest, his firm stomach, his strong thighs, wanting to take in every inch of him, but she could not help but stare at the rock hard protrusion jutting out from between his legs. It was pointing out towards her, as if reaching. It was unlike anything she’d ever seen.

				Slowly, gently, she reached out and touched it. Edward moaned and responded by grabbing her breasts in his large hands. He rolled her nipples, which were responding in much the same way his manhood was, between his fingers. The sensation was incredible, and Elinor began to rub his erection more forcefully. Edward’s audible response encouraged her, and she kept going, working her hands over his shaft rhythmically, but suddenly Edward pulled back from her, leaving her hands empty. She looked up at him, confused, not at all satisfied.

				“If you keep doing that,” he explained, “we won’t be able to …  I mean, that is to-day, if you wanted to … ” He trailed off, suddenly seeming unsure. Could he still not know that she wanted him in every way possible?

				Elinor smiled, grabbed his hand, and pulled him down on top of her. She spread her legs wide, knees pointing toward the canopy of leaves above them and watched his arm muscles bulge as he held himself above her. She positioned herself so that his erection was hovering just outside her opening, and she leaned forward for another deep, passionate kiss. Apart from what she’s overheard in her house, Elinor still didn’t understand much about the way things worked between a man and a woman, but she trusted what her body was telling her. She knew, beyond any shadow of doubt, that she wanted Edward inside her. Why wasn’t he taking action? Why was he teasing her so? She lifted her hips, wordlessly inviting him to press himself down on her, when he moved his own hips back slightly, keeping an inch of tauntingly cruel space between them. She looked at him questioningly.

				“Elinor, are you sure?” Edward’s face was a mess of emotions — worry, want, kindness, hope, and still that delightfully endearing pinch of disbelief. “You will no longer be a maid.”

				“I know what I’m committing to, Edward. I have thought of nothing else for months. And I have come to the realisation that remaining a maid for my future husband, while appealing, is nothing compared with the chance to be with you before I leave. This is what I want.” She smiled. “Besides, perhaps you may be the man I marry.”

				Edward’s expression turned to shock and he began to say something, but Elinor could not wait any longer. In one swift movement, she pulled him to her by the buttocks and he slipped inside her with ease. They both cried out.

				There was some pain, but Elinor had been experimenting with herself quite often over the past weeks and she had readied herself for this. Her body knew just how to respond, and soon the pain was gone, replace by a pleasure so great she was half certain that this wasn’t real at all, that she was still inside one of her fantasies.

				Edward gazed into her eyes in awe and began to move above her. She rocked and writhed under him, and he grinned as, unbelievably soon, she reached her peak and screamed and exploded around him.

				Edward watched Elinor’s breasts tremble as her tremors subsided, unable to believe his luck. Was this truly happening? Was the woman he’d dreamed about every night since he’d come to Norwood actually here with him now? Had he really just made her experience the same type of pleasure he felt as he took himself in his hand each night in his room? Emboldened by the knowledge that he had this kind of power, he thrust himself more deeply inside her and began to pick up speed.

				“Oh, yes, Edward, yes!” she cried as he plunged into her over and over. She raked her fingernails across his back, and the sharp sensation combined with everything else his body was experiencing at that moment, bringing him over the edge. But he had just enough presence of mind remaining to know that he could not reach completion within her. He was already ignoring all the reasons why he should not be here with Elinor, already too aware that, no matter how irresistible her requests, he was doing the ungentlemanly thing by acquiescing. He was not going to leave her with child as well. He pulled out of her quickly and spilled his seed onto the dirt ground beside them. Then he collapsed on top of her and they held each other tightly.

				After some time, as the sweat on their bodies began to cool, Edward rolled off Elinor and they lay on their sides and stared into one another’s eyes. There was no embarrassment, no regret. They had never been happier.

				“Are you sure you have never done that before?” he asked her.

				Elinor giggled. “Oh, I’m sure. Why do you ask?”

				“It’s just that you are so …  good at it.”

				Elinor reveled in the compliment, but then a disconcerting thought struck her. “Do you mean …  are you comparing me to other women you’ve had?” She paused. “What I mean to say is …  I have heard that there are places in town where men go to have their needs gratified … ”

				Edward reached out and smoothed the line between Elinor’s brows with his thumb. “No. I assure you, you are the first woman I have ever been with. I was saving myself for marriage. It is true that not many men have the willpower nor inclination to do so, but it has been something I have always wanted … ” He trailed off.

				Again, Elinor felt both relief and dismay. “Oh, no. And I have ruined that for you. Oh, Edward, I am so sorry — ”

				Edward laughed. “Hush, you silly woman. Since I met you, I have wanted nothing more than you in my arms.”

				Elinor let out her breath. “Truly?”

				“Truly.”

				They kissed — lightly and gently at first, but it soon grew more urgent, and they got lost in each other once again. Remarkably, this time was even better — there was no pain, no hesitation, no worry. They took each other with all the confidence in the world, striving to ease the endless craving they felt for one another.

				Some time later, Elinor knew she must speak the inevitable. “I am leaving to-day.”

				“Yes,” Edward replied, and they lapsed into a sad silence.

				A few moments went by, and Elinor got up, brushed the dirt from her body, and began to dress. Edward wordlessly did the same. When they were presentable once more, they stood there, staring into each other’s eyes, searching for the right words to say.

				“Elinor,” Edward said finally, “regarding what you said earlier …  about the possibility of marriage … ”

				“Yes?” Elinor’s heart began to lift. Was he about to propose? Would she not have to leave him after all?

				“There is something I haven’t told you …  something I must tell you … ”

				“Yes?”

				But they got no farther. The moment was interrupted by the call of Elinor’s mother, searching for her daughter. “Elinor!” Mrs. Dashwood called from the edge of the woods. “Elinor, where are you? We must be going!”

				Elinor looked to Edward in despair. “I have to go.”

				He nodded, looking down at the forest floor.

				“But please — what were you to say?”

				He shook his head. “It does not matter.”

				Elinor’s hope extinguished. He did not want to marry her. That’s all right, she reminded herself. You knew that was a possibility. You knew you weren’t doing this for a proposal. You did this because you wanted to. And now it is done and it was more than you knew to wish for. That is all.

				She cleared her throat, desperately trying to ignore the pain in her heart. “Wait here until we have gone. Good-bye, Edward.” She kissed him on the cheek, inhaling his scent one final time, and walked away.

				• • •

				Many were the tears shed by them in their last adieus to a place so much beloved. “Dear, dear Norland!” said Marianne, as she wandered alone before the house, on the last evening of their being there; “when shall I cease to regret you! — when learn to feel a home elsewhere! Oh! happy house, could you know what I suffer in now viewing you from this spot, from whence perhaps I may view you no more! And you, ye well-known trees! — but you will continue the same. No leaf will decay because we are removed, nor any branch become motionless although we can observe you no longer! No; you will continue the same; unconscious of the pleasure or the regret you occasion, and insensible of any change in those who walk under your shade! But who will remain to enjoy you?”

				Everyone — even Fanny — thought it odd that Edward had not come to see the Dashwood women off, but they could not seem to locate him and the travellers could wait no longer.

				Mrs. Dashwood, Elinor, Marianne, and Margaret made their goodbyes to their relatives swiftly and cordially, and boarded the carriage, bound for their new life.

	
CHAPTER VI

				The first part of their journey was performed in too melancholy a disposition to be otherwise than tedious and unpleasant. Elinor was despondent over having loved and lost her Mr. Ferrars and spent the duration of the journey remembering every kiss, every touch, every beat of his heart against hers. But she did not cry. Instead, she stared from the window in a trance devised from her own memories. The remaining Dashwood women were so caught up in their own sorrow over leaving their beloved home that they did not seem to notice anything at all peculiar about Elinor’s behaviour. But as they drew towards the end of it, their interest in the appearance of a country which they were to inhabit overcame their dejection, and a view of Barton Valley as they entered it gave them cheerfulness. It was a pleasant fertile spot, well wooded, and rich in pasture. After winding along it for more than a mile, they reached their own house. A small green court was the whole of its demesne in front; and a neat wicket gate admitted them into it.

				As a house, Barton Cottage, though small, was comfortable and compact; but as a cottage it was defective, for the building was regular, the roof was tiled, the window shutters were not painted green, nor were the walls covered with honeysuckles. A narrow passage led directly through the house into the garden behind. On each side of the entrance was a sitting room, about sixteen feet square; and beyond them were the offices and the stairs. Four bedrooms and two garrets formed the rest of the house. It had not been built many years and was in good repair. In comparison of Norland, it was poor and small indeed! — but the tears which recollection called forth as they entered the house were soon dried away. They were cheered by the joy of the servants on their arrival, and each for the sake of the others resolved to appear happy. It was very early in September; the season was fine, and from first seeing the place under the advantage of good weather, they received an impression in its favour which was of material service in recommending it to their lasting approbation.

				The situation of the house was good. High hills rose immediately behind, and at no great distance on each side; some of which were open downs, the others cultivated and woody. The village of Barton was chiefly on one of these hills, and formed a pleasant view from the cottage windows. The prospect in front was more extensive; it commanded the whole of the valley, and reached into the country beyond. The hills which surrounded the cottage terminated the valley in that direction; under another name, and in another course, it branched out again between two of the steepest of them.

				With the size and furniture of the house Mrs. Dashwood was upon the whole well satisfied; for though her former style of life rendered many additions to the latter indispensable, yet to add and improve was a delight to her; and she had at this time ready money enough to supply all that was wanted of greater elegance to the apartments. “As for the house itself, to be sure,” said she, “it is too small for our family, but we will make ourselves tolerably comfortable for the present, as it is too late in the year for improvements. Perhaps in the spring, if I have plenty of money, as I dare say I shall, we may think about building. These parlors are both too small for such parties of our friends as I hope to see often collected here; and I have some thoughts of throwing the passage into one of them with perhaps a part of the other, and so leave the remainder of that other for an entrance; this, with a new drawing room which may be easily added, and a bed-chamber and garret above, will make it a very snug little cottage. I could wish the stairs were handsome. But one must not expect every thing; though I suppose it would be no difficult matter to widen them. I shall see how much I am before-hand with the world in the spring, and we will plan our improvements accordingly.”

				In the mean time, till all these alterations could be made from the savings of an income of five hundred a-year by a woman who never saved in her life, they were wise enough to be contented with the house as it was; and each of them was busy in arranging their particular concerns, and endeavoring, by placing around them books and other possessions, to form themselves a home. Marianne’s pianoforte was unpacked and properly disposed of; and Elinor’s drawings were affixed to the walls of their sitting room.

				In such employments as these they were interrupted soon after breakfast the next day by the entrance of their landlord, who called to welcome them to Barton, and to offer them every accommodation from his own house and garden in which theirs might at present be deficient. Sir John Middleton was a good looking man about forty. He had formerly visited at Stanhill, but it was too long for his young cousins to remember him. His countenance was thoroughly good-humoured; and his manners were as friendly as the style of his letter. Their arrival seemed to afford him real satisfaction, and their comfort to be an object of real solicitude to him. He said much of his earnest desire of their living in the most sociable terms with his family, and pressed them so cordially to dine at Barton Park every day till they were better settled at home, that, though his entreaties were carried to a point of perseverance beyond civility, they could not give offence. His kindness was not confined to words; for within an hour after he left them, a large basket full of garden stuff and fruit arrived from the park, which was followed before the end of the day by a present of game. He insisted, moreover, on conveying all their letters to and from the post for them, and would not be denied the satisfaction of sending them his newspaper every day.

				Lady Middleton had sent a very civil message by him, denoting her intention of waiting on Mrs. Dashwood as soon as she could be assured that her visit would be no inconvenience; and as this message was answered by an invitation equally polite, her ladyship was introduced to them the next day.

				They were, of course, very anxious to see a person on whom so much of their comfort at Barton must depend; and the elegance of her appearance was favourable to their wishes. Lady Middleton was not more than six or seven and twenty; her face was handsome, her figure tall and striking, and her address graceful. Her manners had all the elegance which her husband’s wanted. But they would have been improved by some share of his frankness and warmth; and her visit was long enough to detract something from their first admiration, by showing that, though perfectly well-bred, she was reserved, cold, and had nothing to say for herself beyond the most common-place inquiry or remark.

				Though they dare not speak such thoughts aloud, Elinor and Marianne separately marvelled on the immediately apparent differences between their new landlords and their former ones. Whereas their brother and his wife could not get enough of one another, it was near impossible to imagine Lady Middleton warming up to anyone, even her husband, enough to let her hair down — and lift her skirts up — and indulge in a bit of marital fun.

				Conversation however was not wanted, for Sir John was very chatty, and Lady Middleton had taken the wise precaution of bringing with her their eldest child, a fine little boy about six years old, by which means there was one subject always to be recurred to by the ladies in case of extremity, for they had to enquire his name and age, admire his beauty, and ask him questions which his mother answered for him, while he hung about her and held down his head, to the great surprise of her ladyship, who wondered at his being so shy before company, as he could make noise enough at home. On every formal visit a child ought to be of the party, by way of provision for discourse. In the present case it took up ten minutes to determine whether the boy were most like his father or mother, and in what particular he resembled either, for of course every body differed, and every body was astonished at the opinion of the others.

				An opportunity was soon to be given to the Dashwoods of debating on the rest of the children, as Sir John would not leave the house without securing their promise of dining at the park the next day.

	
CHAPTER VII

				Barton Park was about half a mile from the cottage. The ladies had passed near it in their way along the valley, but it was screened from their view at home by the projection of a hill. The house was large and handsome; and the Middletons lived in a style of equal hospitality and elegance. The former was for Sir John’s gratification, the latter for that of his lady. They were scarcely ever without some friends staying with them in the house, and they kept more company of every kind than any other family in the neighbourhood. It was necessary to the happiness of both; for however dissimilar in temper and outward behaviour, they strongly resembled each other in that total want of talent and taste which confined their employments, unconnected with such as society produced, within a very narrow compass. Sir John was a sportsman, Lady Middleton a mother. He hunted and shot, and she humoured her children; and these were their only resources. They had not come together as husband and wife in quite some time — since the birth of their last child — and, to be quite honest, neither was entirely displeased with that arrangement. Their attraction toward each other had consisted of a limited supply of mutual interest which had lasted just long enough to provide them with four perfect heirs. Lady Middleton had the advantage of being able to spoil her children all the year round, while Sir John’s independent employments were in existence only half the time. Continual engagements at home and abroad, however, supplied all the deficiencies of nature and education; supported the good spirits of Sir John, and gave exercise to the good breeding of his wife.

				Lady Middleton piqued herself upon the elegance of her table, and of all her domestic arrangements; and from this kind of vanity was her greatest enjoyment in any of their parties. But Sir John’s satisfaction in society was much more real; he delighted in collecting about him more young people than his house would hold, and the noisier they were the better was he pleased. He was a blessing to all the juvenile part of the neighbourhood, for in summer he was for ever forming parties to eat cold ham and chicken out of doors, and in winter his private balls were numerous enough for any young lady who was not suffering under the insatiable appetite of fifteen.
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