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Chapter 1

As he drove away from Portsmouth towards London, Henry could no longer deceive himself: the sweet tempered and artless girl he had fallen for, whom he had offered to sacrifice his freedom to, did not love him. 

On that trip, passing beautiful natural scenery as well as picturesque villages without even seeing them, he finally realized he had been fooled by her mild manners and loving personality into believing himself loved by the sweetest, most tenderhearted creature in existence. 

Of  course  she  had  not  only  rejected  him  when  he  proposed  to  her,  she  had afterwards  told  him  repeatedly  that  she  didn't  like  his  attentions,  that  she wanted him to stop talking to her about his love and affection, but her manner had not been truly repulsive and without such proof of her dislike his vanity had not been able to accept that an unsophisticated, unspoiled girl like Fanny could resist all his attempts to please her. She had to like him, women always liked him, loved him, tried to hold on to him. 

How  could  it  be  that  he  had  fallen  deeply,  hopelessly  in  love  with  the  one superior creature he could not convince of his honorable intentions? Was this his  punishment,  for  having  played  with  women's  feelings  all  his  adult  life? 

For  having  broken  so  many  hearts  with  his  flippant  gallantry,  his  easy manners? Was the first time he had ever fallen in love himself to be the time he  would  have  his  own  heart  broken  for  good?  He  could  not  imagine  a  life without her, how could any woman ever live up to her standard, how could he ever fall in love with someone less perfect? 

His newly found insight in how things really were between them was a bitter pill to swallow, worse, for it could not be done in but a moment, with only a faint  aftertaste  of  disappointment.  No,  the  realization  that  she  had  been wishing  him  elsewhere  all  the  time  that  he  had  been  convinced  he  was creating  a  sincere  affection  in  her,  was  deeply  humiliating  and  genuinely hurtful. 

Fanny  had  not  been  happy  to  see  him,  his  coming  had  embarrassed  her,  he guessed she thought him indelicate in his expressions of his love for her, as

reasonable and as guarded as they seemed to him. He was glad he had chosen to visit as William's friend instead of Fanny's admirer, or his case must have been utterly hopeless by now, the love burning inside him wasted forever. 

He flattered himself that she had seemed to look upon him with less disfavor than  on  his  previous  visits  at  Mansfield  Park,  but  he  also  realized  some  of those tender feelings might very well have been due to her missing her home exceedingly, despite the careless way she was treated by nearly anyone there, her  qualities  undervalued  or  even  derided  by  her  relations  of  inferior temperament and understanding. 

Of course Bertram did give her all the love and the most attention he could, but  who  could  compare  the  value  a  cousin  had  for  his  younger  niece  to  the ardent  feelings  she  had  created  in  him,  the  need  he  felt  to  protect  her,  the happiness he wanted to give to her? 

And Sir Thomas meant well, but his interference on Henry's behalf had done his suit no good, he was certain of that. His sweet, sensitive Fanny had such a fear  of  her  uncle's  severity  that  it  had  hurt  her  more  than  once,  her  uncle probably urging her to accept an offer that was so advantageous to his family, financially  and  with  regards  to  connections.  Henry  had  seen  her  pale complexion,  her  reddened  eyes,  on  the  day  after  he  had  asked  her  uncle  for permission to wed his niece. 

He was afraid his own persistence and his inability to understand that all his efforts to please her were having the opposite effect on her sensitive nature, had greatly contributed to her unhappiness. 

Well,  no  more,  he  could  not  profess  to  love  someone  as  ardently  as  he  did this beautiful and morally superior creature, and cause her to retreat from him in pain. She thought him inconsistent, and only steadfast behavior from him was going to prove her wrong, only time could be his friend here. He would have to steel his resolve to win her by virtue instead of gallantry and flattery, taking care to embarrass her as little as possible by his attentions. Gentleness and quietness were going to be the way into her sweet affections. 

She had approved of his actions at Everingham, he was sure, doing right was clearly important to her. Therefore he would be certain to go back there and see  the  matter  settled  as  his  honor  demanded,  only  spending  the  night  in London  and  call  on  Bertram  on  his  way  through  to  tell  him  his  niece  was aching  to  hear  from  him.  He  decided  he  might  stay  at  the  Bertram's  house instead of the Fraser's or his uncle's, Edmund approved of his efforts to make

his beloved Fanny happy, and Henry might share his newly found realization that  Fanny  really  didn't  love  him  with  the  person  who  knew  her  best,  and whom she probably loved best after her brother William. Bertram might have some more advice for him how to proceed to win the most beautiful and most deserving creature in the world. 

Passing by an especially beautiful natural scene, he recalled their walk along the harbour yesterday, where they had admired the lovely view over the sea with the same intense feeling of wonder and awe. For one blessed moment he had felt a certain connection between the two of them, and he hoped she had felt some good will towards him as well. 

Later  during  that  walk,  and  on  the  other  side  of  the  path,  a  little  beech  had caught  their  attention,  struggling  against  the  salt-spray,  bending  towards  the land  to  avoid  the  harsh  touch  of  the  sea-breezes.  The  little  tree  had  been stunted  by  its  deprivations,  but  it  had  also  attained  an  almost  supernatural beauty  in  its  brave  efforts  to  stay  alive  against  the  odds,  its  sweeping  shape strangely pleasing to both their eyes. 

She  had  to  see  the  similarities  in  their  tastes,  she  who  was  so  acutely observant  to  everything  in  her  quiet  life.  How  she  had  clung  to  his  lips  and his  face  as  he  read  Shakespeare  to  her  that  one  unforgettable  time  at Mansfield  Park,  if  only  he  had  received  those  compliments  with  more sensibility for her delicate nature and with much, much less gallantry. 

He longed so much to bring her into society, show all the world how much he loved  this  beautiful  girl,  introduce  her  to  the  elevated  pleasures  of professional theatre, superior music, and when she needed exercise and quiet, ride with her to all the beautiful spots in nature that he had discovered over the years, sit in reverie together, feel her touch on him again. 

That  touch  yesterday,  he  still  felt  it  on  his  arm,  it  was  ever  so  light,  even when  she  got  tired  from  the  walk  with  her  strapping  family,  how  he  longed for  such  a  touch  to  be  bestowed  on  him  freely,  with  feeling  instead  of  need for support. 

He would be so solicitous of her health, he would never tire her beyond her strength,  he  would  stay  with  her  in  the  fresh  country  air  rather  than  see  her health deteriorate in the city. She had not looked well yesterday, the lack of fresh  air  and  exercise,  the  undoubtedly  lesser  quality  food,  and  the  constant noise  about  her  had  taken  a  lot  of  bloom  from  her  already,  in  less  than  a month. 

He decided to give Edmund a description of her deprivations, of her loss of strength, hoping this account would then reach Sir Thomas and result in his beloved's  being  allowed  to  return  to  Mansfield  Park,  where  she  would  be happier and healthier, and where he would be allowed, as her acknowledged suitor, to start showing her the gentle side of his character, the morals he so appreciated  in  her  and  most  certainly  had  himself,  and  his  appreciation  of evenings spent in quiet solicitude instead of animated conversation or noisy entertainment, if only he could spend them by her side. 

He might be allowed to take her to some of the higher pleasures of society, not  ordinary  balls,  but  art,  and  poetry,  he  would  read  to  her  again,  stir  her feelings  towards  him  by  showing  her  his  taste  in  literature.  He  could accompany her on her rides and they could share their deep appreciation for nature, now convinced this would be the way into her heart. 

But her lack of strength kept nagging at him, what would he be allowed to do for her as long as she refused to give him the power to make her happy? 

Would she let herself waste away in Portsmouth rather than appeal to him to have  her  taken  back  to  the  country?  Her  delicacy  would  not  allow  her  to actually take him up on his offer to bring her home, and if she had to rely on the family to think of her it would never be done. 

The only family member who ever thought of her beyond selfish interest was miles away from her, in London, too busy trying to gather enough courage to propose  to  Henry's  own  sister  to  consider  the  state  of  his  cousin.  She  might die of deprivation, or catch consumption, before anyone thought of her health and fetched her back to Mansfield Park. 

No, Henry thought, it would be up to him to keep a close eye on the health of his most beloved Fanny, and he would find an excuse to visit her within the week. She might not love him, yet, but he was not going to let her pine away in  loneliness  whilst  enjoying  himself  in  London.  He  would  find  some  news on  William's  whereabouts,  news  on  the  Thrush,  something  only  higher ranked navy officers would know, to give him a reason to visit. 

And if that didn't work, maybe he could deliver a message from Bertram to his niece personally. If he stayed with Edmund in their town-house, he might as well give him a few hints to improve his chances with Mary. 

Neither  of  them  had  ever  confided  in  him,  but  he  could  see  what  was happening in that quarter, and though Bertram was only a second son with no fortune,  Henry  could  not  but  hope  for  the  union  of  their  families  to  take

place. 

He knew Mary's objections to the clergy, but as he did not share them, having a  respect  for  the  cloth  that  sprang  from  their  influence  over  the  population and  their  ability  to  reach  out  to  people's  feelings,  he  seriously  hoped  his friend would succeed in gaining his sister's affection and hand. He did know that  Mary  had  a  clear  preference  for  Bertram's  strong  character  and  high morals,  combined  with  his  feeling  and  sensitive  nature,  and,  admittedly,  his tall figure and personal beauty. Mary's chances of happiness with him, even though she would have less income than she might wish for, were as certain as his own were with Fanny. 

And  he  could  not  prevent  himself  from  thinking,  that  if  their  families  were already connected, his intimacy with the Bertrams must grow, giving himself more chances of showing Fanny that he was steadfast in his love for her, he might be able to make her a little happier even before she gave herself up to him, for he did not allow himself to feel any doubt she would. 

Chapter 2

Had  Henry  known  that  Fanny's  affections  were  already  engaged  by  the steadfast  character  he  was  on  the  point  of  visiting,  he  would  have  been shocked,  and  maybe  not  a  little  disheartened.  For  how  could  a  man  ever compete with the familiarity of someone who had been in her life for nearly a decade,  and  whose  moral  standards  and  natural  delicacy  were  so  decidedly above  his  own?  Who  had  had  years  to  gain  her  affection,  and  had  always actively  improved  her  happiness  by  doing  everything  in  his  power  to  help her.  Income  could  not  be  of  any  importance  with  her  simple  needs, familiarity was everything to her. 

Of  course,  Edmund  loved  another,  had  never  in  his  life  considered  thinking of his shy and self-deprecating cousin in that way, convinced as he was that in a marriage tempers should differ at least to some extent, therefore setting his sights on a more lively character than his own, and certainly not an even more quiet one. The fact remained, that the only way Henry would ever stand a chance with his beloved Fanny, would be if Edmund married someone else. 

With her low self-esteem, and the constant neglect of her wishes and needs at Mansfield  Park  and  now  at  her  parents'  in  Portsmouth,  she  did  not  need  the expectation of Edmund ever returning her affection to keep her love for him thriving.  That  would  have  been  an  honor  beyond  her  comprehension,  even allowing  herself  to  fantasise  about  him  loving  her  would  induce  self-recrimination for stepping above her station. 

No,  as  long  as  Edmund  was  free,  Fanny  would  love  him  without  ever expecting  anything  in  return  but  a  kind  word  and  some  interference  on  her behalf  to  promote  her  welfare  or  secure  her  some  pleasure  that  would otherwise pass her by. 

Of  course  Henry  knew  nothing  of  Fanny's  predisposition,  and  he  kept wondering why even his best efforts didn't seem to have any influence on the object  of  his  affections.  But  he  might  be  well  on  his  way  to  promoting  his own happiness by calling on Bertram to share his feelings of discouragement and maybe help him win Mary's affection. 

Fortunately Fanny did not know anything of all this, she was just relieved to have seen Mr Crawford leave, with his hints of their future together, and his compliments on her person, and the constant fear of her relations falling into their  usual  disgusting  behavior,  embarrassing  her  even  further.  Though  she had found a certain pleasure in talking about Mansfield Park, the people in it, the scenery, with someone who knew them all, she could not wish him to stay any longer. 

His  general  behavior  did  seem  to  have  improved,  he  was  more  gentle  and obliging,  and  much  less  oppressively  lively  this  time,  his  manners  towards her  family  engaging  and  free  of  implications  and  open  display  of  affection towards  her.  They  had  had  a  few  moments  of  common  interest,  in  the admiration of the beauty of the scenery and nature, and he seemed genuinely concerned  about  her  health.  She  hoped  his  report  would  reach  Edmund, resulting  in  some  communication  from  her  cousin  to  herself.  Though  she dreaded the news of his betrothal, knowing nothing at all was even worse. 

Crawford,  meanwhile,  had  indeed  found  a  warm  welcome  within  the Bertram's town-house. Of course Tom was staying there as well, but he saw little of the elder brother, having met him just long enough for a superficial greeting, before Tom was off again to a dinner-party at some friend's house. 

Henry could not help but notice that the future baronet looked decidedly the worse  for  wear.  His  life  of  constant  partying  and  loose  pleasures  must  be taking its toll on his body, for he looked pale and fagged, and so unnaturally jolly that it was painful to behold. 

Tom's eyes were bleary, with dark circles below them, and his shape was not as trim as it used to be, his posture sloppy and his stomach distended with the signs  of  abuse  of  spirits.  This  was  no  sportsman,  and  Henry  thought  that  if Mary  could  but  see  Tom  in  his  current  state,  she  would  be  struck  with  the superiority of his younger brother all over again, in looks, but also in strength of character and principle, which he supposed Mary must value above a large income when all was said and done. 

It  was  also  clear  that  Edmund  suffered  from  his  brother's  behavior,  his fastidious nature made the sight of his elder brother, whom he was supposed to  look  up  to,  in  a  state  of  drunkenness  or  the  resulting  downcast  state  the morning after, a disgusting sight and a constant punishment to behold. Henry believed  his  visit  was  very  welcome  to  Edmund,  to  give  him  some  relieve from  his  constant  worries  over  his  worthless  older  sibling  and  his  ongoing

uncertainty  about  Mary's  feelings  for  him.  They  had  dinner  together,  and when  they  sat  by  a  cheery  fire  afterwards,  both  nursing  a  glass  of  excellent brandy  besides  their  coffee,  the  moment  that  Henry  had  been  waiting  for arrived, that quiet moment reserved for contemplation and intimacy. 

It was very clear to Henry that Edmund was sorely tempted to open his mind to his good friend, but holding back because of his delicate nature and high principles,  not  wanting  to  impose  on  his  visitor  and  start  a  conversation  on subjects that might be regarded as unseemly. 

Since Henry was much more communicative as a person, and because he was really troubled by his recent insights into his chances of getting Fanny to love him,  he  decided  it  would  be  up  to  him  to  use  the  moment  and  start  the exchange of intimacies. 

He said: 'Bertram, I come to you in supplication, for I am just returned from a visit to your sweet cousin Fanny in Portsmouth, and having finally observed her  actions  with  the  respect  they  deserve  instead  of  coloured  by  my  own vanity and fondest wishes, I am very much pained by the discovery that she does not love me at all. 

She was not happy to see me, my very presence embarrassed her, though her father  and  mother  were  very  glad  to  see  me  and  received  me  very handsomely,  and  she  was  as  mild  mannered  and  as  sweet  tempered  as  ever and didn't show her displeasure much. But I finally saw it, my vanity and her obliging  manners  no  longer  fooled  me.  She  does  not  approve  of  me,  she doesn't trust my motives, and she does not feel the slightest love for me.' 

Admitting this to an understanding and discrete friend made him feel his own words  even  more  than  when  he  had  first  realized  their  truth,  and  he  sat  in silence, his countenance as depressed as Edmund had ever seen it. 

This was a stunning confession to Edmund, and he could not give a sensible answer straight away, so he took the time to formulate as mild an answer as he could from his own observations on the subject. 

'I am very sorry to have to support your observations, Crawford, as much as I could wish Fanny to return your feelings, I have not seen any encouragement from her either. But please hear me as well when I say she could very well come to love you, for you do have morals, tastes, feelings in common.' 

This put a little heart back into Henry, and he observed: 'She did seem a little less disapproving of me when I told her how I had saved one of my tenants from  disgrace  by  an  unjust  accusation  of  my  steward,  who  wanted  a  family

connected to his own to get their lease. And we had a few moments of mutual enjoyment of the sea views and some natural beauties.' 

Now, Edmund gave him an encouraging smile and said: 'And there you may have  found  the  way  into  her  heart.  I  am  certain  you  can  win  her,  and  I  am certain  you  could  be  happy  together,  once  you  proved  you  were  not  the unprincipled flirt she holds you for. She told me she remembers you sporting with  my  sisters'  feelings,  and  that  Miss  Crawford  confirmed  that  you  had done that before. I cannot give you instant gratification, Crawford, I can only tell  you  that  if  you  show  yourself  well-principled  and  not  too  spirited,  you still  have  a  chance  at  gaining  her  love.  But  it  will  take  time,  and  you  must prove yourself worthy with great consistency.' 

Relief caused Henry to be more forthcoming than might be strictly decorous:

'I want to make her happy, Edmund, she is hardly alive right now, I want her to  taste  all  the  finer  arts,  really  good  music,  good,  serious  acting,  I  want  to accompany  her  on  horseback,  enjoy  nature  together.  I  want  to  give  her  the consequence  she  deserves,  but  I  also  want  to  sit  with  her  quietly  in  the evenings, reading to her, being able to touch her and have her touch me. 

She  is  not  doing  well  in  Portsmouth,  her  health  is  failing,  and  I  feel  so incredibly useless not being able to save her from its deprivations. I want to take her back to the country, and protect her from harm and unkind people, but she denies me the power to do her any good.' 

This feeling plea was even more powerful to Edmund because it showed him how  much  influence  his  cousin  already  had  over  his  lively  friend.  His feelings  for  Fanny  clearly  did  run  very  deep,  and  he  wished  he  could intercede for Henry, but that was impossible: time and consistency were his only allies. He said as much to his friend, and assured him he would tell his uncle all about Fanny's need for the country to improve her health. 

This  was  what  Henry  had  set  out  to  hear,  he  would  have  to  think  of  what Bertram had told him in private, but so far it confirmed his own hopes, so he ended with fulfilling his promise to Fanny: 'Oh, and your cousin pleaded me to  ask  you  to  write  to  her  as  you  had  promised.  She  seemed  really  eager  to hear from you.' 

This  message  gave  a  very  strange  reaction  in  Edmund,  his  usually  so steadfast countenance became restless and even disturbed. Henry tried to look encouraging,  to  give  him  a  chance  to  speak  his  mind  as  readily  as  he  had listened,  but  it  was  clear  Edmund's  decorum  would  not  allow  him  to  talk  to the brother about his wishes for the sister. 

It  was  up  to  Henry  to  encourage  him  to  relieve  his  feelings:  'Was  Mary  all right  when  you  dined  with  the  Frasers?  I  have  not  seen  her  these  last  four days.' 

The  disturbance  became  more  clear,  Edmunds  emotions  rose  and  at  last  his resolve at discretion broke: 'She introduced me to her friends, and she seemed in perfect health. Her manners were different in their house, she was in high spirits and not in the mood to exchange personal information. I must admit I felt  out  of  sorts  by  her  reception,  after  having  been  so  close  to  eachother  at Mansfield Park.' 

Henry now said soothingly: 'She told me she did not look forward to the visit as  she  had  expected  to,  that  she  would  have  much  rather  remained  with  her sister.  She  may  have  been  nervous  to  meet  you  amongst  her  fashionable friends, for had they not taken to you they would have said things about you in private that she might have been pained to hear.' 

That was a distinct encouragement that even Edmund should feel. And so he did: 'You think it would pain her if her friends were down on me? Two weeks ago I felt sure of having managed to created some affection with her, but now I felt she despised me and would ridicule me if.. I just don't know what to do.' 

This was it, the big moment that might secure the future of all four of them, brother and sister as well as cousins. 'Though Mary has not confided in me, my  friend,  I  have  known  her  my  whole  life,  and  I  know  her  really  well,' 

Henry told his friend, 'I cannot totally guarantee a good reception, but I dare encourage  you  to  take  the  plunge,  because  the  chance  of  success  materially outweighs the risk of disappointment.' 

It  was  done,  and  now  Henry  could  only  await  the  result.  But  there  was  one more  subject  that  pained  his  friend,  that  he  might  offer  some  relieve  on:

'What's up with your brother, he didn't look so good.' And in the spirit of the moment,  Bertram  decided  to  come  clear  totally,  and  he  said:  'My  parents have  no  idea  what  is  going  on,  I  have  just  found  out  when  I  arrived,  a  few days  ago,  and  have  tried  my  best  to  influence  him  for  the  good  a  younger brother can do, but it is to no avail. He is set on being entertained all night, and  suffer  the  consequences  all  day.  There  are  spirits,  loose  women, gambling,  everything  designed  to  ruin  a  man  in  both  body  and  mind.  Even our father cannot check him.' 

'I'm sorry to hear that, I kind of liked him at the time of the play, though he never  felt  so  much  as  a  brother  to  me.  I  hope  he  sees  the  error  of  his  ways before he does himself or his family serious harm,' Henry observed, fond of

amusement himself, but all in good measure. 

They  talked  some  more  about  sports,  and  Edmund  wanted  to  know  more details  about  his  visit  to  Portsmouth,  about  Fanny's  family,  and  how  badly Henry estimated the risk to Fanny's health. 

Soon after, they retreated to their own chambers, where Henry spent another hour  contemplating  what  Bertram  had  said  about  his  dear  Fanny,  about  the best possible way to win her heart. 

Tomorrow, Henry would drive to his estate, check on his steward and start to show some interest in his own business-affairs. 

It  was  time  he  grow  up  and  know  enough  of  his  own  property  to  recognize when  he  was  taken  advantage  of,  time  to  start  caring  about  other  people besides  himself  and  his  family.  Time  to  be  worthy  of  the  affection  of someone with the moral superiority of an angel. 

And when he had settled his business, he would write his beloved a letter, a long  letter,  detailing  his  actions  and  describing  some  point  of  beauty  on  his estate.  It  would  be  nice  for  her  to  have  some  distraction,  from  whomever  it came, and there were worse ways of getting into the good graces of a young lady than emulating the good habits of the brother she adored. 

Chapter 3

Who can describe the surprise of Fanny three days later, when she received a letter  from  a  gentleman,  but  not  the  expected  and  dreaded  letter  from  her cousin,  but  a  totally  unexpected  letter  from  Mr  Crawford  that  offered  no embarrassments, but only pleasure? 

It was a full two pages long, in a neat and flowing hand, and totally proper in its  address  and  tone,  directed  to  Miss  Price,  and  dated  the  day  before yesterday.  This  meant  Mr  Crawford  had  only  overnighted  in  London,  and gone straight to Everingham to settle his dispute with his steward. 

As modest as Fanny was, she could not but feel the compliment in both the fact that he had indeed done what was right instead of staying in London to amuse himself with his sister, and that he had taken the trouble of writing a long  letter  to  the  woman  he  professed  to  love  passionately,  so  soon  after having arrived at Everingham himself. 

There  were  no  embarrassing  allusions  to  his  love  for  her,  or  to  her  future residence at his estate, just a faithful account of his actions, and a statement of the reason for his writing. He told her he had done it for her amusement, to give  her  some  news  from  her  acquaintance,  and  of  course  to  give  her  the satisfaction of having induced him to take up his duties as he knew he should have done much earlier in life. He also complimented William for setting the example  of  writing  long  letters,  for  he  said  he  found  it  quite  entertaining  to do, and would try to practice the art more often, to his sister as well. 

Mentioning  William  was  always  good  for  a  thrill  of  goodwill  with  tenderhearted Fanny, of course, and Mr Crawford's letter did give her half an hour of  amusement  reading  it,  and  another  hour  of  satisfaction  during  the  rest  of the  day,  from  contemplating  how  properly  and  gently  it  was  written.  It  was not  all  business,  though,  for  the  last  two  paragraphs  contained  a  beautiful description of a valley belonging to his estate, as seen from the top of the hill upon  which  the  house  stood,  in  the  soft  light  of  a  spring  evening,  with  the trees budding, and the grass turning a lush green once more, and the smoke curling from the cottages beside the winding stream. It was really well-done, 

and  it  reminded  her  of  the  few  good  moments  she  had  spent  with  Mr Crawford,  always  associated  with  either  the  beauty  of  nature,  or  literature. 

These paragraphs combined them. 

Of course Fanny did realize that having inspired Mr Crawford to write a long letter,  it  obligated  her  to  return  the  favor,  and  though  her  common  sense protested against that as inciting his preference even more, her righteousness would not let her escape the duty. Writing a return cost her more hours than the  half  hour  that  reading  the  original  had  taken  her,  and  it  afforded  less pleasure for she was afraid to write something that could be interpreted in the wrong way. 

But  she  found  it  was  a  stimulating  way  to  spend  her  time,  her  mind  was engaged  with  other  subjects  than  her  cousin's  imminent  engagement,  and writing  kindly  but  without  any  encouragement  of  Mr  Crawford's  professed affection  for  her,  was  forcing  her  to  think  every  sentence  through  very carefully. She rather enjoyed it. 

And  to  top  off  the  letter  she  included  a  description  of  her  favorite  view  in Portsmouth, in her best prose, of which she was rather proud when she was done. It took her two days to finish the letter, and with a bit of embarrassment she wrote his name and the address of his estate in Norfolk on the envelope and walked to the post-office with Susan to mail it. 

He would probably be in London already when it arrived, she didn't think he was ever at his estate longer than a few days in a row, but she had written the letter  out  of  propriety,  and  though  she  had  been  well-entertained  writing  it, she did not mind the idea that he would not yet see it for weeks, in fact, she very much preferred he would. 

But  here  she  underestimated  the  anxious  expectations  that  his  trust  in  her excellent  principles  inspired  in  Mr  Crawford.  He  knew  she  would  feel obliged  to  return  his  favor,  and  though  of  course  he  could  have  left instructions  to  forward  any  private  letters  to  his  London  address,  the Admiral's  town-house,  he  felt  it  wiser  to  stay  at  Everingham  a  little  longer, for he knew from Edmund that his eldest sister Mrs Rushworth was giving a party which he would be pressed by Mary to attend if he were in town. 

So  the  expected  letter  from  Fanny  became  the  consolation  he  promised himself for staying another full week alone on his estate, riding from farm to farm and from village to church to mill, getting to know his own property and the people who lived and worked there, as he had promised himself he would. 

And with the week nearly passed, the party over and done with, his prize lay before  him  on  the  breakfast  table,  an  envelope,  addressed  to  himself  in  a rather  girlish  hand.  It  was  satisfyingly  thick,  and  with  a  thrill  of  passion  he opened it, even before he poured himself a cup of coffee. 

It was two pages, like his, and it was clear his adorable Fanny had spent a lot of time on it, for though it was very sweet and amiably written, there was not a sentence, not a syllable in it that could be interpreted in any way as a sign of affection, let alone any higher feeling. It was calculated to satisfy propriety by returning his favor of writing, and nothing more. 

It  started  with  a  commendation  on  his  decisive  action,  and  on  taking  the effort of writing a long letter to a lady of his acquaintance, hoping he would indeed honor Miss Crawford with a similar epistle and imagining her joy in receiving  it.  Then  it  detailed  the  bustle  of  a  sea  port  and  the  things  one generally  saw  in  them,  after  which  she  conjectured  how  spring  would  have transformed  Mansfield  Park  by  now,  and  lamented  just  a  little  how  she  had not  heard  of  Edmund  yet.  She  praised  his  prose  and  his  description,  and ended with a similar description of one of her local favorite sights, a view on the  port  with  the  lighthouse  in  the  background,  and  expressed  her  hope  her own prose would be found on a par with his. It was quite good, she had spent some time on it, he could see that. 

The  letter  ended  with  an  account  of  her  health,  stating  it  as  good,  which  he remembered  having  demanded  in  every  letter  she  wrote  to  his  sister  to prevent him from coming to fetch her to Mansfield Park instantly. Though he guessed she was exaggerating her health a little bit, he read good spirits in the whole  letter,  and  keen  observational  powers,  which  he  supposed  she  would lose  if  her  situation  was  deteriorated.  Still  he  planned  to  visit  next  week, finding an excuse as soon as he came to London. 

Half an hour of reading saw the end of his letter too, but his contemplations of it were not limited to an hour, as it put him in a state of optimism that he had  not  known  since  the  day  the  love  of  his  life  had  refused  his  offer  of marriage. 

This  was  indeed  the  way  into  her  heart,  and  he  nearly  grabbed  a  sheet  of paper  to  write  again  straight  away.  But  he  would  see  her  next  week,  and forcing her into intimacy by writing was as bad as doing so in person, so he resisted  the  impulse  and  re-read  this  one,  imaging  her  sitting  down  and writing it, mending her pen, writing the address with a bit of embarrassment, 

as if she were seeking contact with him. 

After his breakfast he sent for his steward, and clearly delivered his detailed instructions  for  the  running  of  the  farms  and  the  mill.  He  believed  he  had made  it  quite  clear  who  was  in  charge  now,  but  he  would  check,  and  if needed  he  would  replace  the  steward  with  a  more  tractable  man,  which  the current  man  understood  perfectly.  Then  he  ordered  his  carriage  and  left  for London,  mind  filled  with  love  and  prose,  and  a  healthy  dose  of  curiosity whether Bertram had dared propose to his sister and if so, whether he had a brother by now. 

Meanwhile,  in  Fanny,  the  anxiety  about  Edmund  had  been  rising  steadily, and she could hardly eat for fear of the mail. For three days after she had sent the  letter  to  Mr  Crawford,  no  letter  from  Edmund  came,  but  this  was  not  a relief to her. Her cousin had never before sent her one, and she could easily imagine him forgetting to write her even if he were engaged by now. 

As  far  as  she  could  tell,  spring  was  now  arrived  in  full  force,  temperatures were  rising,  but  hardly  any  signs  of  it  could  be  seen  in  Portsmouth.  She missed  Mansfield  Park  even  knowing  her  cousin  was  not  there,  though  she had  formed  quite  a  good  bond  with  her  sister  Susan  by  now,  and  would certainly miss her if she were to return to Mansfield Park. 

Rebecca came in and interrupted her reverie, saying: 'There is a gentleman to see you, Miss Price.' Fanny thanked her and went down the stairs trembling, hoping  it  to  be  Sir  Thomas,  come  to  fetch  her?  Or  Edmund,  bringing  his horrible news himself? She had to cling to the railing to prevent her falling, and couldn't hide her disappointment when it turned out to be Mr Crawford. 

He  saw  her  reaction,  showed  a  fleeting  look  of  hurt  disappointment  of  his own, then schooled his expression back to that of a bringer of good news. She vaguely  hoped  he  had  permission  to  bring  her  back  to  Mansfield  Park,  but then he held out a letter to her. He looked around and said: 'Shall we take a walk towards the wharf, so you can read your cousin's letter in peace?' 

She  agreed  and  they  walked  together,  Fanny  unsteady  on  her  legs  through nervousness. She saw Mr Crawford eye her suspiciously, he clearly thought her  unsteadiness  due  to  worsened  health,  and  he  observed,  worriedly:  'Miss Price,  have  you  been  totally  honest  with  me  in  your  kind  letter?  You  wrote you were fine but you seem much worse than last week, you tremble and can hardly stand. Will you please take my arm for support?' Fanny did, because

she  needed  it,  and  she  managed  to  reply:  'I'm  not  that  much  worse,  I'm  just dreading the news Edmund might send me.' 

He clearly didn't comprehend this, and she could not explain of course, so she kept  quiet  and  concentrated  on  walking,  as  he  told  her  about  his  week  of getting  to  know  his  property,  and  of  finding  his  tenants  pleasant,  hard-working people. By now they had reached a little public lawn, with a bench which  was  fortunately  empty.  They  sat  down  and  with  trembling  hands, Fanny  opened  the  letter,  somehow  knowing  that  what  was  written  in  this letter was the end of all hope for her. Still, she needed to see it, Mr Crawford was  still  watching  her  with  sincere  worry  in  his  expression,  keeping  a  tight hold on himself not to touch her in a sympathetic gesture. 

The letter was open, and she started to read:

 My very dear Fanny, 

 I'm very sorry that I did not write earlier, Crawford told me you were waiting for news from me. But I didn't have any news for you until now. You will be glad  to  hear  that  I  finally  worked  up  the  courage  to  ask  Miss  Crawford  to marry me, and she accepted. We …. 

Fanny didn't read the rest, first the characters started to spin, then the entire world,  and  then  she  was  delivered  from  her  mental  agony  by  a  blessed nothingness. 

Chapter 4

Henry  was  watching  his  beloved  Fanny  in  a  pale,  tremulous  state,  opening the letter as if it were her death warrant, starting to read it with obvious fear. 

After  what  could  not  have  been  more  than  two  or  three  lines,  her  hand  fell, letter and all, and her slight body toppled where it sat. 

He was just in time to catch her, or she would have fallen face-first into the dirt.  And  there  he  sat,  the  love  of  his  life  in  his  arms,  out  cold,  himself shocked  into  the  extreme  and  aware  of  the  indecency  of  his  holding  her  in such a public place. He decided quickly and picked up the letter, put it in his pocket, then picked up Fanny almost as easily, she weighed next to nothing, and he took her to his hotel instead of to her own home. 

He  might  be  sorry  for  it  later,  but  his  main  concern  was  Fanny,  and  she needed  a  doctor,  not  her  uncaring  parents  or  their  indifferent  servant.  She would not be missed, except maybe by her one sister. 

He soon reached the hotel and ordered a doctor to be sent for, and a private room with a sofa. The butler showed him into a room, and told him a boy had been dispatched to get the best doctor in town, for now, one of the servants, a matronly lady of middle age, came in to assist him. 

To  say  that  Henry  was  worried  was  an  understatement,  he  was  nearly  in  a panic,  keeping  calm  only  through  extreme  self-control.  What  was  in  that letter  besides  the  happy  news  of  her  cousin's  betrothal  to  Mary?  Something had her in an anxious state even before she opened the letter, and she had told him it was the news that she feared. 

Had she feared to hear of Bertram's engagement? 

These thoughts flashed through his mind, but only to have something to tell the  doctor,  he  didn't  realise  their  meaning  yet.  She  was  still  out  cold, breathing  normally,  looking  more  at  peace  than  when  she  was  conscious, actually, but she seemed frightfully pale and thin. He could no longer control himself,  he  had  to  take  her  small,  pale  hand  in  his  larger  browner  one. 

Holding  it  to  his  face,  he  could  feel  her  pulse  on  his  cheek  and  it  seemed

strong enough, she was clearly not dying. 

He could feel his own heartbeat in his throat, hammering away in his veins, as the servant told him: 'I'll let her smell the salts, sir, and she will probably come to. But she's frightfully thin, better let the doctor see her anyway. You might  be  wanting  to  hold  the  young  lady,  sir,  it  is  clear  she  has  suffered  a great shock and needs someone to comfort her.' 

Looking  up  at  the  servant,  he  saw  no  suspicion  or  innuendo,  just  plain concern  for  a  young  lady  who  had  fainted.  In  a  split  second  Henry  reached his decision, and he said: 'I'm not a relation, I have no right to hold her, is it enough to hold her hand and stay really close? 

' 

The  servant,  still  just  concerned,  said:  'In  cases  like  these,  sir,  it  is  in  the interest of the patient to be comforted, and no-one will think the worse of you for  wanting  to  help  her.'  But  Henry  did  not  want  Fanny  to  wake  up  in  his arms,  without  having  given  him  permission  to  hold  her,  so  he  said:  'Thank you for your kind understanding, I am aching to hold her and comfort her, but if she wakes in my arms it might make her situation worse, so I'd rather just hold her hand and wait for her own wishes. Is that acceptable?' The servant replied: 'Certainly sir, it seems you know the lady well, so you'll know what her wishes are. Here I go now.' 

And she did indeed hold a bottle of salts under Fanny's nose, after which the poor distraught girl wakened, looked at Henry, looked at his hand holding her hand, and whispered: 'Is it really true, is Edmund engaged to your sister?' 

His  heart  wrung  by  the  way  she  looked,  pale,  wan,  and  struck  with  intense grief,  he  had  to  answer  her  question,  and,  by  now  convinced  this  was  what she  was  afraid  of,  had  probably  been  afraid  of  for  weeks,  he  said  in  a  low voice: 'They are my dear Fanny, I thought you'd be happy.' 

She never heard him call her dear, for by then she was lost in an inconsolable fit of crying, quietly, totally locked in herself, lost in her private grief. 

Shut out from her world, Henry held on to her hand, wracked by her intense grief and by a sadness of his own, slowly starting to understand why he had not been able to make even the slightest progress in winning her affection. 

Fanny  could  only  shut  the  world  out  for  so  long,  she  was  not  strong,  and when fatigue numbed her awareness she came to her senses and immediately felt ashamed to have shown such weakness and to have possibly betrayed her secret. Looking around, she saw that she was in an unfamiliar room, with Mr Crawford and a woman she did not know. She felt a moment's relief that Mr

Crawford had not taken her home, but probably to his hotel. 

She  tried  to  thank  him,  but  the  woman,  a  servant  by  her  clothing  and respectful  attitude,  advised  her  not  to  speak  for  a  while  yet,  to  just  gain  her strength back first. She also said: 'I'll leave you alone for a moment, I think you have private matters to discuss before the doctor comes. 

Don't worry, no-one ever comes here.' And with this she gestured to Henry, clearly  admonishing  him  to  hold  Fanny  after  all.  He  nodded  in acknowledgeable and got up really slowly, lifted her upper body a little, then sat behind her, wrapping her in his arms. She didn't say anything, but nestled against  him,  clearly  very  much  in  need  of  physical  contact  to  console  her. 

The servant looked her approval, then left. 

For  a  long  time,  neither  of  them  spoke.  Henry  was  trying  not  to  relish  the moment,  that  felt  like  abusing  the  situation,  but  he  loved  her  so  much,  and she was in such distress, how could he not feel relief and even a tiny bit of joy to be here to console her? He felt her body, so slight, against him, she was not  crying  anymore,  but  rather  intensely  tired  and  extremely  sad  and unhappy. 

And  Fanny?  Despite  being  nearly  senseless  with  grief,  a  part  of  her  was happy that Mr Crawford was the one to witness this: suppose someone of the family  had  been  present  when  she  got  the  news.  For  she  knew  now  that  all her attempts to arm herself for this moment would have been in vain, the loss of  Edmund  was  like  his  death,  worse,  for  she  would  have  to  see  him  in another woman's arms, a woman who did not deserve him in her opinion. 

This thought brought on another urge to cry, and she could not but give in to it,  hiding  her  face  in  Mr  Crawford's  arms,  strangely  glad  he  was  here  with her, feeling only slightly embarrassed to be in the arms of an unrelated man, remembering what the nice woman had said just now, no-one would see it. 

Despite her extreme distress, she became aware of the man holding her, really aware:  of  his  chest,  solid  beneath  her  cheek,  and  especially  his  smell,  so different from what she was used to. She had never come so close to a man before, and usually when one smelled a man from a larger distance, the smell was  not  too  pleasant,  like  spirits,  or  sweat,  or  smoke.  But  Mr  Crawford  did not smell from a long distance, his smell was very personal and rather nice, and  she  had  never  gotten  even  a  whiff  of  it  before.  She  guessed  he  was fastidious, bathing often and maybe even using a cologne, though this scent fit him so naturally that she guessed it was part of him. 

His voice disturbed her absent thoughts, and her grief came rushing back. She managed to control it this time, and heard him say in a choked voice: 'Fanny, I can't stand not knowing anymore, are you all right? You are so quiet, you're not  losing  consciousness  again  are  you?'  She  could  hear  the  love  in  that voice,  never  before  had  it  been  so  evident  that  his  love  for  her  was  not something he had made up to amuse himself, it was real. 

But she didn't want his love, she wanted someone else's, and she would never have that now. She knew this feeling of despair would be with her for a long, long time, maybe for the rest of her life, and that thought made her want to cry again. But she could not deny Mr Crawford an answer, he was very good to her and he deserved to be put at ease. 

She tried her voice, and it would obey her, so she said: 'I'm not in any danger Mr  Crawford,  no  need  to  worry.'  The  arms  holding  her  tightened  a  bit  in relief, and his head rested on hers for a very short moment. Then it suddenly lifted and the arms loosened, as he realized the liberty he was taking with her. 

He mumbled: 'I'm sorry, Miss Price, I forgot myself for a moment in very real fear and concern for your health. I hope you'll forgive me. Do you want me to release you?' 

The thought of being alone with her lost hopes and her grief nearly panicked her, and she shook her head with the energy of fear, and said: 'No please Mr Crawford, I don't want to be alone right now, I couldn't bear it.' 

He sighed with relief, and she felt his chest move under her with the release of  his  breath.  She  felt  weak  with  tiredness,  and  she  was  afraid  of  his judgement, having been raised in a family of extreme morality she felt all the impropriety of having fallen in love with her cousin, who was way above her station in her view of the world, and who was the son of her benefactor. 

But Henry Crawford had been raised with less morals and more feeling, and moreover he was suffering the pangs of love himself, never more than at this moment, realizing that the woman he worshiped had been hopelessly in love with another, a man forbidden to her, all the time he had eagerly pursued her. 

She  had  been  suffering  from  a  doomed  love,  seeing  her  object  steadily wooing  another,  undoubtedly  sharing  his  hopes  and  disappointments  in intimate head-to-head talks, needing to keep her secret all this time, feeding her love with morsels of kindness and small tokens of friendship. 

Henry  Crawford  would  be  the  last  person  to  blame  her,  he  felt  her disappointment  as  strongly  as  his  own,  realizing  his  love  never  had  any chance  at  all,  competing  with  Edmund  the  perfect  cousin,  her  model  of

manhood,  of  a  moral  and  religious  superiority  that  he  could  never  hope  to achieve. His heart bled for her, and for himself. 

He relished the feeling of the woman he loved to distraction in his arms, for it would  be  the  first  and  last  time  he  would  hold  her.  There  was  no  way  he could win her with the ideal of Edmund always before her. Putting his own feelings aside for the moment in real concern over her health and happiness, he  asked  her:  'You  love  him,  don't  you?  Have  always  loved  him,  the  only person who ever valued you as you deserved in that family.' 

Though  the  habit  of  secrecy  was  still  strong  in  her,  would  stay  with  her always  now  her  hopes  had  died,  she  felt  compelled  to  talk  about  her  love once  in  her  life,  knowing  now  it  would  hurt  him  to  hear  it,  but  not  able  to deny his question and the possibility to talk about it, be it only once. 

With an unsteady voice she admitted: 'Yes, I love him, Edmund, my cousin with the name of kings. The admiring love of a teenager for her older cousin turned into real romantic love without her noticing it until it was too late. He doesn't know, will never know now. I feel like I've died, I don't want to live anymore,  my  hopes  for  happiness  are  over.  I'm  sorry,  for  you  too.  I  realize now  you  really  love  me,  until  now  I  thought  you  were  just  pretending,  that for  some  unfathomable  reason  you  enjoyed  playing  at  being  in  love.  You know now why it could never have been, why I refused you and consistently rebuffed you. Your persistence caused me a lot of pain, as much as knowing the  truth  likely  will  hurt  you  after  today.  I  can't  help  it,  I  can't  answer  your love.  I  do  want  you  to  know  I'm  glad,  Henry,  that  you  were  here  with  me when I found out, and that it is an incredible relief to have told one person on this world that I love my cousin, have always loved him, and will always love him.' 

She  was  silent,  shaking  in  his  arms,  weeping  quietly  again.  She  had  called him  by  his  first  name,  for  the  first  and  last  time.  He  wanted  to  cry  himself, but he was not going to, this was her moment of grief, his would come later, in the privacy of his own room here at the Crown. 

Chapter 5

But that meant she would have to go back to her parent's house, and that was totally out of the question, she could not go back there in this state, her heart torn to pieces, her health delicate. Knowing that his love was in vain did not remove  it  instantly,  he  still  couldn't  bear  the  thought  of  his  beloved  Fanny pining away and dying of deprivation or consumption within a year. She was eighteen,  and  violently  in  love  with  no  hope  of  return  and  even  of  public grieving,  she  must  not  be  left  on  her  own,  she  needed  care  from  someone who knew and understood. 

He  could  but  think  of  one  person  in  her  life  qualified  to  give  her  that  care, and  that  was  himself.  He  had  only  wanted  to  make  her  happy,  and  now  all hope  of  that  seemed  lost.  But  he  had  promised  himself  he  would  prove  his consistency to her, in the conviction that she would love him eventually, true, but had he wanted to make her happy for his own good or for hers? 

She  was  still  weeping  in  his  arms,  lost  in  her  grief  once  again.  But  losing herself in grief was only the beginning of her downfall, and he loved her too much  to  let  that  happen,  so  he  locked  his  own  intense  feeling  of  loss  away again, and tried to catch her attention. 'Fanny, Fanny' She looked up at him, eyes red, cheeks tear-streaked, extreme fatigue all over her pale features, still beautiful  but  in  a  disturbing  way.  'Fanny,  please  listen  to  me  for  a  moment. 

We  need  to  think  about  what  to  do  next.  I  can  hold  you  for  as  long  as  you like, but once we leave this room I will have to be your brother's friend again. 

You cannot go back to your parents, you are not able to hide your grief and you  have  no  privacy  there.  And  anyway,  you  wouldn't  survive  for  a  month, you need to go back to the country, to your own room.' The thought of going back to her parents' house clearly abhorred Fanny, and Henry said: 'I'll take you to Mansfield Park, today, or tomorrow, in that case you'll have your own room  in  this  inn,  I'll  take  care  of  it,  it  will  all  be  decent.'  At  this  remark, Fanny  clearly  thought  of  the  cost,  and  the  trouble  it  would  put  him  through without ever getting a return. 

Voice  betraying  some  emotion  after  all,  Henry  told  her:  'Don't  worry  about

obligations,  I  wouldn't  be  much  of  a  man  if  I  stopped  caring  about  you because you cannot return my love. Don't waste energy even thinking of it, I can afford it.' Fanny had stopped crying now, and looked at him in wonder, Edmund  forgotten  for  a  really  short  moment.  'You  are  a  much  better  man  I ever gave you credit for, Henry, can I call you by your first name as long as we're in this room together?' A quiver of intense feeling ran through him, but he ignored it, and replied, voice now steady: 'I would appreciate that, I cannot call you Miss Price either whilst you are in my arms.' 

'Fanny, how will you go on? Even at Mansfield Park you cannot tell anyone, and  you  cannot  lie  in  your  own  room  crying  your  eyes  out,  people  would notice  and  start  asking  questions.  I  cannot  stand  the  idea  of  you  grieving yourself  to  death,  but  I  cannot  see  you  keeping  up  appearances  on  their wedding, and waiting on your aunt all day and being scolded by your horrible other aunt, and living through family visits. 

They will probably invite you to stay with them a few times a year. How will you bear it?' 

She was shocked by the picture he painted of her future, but he was right, it could not be borne to live like that. 

But staying in Portsmouth and dying of deprivation was not a pretty picture either. A feeling of hopelessness began to creep up on her, and all her grief returned to her manifold. 

Henry now did rest his head on her shoulder, and said in a low voice: 'I have a proposition for you, to make your life bearable. I promise that if you agree to  it  I  will  not  take  advantage  of  your  situation.'  As  she  looked  up,  his  face was  really  close  to  hers,  and  despite  her  intense  grief  his  genuine  concern really  moved  her.  Who  would  have  thought  that  the  shameless  flirt  that  she had hated for some time during the theatre-episode would turn out to be such a  sweet  and  caring  man?  She  asked:  'I  see  no  options  that  aren't excruciatingly painful to me, so please tell me.' 

'Please hear me out, don't blame me before you have heard it all,' he said, and then:  'All  I  ever  wanted  to  do  was  make  you  happy,  Fanny,  and  I  find  that even now I realize you love another, I still want you to be happy. If you ever allowed  me  to,  I  was  going  to  take  you  to  concerts,  and  to  a  real,  superior theatre, and I was going to accompany you on your daily rides, taking you to all  the  beautiful  natural  spots  in  the  vicinity  of  Mansfield  Park,  or  even beyond  that,  admiring  nature  and  culture  together.  I  would  show  you

Everingham,  and  London  if  you  were  interested,  but  mainly  I  would  sit  by you  in  the  evenings  and  read  to  you,  Shakespeare,  anything  you  wanted.  I hoped  you'd  start  to  love  me  once  you  had  seen  I  wasn't  toying  with  your affections  as  I  had  with  other  women's,  once  you'd  seen  I  really  loved  you, but of course that is all different now, I didn't know your heart was already engaged,  and  by  a  man  I  could  never  compete  with.  But  the  point  is,  I  still want to do all that, and I would accompany you to the wedding, keeping your spirits up, you could talk to me if you were depressed, and your life would be bearable until you felt better.' 

'But why would you do that, wouldn't you rather go back to your old life and find  another  woman,  one  who  can  love  you?'  Fanny  asked  in  wonderment, tempted by the prospect of not having to bear her grief alone. 'And wouldn't that be way too painful for you, loving me, knowing that I love another?' 

Henry answered, audibly affected now: 'Of course it would be painful, but do you think I would not experience pain if I never saw you again? Do you think I  could  forget  you  just  like  that?  I  have  years  of  grief  before  me  as  well  as you,  and  I'd  like  to  share  it  as  well.  I  thought  maybe  we  could  console  one another  and  do  some  enjoyable  things  besides.  Do  you  think  you  are  easily replaced? I'm just as spoiled for others by you as you are by Edmund.' 

Doubtful,  Fanny  observed:  'What  you  have  said  doesn't  add  up,  there  is something missing, what is the catch?' With his head bowed in supplication, Henry  admitted:  'The  catch  is,  that  I  would  not  be  allowed  to  take  Sir Thomas'  niece  anywhere  without  chaperone.  To  make  it  work,  we  would need to enter an engagement, so we would be allowed to go out by ourselves, be together without supervision. 

If you ever found love in another, or strength to go on alone, it is only a little embarrassing  to  break  an  engagement,  much  less  than  having  to  admit  to loving your cousin, or breaking down in public when he kisses my sister.' 

That  caused  Fanny  to  sit  up  straight,  and  Henry  felt  his  heart  sinking.  Of course he hoped she might be able to love him in time, and she knew he did. 

But what did it all matter, she didn't care much about anything, and if it made him  happy  and  gave  her  someone  to  confide  in,  and  some  freedom  and privacy, yes, and some entertainment too. For the theatre, and concerts, and rides with someone she was starting to like for himself, it gave her some hope for a future without Edmund. 

The thought of having to meet Edmund with Mary Crawford on his arm was infinitely  painful  to  her,  yet  it  would  happen  at  least  once  a  month  in  the

future. 'I'll have to think about it, I'm desperately tired and every few minutes I  think  of  something  that  makes  me  cry.  I  can't  think  right.  Can  I  let  you know tomorrow, on our way to Mansfield Park? For I'd like to take you up on your  offer  to  convey  me  there,  I  cannot  stay  here  for  I'm  starting  to  believe you  I'd  die  if  I  did.  If  I'm  not  welcome  there  I  don't  know  what  to  do,  but actually, I don't even care. I seem to have no feelings left, except loneliness.' 

He  seemed  satisfied  with  her  answer,  and  said:  'I'll  arrange  a  room  for  you and  I'll  send  a  boy  over  with  a  note  to  Susan,  she'll  get  your  stuff  together. 

Who do you want to take as chaperone, I was thinking of the lady who was here  just  now,  we  can  talk  freely  before  her.  Does  that  meet  with  your approval?'  She  nodded.  'And  do  you  want  me  to  hold  you  until  the  doctor comes?' 

She nodded again, and she allowed herself another cry against his chest, held by his arms, letting her disappointment and grief free rein. And if anyone else had been in that room, they would have seen Henry Crawford spilling a few tears of his own, though most likely he would not have let them fall if anyone were present to see him weep. 

It took another half hour for the doctor to arrive, and by that time Fanny had fallen  into  a  restless  sleep.  Henry  still  held  her  in  his  arms,  dreading  the moment he would have to let go of her, maybe forever. But he would be free to retreat to his own room soon after that, and then he would finally be able to let his grief free rein. For deep in his heart he had no hope at all he could ever supplant  the  memory  of  Edmund  Bertram,  convinced  of  that  man's superiority to him in every respect, except fortune, which was the only thing in life that had no influence over Fanny whatsoever. 

When  the  doctor  came  in,  Henry  started  to  remove  himself  from  under Fanny,  but  the  doctor  gestured  him  to  stay  right  where  he  was.  They  shook hands, and the doctor asked: 'What is the matter with the young lady, I heard she fainted?' 

Henry answered: 'She did faint, she got some news that was dreadful to her, and she hadn't been very well before that. She is used to living in the country, with a lot of exercise, fresh air, good food and privacy, and here she lived in a cramped  house  with  noisy  brothers,  no  chance  for  exercise,  and  I  guess meager food. 

She was losing health before today, and I came to deliver a letter and check on her health. The letter contained news that hurt her badly, and as I was the

bearer of the bad news I brought her here when she broke down. 

The woman who attended us advised me strongly to hold her for her support. 

So I did, though I have no right to.' The doctor shrugged, niceties were of no import to him, he was concerned with the health of his patient. 

He said:  'I'm  going to  wake  her up  now,  I  need to  examine  her if  we  are  to know how bad her situation is.' The doctor did wake Fanny up, and she was alert, though despondent. The doctor did not ask the nature of the bad news, and  after  his  examination  he  said:  'Young  lady,  you  are  badly undernourished,  small  wonder  you  fainted.  Your  friend  here  is  right,  you need plenty of good food, fresh air, exercise and probably a friend to support you  in  your  grief.  I  advice  you  to  start  with  the  good  food  right  away,  red meat  preferably,  to  strengthen  your  blood,  even  though  you  might  not  feel like eating at all. 

You, sir, may have to help her to eat, a normal portion, not more but not less either. Eating less has started this affliction, though homesickness and fear of bad news may have worsened it.' When Henry wanted to get up to pay him and see him out, the man said: 'The inn will add my fare to your bill, and I'll be  so  free  to  order  what  this  lady  needs  to  eat  from  the  kitchen.  You  stay there and support her, and make her eat. And eat something yourself, for you look afflicted too. Can't have you fainting as well. Good day to you.' And he was gone. 

Fanny  looked  at  Henry  and  said:  'They  seem  to  live  in  a  totally  different world, they didn't care three straws that you were holding me. You showed so much respect, Henry, I really value that. And I also value that you could put it aside when I needed it. I still need it. Can we travel without chaperone if we're engaged?' He had to recover from that question, and hearing her say his name, again, and only after a full minute did he control his voice enough to say: 'I think so, yes.' 'Then let it be so, I find the loneliness hardest to bear, I will  try  to  be  as  cheerful  as  possible,'  she  observed.  He  felt  a  mixture  of melancholy and elation, but said: 'Thank you for your trust Fanny, I will not let  you  down.  You  can  save  the  cheer  for  public  occasions,  and  be  yourself with me. I'll comfort you and join you in your grieving from time to time, and I'll be glad to be spared the loneliness myself.' And just like that, they were engaged. 

When the food arrived, roast beef with root vegetables, Henry felt his hunger, 

but  Fanny  did  not.  But  for  every  bite  he  took  himself,  he  insisted  on  her eating one as well, and she let herself be fed like a small child, satisfied to let him  care  for  her  for  a  few  hours.  Tomorrow  she  would  start  trying  to  be strong,  tonight  she  would  indulge  in  her  loss.  When  the  food  was  gone,  he took her to her room, and stayed with her until she had fallen asleep. Then he sent a message to her parents, asking to deliver her stuff at the inn, giving ill health  and  bad  news  from  home  as  reason  for  her  departure.  They  wouldn't care, though he felt bad for Susan. 

And  when  the  work  was  done,  even  though  it  was  only  early  evening,  he retired to his room and cried like a child. He was engaged to the woman of his  dreams,  but  she  would  most  likely  never  really  love  him.  It  was heartrending,  but  he  could  just  not  leave  her  to  die  of  grief,  nor  could  he imagine  ever  meeting  another  woman  like  her,  so  this  is  what  they  both would have to live with. He wept until he too was too tired to feel anything, and then he slept until he was woken at dawn by a servant, knocking on his door: 'Mr Crawford, the lady is asking for you.' 

He gave his acknowledgment and dressed quickly, trying to wash the signs of their intense day from his face at the wash-stand, hoping to get a chance for a bath later in the day. When he left his room, the servant led him to the room where he had left Fanny yesterday evening. 

Chapter 6

He entered her room eagerly, his love was still as fresh as it had been before he knew the truth, it had taken such a time for him to give away his heart, he could not take it back instantly, it would be hers yet for a very long time. She was  dressed,  sat  in  a  chair  by  the  window,  and  she  looked  even  worse  than yesterday,  pale,  drawn,  anguish  all  over  her  beautiful  features.  It  was  clear that  she  had  slept  restlessly,  or  maybe  had  been  awake  early,  plagued  by thoughts  and  feelings,  maybe  even  doubting  yesterday's  decision  to  get engaged to him. 

He checked his own feelings with difficulty, aware that they must be visible in his every feature, possibly causing her discomfort. 

But  the  great  advantage  of  loving  someone  of  great  sensibility  and  delicacy is, that they can relate to other people more easily, and so it was with Fanny, she understood the feelings of love and worry displayed on his face, and she could even value the effort he made to control them when he became aware of them. 

He kneeled before her, inviting her to accept his hand, which she gladly did, strange how such smal gesture did indeed relieve the pain a little, and asked her  with  a  low,  feeling  voice:  'How  are  you  doing,  Miss  Price,  are  you holding up?' 

She  wished  he  would  call  her  Fanny  again,  but  maybe  he  was  waiting  to speak to her uncle before taking such a liberty in public. Or, maybe, he was afraid  she'd  changed  her  mind,  he  did  not  show  his  usual  sedate,  upright posture,  he  did  indeed  look  uneasy  and  doubtful.  She  replied  with  a  steady voice:  'I  am  as  well  as  I  can  be,  considering  the  circumstances.  It  will  take time  to  get  my  health  back.  Will  you  please  call  me  by  my  given  name, Henry? I didn't figure you for a formal husband.' 

His  expression  cleared  instantly,  his  posture  straightened,  she  had  seen through  him,  he  even  smiled  at  her  unexpected  wit,  he  had  been  in  doubt. 

And  he  must  be  shocked  by  her  appearance,  it  had  shocked  even  herself, though she could feel the cause in her mind and body. 

She spoke again: 'My things have arrived, Susan brought them but I couldn't face her, I'll write to her from Mansfield Park. She deserves my attention, she has  been  a  very  good  sister  to  me  during  my  time  here,  and  I  don't  want  to neglect her.' 

'I  can  imagine  that,  for  she  seemed  a  nice,  well-tempered  girl.  Let's  have  a hearty breakfast and be on our way, Fanny, and see how we will be received in Mansfield Park tomorrow.' 

Henry  was  relieved  by  her  witty  comment,  finding  her  still  engaged  to himself,  and  apparently  in  better  spirits  than  yesterday.  She  really  made  an effort to eat well, he could see that, and it gave him even more heart for the future. Apparently she was not planning to pine away quietly, which he had been afraid of, having to see her sink into depression and not able to support her.  This  brave  creature  he  could  work  with,  there  would  be  times  of depression of course, but as long as there was sense of humor and will to eat, there was hope. 

His  own  spirits  lifted  by  hers,  he  dared  to  look  forward  to  the  time  ahead, there were so many interesting and fun things to do with her, to show her, if only  she  would  be  open  to  them.  'Can  I  be  just  a  tiny  bit  gallant  to  you  in public?  I  have  a  reputation  to  maintain  after  all,'  he  asked  her,  and  got  a sincere smile as his answer. 

And  so  he  held  the  door  of  the  carriage  open  for  her  with  a  flourish,  as  the baggage  was  loaded  on  the  back,  and  the  driver  was  calming  the  spirited horses,  and  he  was  rewarded  with  another  smile  as  she  entered  and  seated herself  daintily.  He  could  not  but  admire  her  carriage,  her  elegance,  despite knowing now how thin she really was, her dress hid her true condition, and for  a  short  moment  he  was  proud  to  be  allowed  to  call  her  his  fiancée, forgetting for a moment it was just a rational arrangement. 

Once  they  were  on  their  way,  leaving  Portsmouth  behind  them,  reality intruded again quickly and painfully, as she broke down in the privacy of his carriage, tears starting to leak from her pretty eyes again, falling ever faster, though she stayed upright and dignified, and didn't make any sound. 

The sight of her wrung his heart, and he wanted to comfort her, well able to imagine what she was going through by the similarity of his own situation. 

Afraid  of  being  too  forward,  he  kept  an  eye  on  her  for  some  sign  that  she wanted him to hold her, and he soon got it in an anguished look that caused him to hold his arms out as an automatic reaction, finding her slight shape in his embrace quite naturally. It was difficult to just comfort her, he wanted so

much to kiss and love her, but he had to quell that need for once and for all, or he would spoil whatever chance he had of being of use to her happiness. 

Fanny  spent  most  of  the  journey  in  deep  sorrow  and  regrets,  Henry  holding her  without  hope  of  his  love  ever  being  returned,  but  still  conscious  of  the good he was doing her, hearing her account of how she fell in love with her cousin,  and  how  she  had  to  watch  his  progress  with  Miss  Crawford,  indeed being confided in all the time, whenever he had been disappointed as well as when he had met with success. 

But  there  were  moments  of  compensation,  mostly  in  public,  when  she became the beautiful and enchanting fiancée he had dreamed of, putting aside her grief for an hour or two, conversing with him on all manners of subjects, witty,  charming,  everything  he  had  imagined  she  could  be  when  he  fell hopelessly  in  love  with  her.  And  whenever  they  passed  through  really beautiful scenery and he pointed it out to her, she'd look up from his arms and take it all in, and her depression would make way for reverie, or for another stimulating  conversation,  about  the  charms  of  nature,  and  the  views  she wanted to visit with him when they were at Mansfield Park once more. 

These  moments  could  not  but  put  some  heart  in  him,  for  it  had  been  only yesterday  that  she  had  learned  of  the  dreadful  news,  and  she  was  clearly distraught,  but  time  and  the  inevitability  of  the  separation  from  her  cousin would  bring  acceptance,  and  Henry  was  convinced  that  these  precious moments would then outnumber the moments of depression. 

And  Fanny  often  said  things  like:  'Do  you  mind  my  talking  of  Edmund  to you, Henry? It relieves me, after all these years of secrecy, to be talking to an understanding mind of the hopes I had. But if it too painful for you I can keep quiet,' or: 'I cannot thank you enough for your kindness, without your support I would be so utterly alone and friendless.' 

He answered: 'Whilst it pains me to hear you speak of him with such love, I cannot but understand your feeling it, I consider him the best of men, without equal. And in the interest of your health and your happiness you need to talk of him, and of your disappointment, or you would be poisoned from within. 

So though it does indeed pain me, it is a sweet pain, for it means I am giving you what I promised I would, and that is a reward in itself.' 

This  answer  caused  her  to  spill  a  few  tears  of  gratitude,  and  they  were different from the tears of sorrow, he could already read so many moods and emotions in her countenance, they had grown so close in so short a time, that

sometimes, when Fanny was asleep for a short time, and he was holding her, watching her sleep, he felt a tiny bit of hope stir within him that all was not hopeless, that his dedication to her happiness might still result in its ultimate reward. 

But  he  always  put  her  happiness  first,  and  only  allowed  himself  to  relish those  hopes  whenever  his  own  anxiety  and  sorrow  threatened  to  dishearten even  his  indomitable  positive  spirit.  When  she  was  lost  to  the  world  in  her grief,  he  sometimes  indulged  in  his  own  disappointed  hopes,  but  he  always checked them very carefully, for he could not be of use to his beloved if he let himself sink into depression. 

With  the  fast  trotting  horses  and  an  experienced  driver,  they  managed  the journey  a  lot  faster  than  Fanny  had  traveled  towards  Portsmouth  with  her brother. Thinking of her brother, she could not help but realize how welcome the  news  of  her  engagement  to  Henry  must  be  to  him,  and  she  felt  a  little treacherous, to be misleading all her family in this way, for her own selfish needs. 

And Henry himself, she was using him most of all, though so far he seemed quite  equal  to  the  situation.  He  had  been  so  kind  and  so  attentive  and controlled, that she was almost sorry that she could not love him as he loved her,  for  she  was  convinced  more  and  more  that  they  were  as  suited  to  each other as Edmund had believed they were. 

Of course the thought of Edmund gave her a pang, but she controlled it and looked about her instead. The country was starting to look familiar to her, and indeed Henry said: 'We're twenty minutes from Mansfield Park, Fanny, let us plan how to proceed when we get there.' 

Her sensitive nature demanded she thank him for all he had done for her and would  yet  do,  and  that  she  do  it  here,  where  they  were  still  by  themselves. 

Not having any experience with men, she had no idea what her kind gesture would  do  to  someone  violently  in  love  with  her,  but  she  meant  kindly.  She said  with  feeling:  'Thank  you  so  much,  Henry,  for  what  you  have  done  for me, the support you give me,' and she embraced him intimately, holding him against her tightly, resting her head in his neck, her warm breath on his bare throat, her feminine scent in his nose. She took him totally by surprise, he had no chance to harden himself against her unwitting assault on his senses, and passion  flared  up  in  him  so  suddenly  and  violently,  that  he  crushed  her against him, pushing his face in her hair first, and after taking a deep smell of

that, kissing her throat eagerly, just below her ear. 

She  shivered,  then  stiffened,  and  he  released  her  as  quickly,  stuttering  an excuse: 'I'm so sorry, I didn't mean to do that, you just took me by surprise, please forgive me.' Fortunately she didn't turn from him, frozen by his sudden ardor, stunned by his lightning reaction. 

He tried to explain: 'Fanny, men are not as naturally contained as you women are, we need to carefully control our urges, and as a gentleman I am trained superbly  in  self-restraint.  But  I  have  been  through  a  lot  as  well  as  you,  my feelings have been shaken. Your sudden affection awoke my passion before I could control it. Can you forgive me?' 

But  he  need  not  have  worried,  Fanny's  stunned  demeanor  had  not  been caused  by  disgust  or  fear  of  him,  but  by  the  very  first  stirring  of  lust  inside herself,  wakened  by  his  almost  violent  display  of  his  passion  for  her.  Being very  restrained  herself,  she  had  not  imagined  so  much  feeling  possible  in  a fellow human, but it did not scare her or put her off, it showed her a glimpse of  a  wholly  different  world,  a  world  she  hadn't  even  known  existed.  It interested  her,  and  she  filed  the  feeling  away  for  further  contemplation, tonight,  in  the  privacy  of  her  bed.  Now  she  needed  to  reassure  Henry,  who was  anxiously  awaiting  an  answer  from  her.  She  didn't  like  seeing  him humble like this, she preferred his usual self-assured posture, though once it had disgusted her in its high-spiritedness and liveliness. But it was that same spirit and liveliness that kept her able to face the world now, so she took both his  hands,  only  a  lot  more  slowly  this  time,  saying:  'There  is  nothing  to forgive, Henry, your sudden reaction has merely shown me there is more to life  than  I  realized.  It  stimulates  me  to  go  on,  discover  the  world  instead  of drowning myself in grief.' 

Such  an  observation  at  such  a  time  was  not  going  to  quell  Henry's  love  for this surprising young woman, still feeling the tug of passion, the soft skin of her  cheek  against  his  lips  and  a  vague  memory  of  the  smell  of  her  hair  and her  skin  still  in  the  front  of  his  mind.  He  was  more  than  relieved,  he  was thrilled, but he managed to check the feeling and said calmly: 'You make me very  happy  saying  that.  I  really  hope  you  will  find  it  in  you  to  explore  the world,  bit  by  bit,  I'm  sure  there  is  every  hope  it  will  be  able  to  make  you happy.' 

The scenery was even more familiar now, and Fanny was sure they were very close to their destination, so she asked: 'What do you suggest we do once we

arrive? They will notice we traveled without chaperone.' Henry had his usual posture  back,  and  said  with  self-confidence:  'I  will  see  your  uncle  straight away,  and  since  he  wants  the  marriage  very  much,  he'll  forgive  us  the impropriety,  if  indeed  there  is  one.  I  will  tell  him  I  could  not  leave  you  in Portsmouth  for  fear  of  your  dying  of  deprivation  or  catching  consumption, that will also explain your current state of health and your wan looks. Your unhappiness will become apparent in a few days, we can think of an excuse before then. I can stay with my sister and brother, but supposing Sir Thomas would invite me to stay at Mansfield Park, would you mind that?' 

In  all  honesty,  Fanny  hoped  he  would  stay  in  the  same  house  with  her,  and she replied frankly: 'I would prefer to have you around all the time, I fear I cannot  bear  my  aunt  Norris  anymore  and  she  will  keep  her  quiet  with  a visitor in the house.' 

He  had  an  observation  there:  'Remember,  dear  Fanny,  that  you  are supposedly  making  an  advantageous  marriage  for  your  family,  this  should raise  your  consequence  within  this  house,  and  you  may  need  to  assert yourself to your horrid aunt. Or I will do it for you, if you'll permit me, for she needs firm handling, a hint won't do the trick.' Henry was pleased to see a sly smile on the usually timid girl, and he praised her: 'Good, that is the right attitude. 

Will you be fine whilst I talk to your uncle? And he will want to talk to you, think of what you will tell him. You cannot break down in front of him. 

Edmund's marriage will be mentioned as well, in fact, I will have to introduce it if it is not, he's marrying my sister after all, and I'm truly glad for her sake. 

If  you  cannot  stand  it  anymore,  retreat  to  your  room  and  I'll  find  you  there. 

And I can hold your hand now in public, don't hesitate to seek my side.' 

Chapter 7

As  they  approached  the  house,  Fanny's  feelings  became  disturbed  again, everything  here  reminded  her  of  Edmund,  of  his  mild  manners,  his unwavering attentions, even his physical beauty. 

Though Henry pitied her, held her hand and squeezed it gently to remind her he would be there for her, he quite appreciated the entrance she would make on his side, looking as pale and drawn as this, frightfully thin, barely able to stand. 

He  was  not  a  good  actor  for  nothing,  he  knew  drama  and  he  was  going  to make  the  most  of  this  moment,  not  for  his  own  sake  but  for  hers,  they  had neglected her scandalously, and they ought to suffer for it. 

If  her  family  had  paid  proper  attention  to  her,  she  would  not  have  sought refuge with her cousin, for to Henry, her dependent affection for her cousin, with  whom  she  had  been  raised  together  as  a  brother,  was  not  natural. 

Usually  children  raised  together  did  not  fall  in  love,  and  he  was  convinced that Fanny had attached herself to Edmund because she had been starved of affection by everyone in her family circle except her cousin. 

Now the carriage stopped, and Henry could see Sir Thomas waiting as well as  both  aunts,  even  languid  Lady  Bertram  had  come  outside  to  greet  her visitor, was this in honor of himself, or did they expect him to bring Edmund and  Mary?  For  he  was  convinced  they  never  thought  of  Fanny  when  not directly in front of them. 

But there he was mistaken, for when Sir Thomas had recognised the carriage as Mr Crawford's, he had immediately suspected he was come to bring Fanny back to them, for Edmund had mentioned her sorry state in one of his letters. 

He was in for the shock of his life, for when Mr Crawford helped her out of the  carriage,  she  could  hardly  stand  on  her  own  two  feet.  Her  face  was emaciated,  had  lost  its  bloom,  she  was  pale  and  sickly.  Sir  Thomas  felt  the situation  as  much  as  Henry  could  have  wanted,  and  maybe  even  more,  for with  a  cry  of  dismay  he  ran  towards  her,  and  very  gently  and  carefully embraced her, clutching her to his chest, saying: 'Oh my poor dear, what have

I  done  to  you?  Had  I  known  you  were  suffering  such  deprivations  in Portsmouth I'd have come for you much sooner.' 

Inwardly,  Henry  congratulated  Fanny  on  this  perfect  excuse  to  have  a  good cry  in  public,  which  she  must  be  aching  for  by  now.  Sir  Thomas  had  never shown  her  any  love,  though  he  apparently  felt  it  very  much,  and  indeed Fanny could no longer hold back and let her tears fall freely, though quietly and in a very dignified way. No-one would ever suspect she was not crying for herself or for them, but for Edmund. 

Now her aunt Norris greeted her with an indifferent kiss, and her most loving welcome  was  reserved  for  her  aunt  Bertram,  who  held  her  with  tears streaming  over  her  face,  and  told  her  how  much  she'd  missed  her,  and  that they would all nurse her back to health within no time. 

Henry  had  never  seen  any  feeling  from  that  indolent  lady,  and  her  warm display of emotions touched him. 

He knew Fanny was not half as badly affected by ill-health as she looked, this was all the result of extreme emotion, and to be expected, so it was with easy politeness  that  he  greeted  Sir  Thomas,  who  said  nothing  of  propriety,  but only: 'Mr Crawfort, we are forever indebted to you for your kind services to our dear niece. I assure you, had we known she would suffer so much from her  stay  in  Portsmouth,  we  would  not  have  let  her  go,  or  fetched  her  back much sooner.' 

Henry acknowledged his thank you with a polite bow, and told Sir Thomas:

'Thank you for your kind reception, Sir, we had hoped we would be welcome despite not having sent word.' 

'My niece will always have a home here, Mr Crawford, she has been greatly missed by myself and Lady Bertram, and of course I have told you last time we spoke that you would be welcome here whenever you felt like visiting us,' 

Sir Thomas spoke with great warmth, 'Will you stay with us, or will you take your abode with your sister and brother in the parsonage?' 

With satisfaction, Henry replied: 'Thank you, Sir, I would love to accept your hospitality, if it is not too much trouble to put me up.' 

Sir Thomas now gave some orders to the staff, and spoke to the whole party:

'Let  us  go  in,  for  Fanny  needs  to  sit  down  again,  and  there  is  a  lot  to  talk about,  we  have  not  seen  one  another  for  a  long  time.'  As  they  all  walked towards  the  house,  Henry  took  his  place  by  Fanny  again,  offering  her  his support, both mental and physical, and he was loathe to leave her to her aunts

but he really needed to speak to Sir Thomas. 

'Sir  Thomas,  might  it  be  possible  to  have  a  word  with  you  in  private?'  he asked in a low tone. That gentleman immediately consented, and even offered a perfect solution, heard only by Henry, Fanny and himself: 'Would it be all right if Fanny came too, Mr Crawford, I'm afraid I don't trust her aunts to be alone with her until I have made sure she is well. They have always had the habit of sending her on errands beyond her strength, and that would not do at all in her current condition.' 

With  a  look  at  Fanny  and  an  almost  imperceptible  nod  from  her,  it  was decided, and Henry replied: 'Yes, please, what I have to tell you concerns us both, and I value your insights on her current state of health.' 

Fanny  didn't  say  much,  but  then  she  never  had  spoken  much  when  in  the company  of  her  uncle,  so  that  gentleman  didn't  notice  any  difference  in  her behavior.  And  Henry  knew  everything  in  the  house  was  assaulting  her  with memories of the time when Edmund was still object of her hope, he would be very proud of her if she managed to keep from crying. 

He  helped  Fanny  to  her  uncle's  study,  where  he  took  her  to  the  most comfortable chair that was not worn much, certain it was not her uncle's. She sat  down,  still  silent,  but  not  depressed,  and  Henry  took  the  chair  closest  to her and explicitly took her hand in his, waited until her uncle was seated and then said: 'Sir Thomas, your niece has seen fit to accept my offer to enter into an engagement. I have explained to her that I have a sincere wish of seeing her  happy,  and  that  I  wished  to  promote  that  happiness  by  giving consequence  to  all  her  wishes  of  a  domestic  nature,  and  by  taking  her  to superior  manifestations  of  culture,  plays,  concerts,  and  by  exploring  our mutual love of nature together. Though she has had to confess she does not love me as yet, she has consented to give me the means to prove to her that I want no other woman but her, and that I will do everything in my power to make her happy.' 

Although  this  was  not  a  common  engagement,  no  intentions  for  marriage were expressed, Sir Thomas was extraordinarily pleased. If Henry Crawford loved  his  niece  even  in  the  state  she  was  in  now,  and  his  open,  though delicate display of affection towards her was sure proof of his attachment, he must really love her for her merits, for she looked close to death. 

Sir  Thomas  had  made  some  mistakes  in  his  life,  but  sending  Fanny  to Portsmouth  must  be  the  worst,  he  gathered,  not  knowing  the  real  reason  for her pitiable state. Hardly daring to speak to the frail creature before him, he

asked:  'And,  my  dear  Fanny,  is  this  how  you  feel  at  the  moment,  did  Mr Crawford describe your intentions well?' 

Her  voice  was  surprisingly  strong,  as  she  said:  'Yes,  Sir,  he  described  the nature of our engagement accurately. I know it is asking a lot of your trust, to let us go out together, but I hope you will give us that trust, in order that Mr Crawford can show me what it would be like to be married to him.' 

Having made his decision, her uncle said to both of them, and not by far as severely as she would have expected him to: 'I will give you my consent to go out together, for I have a lot of faith in both of you, and I want to give you every chance of happiness in marriage. And I beseech you, Mr Crawford, to take  extra  good  care  of  my  dear  Fanny,  for  she  looks  very  ill  and  she  will need a lot of attention to be restored to her former good health. Dear Fanny, do you want to rest now, or do you want to have lunch with the rest of us?' 

What Fanny wanted most of all, was to explore the house, to look at all the places that might give her pain, and have that first encounter over with. And then she wanted to eat, and a nice walk in the park to finally see some nature again. 

So she said: 'I know I look very ill, Sir, but what I need most is to be outside in the clean air again, and to exercise on a regular basis. So I'd love to join you for lunch, and a short walk in the garden after that, but first I would like to see my old room again, and show Mr Crawford the house. Would that be all right?' 

Her  uncle  was  happy  to  hear  her  speak  so  decidedly,  she  might  have  come back ill, but her posture was more upright and her voice was stronger than he remembered,  her  engagement  had  given  her  consequence  already,  even though  she  might  not  have  noticed  herself.  He  felt  rather  secure  she  would want to keep that consequence, by indeed marrying Crawford, and the feeling that  both  his  observations  gave  him,  and  the  love  he  had  discovered  he  felt for her on her sudden return, caused his tone to be positively mild as he said:

'Whatever pleases you, dear Fanny. I hope to see you in full bloom again very soon.' 

Now  they  both  received  his  congratulations  on  their  engagement,  and  Sir Thomas said: 'I will not detain you young people any longer, take your time together, my trust in you is total so I will not stoop to checking on you, and when lunch is served I want to talk to you about Edmund and your sister, Mr Crawford, for it seems to me that this is a most fortunate circumstance, you

making a match of it so soon after the other couple.' 

And  that  was  that,  they  had  permission  to  be  alone,  they  had  his  approval, and  what  greatly  surprised  Fanny,  she  had  her  uncle's  love,  which  she  had never known before. She led Henry to her room, able to walk again now her first painful memories had been faced, and once there she sat on the bed and told  him:  'I  want  to  have  it  over  with,  visit  all  the  special  places,  all  the memories of my cousin's value and his love for me. It will make me sad, but I will have to face it anyway. Will you be very hurt if I speak of him a lot until lunch?' 

Henry kneeled before her again, and replied: 'If it becomes too painful, I will let you know. Even if you were to keep silent, you will be thinking of him, that  cannot  be  helped,  so  it  is  better  to  speak  your  thoughts.'  Having witnessed the change in her himself when she addressed her uncle, his hope of  her  was  actually  rising.  His  unfortunate  burst  of  passion  had  struck something  in  her,  he  felt  he  still  had  a  chance,  if  only  he  allowed  her  to process her loss of her cousin adequately. 

Her need for exercise would be a perfect way to be alone with her a lot, in a place  where  they  must  experience  similar  feelings  because  of  their  shared love  of  nature,  in  the  perfect  time  of  the  year  for  reverie  and  optimism,  the end  of  spring.  Today,  Henry  would  not  fear  the  phantom  of  Edmund's perfection,  though  he  expected  to  become  quite  familiar  with  him  and  quite soon. 

But his was a very optimistic nature, and he had already stirred quite a lot of feelings in Fanny, feelings she had never known but was eager to explore. So as  they  went  through  every  part  of  the  house  together,  Fanny  relating  every kindness  Edmund  had  ever  offered  her  in  the  precise  spot  he  had  done  so, Henry  did  not  despair  and  found  it  even  enlightening  to  hear  what  moved Fanny  to  love  someone,  for  he  could  not  but  profit  by  the  knowledge  he gained in this way. 

They had visited most of the house when the lunch-bell rang, and though her trip to memory lane had brought Fanny a lot of pain, it had also quieted her nervousness  somewhat,  making  her  more  steady  on  her  feet,  and  actually hungry.  She  did  dread  the  moment  when  the  talk  would  shift  to  Edmund's wedding, but she knew she would not need to say anything about it, she had never talked much on any occasion, and Henry would be there to keep up a lively  conversation,  for  of  course  her  own  loss  was  his  sister's  gain,  and  he

must feel happiness for her, no matter how bad he felt for Fanny. 

Her uncle had already arranged for Henry to be placed by her, which brought her  a  happier  memory,  and  as  they  sat  down  she  shared  it  with  Henry:  'Do you  know  I  always  resented  it  when  you  contrived  to  sit  next  to  me  at  the table?  The  frivolous  things  you  used  to  say,  and  your  excessive  gallantry irritated  me  to  no  end.'  Her  frank  confession  shocked  him,  for  though  he knew  now  why  she  hadn't  trusted  him,  at  that  time  he  had  never  had  the slightest  suspicion  of  her  dislike  of  him,  and  he  observed:  'And  I  never noticed,  your  manners  were  so  mild  and  engaging,  that  even  when  you disapproved  of  me  I  thought  you  liked  me.  Well,  and  my  vanity  wouldn't allow any girl to resist my charms of course. Please believe me when I say I was  a  different  person  then.  When  I  drove  to  London  after  I  visited  you  at Portsmouth the first time, I started 'to realize you didn't love me at all. Only then, I'm afraid to say. And then I finally started to think, to think about what you might want in a man. Little did I know then how precisely you knew.' 

As lunch was served, Henry kept a close eye on Fanny's plate, determined to take care of her health, as the doctor had ordered. She started well, but it was clear that she could not eat much at a time, and he planned to ask her uncle to have a bite prepared for her twice daily between meals, until she had gained substantial weight. He didn't press her to eat more, but hoped that a little walk and some time spent outside would cause her to feel hungry again soon. 

And when the conversation started he understood why her appetite had fallen off  so  quickly,  for  the  talk  soon  concerned  the  engagement  of  Edmund  and Miss Crawford. Whatever her feelings at that moment, Henry could not make them out from the look on her face, she sat at the table as she always had in this house. 

He remembered his own part in this, and soon congratulated Sir Thomas and his  wife  and  sister-in-law  on  the  happy  match  their  son  and  nephew  had made,  adding:  'I'm  very  glad  my  sister  has  had  the  good  sense  to  value Edmund's  qualities,  for  she  never  planned  to  marry  a  clergyman,  but  I  am sure he will make her very happy.' He felt a small hand reaching for his own, and  with  a  little  thrill  he  took  it  and  squeezed  it  gently  to  support  his  own beloved in her time of need. 

He talked a little further with Sir Thomas about the new couple's prospects, and  tried  to  find  out  when  they  were  planning  to  visit,  for  Fanny's  benefit, and when Sir Thomas admitted to having no further information of that kind, he decided to write directly to his sister and ask her. 

Chapter 8

They  took  a  nice  walk  that  afternoon,  and  wrote  a  letter  each,  Fanny  to  her sister  and  Henry  to  his  own,  and  they  resolved  to  mail  them  tomorrow, making  the  post-office  the  goal  of  an  afternoon  walk.  After  dinner,  Fanny went straight to bed, and Henry sat with Sir Thomas for a while, detailing on how their engagement had come about, only leaving out Edmund's part in it. 

Sir Thomas took it upon himself to tell Fanny's aunts of the engagement, and to protect her from their unreasonable demands. Aunt Norris took it badly, of course,  but  aunt  Bertram  was  thrilled  to  have  her  niece  make  such  an advantageous marriage. 

The next morning they rode out together, Fanny on Edmund's mare, who was as  well-tempered  as  ever,  and  Henry  on  one  of  Edmund's  hunters,  a  feisty mare that needed more exercise than the staff could offer her. 

And  here  Fanny  again  experienced  the  advantage  of  high  spirits  and  a fearless  outlook  on  life,  for  Edmund's  hunter  mare  did  her  best  to  spook  at anything, and tried several times to test Henry's mettle, but he just laughed at her antics and controlled her gently and fearlessly, riding large circles around Fanny and her placid horse. 

The  hunter  mare  had  soon  spent  her  excess  energy,  and  with  the  excellent example  of  Fanny's  horse  before  her  she  became  more  sedate,  and  they continued their ride together. 

Fanny had been very much alarmed by the spooking horse, but when Henry didn't seem to care and nothing happened, she quieted again. She had never seen a horse behave like that, but of course she had never ridden with anyone besides  the  old  stable  hand  who  always  accompanied  her  on  her  rides,  and who rode a horse as good-natured as her own. 

And  to  be  honest,  this  fact  sowed  the  first  doubt  about  Edmund  in  her developing mind, for why had he never taken her along on one of his rides, why had he never shown her any of the sights within riding distance? He had ridden with Miss Crawford, but never with herself. 

And Mr Crawford had been the only one to ever visit her in Portsmouth, and

he had sent her a long letter before Edmund ever wrote her one. 

Fanny  had  never  expected  any  of  these  things  because  she  rated  her  own claims too low for them, but somehow it didn't feel right anymore, how much trouble would it have been to include her in some of the fun he used to have with  the  young  set?  It  would  have  prepared  her  so  much  better  for  her  life, she  might  have  met  some  friends  of  her  own  age.  But  she  had  always  been left  with  the  aunts,  and  he  had  set  things  to  right  afterwards,  but  he  never thought of them beforehand, except that one time they went to Sotherton. 

Her  first  critical  thoughts  ever  on  Edmund  were  broken  by  Henry,  who suggested they go a bit faster than a trot, up and over the next hill. She looked at  him  aghast,  she  had  never  galloped  before,  the  very  thought  had  always scared her. Henry saw her look, and laughed merrily, and he pleaded her to at least  try,  not  too  fast,  and  he  would  stay  with  her  all  the  way.  Instead  of oppressive, she now found his high spirits contagious, and though still afraid, she agreed to try. 

He  showed  her  how  to  change  the  gait,  and  off  they  were,  the  jolting movement smoothing out, and the speed increasing without making it harder to  stay  in  the  saddle.  It  was  exhilarating,  and  she  was  amazed  to  see  Henry looking  at  her  over  his  shoulder,  his  mare  choosing  that  moment  to  try  one more time, shooting ahead like an arrow from a bow. He controlled her again, and with a look of pure joy on his face he was next to her again. 

'Come on, let's go faster,' he pushed her, and she did, stuck to the mare like a burr, her riding dress streaming behind her, feeling the movement of the legs and the pumping of the mare's chest beneath her, up the hill in heartbeat. On the  top  Henry  checked  his  horse's  speed  to  a  stride,  and  Fanny's  mare followed  suit,  not  a  spirited  creature  herself  and  glad  for  a  rest  after  such  a burst of speed. 

Henry asked: 'Did you like that?' She nodded, and said: 'I never dared to go that fast, but I'm glad I did now. It was exhilarating.' 

He smiled and looked right at her: 'Are you holding up, not too tired?' and as she shook her head, 'we shouldn't go too far, you have not ridden in weeks, and never so far, you'll be stiff as a board as it is. Let's sit on this hill for a few moments, and then return.' 

They let the horses graze on long ropes Henry had brought in his saddlebag, and he sat down and invited her to sit beside him. She sat down next to him, not  too  far  and  not  too  close,  and  he  produced  a  wrapped  package  from  his

coat-pocket. It contained two slices of chocolate cake, and he handed her one, then started on the other. It was a real treat, rich, but not too large, and she realized this was exactly what she required right now, small amounts of rich food spread over the day. She finished it in a moment, and looked at him with pure gratitude. 

It seemed as if he knew her better than she knew herself, challenging her to go  just  one  step  beyond  what  felt  safe  for  her,  giving  her  an  example  of fearlessness,  predicting  her  needs.  So  much  attention  just  for  her,  she  felt flattered and, she had to admit it, loved. 

Confusion coloured her face, and he saw it, but he did not make the most of it,  as  he  would  have  done  a  few  months  before.  He  ignored  it,  giving  her  a chance  to  do  with  it  whatever  pleased  her,  and  asked:  'Shall  we  go  back, before our muscles get cold and stiff? I've not ridden for a few weeks either, I'll  be  feeling  it  tomorrow  as  well.  We'll  have  to  build  up  the  length  of  our rides  slowly,  allow  the  muscles  to  keep  up.  Which  I  hope  will  make  you hungry, building muscle.' 

The way back was also exciting, for even her placid mare smelled the stable and  having  galloped  once,  wanted  to  do  so  again.  But  Fanny  refused  to  get scared, but rather checked her, feeling on top of the world at her own bravery. 

With the last hill before them, she suggested: 'Shall we race over that hill? I want to feel that speed once more today, and conquer the fear.' Henry didn't even  answer,  but  allowed  his  spirited  mare  to  increase  her  speed  slowly, enabling  Fanny  to  follow  easily.  She  did  not  have  to  urge  her  lazy  horse either,  they  were  now  so  close  to  the  stables  that  the  horses  wanted  to  fly there. 

It was as exciting as the first time, she was less frightened so she could enjoy it even more. They flew over the hill, and down the slope towards the house, only slowing when they neared the cobbled driveway. 

As  they  reached  the  stables,  the  old  stable-hand  took  her  horse  from  her  to walk  it  dry,  and  he  said  approvingly:  'I  saw  you  racing  down  the  hill,  miss, very  brave  of  you.'  She  smiled  and  said:  'Thank  you  John,'  and  then  they walked to the house together. 'And thank you, Henry, for showing me how to push my boundaries.' 

He  replied  gallantly:  'The  pleasure  was  all  mine.  You  already  have  some colour on your cheeks, are you tired?' 'Not at all, I'm elated, and I want one of those little snacks again.' 

They did both suffer from stiff muscles the next day, but over the course of two weeks their rides got longer and longer and faster and faster. She got to see  most  of  the  environment  around  Mansfield  Park,  and  had  a  difficult moment  when  Henry  pointed  out  a  picturesque  village  to  her:  Thornton Lacey. 

Henry  showed  no  restlessness  at  being  totally  without  society,  they  rode together, sat together, walked together and read together in the evenings, both Fanny and Lady Bertram really enjoying Henry's capital reading. 

Fanny's  condition  improved  quickly,  she  gained  weight,  and  her  bloom returned  with  exposure  to  fresh  air  and  regular  exercise.  She  still  suffered from  melancholy  spells,  and  moments  of  great  sorrow,  and  whenever  she couldn't stand the grief anymore, Henry offered to hold her and she allowed him to, in the privacy of her own room. 

She would rest her head on his chest and cry herself out, knowing the worst had  passed  when  she  started  to  become  aware  of  his  chest  muscles  beneath his shirt, and of his scent, which she could still only make out when she was this close to him. 

The smell always reminded her of that one moment in the carriage, when he had inadvertently kissed her throat with passion, and that memory generally caused her to blush. Still, she often held on to him past the point where her grief  had  become  manageable  again,  hoping  the  memory  would  return, secretly wishing he would kiss her again, let her feel his passion again. 

It was a weird time for her, her life was as tranquil as it had been before she left  for  Portsmouth,  but  so  much  had  changed.  She  was  becoming  a  really good  horse-woman,  and  she  knew  the  neighborhood  intimately,  whilst  she had  never  stepped  out  of  the  park  before.  Her  aunts  never  imposed  on  her anymore,  and  aunt  Norris  merely  tried  to  freeze  her  with  her  looks,  but somehow Fanny didn't care about it anyway. 

Henry  seemed  perfectly  content  to  spend  his  days  on  her  side,  but  she  still wondered  whether  he  didn't  miss  his  exciting  life  in  the  city,  or  whether  he was neglecting his duties on Everingham. She decided to ask him at the first opportunity, and when they next walked out, she gathered courage to pose the question. But before she could ask him, he asked her to sit down with him for a moment, and he seemed disturbed by something. 

Anxiousness instantly seized her, he had bad news, and was trying to break it to  her.  Seeing  her  reaction,  he  took  her  hand  and  said  soothingly:  'Nothing bad has happened, it is just that Mary has replied to my letter, and she tells

me  they  are  planning  to  visit  next  week.  She  also  congratulates  me  on  our engagement,  and  wishes  you  to  write  to  her.  I  have  not  told  her  the  truth about our engagement, but she clearly expects us to join society soon, and I don't  know  what  to  say.  Shall  we  wait  what  happens  when  you  see  them together, before we decide anything?' 

Fanny hesitated, she wanted to confess something, but she knew Henry was very fond of his sister, so she really didn't dare tell. 

Of course he saw immediately, laughed at her, and said: 'You want to tell me you never really liked Mary, her spirits oppressed you, she assumed you were in  love  with  me,  she  left  you  to  my  tender  mercies.'  How  could  he  have known,  did  he  look  into  her  head?  Even  Edmund  had  never  suspected  her dislike of Miss Crawford. 

'Dear  Fanny,  what  could  have  been  more  natural  than  your  not  liking  her? 

She  got  all  the  attention  you  wanted,  and  which  you  deserved,  I  must  add. 

She did indeed leave you to my tender mercies, for I must admit my designs on you were not honorable from the start. I have believed for some time that falling  in  love  with  you,  as  unreachable  as  your  heart  turned  out  to  be,  was my  punishment  for  playing  with  women's  feelings  all  my  life,  without remorse, I may add. 

My sister had the same general habits you disliked so intensely in me, so how could  you  have  liked  her?  But  you  see  I  have  changed  a  lot,  to  suit  your temperament, and you have changed some, though you may not have noticed. 

You  are  not  nearly  as  timid  as  you  were,  and  you  can  see  a  challenge  in something  you  fear.  And  you  don't  find  my  spirits  oppressive  anymore,  do you?' 

This last with a cheeky smile. 

Having to admit he was right, she said: 'No, I don't. Your spirits have gotten me through a very difficult period, without them I would have become very ill, I might even have died from grief. I've learned to appreciate them, though you have toned them down a bit.' 

The  cheeky  smile  changed  to  a  reflective  one  and  he  observed:  'I  have, haven't I? You have had more influence on me than I have had on you, for I have  always  known  your  morals  to  be  superior  to  mine.  The  same  goes  for Mary,  she  loves  Edmund,  has  loved  him  for  some  time.  She  will  adjust  her liveliness to his temperament, and he will gain a little spirit from her, do you see?  She  is  good  enough  for  him,  Fanny,  please  believe  me.  She  will  make

him happy.' 

Here  he  seemed  to  want  to  add  another  sentence,  but  he  didn't.  Instead  he said: 'But that brings us to the main reason why you should not like Mary: she was your rival from the moment Tom left Mansfield Park the first time. How could you have liked someone who was the total opposite to you in temper, and who received the attentions of the man you wanted for yourself? 

I don't know if you'll ever be able to like her, but you cannot ignore her, she has  no  idea  of  your  disapproval,  as  I  didn't.  I  think  you  need  to  tell  her  the truth, or keep writing to her as you have done so far, out of propriety. 

Myself,  I  would  prefer  the  first,  for  with  your  new  assertiveness  she  might find out and feel hurt.' He was right of course, Fanny could see that, and she told  him  she  would  try  to  live  through  the  visit  first,  and  decide  what  to  do later. And that was enough for Henry for now. 

After this conversation, Fanny asked him about his duties at Everingham, and he told her he did need to go there soon, and he pleaded her to come with him for a visit of maybe five days. He had long wanted to show her his estate and the country around it, and he had already gotten permission from her uncle to take  her  there.  Still  convinced  that  his  niece  would  not  be  insensible  to  the creditability  of  Henry  Crawford's  estate,  especially  if  the  man  showed  her around himself, and convinced of her discretion, he was prepared to take the risk  of  letting  them  travel  together.  So  it  was  settled  that  they  would  leave tomorrow, and return in time for Edmund and Miss Crawford's visit. 

Chapter 9

And what did the rest of the family think of their returned niece? Aunt Norris was  disgusted  of  course,  she  almost  hated  Fanny  now,  engaged  to  the  man who should have been Julia's, and no longer invisible nor suitably humble. 

But her lively and sarcastic intended was always near her, and very protective of the pale, sickly creature, so she didn't dare treat her as meanly as she used to, afraid of his quick mind and his lack of respect for her person. 

Lady Bertram felt the loss of her companion, who was now mostly out riding with Mr Crawford, or sitting in the garden with him, being attended to with great care by that admiring gentleman. But as she had done without her for a whole  month,  her  habits  had  adapted  to  the  new  situation  before  it  had occurred, and she did enjoy the evenings, when Mr Crawford brought a little liveliness to their group, with his engaging manners and his superb reading. 

Of course the satisfaction of her niece capturing the heart of such a well-bred man with a nice fortune was still very much felt. 

And  Sir  Thomas  had  no  reason  to  regret  the  freedom  and  trust  he  had bestowed  upon  his  niece  and  her  admirer.  He  could  see  her  influence  over him,  he  seemed  to  enjoy  the  quiet  evenings  spent  reading  and  conversing about  serious  subjects.  And  he  could  see  his  influence  over  her,  she  was much  less  timid  and  dared  things  that  would  have  frightened  her  out  of  her wits before she got to know him, like racing a horse over the hills, and talking back to her aunt Norris. 

There  was  something  fishy  about  their  engagement,  though,  they  seemed perfectly  happy  just  to  be  in  each  other's  company  without  ever  touching more than each other's hand. The gentleman seemed to have no more trouble controlling his urges than his niece, though of course if he still needed to win her love, touching her would spoil his chances. But it certainly made giving his  permission  to  travel  together  much  easier,  for  they  both  behaved flawlessly, and no scandal could arise from their companionship. 

The next morning they rose early, and they were off by half past eight. It was

to be a much shorter trip than from Portsmouth, for Everingham was less than a day's journey removed from Northhamptonshire, and they were to arrive in the late afternoon, with some time left to explore the park before dinner. 

Strangely enough it felt good to Fanny to be on the road again. Though her feelings had been greatly disturbed last time she was in this carriage, the last few weeks had stimulated her appetite for new experiences, she really wanted to  see  the  world,  and  maybe  she  didn't  mind  being  away  from  memory-infused Mansfield Park either. 

Henry could see clearly that her spirits improved once she was on the road, and he had a surprise for her at Everingham that, though valuable, he thought would be nonetheless very acceptable to his modest companion. He was not sorry to have business to attend to, he had enjoyed his stay at Mansfield Park remarkably well, but a change of scene was very welcome to him. 

It  was  especially  thrilling  to  be  travelling  with  Fanny  alone,  she  was  very observant, and looked about her with the keen enthousiasm of someone who hadn't  much  experience  on  the  road.  Though  he  himself  had  been  out  and about  very  regularly  from  the  time  of  his  coming  of  age,  he  still  enjoyed exploring the country, and he never got bored even on very long trips. Having a companion who was so sensitive to beauty, either in nature or in man-made objects,  was  an  especial  privilege,  for  though  he  really  enjoyed  Mary's company, she was not in the least bit interested in a fair grove or a beautiful outlook over a village, and finally being able to talk to someone about what he saw was a keen pleasure he had rarely had before. 

Fanny  always  had  a  quote  at  hand  to  describe  the  scene  or  to  transmit  the feeling  it  gave  her.  Her  delight  in  his  similarity  of  interests  was  also  clear, and  she  seemed  to  have  forgotten  her  grief  for  some  time  whilst  enjoying their trip to the fullest. 

When  they  rested  the  horses  at  an  inn,  Henry  took  care  to  order  the  finest local specialties, and Fanny was positively merry, sitting in the sun, drinking in  the  sight  of  the  delightful  village  and  eating  heartily.  A  deep  satisfaction settled inside Henry's spirit, and he felt that everything might still turn out for the best. 

All  too  soon  he  saw  the  familiar  surroundings  of  his  estate,  and  he  pointed out  some  places  they  would  be  able  to  visit  in  the  coming  days.  Of  course Fanny  thought  they  would  be  using  the  carriage,  but  Henry  knew  a  very welcome  surprise  would  be  waiting  for  Fanny  at  his  house,  hand-picked  by

his  coachman,  and  certain  to  prove  a  valuable  companion  to  Fanny  in  the coming  days.  He  had  decided  to  keep  his  gift  a  surprise,  a  bit  apprehensive she  might  be  overcome  rather  than  pleased,  but  he  was  willing  to  take  that slight  risk,  he  felt  they  knew  each  other  well  enough  now  for  him  to  take  a little liberty with her sense of propriety. 

Remembering  the  time  that  improvements  had  been  discussed  among  the cousins and the Crawfords, she looked at his grounds with extra interest, and she saw much to admire. All that had been added to nature, had been done in great  subtlety,  and  the  natural  quality  of  the  place  was  intact  without  losing the comfort of sturdy fences and excellent roads. 

The farms on his land were in prime shape, no signs of neglect anywhere, and the  people  they  met  seemed  happy  and  healthy.  Fanny  was  really  looking forward  now  to  a  few  days  of  relief  from  the  constant  memory  of  Edmund, and  she  was  determined  to  enjoy  them  to  the  fullest,  before  she  would  face reality again when he visited next week. 

And  in  this  spirit  they  arrived  at  the  house,  a  stately  building,  but  not oppressively  so.  The  gardens  were  mainly  natural,  no  formal  front  garden with trimmed hedges and rose-bushes, and she supposed that was due to the age  and  the  inclinations  of  the  owner,  as  well  as  his  rare  residence  on  his estate. 

The carriage came to a halt and Henry helped Fanny to descend the few steps. 

His  staff  greeted  him  and  set  to  work  unloading  the  luggage,  and  Henry introduced Fanny to all of them as his fiancée, Miss Price. She was greeted politely,  and  she  returned  the  compliments,  making  an  excellent  first impression with her slightly shy but very lady-like manners. 

And  Henry  turned  towards  her  with  a  big  grin  and  asked  whether  she  was tired  and  wanted  a  little  rest  first,  or  a  short  walk  around  the  house  with  a surprise at the end. Fanny had never had a surprise, and his excited demeanor showed he wanted her to see it very much. 

And  since  she  was  elated  rather  than  tired,  she  said:  'I'd  love  to  see  the garden, and your surprise, Henry.' He was thrilled, and impulsively took her hand, not even realizing the liberty he was taking, and Fanny found she rather enjoyed his high spirits after what he had done for her, and after having seen him in an unguarded moment several times, convinced he was having a hard time  as  much  as  she  was,  facing  an  unrequited  love,  and  having  her  in  his arms crying for another man. 

The back of the house was also naturally landscaped, in excellent taste, much more modern than Mansfield Park, with a nice view over a long grass-grown vale,  strewn  with  sheep  and  solitary  trees,  up  to  a  long-sloped  hill  in  the background.  Fanny  just  had  to  smile  and  say:  'I  bet  you  always  gallop  over that hill yonder, it just asks for it.' 

Well, she certainly had said the right thing, for now Henry looked at her with a very happy, intent look, and she could see he wanted to kiss her. He didn't, but  he  had  to  visibly  control  himself  not  to,  and  in  a  way  she  wished  he would have. Passion checked, he replied in a gay voice: 'You are so right, it is the best place ever to have a good gallop.' 

And then they rounded the corner, and she saw the stables. This was clearly the home of someone who valued horses, for there were beautiful paddocks and rows of stables, most of them empty. 'The mares and foals are all out in the  pastures,  only  the  carriage  horses,  my  hunters  and  the  stallions  are  still here,'  Henry  explained.  'I'll  show  everything  in  detail  tomorrow  or  the  day after, first my surprise. Will you close your eyes and let me lead you to it?' he asked. 

Fanny obediently closed her eyes tightly, and she let herself be led over a bit of  grass,  then  a  graveled  path,  then  a  cobbled  yard.  The  smell  of  horses suggested  they  were  in  the  middle  of  the  stable  area,  and  the  noises  around them confirmed this. 

'You  can  open  them  now,'  said  his  voice  with  barely  contained  excitement. 

She opened her eyes and saw a beautiful grey horse, with a full mane and tail, and very friendly eyes, held on a halter by a rather young, sturdily built man. 

'He's yours, Fanny, so we can continue our rides here, and see all the beauties of  my  lands  from  horseback.'  She  detected  a  slight  note  of  uncertainty  in Henry's  voice,  he  was  probably  afraid  she'd  not  be  pleased  with  such  a valuable gift, but the prospect of galloping over that hill just thrilled her, and she slowly and carefully moved towards him to give him time to prepare, and then embraced him as tightly as she had that one time in the carriage. 

Did she hope just a tiny bit that he would lose control again? She didn't think so, for there were people all over the yard, but she did want him to know she was very happy with his gift. 'Thank you so much, Henry, what an incredible idea to be able to ride, and such a beautiful creature.' She stroked the animal over the neck, and let it sniff her hand, and the mild dark eyes observed her whilst the soft nose touched her hand and whuffed. He was sweet indeed. She did  experience  some  doubt  now:  'I  am  not  very  brave,  you  know,  I  don't

know if I dare to gallop up that hill straight away.' 

Now the man holding the halter spoke up, and he respectfully, but decidedly said: 'He's the sweetest natured horse I've ever seen, Miss, I'm certain you'll love  him.'  He  had  to  be  the  coach-man,  being  so  self-assured,  but  he  was young  for  the  job.  Fanny  said:  'Did  you  choose  him,  mr..'?'  'Albert,  Miss, Albert  Boon,  Miss,  sorry  Miss.'  'Did  you  choose  him,  Mr  Boon?'  The  man said:  'Yes,  Miss,  rode  him  and  checked  his  soundness,  and  had  me  own misses try him out on the ladies' saddle to be sure. He's a treasure.' 

It was clear that Henry did not run a formal household, and Fanny didn't mind a  bit.  A  bachelor  with  no  children  would  have  no  reason  to  stand  upon formalities  with  his  staff,  and  if  one  was  away  often  it  was  much  better  to have  the  loyalty  of  the  servants,  so  the  work  would  be  done  properly  at  all times. 

She  thanked  Mr  Boon  for  his  choice,  and  said  she  was  already  looking forward  to  trying  him.  'But  you  will  stay  with  me  the  first  time  I  ride  him, won't you, Henry? You'll not take one of those spirited hunters the first time?' 

she  asked  Henry,  a  bit  anxiously.  'I  will  walk  along  with  you  until  you  feel safe, and then I'll take the oldest, laziest horse in the stable for our first time out,  will  that  please  you?'  was  his  reply.  'It  will,'  she  replied,  'I  can't  wait now.' 

'But  first  you  need  to  rest,  and  you  need  to  eat,'  Henry  said,  and  he  led  her into  the  house  by  the  terrace  doors.  He  showed  her  into  her  room,  a  nice, spacious  apartment  next  to  his  own,  her  luggage  already  taken  in  and  put away.  Do  you  want  to  take  a  nap  first,  or  sit  for  a  while,  or  have  an  early dinner?' She was tired now, and she said so, and he replied: 'Then please take a nap, I will stay in the house, and if you feel lonely or your thoughts bother you, just ring the bell and I will answer it myself, not a servant. Don't hesitate to use it.' 

She  took  his  hand  for  a  moment  and  said:  'It  has  been  a  lovely  day,  Henry, thank you so much.' 

She decided not to undress, but to try and sleep for a while just lying on the comfortable  bed.  But  it  was  hard  to  find  sleep,  after  such  a  busy  day,  filled with  impressions  and  new  sights  and  experiences.  She  realized  she  had  not been out in the world much, and though she had had a really good day, she was now worn out. 

Imagine Henry thinking of finding her a horse, that was so thoughtful of him. 

It reminded her of the time the old grey pony died, and she had felt the loss so  much.  Edmund  had  taken  care  she  got  another  horse,  the  mare  she  used now. She was still his, and Miss Crawford had liked to ride her very much, maybe he would want the horse back once they moved to Thornton Lacey. 

Of  course  that  was  the  wrong  path  for  her  mind  to  take,  for  it  led  her  into melancholy, and that led her into tears. She felt very lonely all of a sudden, but she did not want to ring the bell, Henry had done enough for her today, so she  cried  quietly  until  she  heard  the  door  open  and  close  and  he  came  in silently, so as not to disturb her if she were asleep. 

When he found her in tears he sat behind her again and held her, saying in a low, soothing voice: 'I knew you'd feel sad, for you always do at this time of the  day,  and  I  knew  you  wouldn't  ring  the  bell.  So  I  thought  I'd  just  check. 

You shouldn't be alone with your sorrow, it wears you out.' And she laid her head against his chest, as she had done every night for nearly a month now, and  let  her  tears  come.  There  weren't  very  many  now  he  was  with  her,  and she soon started to become aware of him. 

Savoring the feel of his body and his scent no longer made her blush, it had become  a  comfortable  habit  to  her,  and  she  knew  he  probably  didn't  realise she was finding more in his embrace than just a relief of her sorrow. On those occasions  that  she  remembered  his  kiss,  she  did  blush,  because  she  also wondered what would have happened if he hadn't controlled himself. 

The strange thing was, that she never imagined herself in Edmund's arms, or him  kissing  her  passionately.  Her  love  for  him  was  characterized  by  an overwhelming  sense  of  need  for  his  calming  presence,  his  intimate conversation, his familiarity. Her need for that love still ruled her being, and its absence created a large hole inside her, that could often be forgotten, but that would ache agonizingly at certain times, usually when she was tired and alone. 

Soothed by Henry's presence, she fell asleep in his arms, and since he was not tired but elated he could not join her in sleep, and went over the events of the day  in  his  mind  instead.  All  in  all  he  thought  it  had  been  a  very  good  day, they had both enjoyed the journey, finding excellent company in one another. 

His  gift  had  been  well-received,  he  looked  forward  to  tomorrow,  when  he would  see  Fanny  pushing  herself  again,  conquering  fear  and  relishing  the resulting thrill. 

Chapter 10

Henry  indeed  did  not  realize  Fanny's  enjoyment  of  his  physical  presence, though he would have been elated to know of it. He had tried to forget ever having kissed her, he still was thoroughly ashamed of his loss of control that moment,  and  probably  would  have  been  even  if  he  had  known  its  effect  on the woman he loved without hope of ever winning. 

As it was, he held her with great pleasure, but also with great control over his natural urges. Of course he felt a little thrill when she clung to him, and the weight of her slim body on his own comforted him nearly as much as it did her to be held by him. But he did not allow himself to want her, to imagine himself kissing her, or caressing her. Those wishes were tightly blocked, and such  was  his  self-control  that  Fanny  even  now  had  no  idea  of  the  passion  a man could develop for a woman. 

When  it  was  nearly  time  for  dinner,  Henry  woke  Fanny  gently  and  she washed her face and followed him to the dining room. She was pleased by his taste in furniture, the main rooms were much more elegantly decorated than the rooms in Mansfield Park. He might not be in residence often, but when he was, he was surrounded by surprisingly simple elegance. 

He  asked  her  what  she  thought  of  the  decor,  without  the  slightest  hint  or reference to their state of engagement, and she replied: 'You have great taste, both your garden and your house are very beautiful. Much more elegant than my uncle's house. I'm very glad to have the opportunity to see it. Does your sister come here often?' 

Henry  observed:  'Actually,  she  has  not  been  here  for  quite  some  time,  she encouraged  me  to  redo  this  room  and  several  others  I  will  show  you tomorrow, but she has not had a hand in the design, nor has she ever seen the results.' 'Then I will write her a letter in which I tell her about the house and the  grounds,  and  I  will  report  on  my  progress  with  the  grey  horse.  Do  you approve  of  that  idea?'  A  big  smile  was  her  answer,  but  Henry  also  said:  'I think  it  is  capital.  She  will  be  so  pleased  to  hear  from  you,  and  she  will  be thrilled  to  hear  you've  seen  Everingham.  If  you  mail  it  the  day  after

tomorrow, she will get it before they set off for Mansfield Park.' 

Fanny found sleep that night without further sorrow, and Henry went to sleep feeling positively happy, convinced all would be well in due time. 

The  next  morning  Fanny  had  to  conquer  quite  some  fears  to  climb  on  a strange horse, but she did, and she found the coachman had not exaggerated. 

The  grey  was  a  little  more  spirited  than  her  mare,  but  he  was  friendly  and very  obedient,  and  she  found  she  could  control  his  energy  easily.  She  had learned  a  lot  in  the  last  few  weeks,  her  seat  improved  by  practice  and guidance from Henry, and her muscles had developed, making it much easier to keep her balance. After a few rounds in a paddock, with Henry right beside her, she felt confident enough to ride out and explore the environment, and he kept  his  promise  and  accompanied  her  on  a  steady  cob,  a  heavily  built handsome black with four white socks. 

Trust  Henry  to  find  a  steady  horse  that  would  not  make  him  look  bad,  this horse was not spirited nor very fast, but he was beautiful and lifted his heavy feet high in a proud rolling gait. Both horses were fresh and willing to keep a good  pace,  trotting  through  green  fields,  striding  along  a  beautiful  stream, and yes, Fanny even wanted to try her new grey's gallop, and Henry managed to  keep  up  with  his  heavy  cob,  but  barely.  It  was  exhilarating,  the  day  was fine,  the  country  was  new  and  stunningly  beautiful,  and  her  new  horse  was indeed a treasure, willing to develop a lot of speed but very well-behaved. 

They came back in high spirits, and ravenously devoured an enormous lunch. 

Henry  had  some  business  with  his  steward,  and  Fanny  offered  to  amuse herself with a book, so he showed her his library, a beautiful room and very adequately  stocked  with  both  fiction  and  beautifully  illustrated  books  on nature  and  traveling,  and  on  horses  and  outdoor  sports,  and  lots  of  other subjects. 

The days passed quickly, with their morning rides through the country, Henry on one of his own hunters now, a large brown stallion who had manners, but also  a  very  strong  will.  Fanny  really  admired  Henry's  riding  skills,  nothing seemed to scare him and he always got his way, without having to resort to force.  She  knew  now  where  he  got  his  well-developed  arm  and  chest muscles, controlling that brute must be quite a task. 

She  gained  confidence  in  her  own  grey  gelding,  racing  across  the  hills  with some  of  her  hair  escaping  the  pins  and  streaming  behind  her,  her  cheeks

blushing.  And  of  course  Henry  found  a  way  to  test  her  mettle  again, challenging  her  to  try  jumping  a  few  small  obstacles,  showing  her  the techniques,  and  encouraging  her  and  the  grey.  And  she  did  it,  small  logs  at first, but nonetheless she jumped them. 

They  also  rode  by  some  farms  on  the  estate,  where  Henry  introduced  the tenants  to  her,  and  she  politely  conversed  with  them,  about  crops,  children, the  weather.  And  on  Sunday  they  went  to  the  local  church,  following  the service  from  the  family  pew,  Henry  talking  to  a  lot  of  people  again,  and introducing her to most of them, then walking half an hour back to the house. 

Fanny  was  tired,  but  satisfied  with  her  life  as  it  was  now.  She  still  had  her difficult  moments,  but  Henry  was  always  there  for  her,  keeping  his  word beyond his promise. 

Fanny had written the letter to Miss Crawford, detailing their excursions, the interior of the house, her love of the park, and her exploits on the grey horse. 

The knowledge that Edmund would read this letter pained her, but he was so far  removed  that  the  pain  became  numb,  a  kind  of  ache  that  waned  and worsened,  disappearing  when  she  was  busy,  and  sometimes  returning  full force when she was tired or overwrought. 

And  always  there  was  Henry,  reading  to  her,  showing  her  another  beautiful view, comforting her when she was sad. His spirits seemed fine, he obviously thrived  under  his  active  life,  running  his  estate  much  more  actively  than Fanny could even remember from her uncle. But sometimes, when she woke from a nap, or came into a room where he was on his own, she caught him in a desultory mood of his own. 

She never got a chance to comfort him, or find out what troubled him, for as soon  as  he  saw  her  his  expression  changed,  and  he  seemed  fine  again.  Of course  she  knew  what  his  problem  was,  and  she  wished  things  could  be different, but they weren't, and he generally seemed to accept that. 

Still she ached to hold him at such a moment, to return some of the good he had done for her, and some strange, unknown part of her started to want even more,  it  wanted  to  feel  his  passion  again,  and  it  wanted  to  touch  him  under his shirt, and stroke his clean-shaven cheeks, run her hands through his hair, feel his hands in her own hair. These feelings confused her, for she had never had them before, and she didn't know what they meant. So she just accepted them, hoping things would become clearer in the future. 

Soon  their  time  in  Norfolk  was  up,  and  they  were  to  return  home  to Mansfield  Park.  Fanny  was  really  sorry  to  leave  her  grey  horse  behind,  but

that could not be helped. It would be nice to see her old room again, and walk in  the  familiar  shrubbery,  though  she  did  dread  the  memories  that  would certainly assault her again in the familiar house and its gardens. 

Henry  was  not  looking  forward  to  their  return  to  Mansfield  Park  either.  He had had a wonderful time at Everingham, had felt more at home in the house than ever before, and he was surer than ever that Fanny was the woman of his life, that he could never be happy with another. 

He  absolutely  dreaded  the  memories  Fanny  had  of  everything  Edmund  had done for her, the power they had over her mind. And Edmund's visit was the thing he dreaded most. Fanny had made such good progress in processing her grief, he was so afraid she'd suffer a setback from seeing him. But there was nothing he could do about it, Edmund must be faced, and he could only hope that the hold his ideal had over Fanny's mind would gradually lose power. 

He had little actual encouragement, Fanny accepted his comfort with obvious gratitude,  but  she  never  offered  him  any  intimacies  in  return.  They  had  not talked about their feelings anymore, and he realized she had only done that in extreme  pain,  when  she  couldn't  control  them.  Her  strict  upbringing  would not  allow  her  to  impose  on  him  without  dire  need.  But  he  missed  their intimacy, and would happily have endured her more intense grief, if he could have had her confidence along with it. Still, he would be there for her, it had been little more than a month, and more time was undoubtedly needed to put an  undying  love  to  rest.  He  knew  his  did  anyway,  though  of  course  he  did have some hope that fed it once in a while. 

The  return  journey  was  as  enjoyable  as  the  first,  this  time  Henry  drove  his own team, and Fanny sat on the box seat with him. When the horses began to tire a little he let her hold the reins and taught her the basics of driving, which entertained both of them a great deal. 

They  arrived  in  good  time  for  dinner  and  soon  everything  was  back  to normal, including Fanny's occasional trip to memory lane. But in the privacy of  her  own  room  those  ghost  of  the  past  were  quieted  again,  and  the  next morning took them out again on a ride to one of their favorite haunts. 

Chapter 11

Both Fanny and Henry were now resigned to the upcoming visit of Edmund and Mary, but that did not mean Fanny was not totally out of sorts when the carriage  came  driving  up  the  lane.  Her  face  drained  of  colour  instantly  and her knees buckled. The first meeting was extremely awkward and painful to Fanny, all her regrets came rushing back as she saw the man she had loved all her  teenage  years  for  the  first  time  in  months,  and  he  was  helping  another woman out of a carriage. 

She stood frozen to the ground, tried to school her expression to neutral, and none to soon, for Henry and her being the only ones waiting outside, Edmund came straight at her and embraced her eagerly: 'My dearest Fanny, how I've missed you!' He had never before touched her so intimately, so closely, with such  exultation,  she  knew  not  how  to  handle  herself,  and  was  completely overwhelmed. 

He continued: 'Let me look at you, my dear, you still look affected by your ordeal, you must have suffered so much. I'm so sorry I never wrote or visited, Fanny, without Crawford you might have just faded away. You know I was totally distraught by...' And he inclined his head to his fair bride-to-be, who was talking to her brother intently, until the latter saw the state Fanny was in and excused himself to rush to her side and support her. 

He  was  just  in  time,  for  so  much  exuberance  from  Edmund  was  more  than she  could  handle.  Henry's  touch  calmed  her  just  enough  to  hold  up  under another intense scrutiny by her cousin. Edmund looked at her trembling legs, her  desultory  expression  with  true  sadness,  and  held  her  to  his  chest  again, mumbling  softly  with  intense  feeling:  'I'm  so  very  sorry  Fanny,  I  let  you down  completely,  it  was  so  incredibly  selfish  of  me.  Can  you  forgive  me?' 

And he looked at her as if he expected an answer, but there was no way she could  speak,  held  against  the  man  she  loved  hopelessly,  whom  she  had expected to shake hands with and be done. 

When she didn't speak, he gazed at her as if he could see right through her, and he said feelingly: 'I think we need to take a turn in the shrubbery again, 

like we used to do when one of us had something on his heart. Or have I lost my right to your confidence?' 

His eyes promised her he would seek her out, and then he cordially greeted Henry, who was at Fanny's side again from the moment Edmund had released her from his embrace, shaking his hand and saying: 'Crawford, I was thrilled beyond imagination when I heard of your engagement, and Fanny's account of your visit to Everingham was charming and everything we both wanted to hear. But now I'm starting to feel anxious, is everything all right between the two of you?' 

Henry  looked  straight  at  him  and  replied  frankly:  'Everything  is  exactly  as your  cousin  and  I  agreed  upon  just  after  I  brought  her  your  letter  in Portsmouth.'  Of  course  this  was  not  going  to  reassure  Edmund,  and  he quickly  turned  back  into  the  rather  reserved,  upright  man  Fanny  knew  and loved with so much intensity. 

He  said:  'I  was  nervous  meeting  you  just  now,  Fanny,  I  felt  I  had  let  you down, nearly losing you to deprivation because I neglected you, put to shame by  Crawford  who  didn't  just  worry  from  a  distance,  but  did  the  right  thing straight  away.  But  now  I  find  you  not  deliriously  happy,  but  fighting  tears, even faint. What is going on? I'm going to greet my mother and father, for I suppose  they  know  nothing  of  this,  and  then  we'll  go  to  the  shrubbery  and you will tell me. Will you not?' 

His plea cut Fanny to the bone, and she finally broke down and cried. Henry now embraced her openly, and said ruefully: 'I guess that is a yes. I'm taking Fanny  there  now,  before  your  parents  can  see  her,  will  you  join  us  when you're done here?' 

Openly  distressed  now,  Edmund  confirmed,  and  went  inside  with  Miss Crawford, trying to control his face so as not to alarm his parents. 

When they reached the shrubbery, Henry sat Fanny down on a bench that was relatively screened from view by a thick laurel hedge. He sat next to her and took  her  in  his  arms,  letting  her  cry  herself  out  against  his  chest,  as  he  had done  nearly  every  day  since  Fanny  had  learned  the  news  of  Edmund's engagement. 

Her  sorrow  had  lessened  over  the  course  of  the  three  weeks  they  had  been here, and even more in the near week they had spent in Norfolk, but now it was back in full force. He could do nothing but hold her and let her spill her grief,  no  longer  feeling  the  optimism  that  had  taken  hold  of  him  during  the past weeks, as his beloved had come out of her shell slowly, and had started

to give him hope of maybe finding love for him somewhere within herself. 

That was all gone now. 

It wasn't long before Bertram arrived, Mary beside him, both looking worried almost to death. Finding Fanny crying in Henry's arms, and him not looking any  brighter,  they  pushed  to  know  the  truth.  Was  Fanny  consumptive,  had their inattention doomed her? 

Why else would Henry be allowed to hold her without her being happy? 

On hearing them arrive, Fanny had checked her crying as she had learned to check a horse, but she could not face them. The shame and the hurt were just too  much  to  bear.  With  a  look,  Henry  silenced  his  sister  and  future  brother, and  he  asked  Fanny  in  a  tone  coloured  by  intense  feeling:  'Fanny,  look  up, you have to tell them. Edmund at least has a right to know, he's totally cut up with fear. Do try, please.' 

But  what  could  she  tell  him,  how  to  begin?  What  would  he  think?  She couldn't speak. 

Now Edmund urged Henry: 'Crawford, what is wrong, is she dying, is Fanny in consumption?' 

Fanny could see the need to tell them now, but she just couldn't get her voice to  work.  She  looked  at  Henry  in  supplication  and  he  said:  'Then  I  guess  it falls to me to tell you. 

You remember when I took your letter, Edmund, and I drove to Portsmouth with  it,  to  tell  Fanny  the  good  news  and  check  on  her  health.  She  was  in  a pitiable state, nervous, weak, incredibly thin, I took her to a little park to read the letter, and she barely dared open it. She managed though, and when she had read maybe three lines she fainted dead away. I carried her to my hotel, nobody should live in her parent's house, but it was certainly no place for a delicate girl who had fallen ill. 

A woman belonging to the hotel brought her around, and the first thing Fanny did  was  ask  if  it  was  true  that  you  were  engaged  to  Mary.  I  confirmed,  and she started to cry her eyes out. I decided to forget propriety and comfort her, and after some time she told me the reason for her pitiable state: she had been in  love  with  you,  Edmund,  for  all  her  life,  and  each  day  she  expected  your letter to announce your engagement to another. Having lost every chance at happiness,  she  grew  so  despondent,  on  top  of  her  physical  weakness,  that  I was  sure  she  would  not  survive  a  month  in  Portsmouth,  or  a  year  in

Mansfield  Park.  And  since  all  I  ever  wanted  to  do  was  make  her  happy,  I offered her my companionship and all the comfort I could give to soften the blow,  and  once  she  was  a  little  better,  to  ride  with  her  and  enjoy  nature together,  and  visit  plays  and  concerts,  get  to  know  the  world  before  she decided what to do next. 

I knew I could not compete with her memory of your perfection, but I could not  love  another  woman  either,  and  I  could  not  leave  her  to  die.  To  do  the things  I  promised  I  did  need  to  be  able  to  see  her  alone,  travel  together,  so Fanny agreed to enter an engagement with me to obtain leave to be together. 

We were doing quite well until you showed up.' 

Henry was sorry to pain his friend by that last remark, but he lost all his hope seeing the girl he loved back to the state she was in when she had first heard the news, and he could no longer control his intense disappointment. 

But that was not going to happen, not if Edmund could help it. He asked his intended:  'Mary,  can  you  please  take  your  brother  somewhere  quiet  and  let him  tell  you  about  the  weeks  they  have  spent  together?  I  need  to  speak  to Fanny, alone.' 

As Henry carefully got up and left Fanny sitting on the stone bench, Edmund took his place by his cousin's side, not hesitating to wrap his arms around her as Henry had done. Having done so he did nothing and said nothing, he just held her, and at first she felt a queer thrill to be in the arms of the man she loved most in this world. 

But then she became aware of a feeling that something was not quite right, it was just not the same. Edmund now broke the silence and asked: 'Does it feel differently when I hold you, Fanny?' 

It was a serious question, and Fanny wanted to give him a serious answer, so she tried to find the reason why something was off. She compared the feel of her  head  against  his  chest,  which  was  similar,  though  Henry  was  a  little smaller,  which  meant  her  head  rested  in  exactly  the  right  spot  on  his  chest, right between the most developed part of his arms. And Edmund didn't smell the same, he didn't smell bad, it just wasn't exactly right. 

And suddenly she remembered that passionate, almost violent kiss Henry had given  her,  and  the  flash  of  heat  it  had  caused  her.  She  could  not  imagine Edmund ever doing that, he could never let himself go like that, the idea of Edmund kissing anyone was almost unreal. 

'So, what's the verdict,' her cousin asked, 'does it feel the same when I hold you?'  Starting  to  feel  really  comfortable  now  in  his  arms,  Fanny  relaxed, found  her  voice  willing  to  do  its  job,  and  said,  surprisingly  dryly:  'No  it doesn't.  When  Henry  holds  me  my  head  is  in  just  the  right  place,  you're  a little  too  tall,  and  not  as  muscular.  And  he  smells  nicer,  not  that  you  smell bad,  but  his  smell  is  just  right.  And  when  I  am  in  his  arms  for  a  while  I always  remember  something  that  happened  on  the  road:  I  wanted  to  thank him for his kindness and I embraced him spontaneously, when he took hold of me quite firmly, buried his face in my hair and smelled it, and then kissed me right here on my throat, passionately, almost violently. 

I froze, and he let go and asked forgiveness, and told me I had overwhelmed him,  men  apparently  need  to  control  themselves  constantly  to  keep  from being ruled by passion.' 'And do you mind being reminded of that moment of passion? Were you scared?' Edmund asked calmly. 

'No  I  wasn't,'  Fanny  admitted  almost  ashamedly,  remembering  that  Edmund was  a  clergyman.  'I  felt  curious,  as  if  there  was  a  whole  new  world somewhere  out  there,  just  waiting  to  be  explored.  Each  time  I  remember,  I secretly want him to do it again, but of course he never does, he is too much a gentleman to do something like that.' 

'Do  you  like  Henry  better  now,  Fanny?'  Edmund  asked,  'you  used  to  quite dislike him, didn't you? When he first offered you his hand?' She had totally fallen  back  into  their  habit  of  quiet  exchange  of  confidence,  except  that  she was in his arms, but that somehow felt right as well, and she replied: 'I do, he is much less annoying, less spirited as he calls it, and he seems to know me better  than  I  do  myself,  he  has  gotten  me  to  gallop  over  the  hills,  and  I enjoyed it very much, going faster and faster each time. He surprised me with a horse of my own, and taught me to jump obstacles. And he has helped me gain  weight,  reminding  me  to  eat,  offering  me  what  I  liked,  even  in  the middle  of  a  ride,  and  he  has  read  to  me,  walked  with  me,  taught  me  to  talk back to aunt Norris when she is down on me. His estate is well-managed, and his people like him a lot, he is a much better man than I thought. 

His  spirits  have  lifted  me  the  last  month,  and  we  have  both  changed  a  lot, we're  different  people.  He  told  me  Miss  Crawford  would  adapt  to  you, become  more  decorous,  and  that  she  would  lift  your  spirits,  making  you happy, exactly like...no he didn't say that. I suppose he just thought it: like he would make me happier. Except that I told him I couldn't love him because I loved you.' 

'Of course you love me Fanny, I practically raised you, we shared everything, every secret, well except for one, apparently, and we did everything together,' 

Edmund said. Fanny retorted: 'Actually, that is not true. Riding with Henry I realized, you never took me anywhere, riding or going out, you never wrote me a letter, and you often left me with my aunts, who bossed me around all day.  You  set  it  to  rights  afterwards,  but  you  never  took  me  with  you  to prevent them.' 

He looked crushed, as if he realized this himself only now: 'You are so right, I never did any of those things, did I? I should have. Not every time, for I was older  than  you,  but  I  could  have  taken  you  to  see  a  view,  or  to  Thornton Lacey, or to a concert, or to London to the theatre. And I never did. It never occurred to me that you might have wanted to, I took you for granted just as much as my mother and aunt did. 

I'm sorry Fanny, I was as neglectful as they were, and I never realized it.' But this she protested: 'No you were not as bad as they, you helped me often, and you believed in my intelligence, and taught me how to enjoy reading, you did confide  in  me  and  heard  my  secrets,  except  that  one,  or  I  would  not  have loved you so well.' 

'I will remember our little talk at a later moment, for we are talking of another matter now, but we will get back to doing things together another time. First I want to ask you an important question, which is a bit indecent, so you'll have to forgive me: you have been sitting here with me for quite some time now, you  have  rested  your  head  against  my  chest,  you  have  smelled  my  very personal  scent,  now,  do  you  want  me  to  hold  you  tightly  and  kiss  you passionately,  almost  violently,  right  there?'  pointing  at  a  certain  spot  on  her throat, close to her ear. 

Chapter 12

Silence  followed.  Fanny's  mind  was  in  total  confusion  for  at  least  five minutes, feverishly sorting her feelings, re-thinking her concepts of love and of marriage with her newly found knowledge of the world, comparing them to her feelings again. And after quite some time, she looked up at her cousin, relief in her every feature, and she said: 'No. I don't.' 

And  then  Edmund  held  her  tightly  anyway,  but  he  did  not  kiss  her passionately, nor on her throat. He gave her a chaste kiss on her cheek, and said:  'Fanny,  just  because  I'm  going  to  get  married  to  Mary  does  not  mean that you cannot love me any longer, I'm sure I love you just as much as ever. 

I  don't  know  if  you  ever  really  loved  me  romantically,  you  may  have mistaken sisterly love for love that is meant to turn physical. But even if you did love me intensely once, it is no longer, or never was, physical. I think you loved  me  like  an  innocent  girl,  because  you  needed  me  so  much,  but  you have  grown  up  now,  and  Henry  has  given  you  a  tiny  insight  in  what  adult, physical  love  is.  You  don't  want  that  from  me,  you  want  that  from  a  really feeling, passionate man. 

Let  us  love  each  other  as  we  used  to,  sharing  feelings,  and  books,  and intimate  secrets.  And  I  will  ask  you  another  really  intimate  question immediately:  'Do  you  really  want  Henry  Crawford  to  kiss  you  passionately once more?' And Fanny, having gained an enormous insight in herself, and in the  nature  of  love,  blushed  and  admitted:  'I  do,  I  want  him  to  kiss  me passionately, yes, even violently, every time he holds me.' 

With an intense satisfaction in his voice, Edmund said: 'He has changed you, dear  Fanny,  and  for  the  good,  as  you  have  changed  him.  Will  you  tell  him about  the  kiss,  right  now?  He  really  loves  you  very  much,  and  I  think  he  is suffering.'  Fanny  felt  she  needed  a  few  moments  to  process  the  realization Edmund  had  given  her,  that  her  love  for  him  was  indeed  a  remnant  of  her dependent childhood, not an adult, physical love. But she decided she could very  easily  process  that  feeling  together  with  Henry,  who  had  given  her consequence, and wanted to make her happy, and who must still be in mental


agony right now for fear his love for her would go unanswered forever. 

So she got to her feet, looked back at Edmund, happy that she could look at his handsome face once more without pain, and sought out Henry, who was sitting on another hidden seat with his sister, head low, hopelessness all over his face, a face that she had once thought very plain, but that for some time now  she  thought  lighted  from  within  by  the  spirit  inside  him.  It  was  not lighted from within now, and the observation pained her. 

Fanny told Miss Crawford: 'Miss Crawford, will you forgive me if I greet you properly  in  half  an  hour  or  so?  I  have  something  important  to  tell  your brother, and it needs to be told in private.' Miss Crawford replied: 'Of course I will, dear Fanny, I'll see you soon,' and she left them to themselves. 

As soon as he saw Fanny approaching, Henry had wiped the despair from his face  and  righted  his  posture,  not  wanting  to  burden  her  with  his  own  grief. 

She wondered how often he had done that for her, deny his own feelings to spare hers, and she felt a familiar gratitude for his incredible kindness to her, but also a new feeling, a mirror image of his love, finally perceived in her her own heart. 

He  did  not  manage  to  keep  the  anxiety  from  his  face  as  he  sent  her  a questioning look. She smiled to reassure him, and sat against him, putting an arm around him as he had done so often for her. He dared to let his head rest on her breast, or maybe he just couldn't keep up his spirits any longer. 

She said: 'Dear Henry,' and he looked up at her with hope in his eyes, for she had  never  called  him  that  before.  'Dear  Henry,  whenever  you  hold  me,  I secretly  want  you  to  crush  me  to  your  chest  really  tightly,  and  kiss  me passionately.' 

His heart stopped and he found it was suddenly difficult to breathe. He could not  believe  it,  did  Fanny  just  tell  him  she  wanted  him  to  kiss  her?  He  had kissed  her  once,  with  passion,  but  that  was  a  mistake,  it  had  frozen  her  up. 

But it was not just that she called him 'dear' or asked to be kissed by him, she looked differently. Happy, actually. And with something in her soft light eyes that he had never seen directed at him before: did he dare to hope it was love? 

No,  that  couldn't  be,  she  couldn't  start  loving  him  within  half  an  hour.  Had Edmund  bespelled  her?  He  needed  to  know,  but  first  he  was  going  to  try something. Henry turned towards Fanny, her arm still on his shoulder, and he dared  to  lay  his  hands  on  her  waist,  watching  her  eyes  all  the  time.  She

looked  at  him  with  eager  anticipation,  and  put  her  other  arm  around  him  as well. 

Slowly,  he  moved  his  face  towards  her,  and  he  kissed  her  lightly  on  her forehead. He felt her shake beneath his hands, and though her eyes were too large  and  too  blue  to  smolder,  there  was  clearly  desire  in  them,  and  it  was desire for him. 

His  passion  did  not  take  over  this  time,  it  was  just  too  unreal  to  see  her looking at him like that, but he wanted so much to believe his eyes, that he took the chance and kissed her, full on the lips, half-afraid to feel her freeze again,  but  she  did  not,  she  answered  his  kiss  with  ardor,  crushing  herself against  him  now,  eyes  closed,  enjoying  their  first  intimate  kiss  with  total surrender. 

And  so,  Henry  Crawford  got  his  just  desert.  He  had  tried  to  make  Fanny  in love with him, just to entertain himself, but instead of gaining her affection, he  had  fallen  for  her  himself,  improving  himself  to  win  her  approval,  then finding out all his efforts had been in vain. But he rose above himself, exerted himself, endured pain, to save her life and make her happy. And when he had been  about  to  give  up  all  hope  of  winning  her,  she  had  come  to  him  all  by herself, surrendering herself to him, loving him, having loved him unknown to herself for quite some time. 

It it not difficult to imagine that the half-hour became an hour, and that they spent  it  in  ever  rising  bliss,  as  close  together  as  they  dared  in  case  some gardener passed by, finally talking again, sharing intimate thoughts as freely as Fanny had ever shared them with Edmund. 

She told him how Edmund had held her, showing her the difference between the love she felt for him, and the love she had developed for Henry, how she had  felt  her  physical  attraction  to  Henry  for  quite  some  time  but  had  not recognized  it  as  a  new  form  of  love,  the  love  adults  felt  for  one  another, experienced not only in the mind, but also in the body. 

In  this  new  light  Fanny  reviewed  the  last  month,  one  that  she  had  spent mostly  in  close  contact  with  Henry,  and  one  she  had  been  happier  in  than ever before in her life, even with the sorrow she had felt on a daily basis. And she  couldn't  wait  to  continue  her  life  with  him,  only  without  the  constant company of regret and painful memories. 

He  had  shown  her  a  zest  for  life  that  she  wanted  for  herself,  forgetting  her timidity, conquering adversity instead of giving in to it, and he had given her

consequence, she now felt she was worth the attention he lavished on her, and she looked forward to going to London with him and to let him fulfill the last part of his promise to her, to acquaint her with the theatre, with music, with art, and though she dreaded meeting her cousins on the arm of the man they had  chased  with  energy,  she  looked  forward  to  being  on  equal  footing  with them,  instead  of  always  feeling  inferior.  She  could  even  look  forward  to being the object of his gallantry there. 

But  most  of  all  she  was  now  eager  to  be  married  to  him,  so  they  could explore  that  tantalizing  new  world  together,  she  wanted  to  touch  him everywhere, feel that muscle actively with her hands beneath his shirt, have him touch her with that violent passion, get to know that side of a man that people and literature hinted at, but never spoke about openly. 

Henry was surprised that Fanny had been feeling a physical attraction to him for so long, he had not had a clue, but it made him almost unbearably happy. 

To  go  from  near-despair  to  total  happiness  in  half  an  hour  was  almost  too much. He kissed her again, as intimately as before, and now his passion did rise  up,  and  he  allowed  it  a  tiny  bit  of  freedom,  gripping  her  tightly  and kissing  her  greedily,  showing  her  the  depth  of  his  feelings  for  her  and  a promise  of  things  to  come  when  they  were  married  and  could  finally consummate their love as it deserved. 

They decided that Henry would talk to her uncle in private after dinner, to set a date for their wedding. She left it to the men to decide on the place and size of their wedding, Fanny would be pleased to keep it very small, but she knew that propriety and custom might demand a larger thing. She merely wanted it over with, so she could give her faithful admirer what he must be aching for even more than herself, having a more passionate nature and probably a habit of indulging in it that he had put on hold for herself for maybe as much as six months now. 

For she did not expect him to be as untouched as herself, and she only hoped he  had  not  had  the  habit  of  taking  advantage  of  dependents,  as  she  had sometimes  heard  rumors  of  happening  in  their  social  circle.  She  couldn't imagine  where  he  would  have  gone  instead,  and  she  wasn't  going  to  either. 

Nothing could be gained by it. 

Suddenly  they  realized  they  would  be  missed,  and  after  one  last  loving embrace  and  kiss,  they  went  in  search  of  Edmund  and  Miss  Crawford,  to share  their  happiness  and  catch  up  on  many  weeks'  news.  They  found  the

other couple inside, sitting down to tea with Edmund's mother and father, to whom their entrance was very welcome, for soon a very lively conversation was  started  by  the  young  people,  in  which  Fanny  did  not  have  a  great  part, mainly because she was still too confused and happy to say much, and not at all because she was still afraid to be heard or seen. 

She was gently pulled from a moment of reverie by Miss Crawford, who had greeted  her  cordially  and  had  dared  congratulate  her,  and  whom  Fanny  had congratulated on her own engagement with surprisingly little pain, just after their  entrance  into  the  room.  But  they  had  not  had  a  chance  to  talk  more, because the tea things had come in and they had all sat down to eat and drink. 

But now it was clear that Miss Crawford intended an exchange of intimacies, and the prospect did not frighten Fanny as it always had before. She sat next to Fanny, took her hand in a sympathetic gesture and said feelingly: 'Can you see how truly happy Henry is, dear Fanny? My heart nearly broke when I saw him in such pain in the shrubbery just now, but it has all been worth it, he is so  much  changed  for  the  better.  I  see  that  now.  I  thought  he  was  perfect before, but you and your cousin have shown me how superficial and selfish we both were.' 

So Edmund and Henry had been right, Miss Crawford could change to adapt to  Edmund's  moral  standard,  and  Fanny  had  already  seen  Miss  Crawford's influence on Edmund, he did have more life and more spirit. Miss Crawford expected  her  to  say  something,  so  she  said:  'Miss  Crawford,  I  hope  you understand now why I couldn't give your brother my affection before. But he has been very good to me this last month, and I have come to love him very much.' 

'Dear Fanny, can you please try to call me Mary? We are sisters now, soon to be related from both sides. Thinking back I know I have caused you a lot of pain, stealing the affection of the man you loved, pushing my brother on you, aggravating  you  with  indecorous  observations,  but  even  then  I  knew  your value  and  I  respected  you  for  it.  I  just  didn't  know  any  better.  Being  with Edmund  constantly,  really  listening  to  him,  has  opened  my  eyes  and  given me a lot of inner peace. Knowing Henry to be in hands as good as the ones I am in now is such a relief, and a source of constant happiness to me.' 

There was no way that this plea could not touch Fanny, for she really wanted Edmund  to  be  happy  with  his  choice,  and  Miss  Crawford  now  proved  she really did value him as he deserved. And having herself felt the advantages of being with a more passionate person, she had to admit that Edmund could use

some lessons in enjoying life and showing his feelings. So she replied: 'I will, Mary, for we are indeed sisters and I am determined to go on enjoying life as Henry has taught me. We are planning to come to London, where he will take me to concerts and the theatre, and he can be as gallant to me as pleases him. 

And then we will marry and he can finally release all his passion on me.' 

This  frank  statement  clearly  amazed  Mary,  and  she  observed  with  a  glad smile: 'You really have grown, Fanny, I'm tempted to say that everything you have been through has been worth it, except that I was not the one suffering.' 

Fanny could even smile over this lively comment, and she said: 'I would not have  stayed  the  timid,  self-deprecating  creature  I  was  for  a  million  pounds. 

What has happened is in the past, and I'm glad to be able to enjoy talking to you  now,  and  to  look  at  Edmund  with  the  love  cousins  should  feel  for  one another.' 

Now  Mary  moved  even  closer  to  her,  and  whispered:  'Have  you  kissed  my brother yet?' Even that question no longer shocked her, Fanny realized it was completely  natural  to  compare  situations  when  both  engaged  at  the  same time, and she replied: 'We have, just this afternoon, after my enlightening talk with Edmund.' She told Mary of the way Henry had held her daily to ease her grief,  and  how  it  had  gradually  started  to  waken  feelings  of  passion  in  her, that she had not recognized as such until Edmund had pointed it out to her. 

Here, Mary interjected: 'Dear Edmund, he keeps amazing me with his insight. 

How could he have known? I objected to him taking orders, but when I first heard him preach I felt what a small and superficial person I had been until that very moment. It all comes so easy to him, being good. So Edmund made you realize you had loved Henry for quite some time already?' 

And Fanny told Mary about Henry's accidental kiss sustaining her through a very difficult period, promising new and exciting sides to a world she thought had nothing in store for her. 

Mary now showed some disquiet, and told her: 'Your cousin has not touched me even once. I am aching for it, but he is so much the gentleman that he will not even kiss me good night or hold my hand. I'm afraid he will wait until we are married, and that even then he will hold back for the sake of propriety. He is not a passionate man.' 

This did not surprise Fanny at all, of course, and she observed: 'Henry would not  have  touched  me  either,  if  circumstances  had  not  made  it  unavoidable. 

And even then he admirably controlled himself. But I know that if I had not been in dire need, my passion would not have wakened either, my character

just doesn't allow it. And neither does Edmund's. Dear Mary, I'm afraid you will have to teach him to let go sometimes, or he will never know the joy of truly being alive.' 

'You  touch  me  with  your  kind  observation,  Fanny.'  Mary  spoke  with  great feeling, Edmund's coldness had clearly upset her, and Fanny said: 'I think you can safely impose on him a little, touch him casually, let him get used to the feeling.  He  must  have  passion  somewhere,  Henry  told  me  it  is  much  more profound in men. You just have to waken it, and carefully, so that he does not freeze. He touched me easily enough, asked me a very intimate question, too, then  talked  openly  about  physical  love.  I  do  think  it  is  there,  but  it  needs subtle  stirring,  he  would  like  suddenly  losing  control  even  less  than  Henry did.' 

Chapter 13

With her newly found confidence, Fanny already planned to give her cousin a few hints about the physical side of his relationship with Mary, the very first time  he  would  talk  to  her  with  any  privacy.  Which  she  guessed  would  be sooner  rather  than  later,  for  she  could  already  see  signs  in  him  that  he  was approving of her intimacy with Mary, and looking for an opportunity to seek her out himself. 

But  first  she  sought  out  her  newly  found  love,  and  stood  behind  him  for  a moment, resting her hand on his shoulder and listening in on his conversation with Sir Thomas. 

The  latter  had  by  now  sensed  something  had  changed  between  the  two  of them,  when  they  had  returned  from  Everingham  the  night  before  he  had found  Fanny  even  more  physically  improved,  very  stable  in  her  manners, almost  outspoken  and  incredibly  self-assured,  yet  not  without  her  usual gentleness  and  general  pleasantness,  and  both  young  people  still  painfully correct in their behavior to one another, not yet like real lovers. 

Then  this  morning  she  had  been  nervous  again,  and  Edmund  anxious,  even scared  in  his  greeting  of  his  parents.  The  young  people  had  all  met  in  the shrubbery,  and  Edward  and  Miss  Crawford  had  returned  in  an  excellent mood.  And  now  his  niece  and  Mr  Crawford  were  different  somehow,  less correct  but  much  more  easy,  searching  the  other  out  when  separated  and exchanging certain looks across the table, touching the other delicately when close. Dared he hope the deal had finally been struck? If so, he'd better start planning two weddings, hopefully both from his own house. 

Henry  and  Sir  Thomas  had  been  discussing  the  weather  and  the  progress  of crops,  and  Sir  Thomas  clearly  approved  of  young  Crawford's  knowledge  of the situation on his own property. 'Miss Price and I have been checking on all my farms during our visit, and all the tenants were very pleased with the way things looked. I've seen several situations that may be improved on, but that will have to wait until next planting season,' Henry observed to his host. Sir Thomas  was  impressed,  and  he  inquired:  'Wasn't  that  very  fatiguing,  dear

Fanny, sitting in a carriage all day?' 

She  was  happy  to  reply  in  her  sweet,  clear  voice,  stronger  now  and  less doubting: 'Oh no, Sir, we visited only a few farms each day, and we went on horseback,  and  took  enough  breaks  to  rest  the  horses  and  eat  properly.  Mr Crawford  still  takes  very  good  care  I  eat  well  at  every  mealtime.'  They exchanged  a  fond  look,  Sir  Thomas  was  sure  she  had  learned  to  love  him from that look, and he silently congratulated himself, but said: 'Do you keep a proper  lady's  horse  on  your  estate  then,  Mr  Crawford,  one  suitable  for  my niece?' 

Here, Henry could not suppress a triumphant smile, as he replied: 'I did not before, Sir Thomas, but it was my pleasure to have one found and purchased by  my  coachman  as  a  surprise  to  Fanny  when  she  visited  Everingham.  She needs the exercise and we found it very pleasant to combine both activities.' 

And Fanny added: 'He is such a sweet creature, uncle, the grey gelding Henry got  me.  I  never  felt  so  safe  as  riding  him,  and  yet  he  likes  going  fast,  and taking obstacles. Beautiful too.' She actually suppressed and urge to kiss Mr Crawford there, Sir Thomas was sure. 

He  said:  'That  is  a  very  valuable  and  attentive  gift,  young  man,  and  I  can clearly see my niece was very happy to receive it. Thank you very much for taking such good care of her.' Henry accepted this compliment with a polite bow,  and  they  continued  to  discuss  the  value  of  a  good  horse,  and  lines  of breeding, and other details that didn't interest Fanny very much, so she sought out her cousin, and found a very warm welcome at his side. 

He took her hand in his, and looked at her with intense love, saying in a low voice: 'You have no idea how happy it makes me to see you two together, my dearest Fanny. He has exceeded even my wildest expectations in his care for you.' Though his obvious feelings for her did give her a little thrill, she felt no sadness, and she realized she felt honored that he showed his affection to her so obviously, when Mary experienced a lack of expression of his feelings to herself. It must be familiarity, he must be afraid to appear coarse or respect less to Mary, or maybe he was just shy towards his sophisticated fiancée. 

'I  have  never  been  as  happy  as  the  last  month  Edmund,  nor  as  sad,'  she replied.  His  handsome  face  reflected  the  guilt  he  felt,  and  he  asked:  'Can  I hold  you  once  more,  Fanny,  I  feel  so  guilty  about  what  you  have  been through. I never saw any sign of it, you must have been in agony daily, with me  confiding  in  you,  my  feelings  for  Mary,  my  disappointments  and triumphs, as well as her confidences and attempts to induce you to take notice

of her brother. I still feel for you. No wonder you couldn't eat, waiting for the axe to fall, all alone with your parents and siblings you hardly knew.' 

As  he  spoke,  he  had  taken  her  in  his  arms  gently,  and  she  returned  his affection without any pain or hope for more. An enormous relief came over her, and she said: 'You couldn't have known, Edmund, I took the greatest care that no-one should ever find out, I was ashamed of myself and felt I looked above my station, hoping for you. Even with Henry and his fortune already at my feet.' 

At this totally un-Fanny-like remark, Edmund shook his head and said: 'You have  changed,  Fanny,  you  were  never  spirited,  and,  I'm  afraid,  never  really happy. You've even developed a sense of humor. I think I'm jealous, I can't seem to loosen up, except to you. 

And  you  were  never  below  my  station,  I'm  only  a  second  son,  if  it  had occurred  to  me  I  would  have  been  able  to  love  you.  But  you  would  never have had the chance to find your sense of humor, or the self-confidence you exude  now.  How  did  you  do  it,  change  so  much  in  just  weeks,  be  happy whilst suffering so much?' 

She did feel a pang at his allusion that he might have loved her, had he but known of her preference. But the dies had been cast, her affection was now devoted to another. She replied: 'I think it was the suffering that changed me, Edmund,  I  was  always  afraid  to  do  wrong,  to  be  inappropriate.  And  when  I broke  down  in  front  of  Henry,  no-one  in  the  hotel  cared  about  propriety except  Henry,  and  the  staff  and  the  doctor  encouraged  him  to  touch  me,  to hold me, in the interest of my health. And I stopped caring about propriety as well,  only  observing  it  where  necessary  to  my  virtue.  I  let  go,  Edmund, because I had nothing left but Henry's affection and support. 

The  person  I  loved  most,  the  only  person  to  ever  care  about  me  was  lost  to me,  I  had  nothing  left  to  live  for,  except  Henry's  promise  to  show  me  the world, his obvious love for me, and his unconquerable spirit.' 

Hearing  this  was  extremely  painful  to  Edmund,  and  he  hung  his  head  in defeat,  saying  huskily:  'I  should  have  been  there  for  you.'  'What  could  you have done but give me more pain?' Fanny asked, 'you were most important to me  yesterday,  when  you  rose  above  decorum  to  help  me  find  my  happiness with  Henry,  even  though  it  meant  leading  me  through  a  very  indecent conversation.' 

Her  humor  again  surprised  him,  and  he  looked  up  and  said  with  sudden eagerness: 'Will you have another indecent talk with me, right now?' 

Guessing  what  he  wanted  to  discuss,  she  nodded,  waiting  for  him  to  speak. 

With the same ease with which he had embraced her repeatedly the last two days, he asked: 'Did he kiss you?' Fanny smiled broadly at his eager interest. 

Surely, her upright cousin was not turning into a gossip? She replied: 'He did kiss me, yes.' 'Passionately?' 'Not as passionately as the first time, no. He was too  much  affected  I  think.  He  did  later  though.  It  was  as  profound  as  I remembered.' 

Edmund could see the memory in her sweet face, her beauty truly blossoming now that she was finally loved as she deserved. 

He  wished  she  had  told  him  about  her  love  for  him,  he  could  have  done  so much more for her. But it was too late now, their fates were settled, and in a way  it  was  for  the  best.  With  her  being  none  too  strong,  the  last  thing  she should  do  was  marry  a  full  cousin,  for  the  children  from  such  a  marriage would  be  certainly  be  sickly.  Sturdy,  positive  Henry  was  a  much  better choice for Fanny, and he certainly loved Mary to distraction himself, he was just  so  afraid  to  disappoint  her,  she  was  so  used  to  fashionable  people  who talked freely, and he was so controlled and rustic. He had no idea what to do next. 

'I  haven't  even  touched  Mary  yet,  Fanny,'  Edmund  admitted,  'I  don't  know how,  I've  never  been  with  a  woman  before.  What  if  she  finds  me inappropriate, what if I disappoint her?' Even though she knew it already, and had guessed at the reason correctly, it still affected her that Edmund, whom she had looked up to all her life, and after all that had happened, would ask her advice about love. 

She  thought  for  a  moment  and  then  said  soothingly:  'She  has  as  little experience  as  you,  Edmund,  and  she  esteems  you.  She  wants  to  marry  you even though you have no fortune and are in orders. Doesn't that say enough about  her  love  for  you?  How  can  you  think  you  could  ever  disappoint  her? 

Just touch her, Edmund, start small, take her hand, as you have taken mine so often, or embrace her, as you embraced me yesterday and today. 

And when she answers your touch, you will feel the passion, I am sure. And then you let it out, just a little bit, a kiss, not a peck on the cheek, but a real kiss  on  the  lips.  She  will  not  find  you  inappropriate,  you  could  never  be inappropriate. She wants you to find your passion, Edmund, please try to find it, it will change your life as it has changed mine.' 

Relieved  to  have  shared  his  insecurity,  he  thanked  her,  and  promised  to  try his best. And after that, they talked comfortably about the date they planned

for their wedding,  the sermons he  was already holding,  the lamentable state of her eldest cousin Tom, and of the parties Mrs Rushworth threw to amuse herself and her flashy friends. 

Fanny hoped to see as little as possible of them when they were in London, the  parties  sounded  infinitely  stupid,  and  the  people  insincere.  She  felt  a moment's  worry  about  Tom,  but  since  he  was  far  away  from  home  and  she had no influence over him, hardly even knew him, she soon forgot all about him. 

Chapter 14

Soon after lunch, she saw Henry leave the room with her uncle, and she knew they would be setting a date for their wedding, and discuss the terms of the marriage  and  the  location  and  size  of  the  wedding.  She  still  didn't  care,  she just wanted to go on with her life as it was now, and liked the idea of being married  to  Henry,  whose  passionate  nature  she  had  seen  glimpses  of,  and which  she  longed  to  call  forth  to  finally  meet  his  true  self.  She  loved  his controlled  self,  but  she  had  a  feeling  she  would  love  his  undisguised  nature even more. 

Busy helping her aunt Bertram with some needlework, for the first time in at least a month, she saw Henry return and seek her out. He asked her to meet him  in  the  shrubbery,  so  when  the  difficult  part  of  the  work  was  done,  she handed it back to her aunt and said: 'I think you will find it manageable again, aunt Bertram,' and she got up to leave. But her aunt detained her for a short moment, to say: 'Thank you very much, dear Fanny. I have missed you, and not just because you are so patient at working out the really tiny bits, that I cannot see well anymore.' 

Fanny was touched and smiled fondly at her aunt, then left for the shrubbery, where  she  found  Henry  awaiting  her  eagerly.  They  embraced  ardently,  and just  enjoyed  the  other's  closeness  for  a  while,  Fanny  feeling  totally  free  to relish  Henry's  familiar  scent,  and  his  firm  upper  body  with  the  well-developed muscles of a sportsman. She really wanted to reach her hand under his shirt, but felt this was taking things way too far, so she merely ran it over his muscled chest and arms with his shirt still between his flesh and her hand, but even this gesture caused him to shiver with suppressed fervor. 

He  let  out  a  deep  sigh,  and  as  he  started  to  speak,  his  voice  still  sounded rather husky: 'Your uncle was very happy with my mission, and he suggested we set a date in one month, same as Edmund and Mary. He wants you to be married from this house, and excepting trips, would love for you to live here until the day of your marriage. He has extended his invitation to me for that period, which I was happy to accept. I may need to go to Everingham once in

that time, but I hoped you would accompany me on such a trip.' By now his voice  was  back  to  normal,  no  passion  could  survive  so  many  dry  facts,  not even Henry's. 

He  continued:  'Edmund  and  Mary  are  to  go  to  London  with  us  until  Mary's visit  with  the  Frasers  is  up.  Edmund  will  then  move  to  Thornton  Lacey, where she will join him directly after the wedding, and she is coming back to Mrs  Grant  to  be  close  to  Edmund  until  then.  So  we  will  be  seeing  them almost every day. 

Will  you  be  content  to  live  at  Everingham  for  most  of  the  year,  or  do  you want me to let it out and lease a property in this county, to be closer to your family?  And  do  you  want  a  house  in  town?  And  what  about  the  wedding,  I told  Sir  Thomas  you'd  probably  want  a  small  affair,  did  I  guess  correctly? 

'Fanny embraced him and whispered in his ear: 'I really don't care, I'm happy wherever  you  are.  And  I  don't  think  I  can  live  in  town  for  long  periods  of time. And you were right about the marriage, I don't care about the ceremony, so the fewer the guests, the quicker we will be together.' 

This remark just did for Henry, he could not contain his elation hearing this from  her  mouth,  after  believing  she  would  never  love  him,  he  had  her  to himself  so  absolutely.  He  kneeled  at  her  feet,  and  laid  his  head  in  her  lap, surrendering to her completely, his life so totally hers for the last months that he barely remembered the time when he liked to break a heart here and there. 

She could not resist his gesture, and stroked his dark locks, running her hand through them as she had wanted to before. He closed his eyes and savoured the gentle touch, feeling his heart swell at his good fortune. 

After a few moments he looked up at her and broke the silence with a feeling voice: 'Fanny, will you allow me to have a few really beautiful dresses made for you, so I can show you off in London?' She replied: 'Had you asked me at the time when my uncle gave the ball for William and me I would have been aghast by the very idea. But I am no longer afraid to be seen or judged, and I have great confidence in your taste, since seeing your house and grounds, and seeing you on that lovely black cob when you couldn't ride your hunter. So, yes, you may gild me as you like, and you may be as gallant as you will to me.' 

The next morning brought a very welcome surprise to Fanny, for instead of having to share Edmund's mare with Mary, Henry had asked Sir Thomas for permission to send for Fanny's grey gelding and his own tall hunter, and both

horses  had  arrived  the  day  before  and  been  stabled  without  Fanny  ever noticing. They could now ride out in a group, and Fanny finally experienced the true meaning of being young and healthy: they had a magnificent ride, all four of them in high spirits, chatting away whilst striding, then concentrating on their riding as they trotted across lanes and fields. 

Edmund  was  stunned  with  Fanny's  progress  in  riding,  her  fearlessness  in galloping  on  her  spirited  grey  gelding,  the  obstacles  she  jumped  without raising a hair, he was actually touched by this further evidence of what Henry had done for her, and decided to allow Mary's gayness to influence him more, to find some of her zest in his own life. 

Fanny was happy to see Edmund trying to be more intimate with Mary, and when  Mary  had  received  the  first  efforts  with  welcoming  pleasure,  he  soon lost  his  shyness  towards  her  and  behaved  as  any  other  ardent  lover,  finding excuses to stand close to her and touching her hair, taking her hand. Satisfied that they would soon be kissing secretly, she planned to ask Mary soon how the new situation felt to her. 

It  was  a  glorious  day,  with  a  lot  of  friendship  and  love  between  them,  and they  were  anticipating  the  month  before  their  respective  marriages  with excitement, they would be able to have rides like this often, and they agreed on  riding  to  Thornton  Lacey  the  very  next  day,  so  Mary  and  Fanny  could finally get to see it. 

But  that  trip  was  not  to  be,  for  in  the  evening  an  express  came,  with  the disturbing  news  that  Tom  had  fallen  seriously  ill  at  a  friend's  house  in Newmarket. Having expected something of the sort to happen, but unable to do  anything  to  prevent  it,  Edmund  resolved  to  travel  to  his  brother's  aid immediately,  expecting  to  be  able  to  fetch  him  home  to  Mansfield  Park within a week or so. Mary decided to stay with her sister instead of traveling to  London  on  her  own,  and  so  their  riding  party  was  now  increased  by  one instead of two. 

Since Henry cared as little for Tom as Fanny did herself, Edmund's gloomy accounts  of  his  brother's  health  didn't  bother  him  much.  He  was  happily spending time with his loved one, and he had his sister around to talk to and give  her  opinion  on  the  fabrics  he  was  going  to  order  for  Fanny's  showy dresses. 

Mary of course missed her intended very much, they had just discovered how to  be  physically  intimate  and  were  progressing  towards  a  secret  kiss  quite

steadily,  and  suddenly  Edmund  was  gone  away.  Fortunately  she  had  Henry around  to  keep  her  spirits  up,  and  Fanny  to  confide  her  disappointment  in, which  was  much  better  than  having  to  pretend  nothing  was  wrong  to  her friend Mrs Fraser. 

Being active also helped, and with daily rides she was soon able to keep up with her brother and Fanny, though it was a bit of work to get the placid mare to match their general pace. With her fearless character Mary loved to gallop almost  immediately,  and  eventually  Edmund's  mare  got  used  to  having  to work harder, and they could even try jumping some obstacles together. 

One  evening,  having  brought  over  her  harp  from  the  parsonage,  she entertained  the  whole  family  with  some  music,  and  her  recital  was  enjoyed very  much  by  everyone,  for  no-one  else  was  present  anymore  who  had learned  to  play,  though  secretly  Fanny  was  forming  the  resolution  to  take piano lessons once she was married and removed to Everingham, where no-one would be able to hear her first attempts. 

In her music, Miss Crawford found comfort, and when she was playing with great  concentration,  trying  to  forget  how  she  missed  Edmund,  her  beautiful features lost their liveliness and gained a certain exaltation and peace which recommended her very much to Fanny. 

Tom's  return  could  not  be  managed  within  a  week,  he  was  just  not  well enough  to  travel,  so  Edmund  was  forced  to  extend  his  stay  in  Newmarket. 

Mary  was  easily  convinced  to  stay  with  her  sister  for  another  week.  Henry didn't know whether she was hoping for Tom to survive or not, and frankly, he  didn't  want  to  know.  He  knew  Edmund  had  sincere  affection  for  his worthless  sibling,  but  he  sometimes  did  wonder  how  his  friend  managed  to keep  that  love  intact  in  the  face  of  Tom's  selfish  nature.  He  supposed personally  he'd  want  him  better  sooner  rather  than  later,  for  they  could  not marry with a family member dead or dying, and Henry was now counting the days  until  he  could  hold  the  woman  of  his  dreams  in  his  arms  legitimately, feel her touch on his bare skin and have the right to touch her himself. 

He had every expectation of finding her an ardent lover, she had already told him  several  times,  subtly  as  well  as  quite  frankly,  that  she  couldn't  wait  to become physical with him. Contrary to her gentle, obliging manners, he knew she  had  a  very  strong  will,  having  hid  her  passionate  love  for  Edmund  for almost  ten  years,  through  heart-rending  situations,  a  marvel  of  self-control that he would not have been able to emulate. And the way she had taken to riding  once  her  innate  fears  had  been  conquered,  her  strong  will  again.  No, 

better let Tom get well quickly, and let their first night together begin, and all the others after that. 

After two weeks, Edmund managed to return with his brother, who was still in a bad shape, but well enough to travel. Henry thought he looked like death warmed  over,  gaunt,  pale,  broken,  but  he  walked  into  the  house  by  himself and  his  eyes  were  clear  and  his  voice  steady.  It  was  still  hard  for  Henry  to feel sympathy for the big lout, he had willingly drank himself nearly to death, and as an avid sportsman Henry could not understand anyone letting his body go to the dogs that way. 

After a setback of a week due to the fatigue of the journey, Tom was able to sit up in bed, and Edmund and Fanny took turns reading to him, to keep him occupied. 

Having  seen  the  state  of  him,  Fanny  felt  a  little  sorry  for  her  eldest  cousin, but he had never made a good impression on her, always thinking of himself first,  nearly  ruining  his  family  with  his  expensive  habits,  the  vulgar  way  in which  he  had  spent  his  time  in  London.  Fanny  agreed  to  read  to  him  to  do Edmund a favor, to give him some time to spend with his Mary, but she didn't find any pleasure in it, not even the pleasure of helping an invalid, for Tom was still an unmannered lout, even though his voice was broken and his once handsome figure had wasted away. 

One morning as she was reading a novel to Tom, he seemed somewhat better, and  he  was  clearly  bored  by  the  book.  He  said:  'Come  on,  Fanny,  quit  that boring nonsense, I'm no longer dying, I don't have to put up with it anymore.' 

This  only  confirmed  her  opinion  of  him,  he  was  a  lout  and  apparently  even almost dying couldn't cure him of it. She hid her disgust though, and put the book  away.  Her  natural  gentleness  hid  the  iron  core  within  her  quite adequately, more so than she realized, for her cousin still saw her as the little shy  grey  mouse  he  had  seen  when  last  at  Mansfield  Park,  the  girl  begging humbly to be excused from acting. 

Really  looking  at  her  for  the  first  time  since  his  arrival  last  week,  he  was amazed by the change in her looks, she was positively pretty now. He said:

'You  have  turned  out  mighty  pretty,  little  cousin,  who  would  have  thought that. Can you help me sit up?' Fanny moved to the bed and supported him as he  tried  to  righten  his  unwilling  body  into  a  sitting  position.  Though  she thought it was a bit much to ask for such intimate help, he had asked nicely, and she was inclined to oblige him, he had been very ill after all. 

But when the task was done, he refused to let her arm go, and he said: 'Since you're here, you may as well give me a kiss or two, a pretty face like yours makes a fellow feel much better.' And he tried to pull her towards him. 

The  old  Fanny  would  have  been  ready  to  faint  by  now,  and  weak  from  ill health,  but  the  new  Fanny  most  certainly  wasn't  either.  The  easy  prey, dependent  on  his  father  for  her  every  need,  had  developed  teeth,  and  she solidly smacked him over the head and snatched her arm back. 

She watched him cringe in pain, and still standing by the bed said: 'You have not heard the last of this, Tom Bertram, I'm afraid you will rue this more than your usual boorish behavior.' 

Chapter 15

The  awareness  of  having  escaped  a  forceful  attempt  on  her  honor  gave  her strength  to  reach  the  drawing-room,  where  Henry  and  Edward  were  each reading  a  part  of  the  newspaper  and  commenting  on  the  news.  They  looked up as she came in, and seeing her drawn face Henry immediately came to her support,  and  Edmund  asked:  'What  has  happened,  Fanny,  is  something  the matter with my brother? You were with Tom, weren't you?' 

Seeing  that  she  was  really  distressed,  Henry  clutched  her  to  his  chest  and asked: 'Wat is wrong, my dear?' 

By  now  she  had  found  her  voice  again  and  gasped:  'Tom  asked  me  to  help him sit up and then he didn't want to let go of my arm before I kissed him. I smacked him, he let go, and I told him he was in for trouble.' 

Before she knew it, she had been handed to Edmund, and Henry had left the room  and  audibly  legged  it  up  the  stairs.  Edmund  told  Fanny  to  stay  with Mary, who had been reading a book on the sofa, and who now held out her arms  to  her  future  sister,  and  Edmund  ran  towards  Tom's  room  upstairs, hoping to catch up with his friend before Henry murdered his boorish brother. 

For  there  was  no  doubt  in  his  mind  that  Tom  had  really  intended  to  abuse Fanny's  dependence  on  his  family,  his  life-style  and  the  stamp  of  people  he consorted with in London had affected his sense as well as his health. 

But  he  needn't  have  been  afraid,  Henry  wouldn't  deign  to  touch  a  wasted invalid  in  anger,  and  anyway,  Edmund  caught  up  with  Henry  just  as  the smaller man entered Tom's sick-chamber. 

Henry stood firm in full sight of Tom, who cringed, expecting to be hit again, knowing  he  deserved  it.  In  a  scathing  tone,  Henry  said:  'Don't  be  scared,  I don't  beat  up  on  sick  people.  Tom  Bertram,  you  are  a  drunkard  and  a  lout. 

You have insulted the honor of the woman I love, and I demand satisfaction. 

As soon as you are totally recovered I expect you to defend yourself against me  in  a  duel.  I  suggest  bare  fists,  to  first  blood.  You  are  a  disgrace  to  your family, and not fit to polish Edmund's boots.' He did not await an answer, but turned  on  his  heels,  went  back  down  and  sat  down  next  to  Fanny,  who  was

detailing what had happened to Mary, and took her in his arms. 

He  did  not  expect  Tom  to  dare  fight  him,  Henry  was  small,  but  in  prime condition  and  very  strong,  and  his  passionate  nature  lighted  him  from  the inside, whereas Tom had a lot of his mother's indolence, even less becoming in a man, especially an heir to a baronetcy. 

Fanny asked him, with some fear in her voice: 'What did you do, did you beat him up?' Mary exclaimed: 'You couldn't have, not that quickly. And anyway, he's very ill.' 

Showing his icy disdain Henry said: 'Don't worry, I won't touch him until he is  well  again.  I  challenged  him.  He  has  done  this  before  with  dependent women,  I'll  make  sure  he  won't  do  it  again.  He  messed  with  the  wrong  girl this time.' And he kissed Fanny on that very spot that he had kissed that first time, the very sensitive part of her neck just below her ear. She could feel his breath in her ear as he slowly lost his tension sitting against her. 

When he was totally calmed down once more he said: 'Dear Fanny, I have to talk  to  your  uncle  immediately,  he  may  want  me  out  of  his  house  for challenging his son under his roof, in his sick bed. I hope you will consent to come  with  me  to  Everingham  in  that  case,  I  wouldn't  feel  safe  to  leave  you here  with  a  rapist.  You're  probably  safe,  Mary,  but  to  be  certain,  don't  be alone with him.' 

And with this, he was off to Sir Thomas' study, again, this time in an entirely different mood. But Sir Thomas was no longer there, for Edmund had fetched him immediately, his brother having crossed the final boundary, assaulting a young  woman  under  his  father's  protection,  a  member  of  their  family  loved by both Edmund and Sir Thomas. 

And Tom had indeed made a crucial mistake, his mind affected by the fever and especially by his abuse of spirits and who knows what other substances. 

For even if Henry had not been in the picture, how could his brother and even his father have overlooked such an offense against decency and humanity? 

Sir Thomas was sitting by his son's bed, Tom was in a bad way from Fanny's blow  and  fear  of  Henry's  retaliation.  Tom  had  a  healthy  respect  for  the smaller man's fervor, and he rued his impulsive act immensely. But he rued it for  fear  of  the  consequences  to  himself,  not  because  it  was  fundamentally wrong. 

Both  father  and  younger  brother  realized  this  with  a  pang,  neither  of  them had  suspected  before  that  their  heir  and  elder  brother  had  been  lacking  in principle to such an extent. Sure, he had shown no family-values whatsoever, 

nor respect of his brother's needs as second son without fortune, but they had thought  it  youthful  folly,  though  Tom  had  by  now  the  age  where  he  should have been a bit wiser. 

Sir  Thomas  severely  reprimanded  his  eldest  child  on  his  unpardonable behavior  towards  his  cousin,  but  Tom  was  not  responsive.  He  mumbled:  'It was  just  a  little  kiss,  what  harm  can  it  do,'  and  pulled  his  blanket  over  his face. 

They left him in his chamber alone, and in the hall they met Henry, who was waiting outside the door. He immediately said: 'I'm very sorry Sir Thomas, if you want me to leave I'll be out of the house within the hour.' 

Sir Thomas gathered whatever dignity he could muster after the humiliation his  heir  had  dealt  him,  and  observed:  'I'll  not  lose  my  niece  over  my  son's stupidity  and  dishonor.  You  are  in  no  way  to  blame,  Henry,  my  eldest  has shown himself an unprincipled lout, and though I am extremely sorry to have to  realize  the  truth  about  him,  I'm  happy  that  Fanny  was  strong  enough  to defend herself, and I'm glad to know now what has to be done. I shall advice him strenuously to apologize to both Fanny and yourself, but if he will not, you are welcome to beat him to a pulp once he has recovered. 

Tomorrow I will call on my lawyer and alter my will, for he will not disgrace my name and my baronetcy any longer. I suggest the four of you leave him to himself,  my  staff,  my  male  staff,  can  take  further  care  of  him  whilst  you, Henry, fulfill your promise to my niece, to show her London before you get married.  Use  our  house,  enjoy  yourselves  with  better  quality  entertainment than  Tom  did,  and  feel  free  to  indulge  in  exchanging  some  tokens  of  your love for each other, but only in the privacy of the house. 

Henry  could  hardly  believe  his  ears,  did  Sir  Thomas  just  give  them permission to be intimate, as long as it was done within doors? He looked at Edmund and saw his own surprise mirrored there. Sir Thomas saw it too, and said: 'You young men have conducted yourselves admirably and I have every faith in your self-control until your marriage next week.' 

It was a subdued group of young people that drove off to London in Henry's carriage  the  next  morning.  Henry  was  on  the  box  with  Fanny  next  to  him, having  left  his  driver  at  Everingham  to  help  with  the  foaling,  but  traveling was no hardship for Henry, and with Fanny now his for life, he felt he could handle anything. 

Edmund was sad that his brother had proven to be beyond hope, but he had

done  everything  in  his  power  to  check  his  behavior,  he  had  shown  Tom  all the  affection  he  felt  for  him,  and  still  Tom  thought  of  nothing  but  himself. 

When he thought of what Tom might have done to Fanny his sadness turned to  anger  however,  and  remembered  Henry's  scathing  words  with  great satisfaction. It was a great comfort to Edmund to have his beloved cousin in such capable hands, though she had done well herself, smacking Tom to get free. 

As for his father's remark about changing his will, Edmund decided to ignore that  for  the  moment.  He  had  for  some  time  thought  he  would  be  a  better baronet than his brother, but he had also resigned himself to his subordinate position years ago, he was not going to give up that comfortable feeling now because  his  father  had  a  moment  of  doubt  about  his  heir.  Time  would  tell what he really did. Realizing that Mary might form expectations if she heard this, he asked Henry, who had witnessed Sir Thomas saying it, to keep it to himself  for  now,  his  father  might  still  forgive  his  eldest  as  he  had  always done before. 

Henry  still  didn't  care,  he  thought  the  arrogant  bastard  would  be  the  worst baronet  ever  and  some  part  of  him  still  wanted  to  smack  his  face  in,  but  he was as glad to leave him to his own devices. Fanny and Mary were safe, and he  had  good  hopes  that  Sir  Thomas  would  protect  his  staff  against  the repulsive  lout  as  well.  Time  to  show  his  bride  London,  and  show  London how pretty and genteel she was. The dresses were finished, he was going to fulfill his promise to Fanny, and three days after that they would be married. 

Mary  of  course  couldn't  help  thinking  of  the  consequences  Tom's  mistake might  have  for  Edmund  and  herself.  She  had  always  though  Edmund  the more deserving son, but she knew Sir Thomas had already forgiven his eldest a  lot  of  transgressions,  hoping  he  would  turn  out  all  right  in  the  end.  She would welcome the status and income of a baronetcy, but she realized there were duties attached to it as well, duties Edmund would fulfill to the best of his abilities, which would take him away from her side more often than she might wish for. 

Besides, she had accepted Edmund knowing they would have a substantially smaller income than she had ever imagined to live on, and she was resigned to  it  by  her  intense  love  of  her  upright  and  beautiful  intended.  She  was  not going to conjecture, instead she was going to enjoy the entertainment Henry had in mind for their group in the coming days, no stupid evening parties, but art in every shape and form. And yes, she hoped Edmund would also feel free

to engage in some substantial cuddling, for Henry had told her that Edmund's father had more or less given permission to do so in the privacy of their town-house. 

And Fanny herself? She was still contemplating how the strapping cousin she had once known, who had usually ignored her and who had pained her by his lively  joking  and  the  pressure  he  put  her  under  during  the  time  of  the  play, but who had seemed but overly spirited and not totally without principle, had turned into such a vicious mind. Had it always been there? Or had his habits ruined him forever? 

She decided to stop thinking about him and start enjoying the sights around her,  having  never  traveled  this  road  before,  and  the  feeling  of  sitting  on  the box  with  Henry,  the  view  indeed  better  from  here,  and  the  remembrance strong  in  her  mind  of  her  cousin  Julia  once  thrilled  to  be  there  with  the charming  Mr  Crawford.  It  seemed  ages  ago,  and  remembering  her  own feelings that day, she couldn't believe how events had unfolded. 

Edmund with Mary had been a distinct possibility even then, a prospect that had  filled  her  with  dread,  and  rightfully  so  as  it  turned  out.  But  herself engaged  to  the  man  who  played  her  cousins  shamelessly,  and  who  had seemed to her at that time to be the most shallow creature on earth, incapable of any better feeling, it was just stunning. Who could ever have known that in the unprincipled flirt there was hidden a man of great passion, sure, that had always  been  more  than  evident,  but  also  of  great  uprightness  and  tender feelings? 

For to Fanny it had been very clear that his anger towards Tom, whilst mostly caused  by  anxiety  for  herself,  was  also  due  to  the  knowledge  that  Tom  had probably taken advantage of dependents before and would undoubtedly do so again. 

Henry had turned out to be a righteous man, and thinking of his old self and the man she knew and loved to distraction now, the difference was so great that  she  must  have  show  her  amazement  on  her  face,  for  he  turned  towards her  for  a  moment  with  a  look  of  mild  curiosity  and  said:  'A  penny  for  your thoughts, Fanny. Would you care to share your revelation with me?' 

She laughed, secure of his love so not afraid to tease him a little, and said: 'I was  thinking  of  cousin  Julia  on  this  very  box,  admiring  the  view  and  your personal advantages.' It was hard to see with his rather dark natural colouring, but did his colour rise for a moment? He certainly sounded ashamed when he

observed:  'That  is  one  period  in  my  life  I'd  rather  not  remember  very accurately,  how  you  must  have  loathed  me.'  'Actually,  I  didn't  care  much about you one way or the other, but I was very much ashamed of my cousins. 

Will they be very down on me being with you, supposing that we meet them in  London?'  the  very  idea  distressed  Fanny,  but  Henry  could  quiet  her feelings  quickly:  'I'm  planning  to  visit  places  of  culture,  not  the  kind  of parties they thrive on. So I guess the chances of running into them are slim, and we need not invite them for dinner as the Rushworths exceed us in rank quite decidedly. My guess is that we're safe.' This knowledge did indeed help a little, but she was still a bit unsure, not really having an idea of the true size of London, and how easy it was to avoid seeing someone there. 

Chapter 16

After  lunch  they  changed  places,  Mary  joining  her  brother  on  the  box,  and Fanny sitting with Edmund. She was glad to have a softer seat, and she could see brother and sister happily chatting, though Henry always kept his eye on the horses and the road. 

Edmund  snuggled  really  close  to  her,  it  was  good  to  see  him  so  free  of reserve,  so  loving  towards  both  Mary  and  herself,  and  he  observed:  'I  am really  glad  to  be  away  from  Tom  for  a  few  days.  I've  seen  him  sink  into debauchery  slowly  the  last  year,  and  when  he  had  reached  what  I  thought would be his absolute low, being in danger of losing his life when I was with him in Newmarket, he went on to prove I was wrong, that he could sink still further.' 

As she had been thinking on the same subject earlier, she asked Edmund the question  she  had  asked  herself:  'Do  you  think  he  was  always  this unprincipled, or did his vicious habits degrade him?' Edmund looked at her in pain, and he replied: 'I always thought him overconfident and thoughtless, but his transgression was so serious, and his conduct afterwards so unfeeling and unrepentant,  that  I  am  starting  to  wonder  if  he  did  not  always  lack  true sensitivity.' 

A  sudden,  shocking  though  caught  him:  'He  did  not  bother  you  before,  did he? You would have been helpless against him, him being so strong and with your  feeling  of  inferiority?'  She  could  calm  him  easily:  'No,  he  did  nothing worse than plague me to take the role in his play, or dance with me only to escape  a  card-party  he  didn't  feel  like  joining.  Only  unthinking  selfishness, not true vice.' 

With a sigh of relief, Edmund told her: 'Well, I hope to forget about him the coming days, I'm very curious as to what amusements your beau has in store for us, and I will be curious what realization of his error our father may have gotten into Tom's thick head by the time we return. If he doesn't feel remorse by then, I do hope Crawford may crack his skull to let some sense in.' 

Seeing Fanny's look of horror, he laughed and said: 'Yes, I'm trying to change

too,  it  has  done  you  a  world  of  good  to  allow  some  uncharitable  thoughts once in a while, and I'm rather enjoying them. Henry will not hurt him very much, he's far too nice, and before you take fright for him, Tom's not a match for your intended, he's actually not very active nor very brave. And now I'm done  with  my  spoiled  brother,  until  we  go  back  to  Mansfield  Park  I  am determined not to think of him.' 

Though Henry had tried to comfort her, Fanny could not help asking Edmund about her cousins, too: 'Will Julia and Mrs Rushworth blame me very much for  being  with  Henry,  when  they  wanted  him  so  much  for  themselves?' 

Edmund  replied:  'I  don't  see  why  that  should  bother  you,  it  is  clear  Henry loves  you  and  no-one  else,  I  never  saw  any  sign  of  admiration  in  him  for either Maria or Julia. 

If  they  imagined  him  in  love  with  themselves,  and  showed  their  feelings indecorously, and were then disappointed in their hopes, that is entirely their problem,  not  yours.  But  if  the  idea  of  meeting  them  oppresses  you,  I  will make sure we avoid them during our stay in town. And I'll ask Mary as well, I am thinking that Henry will not want to see them anyway. But you cannot avoid them on our mutual weddings, they will be present.' 

'I  know  that,  and  I  hope  I  will  be  too  busy  to  have  to  notice  them  much. 

Henry has promised me a small wedding anyway, I hope it will be over soon,' 

Fanny mused. 

Now it was Edmund's turn to tease her back, he prodded her in her side and drawled:  'Can't  wait  to  hit  the  marriage-bed  with  Mr  Crawford,  my  dearest cousin?'  Since  this  was  the  absolute  truth,  and  Edmund  knew  it,  Fanny blushed  a  beautiful  rosy-red,  and  he  squeezed  her  white  hand  and  said  in  a low  voice:  'I  can't  blame  you,  sometimes  when  he  looks  at  you  in  a  certain way  I  cannot  help  thinking  you  have  a  very  interesting  time  ahead  of  you. 

That  man  is  just  ready  to  burst  with  passion.  He's  not  like  us,  is  he? 

Untouched?' 

Thrilled  to  be  sharing  her  most  intimate  thoughts  with  Edmund  again,  even more  so  without  that  shameful  secret  weighing  her  down,  she  replied:  'I'm pretty certain he isn't, though I'm also pretty certain he has not seen anyone since he proposed to me. I have worried a little about his past, where he got his, well you know what, but since the episode with Tom I am convinced he'd never take advantage of a dependent. That settled, I don't even want to know. 

Maybe  he  will  tell  me,  maybe  he  will  not,  but  he  has  proven  himself  to  me beyond doubt, and what is in the past will remain there.' 

'You  are  still  my  example  for  a  perfect  woman,  Fanny,  your  goodness  just puts me to shame,' Edmund said. 'I have tried to do what you advised me to do, and it worked beyond my imagination. Mary was so happy I finally dared touch her she nearly cried, and since then we have gone a little further slowly but surely. We've kissed a few times after I got back from Newmarket, and it was good, and getting better all the time. 

Thinking of Henry's passion, I still feel lacking sometimes, but when we are married I will not have to be afraid to lose control anymore. I have a feeling we will be taking another small step soon, my father almost encouraged us to be intimate in his town-house.' 

'Did he? That is promising indeed,' Fanny observed, 'I'm looking forward to this very much. Even in the depths of despair Henry's offer to take me to the theatre and to concerts made an impression. It made me want to live, to have that  experience.'  'You  didn't  seriously  consider  dying,  did  you,  Fanny?' 

Edmund asked intently. 'When I lost every hope of your love, for some time I lost everything, and I did think I might as well die, yes. No-one cared about me,  no-one  except  you  had  ever  given  me  the  slightest  feeling  of  being wanted. It was Henry's devotion that saved me, he cared for me enough to not give up on me, to want to see me happy even if there was no gain to himself.' 

The memory squeezed her throat shut so tightly, that she could only just hold back tears. 

'You  have  been  so  closed  to  me,  Fanny,  why  didn't  you  ever  share  your feelings  with  me?  Even  if  I  couldn't  answer  them,  I  would  have  comforted you, I would have understood. To think I might have lost you, without ever having known the danger.' Edmund was in anguish over this idea, and seeing the  love  he  really  had  for  her  was  gratifying.  She  could  see  how  he  could have used the knowledge of her affection to make a decision, she might even have  gained  his  love,  for  it  was  clear  it  had  just  never  occurred  to  him  to think of his cousin as his wife. 

'I  couldn't  face  the  thought  of  being  blamed  for  my  love,  for  looking  above my  station,  for  falling  in  love  with  the  son  of  my  benefactor,  it  was  just  so inappropriate.'  Seeing  how  much  the  memory  distressed  her,  he  decided  to change the subject to something more uplifting, although he really wanted to know all, he needed to know all that had happened, all that she had felt. She had  always  been  the  person  he  loved  most  in  the  world,  even  when  first  in love with Mary. 

It  was  not  right  that  something  would  come  between  them,  even  though  it

would distress her a lot to tell him all of it. 

He  tried  to  explain  his  feeling:  'Fanny,  I  don't  want  to  upset  you,  talking about the past, but I need to know. You were the only person I really loved until I met Mary, and I need to know exactly how you felt all these years. But it can wait until we are both married, until you have met the whole of Henry, for I am guessing that the best part of him is still waiting to be discovered on your wedding-night. Will you talk to me at a later date, tell me everything? I want to be part of your life forever, and as close as we used to be.' Of course, Fanny could not but be touched by this plea, and she promised him to tell him every particular of her life that he didn't know yet. It felt good, to have both a passionate lover and a trustworthy friend. 

They  changed  seats  once  more  before  reaching  the  inn  where  they  would spend  the  night,  Mary  eager  for  a  softer  seat,  and  a  quiet  head-to-head  talk with her sister. Edmund moved to the box, looking forward to getting some useful directions on pleasing a woman from the man he considered an expert. 

Henry did not seem to get tired of traveling, he was as cheerful as ever and very  willing  to  give  his  friend  some  discreet  hints  about  how  to  allow  a certain amount of passion to be built up inside a man without losing control, and  if  stimulated  too  much  accidentally,  how  to  regain  control  without anyone noticing. He was clearly looking forward very much to the evenings at the Bertrams' town-house, making the most of Sir Thomas' encouragement to  indulge  in  some  loving  attentions  without  breaking  the  boundaries  of propriety. 

They talked about possible outings, Henry planned to visit a park every day to allow Fanny her exercise, then maybe go to an art exhibition or a museum. 

There  would  be  music  and  theatre  to  attend  to  as  well,  and  of  course  they could drive around town to see the sights. 

Whilst  they  discussed  the  pleasures  of  London,  Mary  told  Fanny  in  a  low voice: 'He did it, your cousin finally touched me. I showed him my approval and since then he has steadily increased his attentions. I'm so happy, I knew he was not a very forthcoming man, but I started to fear he would never love me tenderly, just spiritually.' 

'He certainly has become a lot looser to me,' Fanny remarked, 'I do think that is  your  influence,  he  shows  his  feelings  more  easily  in  a  physical  way.  I'm certain it will all turn out well. Your brother is much more passionate, and I do  suspect  he  has  a  certain  experience  with  women  that  Edmund  lacks,  but I'm  sure  there  is  a  lot  of  feeling  in  my  cousin,  and  it  will  come  out

eventually.' 

'And you don't mind, about my brother?' Mary asked. Fanny replied: 'I have no fault to find in his manners to me, he has delivered me from despair and treated  me  with  distinction  always,  how  could  I  reproach  him  something  I only suspect, and which has no bearing on our current situation?' 

Mary nodded, then asked laughingly: 'Do you want to see your cousins when in  town,  show  off  your  catch?'  The  very  thought  horrified  Fanny,  and  of course her face showed her feelings, and Mary said: 'I'm sorry Fanny, I didn't mean to offend you. Of course you don't want to brag to your cousins, I tend not too think before I speak. For if I think about it, you must be afraid to meet them, feel their disapproval, because they are jealous. But you need not fear to run in to them my dear, London is very large and they will not even know we are there. And they only visit parties, not public theaters or parks.' 

With  three  people  who  knew  the  ways  of  the  city  predicting  she  would  not meet  her  cousins,  Fanny  finally  started  to  believe  it,  and  she  managed  to forget about them very thoroughly in the pleasures of the trip. 

The rest of the day of travel, and the next, were spent in a similar manner, in pleasant  conversation  and  in  constant  surprise  at  some  beautiful  sight  or other,  at  least  for  Fanny.  They  reached  the  Bertrams'  town-house  in  good time, and were welcomed by the butler, who showed them their rooms, after having  inquired  after  Mr  Bertram's  condition  and  been  told  he  was  on  the mend steadily. 

Fanny had of course heard a lot of this house, but she had never before seen it,  and  Henry  thought  that  a  crying  shame,  evidence  of  the  neglect  that  had always  been  her  part.  Bertram  seemed  to  feel  it  too,  as  his  cousin  looked around in wonder, acquainting herself with the rooms she should have been long familiar with. 

But Fanny was not of a disposition to feel herself neglected, she just enjoyed everything  now,  not  looking  back  at  the  past.  Henry  was  just  glad  that  the house's  one  real  disadvantage  had  been  removed  with  the  presence  of  Tom Bertram, whom he had never really liked but positively despised right now. 

Of  course  the  furniture  and  the  decor  of  the  rooms  was  very  old-fashioned, and  barely  comfortable,  but  the  servants  were  very  diligent  and  it  would  do very well for a few day's enjoyment of city-life. 

Fanny had a chamber really close to his own, and the others were on the same floor. 

There was little staff, so they had to make do with little help, but the absence of a lot of servants in the house was a distinct advantage to Henry, for he was planning to enjoy Sir Thomas' advice on discrete intimacy to the full. 

Chapter 17

As  soon  as  they  had  washed  off  some  of  the  dirt  of  the  road  in  their chambers, they gathered in the drawing room for refreshments, and Edmund and Mary were already taking Sir Thomas' advice to heart, sitting close and holding hands openly. 

Henry did not find that offensive, for he soon found a welcome as warm and as  intimate  with  his  very  own  Fanny,  who  looked  very  eager  for  such  a modest creature. Sitting as close to her as he dared, he was silently enjoying the turn his life had taken, a bit tired also from two days of constant attention to the horses and the road, and he let his head rest on Fanny's shoulder. 

He  could  feel  his  eyes  nearly  close,  so  incredibly  happy  that  this  was  his reality,  almost  married  to  the  best  and  sweetest  girl  he  had  ever  seen,  his sister engaged to marry his friend, and in London for a visit of amusement of the  truest  and  most  exalted  kind.  He  would  get  a  paper  first  thing  in  the morning,  and  see  what  the  city  had  to  offer  this....  That  was  as  far  as  his musings got, for he felt a small, warm hand on the bare skin of his back. 

His  passion  went  into  overdrive,  and  he  felt  an  excitement  in  another  place that  he  was  glad  his  sitting  posture  hid  rather  well,  made  easier  by  the  fact that the only other people in their company were engaged in their own affairs, though probably a little less forwardly. 

The  hand  stayed  put  for  a  moment,  and  at  the  precise  moment  that  he  had adapted  to  the  feel  of  it,  schooling  his  expression  to  his  former  sleepy satisfaction,  relaxing  his  muscles  one  by  one,  it  moved  again,  feeling  the whole of his back, his shoulders, as far as it would reach. 

It explored his firm muscles, his slightly ticklish sides, the softer skin under his arms. 

By  now  he  was  used  to  the  touch,  and  he  enjoyed  it  very  much,  the  feeling itself but also the fact that Fanny was tired of waiting and dared to take the initiative  for  some  forbidden  fruits.  He  leaned  against  her,  letting  his sleepiness  take  over  again,  and  soon  he  felt  his  eyes  fall  shut,  still  relishing her loving touch on his heated skin. 

Then  suddenly  the  hand  was  on  his  stomach.  Wide  awake,  anxiously checking  their  companions,  he  found  them  totally  involved  in  each  other, talking quietly and intimately, touching as much as they dared. 

He  schooled  his  expression  back  to  sleepiness,  tried  to  relax,  as  the  hand, unseen under his loose shirt, did the same as before, only on his other side. 

He leaned back and tried to enjoy the caresses, but it was difficult to control his urges, he wanted so much to grab her and kiss her. 

Still, he got used to this situation too and managed to give himself up to her gentle  stroking,  first  of  his  tight  stomach,  then  his  chest,  with  its  sensitive nipples and the short hair covering most of it. He managed to look at Fanny and she was enjoying herself hugely, deriving pleasure from the feel of him, but also from his strong reactions. 

For  some  moments  he  was  afraid  she'd  let  that  hand  slide  into  his  trousers next,  however  much  he  wanted  her  to  do  that,  he  was  sure  he'd  lose  every semblance of control if she did. But she didn't, fortunately she didn't dare do that in company, or maybe not at all until they were married. 

She  merely  rested  her  head  against  his,  and  caressed  his  chest-hairs  gently, stroking  them,  curling  them  around  her  fingers,  and  then  his  muscles  again, slowly and very gently. 

A whole week left until he would have the right to touch her, it seemed like eternity. But compared to the situation little more than two weeks ago he had gained the world, so he would accept every intimacy his Fanny was prepared to give him, but he would not try to touch any part of her bare skin unless it was that of her hand. Somehow there was a distinct difference between a lady touching  a  man,  or  the  reverse  situation.  He  could  wait,  and  waiting  would make the moment in which she surrendered herself to him even sweeter. 

His  excitement  waned,  but  the  satisfaction  remained,  and  he  relaxed  ever more until he finally dropped off again, and this time she let him take his nap, for he had deserved it with his diligent driving. 

Meanwhile,  Edmund  and  Mary  were  well  aware  that  something  was happening  to  Henry,  though  they  did  not  observe  him  closely,  due  to  their own  attempts  at  intimacy  and  a  determination  not  to  see  slight  indecencies. 

But  they  could  see  his  changing  expressions  from  the  corner  of  their  eyes, from  shock,  to  fire,  to  schooled  laziness,  back  to  shock,  and  finally  to acceptance  and  real  fatigue.  They  looked  at  each  other  and  managed  not  to laugh. 

Fanny must be very forward without it being visible to their glances. Edmund

said: 'Can you believe how my cousin has changed? She was so shy and so timid,  and  now  she  is  giving  your  brother  some  really  uncomfortable moments, though he seems to be enjoying them too.' He did more than speak however,  for  whilst  he  had  already  been  holding  her  hand,  he  now  ran  his other elegant hand through Mary's hair, and she shivered with feeling, taking care  to  show  him  clearly  that  it  was  feeling  that  caused  her  to  shiver,  not disapproval. 

How he would ever be able to think she might disapprove of anything he did surprised her still, for she thought she had very clearly shown him she trusted him  in  everything,  her  conviction  that  he  would  never  do  anything inappropriate. Secretly she wished he would do something indecent, to show her he might, but she had known who he was for a long time, and she really valued  him  for  his  uprightness,  even  more  so  after  hearing  him  preach. 

Though  he  had  been  destined  for  the  church  before  his  character  was  even known, he was very much suited to it, born to it maybe. 

Her  thoughts  went  back  half  a  year,  when  she  had  not  understood  this,  and had  resented  the  thought  of  him  taking  orders  very  much.  It  had  almost disgusted  her,  until  his  steadfast  attentions  and  his  consistent  goodness  had spoiled  her  for  anyone  else,  resigning  her  to  her  fate,  leaving  her  anxiously awaiting his proposals. He had shown every sign of being in love with her for a long time, she clearly remembered her frustration then, why didn't he come to the point? 

Noticing her reverie, Edmund really put an effort in forgetting his upbringing and his natural delicacy, and he kissed her ardently. Her thoughts returned to him  immediately,  and  she  answered  his  kiss  with  fervor,  unable  to  keep herself  from  holding  him,  her  hands  in  his  hair,  eyes  closed  in  bliss.  Her touch  excited  him  even  more,  and  he  thought  of  Fanny's  recurring  memory and allowed himself to crush Mary against him and kiss her again, with real heat this time. 

He relished the ability to feel the heat, and he didn't suppress it but allowed it to grow, feeling Mary's hands on his chest now, stroking the bare part where his shirt didn't reach. Their kissing intensified even more, Edmund supposed Mary was feeling the excitement too, and he also realized the passion was not taking over, he was sure he could quell it instantly if needed. 

This was such a relief, he had been so afraid he'd lose control and behave like his brother, that even Mary could feel him letting go of his fear. She stopped touching him so intently and asked: 'What happened?' 

He replied, in a low voice: 'I realized I was very afraid to be overcome by my urges and turn into my brother.' Mary took his beautiful, manly face in both her  hands  and  said:  'You  are  nothing  like  your  brother,  Edmund,  don't  you think you could ever do something vicious to anyone, not even in the throes of  lust.'  He  said  bluntly:  'I  broke  Fanny's  heart.'  This  sobered  her  face  for  a second, for how could he blame himself for something he hadn't even known about when it happened? But she said lightly: 'Don't look now, but does she appear to you as having a broken heart?' 

He  did  indeed  look  at  her,  from  the  corner  of  his  eye,  and  saw  his  cousin lying  against  Henry,  and  though  he  couldn't  see  really  well,  he  distinctly suspected  she  had  her  small,  pale  hand  stuck  up  his  friend's  shirt,  and  was fondling his chest without showing the smallest sign of self-consciousness or shame.  Henry  was  almost  asleep,  eyes  closed,  face  almost  innocent  in  his happy state. 

Looking  back  at  Mary  he  whispered:  'No,  she  does  not.  But  she  was  very unhappy.' 

And Mary whispered right back: 'My brother was very broken-hearted too, do you blame Fanny for that?' Of course, Edmund could only reply: 'No, she had never asked for his love, nor did I ask for hers. But he had the means to do something about it, which she hadn't. Still, she is certainly very happy now, and I need to let go of my guilty feeling and kiss you again.' 

Which he did, calling up the heat again, and again realizing it was under his control, not the other way around. 

The  next  thee  days  were  filled  with  wonders,  not  just  to  Fanny,  but  to  the others as well, for though they had been to town often, they had never before seen  so  many  accomplishments  of  humanity,  as  they  walked  through beautifully cultivated gardens, saw paintings and statues from modern artists but also from ancient times, and even superb examples of magnificent art out of  the  darker  ages  of  their  own  isles.  It  was  a  rare  pleasure  to  be  allowed entrance to the relatively new museum, but somehow Henry had managed it. 

In  the  evenings  they  generally  dined  at  the  Bertrams'  house,  to  prevent especially  Fanny's  senses  from  overloading  on  too  much  society.  She  had never  been  out  much,  and  dining  out  in  public  might  have  been  too  much excitement for her after a whole day of amusements and a night of them still to  come.  And  a  quiet  dinner  at  home  also  afforded  them  the  chance  to  be intimate  for  a  few  moments,  and  in  mutual  agreement  and  with  the  staff looking the other way, they retreated for an hour after dinner to one of their

own  rooms,  where  they  would  snuggle  and  kiss  to  their  hearts'  content, staying  within  what  their  own  consciousness  told  them  were  the  boundaries of propriety before they were married. 

It  can  be  expected  that  Edmund  set  his  boundaries  a  lot  stricter  than  Fanny did,  the  Crawford's  almost  automatically  leaving  that  moral  standard  to  be decided  on  by  the  upright  cousins.  And  it  was  as  natural  that  Fanny  would allow  herself  greater  freedom  in  her  attentions  to  Henry,  than  Edmund  was prepared  to  let  himself  go  towards  his  lady,  for  the  same  reason  that  Henry still  did  not  allow  himself  to  touch  Fanny  half  as  intimately  as  she  touched him. 

In the privacy of their own room Fanny had encouraged him to kiss her until they were both out of breath, and to hold her as tightly as he had done a few times before. Touching her bosom with her dress and corset still between his hands  and  her  flesh  had  been  almost  as  much  as  he  could  bear,  and  it  had taken  some  time  for  him  to  control  himself  after  that,  which  clearly  excited her to no end. They were going to have such a splendid time once they were legally wedded. 

Wide  awake  again,  and  in  high  spirits,  they  would  all  emerge  in  their  best attire,  to  enjoy  the  evening's  entertainment,  a  rendition  of  Shakespeare's Hamlet  in  a  splendid  modern  theatre  on  the  first  night,  and  on  the  second night, a heart-rending Italian concert in a private home, that Henry had heard of via his uncle the Admiral, and had managed to secure admission to on that gentleman's advocacy. 

But Henry's real triumph came on the third evening, when he had kept their destination  secret,  and  he  had  taken  them,  dressed  in  their  best,  in  the carriage,  to  a  part  of  town  where  they  would  normally  not  visit,  it  was  not exactly seedy, but decidedly below their own class. 

Even  Mary  expressed  some  doubts  as  to  the  propriety  of  their  being  seen there, but Henry assured them they would have the night of their lives. The carriage stopped in front of an ancient theatre, barely respectable, and with a livid painted sign above the entrance advertising a play that didn't strike them as one of the classics, nor one of the modern pieces that were starting to be appreciated in some of the London theaters. 

But  Henry,  gallant  and  showing  some  of  the  liveliness  that  had  disgusted Fanny so not even half a year ago, led them to the entrance, having told the driver to be back by ten. The carriage left, and the manager of the theatre, a funny character with a very red complexion and excessively humble manners, 

led  them  through  the  faded  glory  of  the  entrance  hall,  up  a  narrow  stairs covered  in  red  velvet,  to  a  private  box  right  above  the  stage.  They  were provided with drinks by a girl in a uniform, and set to take a good look about them. 

The  view  they  had  over  the  theatre  hall  proved  it  to  be  of  some  grandeur, though past its prime. Fanny mused how once the lines of Shakespeare must have resounded here, putting a thrill in the hearts of many a young maiden in those days. But it was clear to her that nothing of the sort was going to unfold before their eyes tonight, for the decor was garish and very explicitly scary: a graveyard,  with  tumbled  tombstones,  creeper  vines,  and  lording  it  over everything, an expertly painted full moon. 

Nipping  their  drinks,  very  much  excited,  even  Edmund  and  Fanny,  they waited  until  the  lights  in  the  hall  were  extinguished  and  those  on  the  stage were  lit.  The  tale  was  ludicrous,  overly  dramatic,  with  murders  happening every five minutes, and blood flowing in gallons. But it was great fun, with explosions  occurring,  and  people  disappearing  and  re-appearing  suddenly, and the language the actors spoke was not even that bad, their flowing lines could please Fanny's literary taste, if not her sense of morality. But she had decided to live life to the full, right after she heard of Edmund's engagement, now  ages  ago,  so  she  let  herself  be  entranced  by  the  spectacle  and  grabbed Henry's hand and clutched it to her breast in fear whenever the heroine was chased by monsters, or seduced by a villain. 

Edmund was scandalized at first, looking at the ladies in alarm, but when he saw  Mary's  easy  laughter  at  the  more  shocking  scenes,  and  Fanny's  evident enjoyment  of  the  visual  spectacle  and  stunning  special  effects,  he  caught Crawford's eye and got a big wink in return. He knew it was a hint from man to  man,  and  after  a  moment  of  observation  he  got  it,  moved  a  bit  closer  to Mary and took her hand, surrendering himself to the experience of the lower-class amusement whilst enjoying a certain intimacy with his excited intended. 

When everyone had died, the play ended, and they were led out of the theatre by  the  owner  without  having  to  mingle  with  the  crowd.  The  carriage  was already waiting, and once inside they laughed and talked about this hilarious evening.  Henry  was  delighted  with  their  praise  and  admitted:  'I  was  a  bit afraid  you  two  would  be  shocked  and  insulted,  but  I  decided  to  take  the chance. I've always wanted to visit one of those plays, and after the overdose of  high  culture  I  thought  we  had  earned  some  baser  entertainment.'  Even Edmund agreed, and they ended their lovely night, and their lovely trip to the

city, with a bottle of excellent red wine from the Bertrams' stock. 

Chapter 18

That night in bed, head still spinning with all the impressions she had gotten the  last  three  days,  Fanny  reminisced  about  how  she  had  changed  from  the timid  dependent  niece  to  a  self  assured  young  woman  on  the  brink  of marriage.  Henry  had  certainly  delivered  on  his  promise  to  help  her  conquer her grief, and her loneliness, he had given her consequence and his undivided love. And now he had given her an insight in city life, and a wonderful time as  well.  She  had  never  in  her  life  seen  so  much  of  her  cousin,  with  him  in such  good  spirits  and  with  so  little  pain  or  embarrassment  attached  to  their togetherness.  Edmund  was  so  much  happier  as  well  as  herself.  And  did  she dare say it was all thanks to Henry? 

Not all, for Edmund had chosen his marriage partner himself, but Fanny had not  been  inattentive  to  the  hints  going  from  Henry  to  Edmund  from  time  to time,  looks  and  gestures  leading  to  intimacies  and  certain  gallantries  that would  be  very  appropriate  and  welcome  at  certain  times.  Fanny  was  sure  it had  helped  Edmund  to  feel  more  secure  in  his  relation  with  a  fashionable young woman. 

Be it as it may, Fanny felt no regret in not having loved Henry earlier in their acquaintance, but she was certainly very happy to love him now. Her life had improved manifold, and it was on the brink of getting even better. 

She  remembered  his  pride  when  she  wore  the  new  dresses  in  public  for  the first time. She had felt like a queen, never having owned such pretty clothes before, her figure and new bloom were shown to real advantage, her upright posture  and  gentle  manners,  now  enhanced  with  self-assurance  and  faith  in the world, turned heads in both men and women wherever they went. 

Of  course  Henry  was  thrilled,  he  had  known  Fanny  would  look  great  in brighter colours and a more modern pattern dress, but the result stunned even him. He had nearly sunk to his knees to worship her, and only the knowledge that she would abhor such a gesture had made him battle his inclination, and instead  kiss  her  hand  with  fervor.  He'd  try  to  kiss  her  neck  later,  whenever they would have a little time to themselves. 

There were three new dresses, one for every night, and every night Henry had the pleasure of walking beside the most beautiful woman in the assembly, at least  in  his  mind.  But  it  must  be  said  that  he  was  only  slightly  blinded  by love,  Fanny  was  in  fact  one  of  the  better  looking  women  everywhere  they went. 

Driving towards Mansfield Park with their minds elated and their bodies still tired from their intense three days in London, they had plenty to talk about. 

The last three weeks had caused them to become very close to one another, helped of course by the fact that they had each already been very close to at least one of the party. Fanny found such comfort and welcome in their little group,  that  she  regretted  the  break-up  that  would  follow  their  respective marriages.  But  unless  Henry  would  find  a  living  for  Edmund  on  his  own estate,  or  he  would  lease  Everingham  and  hire  a  manor  closer  to  Thornton Lacy, the separation would be inevitable. Still they made the most of the time they  had  left  together,  and  before  they  knew  it  they  were  approaching Mansfield Park once again. 

They  received  a  warm  welcome  from  aunt  Bertram  and  Sir  Thomas,  aunt Norris  didn't  even  show  up,  which  no-one  in  the  party  rued.  And  who  can describe  Fanny's  incredible  surprise  when  saw  Susan  standing  behind  her uncle? 

It  was  his  surprise  for  Fanny,  to  have  her  sister  present  at  the  wedding. 

Discussing the wedding with Sir Thomas, Henry had mentioned Fanny would want her sister to be with her, and Sir Thomas had remembered and sent for her.  Susan  had  already  acquainted  herself  to  Mansfield  Park  and  all  its inhabitants,  and  she  had  made  herself  very  useful  to  her  aunt  Bertram,  who really did miss Fanny's attentions a lot. 

Being engaged would mean that her bond to Susan could never be as close as it  had  been  in  Portsmouth,  but  Fanny  still  saw  opportunities  to  help  her improve her life and her prospects, having a home of her own soon she might receive her sister there, if Henry agreed. But before she could ask him, aunt Bertram revealed her own intentions: 'Susan and I have taken a great liking to one  another,  and  Pug  adores  her,  so  I  have  asked  herself  and  Sir  Thomas  if she  can  stay  after  the  wedding,  as  a  companion  to  me,  and  they  have  both agreed. If I cannot have you, Fanny, I'll be glad to have your sister around.' 

That  was  even  better,  Fanny  had  worried  about  leaving  her  aunt,  and  Susan was in no danger of letting herself be bossed around, her life in a large family practically  assured  that  she  was  well-able  to  defend  her  own  rights.  And  of

course  Fanny  could  occasionally  invite  her  over  for  amusements  either  in town  or  in  the  country.  She  liked  the  idea,  and  she  was  especially  happy  to have Susan over for the wedding, since William couldn't be there and it was good to have someone at her wedding who came especially for her. 

After the first joy of their greetings, Sir Thomas asked all four of the young people to join him for a moment in his study, and they followed him to that impressive place, where Fanny still found it difficult to forget her memories of  her  fear  of  her  uncle,  though  she  had  since  come  to  understand  that  he loved her very much, and just had difficulties to express that love. 

They all sat down, and with a grave face, Sir Thomas said: 'When you were away  in  London,  I  have  had  several  serious  conversations  with  Tom,  about his behavior in general, and on his behavior towards Fanny in particular. 

I'm sad to have to tell you that though he is very eager to apologize to both Fanny and Mr Crawford for his misdeed, I have a strong feeling that he still doesn't  see  the  wrong  he  has  done.  He  is  only  afraid  of  the  consequences thereof, and he doesn't see the evil his abject habits in London have done to him either. 

Somewhere in his youth, I must have made a bad mistake in his upbringing, for  he  has  never  had  the  slightest  regard  for  anyone  but  himself  and  for anything  but  his  own  comfort  and  amusement.  He  has  excellent  manners when he is sober, and can conduct himself like a true gentleman, but he has no  control  over  his  urges  whatsoever  and  he  has  no  empathy  for  any  living thing. To make long and short of it: my eldest son is not suitable to hold an estate nor a baronetcy. 

He would squander the resources of the property, bleed it dry to fund his own amusements,  reducing  his  mother  and  sisters  to  poverty  and  dependence  on you,  Edmund  or  even  you,  Fanny.  He  would  drag  the  name  of  Bertram through  the  mud  with  his  whoring,  his  drinking  and  his  gambling.  And  he would neglect and even abuse the people who depend on him, his tenants, the household staff, they would all suffer. No more.' 

Here,  Sir  Thomas  had  to  stop  for  a  while  to  collect  his  feelings,  he  was  as distraught as both Fanny and Edmund had ever seen him. No-one spoke. Sir Thomas went on in a feeling voice: 'Yesterday, I have sent for my lawyer and we have re-drawn my will, disowning Tom and designating Edmund my heir to  Mansfield  Park  and  the  baronetcy.  I  should  have  done  that  years  ago,  as soon as his vicious streak became apparent, but I chose to settle the disputes

and hope for improvement. It will not come, his attack on Fanny's honor was the final blow. 

I have informed him of my decision and it has caused his health to take a turn for  the  worse,  for  his  future  must  look  bleak  to  him  now.  But  I  hope  his reduced conditions will help him to think and to build a new and better life for  himself.  He  will  at  least  not  lay  hands  on  another  woman,  for  I  have promised  him  I  will  no  longer  protect  him  from  justice,  so  he  will  land  in prison if he sins again.' 

I will take you to his chamber now, Mr Crawford and Fanny, so that he can apologize,  maybe  you  will  be  as  good  as  to  join  us,  Edmund?  You  were always the only one who had any influence over him. Miss Crawford, may I ask you to wait for us in the drawing-room?' 

Mary showed no triumph, but no sympathy either as she took her leave, eager to make her acquaintance with Susan. 

And thus they went to Tom's bedside, still in their traveling clothes, and Tom apologized  for  his  abominable  behavior  towards  his  cousin,  to  both  Fanny herself and to Mr Crawford, and as far as Henry, who could not see the big rat  without  a  feeling  of  utter  abhorrence,  was  concerned  it  was  a  sincere apology. 

There would be no more danger to Fanny from this cowardly lout, if he ever totally recovered from his sickness, for his breath rattled in his chest and his wasted body had not improved any in their five days' absence. So to keep the peace he accepted the apology gracefully, but not as gently as Fanny did. For he wanted Tom to realize that if he so much as looked at any woman, gently born or not, in the wrong way, he would find Henry Crawford well-prepared to re-issue the challenge, and this time with pistols. 

Henry could see the pain on Edmund's face, he still loved his worthless lout of a brother, and could find no joy in his elevation to heir at the cost of the man  he  had  tried  to  look  up  to  and  failed  for  all  his  adulthood.  How  would someone like Tom ever find a purpose in life, how would he ever manage to keep himself fed and clothed? His prospects were bleak, but rather him than all his family and those who depended on it. 

Checking on Fanny's state of mind at facing her former attacker, he found her genuinely pitying the big brute. Well, he could understand, she knew what it was to have no prospects, to depend on another for everything, in a way she still would be, being married to him and living off his fortune. He hoped he had  made  it  abundantly  clear  that  to  him  they  were  equals,  but  he  made  a

mental note to discuss this subject with her some time in the future. This was neither  the  time,  nor  the  place  to  discuss  finances,  but  he  needed  to  tell  her that  she  should  never  feel  dependent  on  him  for  anything  but  love  and attention, he had some ideas on that subject that he needed to share with her. 

They left the room, leaving Edmund behind with his brother and Sir Thomas. 

Edmund  sat  on  the  bed  and  held  Tom's  hand  gently,  still  unable  to comprehend why someone he had grown up with had been led astray without there being a single thing he could do to prevent it. He was a clergyman, for goodness  sake,  he  was  supposed  to  keep  people  on  the  right  path,  and  he couldn't even save his very own brother. 

Tom pulled back his hand and said bitterly: 'So you're the heir now, Edmund. 

How  does  it  feel  to  be  finally  removed  from  my  shadow?'  'It  feels  awful, Tom,'was Edmund's reply, 'I would have preferred so much for you to rise to the  challenge.  I  was  raised  a  second  son  and  I  was  well-prepared  for  a  life without fortune or standing. That life had better fallen to me.' 

'Don't be a hypocrite, Edmund, what have you ever done for someone else? 

Or even to provide for yourself, you would have been pretty well-off without having to do anything for it. Our father arranged everything for you, he has always loved you more than he loved me,' Tom said with real venom, 'I could live  without  fortune  as  easily  as  you  could  if  I  had  a  family  living  to  my name.' 

Sir Thomas hoped that Tom would soon lose the power to hurt his sensitive brother,  for  he  did  not  like  to  see  Edmund  still  the  victim  of  his  brother's earlier  birth.  Edmund  has  passed  Tom  in  everything  but  age.  But  Edmund showed he had some strength in him: 'I have learned a profession and I have engaged the woman of my choice on merit of character, not on the promise of the estate I was going to inherit. You have learned nothing, except drinking, wenching and making debts. The conditions of life that used to be mine will make you as much a dependent on the charity of your father as Fanny used to be.' 

Sir  Thomas  nodded,  glad  Edmund  had  finally  given  as  good  as  he  got.  He said to Tom in a serious manner: 'I advice you to learn a trade, as soon as you are better, for whilst you will always have a home with me, being my son and my responsibility, if you don't know how to take care of yourself by the time I  die,  you  will  be  destitute  or  thrown  on  the  mercy  and  charity  of  your brother.' 

Finally, some comprehension started to dawn in Tom's eyes. The venom left him, and he laid back on the bed tired and unwell. 

He  pleaded:  'Father,  you  can  give  me  the  living  Edmund  was  supposed  to have, I can take orders.' But Sir Thomas was adamant: 'No, you cannot have Edmund's living, you are not suited to being a clergyman, I wouldn't trust you near  a  congregation  for  a  thousand  pounds.  I  can  see  you  as  a  tradesman, once  you've  conquered  your  expensive  habits.  You're  too  old  to  go  into  the navy  or  the  army,  but  you  have  a  sharp  mind,  as  long  as  you're  sober,  and excellent manners.' 

Tom  closed  his  eyes  as  if  in  pain,  he  clearly  needed  his  rest  and  time  to recuperate and adjust to his new position in the family. But Sir Thomas was certain that his estate would fall into excellent hands, and he knew Edmund would not let Tom die of deprivation, nor suffer him to fall back into his old habits, so he decided to forget the entire situation for one evening and try to enjoy  the  company  of  his  visitors.  All  too  soon,  they  would  break  up  the party and move to their new homes. 

Until he realized suddenly, that with Edmund the heir, he would not have to leave the house, he could stay there with his lady, and they would see more of him than ever, introducing him to the handling of the estate, the duties of the baronetcy.  Tom  had  shown  interest  in  neither,  but  he  was  sure  Edmund would want to take up his duties as soon as possible. 

Life  seemed  a  lot  brighter  to  Sir  Thomas,  and  when  they  had  reached  the drawing  room,  he  was  in  as  good  a  mood  as  he  had  been  for  a  long,  long time. 

Having realized Edmund's changed status, it became important to increase the size  of  his  wedding,  so  the  whole  neighborhood  would  know  Tom  had  no credit left with his parents, and that Mansfield Park had a worthy heir now. 

Though  it  was  on  short  notice,  invitations  were  sent  to  the  most  important families in the neighborhood, and accepted in good grace. 

All  the  preparations  were  made  similar  to  a  ball,  extra  staff  was  hired,  and within  days  everything  was  in  good  order.  Julia  and  the  Rushworth's  had arrived and been installed in their own rooms, and Mrs Rushworth senior had also been given a room within the house. 

Originally,  Edmund  and  Miss  Crawford  were  to  have  been  married  the  day before  Fanny  and  Mr  Crawford,  but  since  the  importance  and  size  of  their wedding was now increased substantially, it was decided to reverse the dates, 

so Fanny's wedding would not be forgotten after the grandeur of Edmund's. 

Fanny  and  Henry  didn't  rue  this  at  all,  to  dance  at  the  ball  already  married was  a  really  big  bonus,  and  neither  minded  having  only  a  ceremony  and sharing the party the next day. 

And  so  it  happened  that  approximately  half  a  year  after  his  initial  proposal, Henry Crawford was finally joined in marriage to Miss Frances Price, against all odds, but to the intense joy of the couple and the satisfaction of all their relations. Well, all except Mrs Rushworth, who couldn't stand the sight of her skinny,  colourless  cousin  next  to  the  man  she  had  admired  with  her  whole passionate nature. 

But there was nothing she could do, she had chosen to marry a rich oaf, and even if she hadn't, Henry Crawford had not loved her, he had played with her to amuse himself as he had done with every female within his reach, until he fell  head  over  heels  in  love  with  the  most  uninteresting  girl  who  had  ever walked the earth, giving himself totally and not even looking once, let alone twice, at any other woman for the whole duration of Maria Rushworth's visit, not even at herself. 

The only satisfaction left to her was that her husband was much richer than Henry, and that she had a house in the best part of London, but after just half a  year  of  marriage  that  advantage  of  her  mercenary  marriage  had  already started to pall. 

No-one  was  happier  to  see  the  couple  exchanging  vows  and  an  ardent  kiss than  Edmund  Bertram.  He  had  never  suspected  once  that  his  cousin  was desperately  in  love  with  him,  and  had  avidly  pursued  his  current  intended, convinced  that  a  distinct  difference  in  temper  was  a  requirement  to  form  a happy union. He had since then been forced to rethink that conviction, for in retrospect  he  realized  he  could  have  been  very  happy  with  Fanny  as  his doting wife. 

But  seeing  her  so  happy  with  his  valued  friend,  and  seeing  him  more  than happy,  elated,  he  did  not  regret  a  thing,  for  with  himself  she  would  have always  remained  the  shy,  dependent  girl,  unable  to  find  some  zest  in  life, only striving for a quiet existence outside society. She had bloomed under the consequence Henry had given her. 

And  Edmund  could  already  discern  a  difference  for  the  good  in  his  own character,  having  become  more  tolerant  and  more  open  towards  the  world and the pleasures in it, due to the spirited and lively nature of his own Mary. 

It would stand him in good stead with his new life of being heir to the family estate, and his engaging and outgoing wife would do him even more good in the years to come. 

The ceremony was followed by a small celebratory party, with just the family present,  a  good  dinner  and  some  music  made  by  Miss  Crawford's  harp  and Miss Bertram and Mrs Rushworth playing the piano and singing. As one can imagine, the newly married couple retired early, and not to Fanny's old room, but to a luxurious guest room with a large double bed, which was from then on to be their own whenever they visited. 

Chapter 19

It was to this bed that they moved now, shy suddenly, even Henry, who was usually  so  self-assured.  Tonight  he  was  going  to  reap  the  rewards  of  his faithfulness, of his selfless devotion to Fanny's happiness, through her initial indifference and the deepest despair. 

Fanny sat on the bed, still in her wedding gown, a simple affair in impeccable white,  she  hadn't  wanted  anything  more  grand  for  'just  one  day',  she  would wear one of the three London dresses tomorrow, not afraid to outshine Mary, who did have a stunning white gown made. 

Despite the simplicity of her look, or maybe because of it, her innocence, her unaffectedness,  Henry  felt  that  same  need  to  throw  himself  at  her  feet,  to worship  her,  and  this  time,  he  did  not  check  himself.  With  his  dark-haired head  in  her  lap,  she  felt  an  overwhelming  memory  of  the  months  they  had spent  so  close  together,  first  in  great  need  and  near  despair,  later  in  ever growing familiarity and enjoyment, and only then in mutual love. 

The  proof  of  his  consistent  love  and  selfless  devotion  to  her  had recommended him to her heart, until she could no longer think of life without him. Stroking his dark locks, she felt close to crying with the memories and her current happiness. As if he felt her state he looked up, a gaze fraught with the  same  memories,  boundless  love  and...passion.  She  felt  her  heart  skip  a beat  as  he  slowly  moved  towards  her,  still  looking  his  intense  love  and  his growing desire. 

There was no fear in her for this night of unknown happenings, she had felt the  burning  of  lust,  and  she  trusted  Henry  with  her  life.  There  was  only excitement and anticipation of what was to come. He was sitting next to her now,  and  he  lovingly  and  very  gently  removed  all  the  pins  and  flowers  and bows out of her beautifully arranged hair, and carefully put them away on the nightstand.  Her  hair  fell  down,  for  the  first  time  in  his  presence,  and  he  ran his hands through it with an almost worshipful touch. 

His hands were so gentle and so tender, not at all like the capable hands that she had often seen holding the reins of a spirited stallion, or carefully guiding

his  team  through  the  traffic  choked  middle  of  London,  passing  on  his  utter confidence to the horses, telling them to trust him unconditionally. And yet, the feeling was the same, his hands told her to give herself up to him, to trust him in everything, and she did. With his hands still in her hair, he kissed her, as passionately and as deeply as he had ever done. 

Daring  to  allow  the  feeling  now,  her  heat  rose  quickly,  and  she  was  soon gasping with need for him to touch her elsewhere, every part of her body that had been kept a secret from him for so long. He unbuttoned the front of her gown, and it fell open to reveal her corset underneath, and a glimpse of the bare skin of her breasts. He put his face in her bosom and kissed it, inhaling the scent of her newly uncovered skin. 

She wanted him to remove the dress, remove the corset, but she also wanted to  see  his  chest  revealed,  she  had  touched  it  intimately  several  times  in London, but she had never seen it, or kissed it, or tasted it. She started on his buttons, and soon had the front of his shirt open, his muscular chest exposed, and  she  took  hold  of  him  and  buried  her  face  in  the  little  hairs  covering  it, smelling his very private scent, and reveling in the memory of it, the ultimate cause  of  her  falling  in  love  with  him  in  their  time  together,  the  feeling  of safety and excitement it had given her from the first time he held her. 

Thoroughly  aroused  now,  Henry  helped  her  out  of  the  dress,  and  unhooked her  corset  expertly,  a  clear  sign  he  was  not  as  inexperienced  at  this  as  she was. As her unblemished white skin was revealed, Henry skipped a breath or two, too awed to touch her immediately. She took the opportunity to relieve him  of  his  shirt  as  well,  and  soon  they  were  in  each  other's  arms  without  a stitch  between  them,  feeling  the  other's  warmth,  mingling  their  smells, forgetting all passion for a moment in this comforting embrace. 

After  what  seemed  a  long  time,  Henry  laid  her  down  on  the  bed  with reverence, and then finally touched her. He stroked her skin, over her breasts, her ribs, her stomach, and she shivered with feeling. He kissed her throat, and her breasts, then took hold of a nipple with his mouth, and sucked it gently. A shock  flashed  through  her,  bringing  back  the  intense  heat  somewhere between her legs. 

He stroked her until he had felt every part of her upper body, and she did not lie back without touching him in return, she found all the places she had felt before, and caressed and stroked them again, sucking his nipples as well, and feeling her passion mount. 

They  kissed  again,  and  for  a  moment  Henry  was  possessed  by  that  violent passion again, holding her tightly, kissing her mouth greedily and groping for her breasts, and she was not afraid but thrilled, to finally see the part of him she knew he had but which he had never allowed to surface before her, and to get to know all of him. 

But it was not yet to be, for Henry was back in control within seconds, and he excused himself and went back to extreme tenderness. 

Checking a tiny feeling of disappointment, knowing she would have plenty of time to get to know this side of her beloved, she enjoyed the smaller caresses first,  certain  to  get  the  bigger  love  later.  As  her  body  tingled  with  the unaccustomed caresses, and the feelings they evoked, she put her hand on his trousers.  He  froze  instantly.  Feeling  it  was  her  right  now  to  explore  some unknown  territory,  all  the  more  so  because  she  had  never,  ever  seen  what  a man kept in his trousers, whilst Henry certainly knew what a woman's breasts looked  like,  she  pulled  him  on  the  bed  with  her,  and  pushed  herself  up  to kneel beside him. 

This was a surprise to him, he clearly didn't expect to be bossed by his gentle little maiden, and he relished it. He laid back to see what was coming next, still  a  bit  overwhelmed  by  her  sudden  touch  on  his  trousers.  She  touched them  again,  unbuttoning  them  and  slowly  revealing  what  was  underneath. 

Another  pair  of  trousers,  smaller,  softer,  underwear,  of  course,  why  would men not have underwear? 

She  knew  how  to  remove  underwear,  and  she  guessed  the  trousers  would come off as easily, so she took hold of both and slowly, tantalizingly moved them down, seriously curious now what would be revealed. 

There was more short, curly hair, she felt his firm behind beneath her hands as she pulled the trousers further down, and then they revealed what must be his man-part. It was quite large to be hidden in his pants all the time, and it looked  as  hard  as  polished  wood,  with  a  smooth,  round  tip.  Curious,  she touched it gently and it was indeed very hard, but soft to the touch as well. It seemed to want her to hold it, so she took it in her full hand, and then a groan caught her attention. 

Her  dearly  beloved  was  holding  on  to  his  self-control  for  dear  life,  fighting his  ardor,  his  eyes  mad  with  lust  now.  She  looked  at  him  mildly  and  said:

'Why  not  let  it  go,  dear  Henry,  we're  married  now,  remember?  You're allowed to.' 

Her  sweetness  and  innocence  just  crushed  him,  she  had  no  clue  what  her

fearless, almost naive touch was doing to him. He sat up, took her in his arms and laid down again, with her slim shape on top of him, and tried to explain:

'I've  not  had  release  for  my  urges  in  months,  love,  if  I  let  it  go  now  it'll  be over  in  seconds,  and  you'll  be  left  with  all  your  passion,  wondering  what happened.  And  I  might  even  cause  you  pain  in  the  process,  your  first  time needs to be gentle, slow, not in the throes of my lust. You've seen it, you've touched it, will you trust me now so things will go right by you as well as by me?' 

His voice was so incredibly sweet and husky, that Fanny nearly cried with the intensity  of  her  feelings  for  him.  'I  will  always  trust  you,  love,'  she  replied, 

'you tell me when I can touch it, we'll have plenty of time to do anything that pleases  us.'  He  crushed  her  against  him,  making  her  feel  incredibly  wanted and safe, and then he laid her on the bed again, and removed her underwear the same way she had removed his, gently but resolutely. 

When  they  were  both  totally  naked,  he  started  to  stroke  her  feet,  her  legs, slowly  moving  upward  to  where  that  heated  spot  was  starting  to  throb  with expectation, taking his time, kissing her knees, stroking her inner thighs, until he  touched  the  small  patch  of  hair  between  her  legs.  His  man-part  was standing out from his body, he was back in control of himself, and taking his time to do well by her, as he had called it. 

His hand now touched the hair, fondling it, making her aware of another very sensitive spot beneath it, that gave her a flash of heat every time he touched it.  The  look  in  his  eyes  increased  in  intensity  again,  and  he  spread  her  legs resolutely.  Then  he  kneeled  over  her,  took  hold  of  some  part  of  her  down there,  spread  it  apart,  and  applied  his  tongue  to  the  spot  that  had  given  her flashes when he touched it with his hand. 

The flashes were a lot stronger this way, and she felt waves of delight coming over  her.  This  was  incredible,  it  was  so  intense  and  good,  it  kept  getting better and better, until after some time she was out of her senses with bliss, and  the  heat  reached  a  peak  then  ebbed  away  slowly,  with  little  shocks running through her entire body. 

She  looked  at  Henry  with  amazement,  how  had  he  known  to  do  that?  And what  was  coming  next,  for  he  seemed  still  as  heated  as  before,  and  very intent. He sat up, still watching her, and asked: 'How was that?' quite calmly. 

She answered, still a bit dazed: 'It was incredible, how did you do that? And

what's  next?'  He  was  stroking  her  with  heat  now,  clearly  no  longer  able  to control  himself,  and  she  applauded  him  for  letting  go  at  least  a  tiny  bit.  'I'll show you, but be aware, it may hurt a little the first time. Tell me if it does, please do, I'll be more careful. I've never done this a woman's first time.' He now  lowered  himself,  spread  her  legs  again,  and  inserted  his  man-part  right into the place that had felt so heated every time he had kissed her with strong passion. 

The  feeling  was  overwhelming.  The  bliss  he  had  caused  her  to  feel  before had not died down entirely, and now it flashed right back up, really intensely, and  as  she  looked  at  Henry's  face  it  was  clear  he  felt  the  same  intense passion.  As  she  felt  him  sliding  inside  her,  there  was  a  tiny  hurt,  but  she could barely feel it through the excitement filling her. When his hard stomach touched hers, she knew he was totally within her, and then he started to move a little, gently, slowly, his body moving on top of her in a rhythm, his face in total  abandonment  now.  This  must  be  an  incredibly  good  feeling  to  him  as well, for she had never seen such ecstasy in him, such release of control. 

She kept watching him whilst relishing the rising ecstasy inside her, feeling a flash of lust each time he touched her inside and also outside, where he had licked  her  so  blissfully  just  before,  and  she  wanted  him  to  thrust  faster  and harder,  kissing  him  heatedly  to  increase  his  fervor,  increase  his  efforts.  He looked at her, asked: 'Are you fine, no pain?' and she could barely speak as she replied: 'No pain, please let go now, I want you to, really badly.' 

So he did, and he changed from the totally controlled, gentle man she knew so well into a frenzied, almost wild creature, that bit her throat lightly, kissed her  greedily  again,  arched  his  wiry,  well-muscled  body  and  speeded  up  his thrusting  to  an  almost  incredible  pace  and  force.  Her  body  exploded  in titillation, every thrust building on the one before it, until the blissful tension was released in another one of those shuddering climaxes. 

He didn't last much longer after months of abstinence, he would need to build up  his  stamina  again,  they  were  married  now  and  could  do  this  as  often  as they both liked. But this time he had his own release before she could build up to another one, and he lowered himself on her carefully, taking most of his weight on his arms. 

She  embraced  him  lovingly,  enjoying  the  feeling  of  being  totally  covered with  the  man  she  loved  even  better  now  she  had  finally  seen  his  incredibly

passionate nature totally unchained. He was out of breath, and the feel of his heaving chest gave her a feeling of intense satisfaction, his breathing audible, his  mouth  still  kissing  her  gently,  lovingly,  the  scent  of  his  exertion  all around her. 

'Did I scare you?' he asked uncertainly. She sent him her most adoring, loving look, and spoke: 'You didn't, I loved it, I loved to finally see that part of you. 

I  can't  wait  until  we  do  this  again,  I  still  feel  you  inside  me,  feel  the  heat. 

How did you know how to do that, please a woman her first time?' 

He laid next to her, still breathing a bit hard, and looked rather embarrassed. 

Then  he  told  her:  'I  was  not  planning  to  marry,  ever,  my  uncle  was  never happy  in  his  marriage,  and  I  decided  I'd  rather  do  without  wife.  But  I  have always  had  strong  urges,  like  most  men,  and  I  would  not  relieve  them  on some girl from the kitchen or a maid, that just didn't feel right. 

So  I  became  a  regular  with  a  certain  lady  whom  I  paid  to  be  allowed  to relieve my urges on. That is how it started, for she was not pleased with my excess  of  lust  and  lack  of  control  and  finesse.  She  taught  me,  first  how  to control my urges, instead of letting my them control me. You have seen the result of not doing that in your eldest cousin. 

And then she taught me how to really please a woman, and not just use her to satisfy  my  own  passion.  I  was  a  good  student,  and  if  I  had  not  fallen hopelessly  in  love  with  you,  I  would  still  be  visiting  her.  Does  hearing  this shock you, do you despise me for it?' 

He  awaited  her  verdict  with  his  head  bowed,  his  face  averted  in  something like shame, or embarrassment. She took hold of his jaw and gently pulled his face back to hers, to give him a direct look, and she said: 'No, it doesn't shock me,  for  I  expected  something  of  the  sort.  Somehow  I  knew  you  had experience and I have to admit, I was a tiny bit afraid where you'd gotten it. 

And no, I don't despise you for it, for you did it honorably, you didn't ravage some servant girl or other girl who could not refuse her superior, but you paid someone  who  clearly  found  some  joy  in  teaching  young  men  to  be  better lovers. 

And last of all, your lady taught you admirably, for that was the best feeling I've ever had in my life, excepting only your loving acceptance of me when I was almost dying of grief. And I guess her lessons in controlling your urges made you a better person in all respects.' 

'I'm  relieved  you  don't  think  badly  of  me,  beloved,  I  couldn't  bear  it  if  you

did. But I'm afraid I wasn't a better person for all my control, for I used it to break hearts all around me and never be affected myself. Except when I tried to  break  yours,  that  disgrace  turned  on  me  quite  rightfully  and  very,  very thoroughly. I love you so much, my dearest Fanny.' 

His  still-husky  voice  sounded  different  now,  Fanny  guessed  it  was  because the passion in it had been laid to rest for a while, though the emotion in it was overwhelming.  He  had  been  a  very  bad  man,  but  he  had  done  so  much  for Fanny that she could never hold it against him anymore, she could not see his old self anymore,  though she clearly  remembered the things  he'd done right before her own eyes. 

She  snuggled  against  him  with  an  overwhelming  feeling  of  rightness, touching  him  wherever  she  wanted  without  any  twinge  of  impropriety  or guilt, knowing she would be allowed to lie beside him the whole night, and every  night  still  to  come.  It  was  impossible  to  find  sleep  already,  so  they stayed  awake  in  each  other's  arms,  exchanging  sweet  words,  stroking  one another constantly, until Henry's ardor awoke once more and they continued their loving where they had left off. 

Chapter 20

Dawn found them still entangled, fast asleep, and when the first bustle of the staff all around the house awoke them, they looked at each other and kissed, that  soon  leading  to  other  activities.  Afterwards,  Henry  proposed  to  take  a morning  ride,  to  get  away  from  the  preparations  for  the  wedding  feast,  and Fanny  heartily  agreed.  She  preferred  to  meet  her  cousins  only  in  public, though  she  would  have  liked  Mary  and  Edmund  to  join  them,  to  be  able  to tell Mary about her first night with her brother. 

But going out alone was also very pleasurable, unable to hold hands or touch in any other way, but still feeling the bond from last night, connecting them even though they each rode their own horse. The weather was fine, the horses were fresh, and there were several secluded spots in reach of the house where they could rest the horses and catch up on some intimacy. 

When they returned they were still a bit flushed, but since they had arrived in their usual gallop, no-one would suspect it was something different than the excitement of the ride. Well, no-one but Mary and Edmund, who had to wait another day until they would be able to indulge themselves in the same way. 

Despite the demands on their time by visitors, staff and the need to dress for the ceremony, Edmund and Mary both found time to take one of the newly-weds apart for a few moments to ask about their first night together. 

Mary took Fanny to the shrubbery, and conspiratorially asked her: 'And, how was  he?  Did  you  see  my  dear  brother  totally  unleashed?'  Something  of  the memory  must  have  shown  in  Fanny's  face,  for  Mary's  expression  became unreadable,  and  she  said  with  great  feeling:  'I  can  see  it  was  good,  I'm  so happy for you two, and a bit envious too, for I used to be the person Henry loved  the  most  on  this  world.  But  I  lost  that  position  to  you  some  time  ago already, so I'm used to it now, and you are the only woman I'd trust him to with all my heart.' 

Still a bit lost in her memory of last night, Fanny said: 'Thank you for your kindness, Mary. It was wonderful, he was so tender and sweet at first, and he thought  of  my  need  before  his  own,  and  then  when  I  was  ready  and  asked

him to, he let go of his control and Mary, he was wild. Wild with need and passion, and it was all for me. I will never forget it, I hope that wild creature will always be within him, waiting to be set free.' 

Anyone  hearing  her  talk  would  have  been  scandalized,  Fanny  realized  this, but  restraint  and  propriety  had  only  ever  brought  her  grief  and  guilt,  and when  she  had  let  them  go,  she  had  decided  to  keep  propriety  for  public occasions, and a head-to-head with Mary certainly didn't count as such. She didn't tell Mary any of the particulars though, that was just too embarrassing, and besides, the two of them would find out soon enough. 

Then Mary had to go to have her hair done, to be married to the man Fanny had  loved  best  before  she  fell  for  Henry,  a  worthy  exchange  somehow, especially  since  the  two  men  by  now  could  rightfully  have  been  called  best friends. 

And as such, Edmund had sought out Henry for a private talk, hoping to get some  practical  advice  for  the  wedding-night,  and  with  Henry  still  as  lost  in his  own  first  night  as  a  married  man  as  Fanny  was,  he  came  to  the  right address. Henry, very much thrilled at his fearless reception by Fanny, and not overly burdened with propriety towards his friends, managed to describe the particulars  quite  adequately,  embarrassing  Edmund  a  lot,  of  course,  but  he did  want  to  know.  A  few  pieces  of  good  advice  completed  the  whole,  and Edmund  went  back  to  the  house  to  dress  for  the  ceremony  with  a  lot  more faith in the coming night. 

Fanny was a bit disappointed not to have a few private minutes with Edmund before  the  ceremony,  but  she  had  seen  his  intimate  talk  with  Henry,  his coloured  cheeks  and  embarrassed  manner,  and  she  knew  her  dear  cousin would have had some good advice on how to proceed with his fair bride. The very thought of what they were discussing gave her a distinct blush, and she was  sure  Edmund  would  be  scandalized,  but  he  would  feel  better  having heard it. 

It  was  very  evident  to  her  uncle  that  Fanny  had  had  a  good  first  night  as  a married woman, she had a fine colour and a slightly dreamy expression. Her figure  looked  differently,  but  that  might  be  her  new  dress,  one  of  the  three Henry  had  given  her  for  London,  but  which  nobody  present  had  seen  yet besides the four who had been on that trip. 

It pleased Sir Thomas to see his niece so happy, observing the change in her since  her  return  from  Portsmouth,  and  remembering  the  reason  for  that

change, her allowing  Mr Crawford's attentions,  he started to  realize she had not been very happy before then. He was ashamed to think that his severity to her might very well have contributed to her unhappiness, as well as his wife's constant demands on her time, and his sister-in-law's relentless criticizing and demeaning. 

Frankly,  the  only  family-member  who  had  ever  done  right  by  her  had  been Edmund, and the result was a heartfelt friendship between the two of them, a friendship Sir Thomas was very glad to see and very eager to preserve even after both their marriages. 

His daughters were back on Mansfield Park for the first time in at least half a year,  and  he  was  pleased  to  see  Julia  in  good  health,  beautiful  as  ever,  and charming  to  everyone,  even  her  aunt  Norris  and  old  Mrs  Rushworth,  who could try everyone's temper, Mrs Rushworth with just having little powers of conversation, but his sister-in-law with her sour remarks on Fanny's marriage, wishing  her  well,  but  hoping  it  would  last.  She  still  disliked  Fanny,  and marrying  a  rich  man  was  too  much  honour  for  her  by  far.  Sir  Thomas  was starting  to  dislike  his  sister-in-law  a  lot,  and  he  was  glad  that  having  the young people resident seemed to keep her at her own house most of the time. 

Seeing his eldest daughter again did not please Sir Thomas, she was clearly in  excellent  health,  and  showed  all  the  characteristics  of  a  rich,  fashionable woman,  but  she  was  not  happy  with  them,  and  she  evidently  despised  her husband,  who  Sir  Thomas  had  to  admit  was  indeed  as  unbearable  to  spend much  time  with  as  he  had  ever  been,  and  he  was  sorry  he  had  been  away when  Maria  had  convinced  herself  she  needed  to  engage  herself  to  Mr Rushworth,  for  he  would  have  not  consented  to  the  engagement  if  he  had known  that  gentleman's  understanding  at  that  time,  and  he  would  give something now to save her from a very unhappy match. But he had given her the chance to get out of the engagement when he returned from Antigua, and Maria  had  knowingly  married  Mr  Rushworth,  and  there  was  nothing  he  or anyone else could do about it anymore. 

Being  with  her  family  for  a  few  days,  one  would  expect  Maria  to  be distracted from her marriage, she could easily avoid her husband most of the day,  and  there  were  her  sister  and  Miss  Crawford  to  spend  time  with,  and certainly  Fanny  was  now  worthy  of  some  notice  by  Maria,  since  she  had married  a  gentleman  of  nearly  the  same  rank  as  Mr  Rushworth.  The gentlemen  were  easy  enough  with  each  other,  but  Maria  seemed  to  have  a pointed dislike against Fanny and especially against Mr Crawford. 

Well, there was nothing he could do for his daughter now, she had chosen her own  fate,  and  she  would  be  back  to  her  amusements  in  a  few  days.  But  he was still going observe her behavior as long as she was still here, for it was a father's duty to know his children. 

With  everyone  in  their  best  looks,  it  was  nearly  time  for  the  ceremony,  and Fanny was going to join Henry to await its start together, when she saw her cousin Edmund, looking splendid in his wedding suit, inviting her for a little private chat. They sat down in the window of the drawing room, where they had often shared intimacies before, and Edmund took Fanny's hand and said:

'You look exceedingly pretty, and very happy, Fanny. I couldn't find you this morning, and then I had to change, but I found I couldn't get married without seeing  you  alone  one  last  time  before  I  too  join  the  ranks  of  the  married people.' Fanny was exceedingly pleased to be thus sought out by her cousin, and  she  told  him  so.  'How  could  it  not  be  so,  we  were  always  close,  and  I hope that will not change, we really must find a way to be together a lot, for have had such great times already.' Then he came to the point: 'How was it, Fanny, last night, did you see the real Henry?' 

Fanny, blushing of course, replied: 'I did, and it was incredible. He was just wild,  and  I  loved  him.'  'Good,  I  expected  you  would,  I  suppose  you  could never be afraid of Henry after what you have been through together, even if he  was  wild.  That  sounds  so  romantic.  I'm  looking  forward  to  my  own moment of truth, but I'm dreading it too. Fortunately your wild husband has given  me  some  tips  he  says  never  fail  to  meet  with  success.  But  first  there will be the party to live through. Will you keep two dances for me again, or do you only dance with your husband now?' 

Of course Fanny was happy to dance with him, and she knew he would seek her out once he was ready. It is not very difficult to imagine how truly happy Fanny was during that day, seeing the man she loved all day, witnessing her cousin  married  to  the  woman  he  loved,  and  whom  she  started  to  like  better and better for herself, dancing in a beautiful dress on the wedding-party, most often with her husband of course, but also with her uncle and with Edmund. 

Thinking  of  the  last  ball  she  had  attended,  in  this  very  same  room,  she  was stunned  by  the  changes  in  her  life,  she  was  no  longer  a  grey  mouse,  but  a self-assured young woman, dancing with a man with the same name, Henry Crawford,  but  with  a  totally  different  feeling  towards  him.  She  had  been grateful then to have a partner to open the dance with, now she owed him her happiness and maybe even her life, but the obligation was not a burden, for

she knew she had given him respectability and great happiness in return. 

It seems likely that all the good advice Henry had given Edmund worked, for the  next  morning  the  new  happy  couple  was  as  relaxed  and  as  intimate  as they  had  been  themselves,  they  seemed  really  connected  now,  and  much more secure in each other's affection. 

Sir Thomas, loath to see the young people separated already, suggested: 'Why don't you all take a three week honeymoon on Everingham? I can do without Edmund  for  a  few  weeks,  and  you  will  enjoy  riding  together  and  exploring the country there. And after that, I would love to see the four of you in my town-house,  planning  a  total  redecoration  to  make  it  more  comfortable  and fashionable. Edmund will be spending quite some time in London, and I want him  to  feel  as  much  at  home  there  as  he  is  here,  and  of  course  it  make  an impression  on  the  people  who  will  undoubtedly  visit  there.  Am  I  expecting too  much  if  I  invite  you  and  Mrs  Crawford  to  stay  there  as  well,  whenever you want to visit the city?' 

This  was  a  surprising  question,  and  one  Henry  had  not  expected  from  Sir Thomas,  though  it  pleased  him  to  be  asked.  He  needed  to  do  some  quick thinking,  for  he  had  been  planning  to  get  his  own  house  in  town,  since expecting Fanny to stay with the Admiral as he had originally planned, was quite impossible. Henry had picked up so many refinements of better society by now, his respect for Sir Thomas and with it, his value for good principle and decorum, and quiet family living, had risen so greatly since his long stay at  Mansfield  Park  with  Fanny,  that  expecting  her  to  be  in  the  Admiral's presence for more than an hour would be absolutely out of the question, and frankly, he didn't want to do so himself either. 

But taking a house in town himself would very likely be a waste of resources, for he guessed they would stay in the country most of the time anyway, the city  being  disadvantageous  to  Fanny's  health,  and  less  suitable  for  the children he hoped would enhance their lives in due time. 

So  he  replied  after  some  thought,  and  a  look  at  Fanny  that  confirmed  her willingness to stay with her cousin whilst in London: 'You are not expecting too  much,  Sir  Thomas,  Fanny  and  I  will  be  honored  to  take  you  up  on  that offer, and thank you very much for thinking of us.' Sir Thomas laughed, and said: 'Oh, you will be earning your keep at first, for I have heard the house on your  estate  is  decorated  beautifully,  and  I  expect  your  expert  opinion  on everything Edmund decides. He has a very simple taste, and I want this house to be the envy of every noble in town.' 

Thrilled  by  the  idea  of  spending  many  more  weeks  together,  and  in  such  a pleasant task as having a house redecorated, the two couples started planning the day's journey to Everingham. Fanny, removed from her uncle's presence, started  to  think  again,  and  with  the  idea  of  all  of  their  horses  being  at Mansfield  Park  at  that  moment,  she  suggested:  'Why  don't  we  ride  there instead of taking a carriage?' 

And  after  trying  to  find  fault  with  the  plan  and  finding  only  minor difficulties,  they  added  the  improvement  of  a  night's  stay  in  an  inn,  and  the conveyance  of  Mary's  harp  and  their  luggage  with  Henry's  carriage,  and everything was perfect. 

There  was  only  the  difficulty  of  leaving  Susan  behind,  but  Sir  Thomas  had already decided by now that not another niece was going to be bossed half to death in his household, and true to his word he took great care to show Susan his love for his family, including herself. 

He  checked  his  wife  and  his  sister-in-law  in  their  less  pleasant  habits,  and even spent quite a lot of time with his niece himself, improving her reading skills and helping her to find books and discussing their content with her. Of course he allowed her to read novels as well, for young girls cannot always be thinking great thoughts. 

As  Tom's  health  improved  he  was  included  in  these  sessions,  for  his  father was  convinced  that  reading  would  help  him  regain  his  principles,  and  from the  start  it  was  clear  that  Susan  was  totally  different  from  Fanny,  since  she would  brook  no  nonsense  from  Tom,  and  she  would  correct  his  temper without  any  hesitation.  For  as  Fanny  had  found  in  her  time  at  Portsmouth, Susan had an instinct for good forms and behaviour, and her uncle's lessons and  a  lot  of  reading  gave  her  grip  on  them.  Having  lived  with  a  brood  of siblings,  and  parents  she  had  always  felt  lacking  in  authority  and  decorum, and her personal energy similar to aunt Norris', she had everything within her reach to improve her cousin, and even though he was ten years her senior, his spirits had suffered from his illness and his reduction in status, and since she had no vice in her but only wanted to do him good, he was happy enough to be led by his spirited and friendly cousin. 

Of  course  this  only  happened  after  Fanny  had  left  her  sister  behind  at Mansfield  Park  with  guilt  in  her  heart,  but  Susan  did  not  reproach  her  with anything. She was happy to be useful and to have the means to improve her future, and they would see one another often on family visits. 

Chapter 21

The  three  weeks  at  Everingham  passed  by  in  great  pleasure  and companionship,  with  only  one  remarkable  event.  As  Fanny  was  listening  to Mary  playing  the  harp,  she  was  as  ever  very  sorry  never  to  have  learned  to play  an  instrument  herself.  In  the  first  natural  pause  between  two  pieces  of music, she observed: 'How beautifully you play, Mary, it must have taken a long  time  for  you  to  learn  to  play  an  instrument  so  well.'  Mary,  hearing  the desire and regret in her sister's voice, said: 'I have been playing from the time I  was  twelve,  but  it  is  never  too  late  to  learn  playing  an  instrument,  dear Fanny. Your cousins play the piano, why did you never learn?' 

Fanny was almost ashamed to admit: 'I'm afraid my aunts wanted me not to rise above my station by having the same accomplishments my cousins had.' 

Mary tried to control her lively reactions as much as possible towards Fanny, knowing now her sister disliked them, and she was sorry to have caused her embarrassment:  'I'm  sorry  I  asked,  Fanny,  I  always  forget  you  were  treated like that, you have such refined manners. But there is no reason you shouldn't have lessons now, you have an excellent ear and a good taste in music, and you have the discipline to practice, so you could learn quickly.' 

Mary  could  see  that  Fanny  was  uncomfortable  again,  and  asked  in  her gentlest voice: 'There is something bothering you, why don't you tell me what the  problem  is  with  learning  to  play  the  piano?'  Fanny,  unhappily,  looked around  and  said:  'We  have  no  piano.'  Checking  the  laugh  bubbling  up  in herself,  seeing  no  problem  but  realizing  Fanny  was  seriously  distraught, Mary observed: 'I'm sure Henry would love to buy you a piano, and hire you a friendly teacher.' 

And  as  the  words  left  her  mouth,  Mary  realized  that  was  precisely  the problem, Henry would love to give it to her, but Fanny didn't want to have to ask for everything, have it handed to her. She wanted her own money, be able to buy things of her own, maybe even to give a present to Henry. 

Thinking  of  her  own  situation,  Edmund  and  herself  were  more  equal,  for

when Edmund asked her to marry him she had actually been in possession of the larger fortune. Of course as heir to Sir Thomas that was a different matter, but  she  had  always  had  her  own  money,  whilst  Fanny  had  always  been dependent on others, and frankly, having it rubbed in. 

This was an important issue, that Fanny ought to sort out with Henry before it grew  out  of  proportion,  Mary  was  sure  Henry  would  understand,  and  take suitable  measures  to  make  Fanny  happy  again.  So  she  said:  'Dear  Fanny,  I think  I  understand,  but  not  taking  piano  lessons  is  no  solution.  You  have  to talk to my brother about it, you have a right to your own money, even though the fortune is his.' This had clearly been bothering Fanny for some time, for she seemed to be almost fighting tears now, over something that Henry would never expect to become a problem between them. 

'Please, Fanny, promise me you'll talk to him about it,' Mary pleaded, 'you're making  yourself  unhappy  over  something  he  cannot  imagine,  he  has  never been  without  money,  so  how  could  he  understand  your  need  to  have  your own? He probably sees his money as yours as well as his.' But Fanny couldn't promise  anything,  couldn't  even  say  anything,  she  was  that  upset,  so  Mary decided to let it rest and wait a week to see if it got resolved. And if not, she would  tell  either  Henry  or  Edmund,  for  she  was  not  going  to  see  her  sister unhappy for absolutely no reason at all. 

Starting on the next piece, Mary left Fanny to compose herself in peace, and soon  after  that  their  men  returned  from  a  rat  hunt  in  a  tenant's  barn,  an activity most gentlemen liked to participate in, but preferred their wives not to witness, due to its bloody and frenzied nature. 

Even  Edmund  was  in  high  spirits  from  the  afternoon's  activities,  a  situation he allowed himself to be in these days, because it afforded him pleasure and frankly didn't hurt anyone. They were hungry from their exertions, and in the bustle of their entrance, and the tea things being brought in, Fanny was only acknowledged  with  a  friendly  nod  from  Edmund  and  an  absent  kiss  from Henry.  Against  her  own  reason,  she  started  to  feel  neglected,  and  when Henry,  still  very  aware  of  her  need  of  regular  small  meals,  noticed  her absence at the table, he turned around to look for her, and found her seated in a corner, fighting tears. 

Taken  back  in  time  instantly,  to  when  he  saw  her  like  this  more  often  than not,  he  felt  his  heart  burn,  and  he  knelt  before  her,  pleading:  'Beloved, something  is  wrong,  please  tell  me  what  is  hurting  you.'  Any  chance  of controlling  herself  was  out  of  the  window  at  this  heartbreakingly  sweet

overreaction, and she felt tears rolling down her cheeks. 

He led her to a sofa, food forgotten for the moment, and held her in his arms, the first time he had to comfort her in weeks, though of course he had held her several times a day for other reasons. And when she had her head on his chest,  tears  already  dried  for  it  was  merely  his  sweetness  that  had  brought them out, he said: 'And now, sweet Fanny, talk to me, tell me what is going on that you haven't told me.' 

How could she tell him without sounding childish? He had been so good to her, and now she wanted even more. But he was starting to worry now, so she had to say something: 'Hearing Mary play, I remembered my regrets at never having learned to play an instrument myself. I would so have loved to learn play the piano like my cousins.' Henry carefully controlled his face here, for the way his beloved had been neglected by an otherwise perfectly normal and amiable family could still make him lose his temper instantly, and he looked at  her  encouragingly.  'Mary  said  I  could  still  learn,  but..'  Nothing  further came out, so Henry completed her sentence for her: 'But you'd need a piano, and a teacher, and you don't like to beg me for them.' 

She  exclaimed  at  his  term,  but  it  was  in  fact  what  she  had  been  thinking. 

Henry  now  looked  at  her  very  seriously,  and  he  said:  'My  dear  Fanny,  you don't  have  to  beg  for  anything.  My  money  is  your  money,  even  though  I know the law doesn't agree with me on that. My father left me this estate and the family fortune, and I'm almost ashamed to say I didn't do a day's work for it until I met you. I did not earn my fortune, Fanny, and only when I wanted to  live  up  to  your  standard  I  started  to  take  an  interest  in  where  my  income actually came from, I put in the work and found a lot of things amiss. 

I  set  them  to  rights,  and  now  I  can  truly  say  I  earn  some  of  that  income. 

Thanks to you I feel I have a right to it, and it has actually grown markedly since I've put the effort in. 

What I mean to say is, that though the money is mine in name, and you didn't bring a fortune into our marriage, I don't see it that way. To me, it is all ours, and  you  have  a  right  to  spend  some  of  it  as  much  as  I  do.  You'd  probably spend it more wisely anyway. But I tell you what we'll do, sorry, let me state that  differently:  would  you  agree  for  me  to  put  the  extra  income  my  lands generate through your influence on an account, for you to use as you please? 

To buy a piano, hire a teacher, buy me nice gifts?' The last was said with a cheeky face that made her smile. 

He  did  understand.  That  was  all  Fanny  could  think  of,  even  though  he  had

never  lacked  fortune  he  could  understand  that  she  had  never  had  her  own money, and wanted to be just a tiny bit independent. A small income would have  been  easier  for  her,  for  then  she  could  have  helped  to  manage  it,  have her share in it. 

But of course that was not really true, she knew she had a very privileged life and she appreciated that. Having her own share of his fortune to manage, no matter  how  tiny  it  was,  was  all  she  desired.  So  she  thanked  him  for  his understanding  with  a  crushing  embrace,  and  immediately  felt  hungry. 

Together  they  walked  to  the  table  and  took  their  tea,  and  they  had  a  merry afternoon with Edmund and Mary, the men describing the rat hunt and their own  role  in  it.  A  rat  hunt  was  generally  a  happening  for  which  all  the  men from a neighborhood gathered, using terriers and ferrets to scare as many rats out  of  the  nooks  and  crannies  of  a  certain  barn,  then  shooting  or  otherwise killing them in droves, protecting the hay and the crops until the next hunt. 

Social standing was put on hold during a rat hunt, and for the young men of the  villages  and  farms  it  was  a  good  chance  to  prove  their  mettle  to  all  the others,  and  have  an  informal  chat  with  their  landlord  and  his  friends.  After the  hunt  they  would  all  share  a  few  celebratory  bottles  of  spirits  that  their landlord had donated to all the helpers, and they would meet again on another farm in a few months' time, to clear out another barn. 

The  ladies  were  interested  in  the  goings-on  on  the  estate,  but  they  did  not particularly care to witness the event, though a lot of village girls did come to encourage  the  men  in  their  efforts.  But  besides  the  gruesome  spectacle  of  a rat  hunt,  with  the  terriers  and  the  ferrets  out  of  their  minds  with  blood-lust, and  blood  and  dead  and  dying  rats  everywhere,  the  informality  of  the occasion  was  also  something  the  gentlemen  didn't  want  to  expose  their  fair ladies  to,  for  in  the  heat  of  the  chase  the  men  might  talk  or  behave inappropriately towards them. 

Later,  Henry  mused  on  the  talk  he  and  Fanny  had  had  that  afternoon  about fortune  and  income.  Fanny  didn't  know  yet  how  much  the  very  recently dismissed steward had let go to waste by mismanagement, and how much he even had managed to let drain away to where he would profit by it himself. 

Henry had only found this out by thorough investigation, and loyalty from his tenants, who had finally come to trust their landlord over his steward, and he realized he had Fanny to thank for his increase in popularity with his people

and his influence on their lives. 

He seriously meant to put everything she had saved him in that account, and that  would  make  her  an  independent  woman  in  about  ten  years.  Should something happen to him before they had a son, or if they were never to have one, she might still be turned out by his heir, but she would not be destitute, for this account would be like a dowry, in her name only and unavailable to anyone but herself. 

And because he would take the savings retro-actively from the moment they had started to occur, about four months ago, she would have plenty of funds to  buy  herself  a  lovely  piano  and  weekly  or  twice  weekly  lessons  straight away. 

After enjoying Everingham in summer, they went to London, a bit sorry to be there in the summer heat, but they already knew several nice parks to have a shaded  walk  in,  and  the  Bertram  town-house  was  well-built,  so  it  heated  up slowly. They didn't go out as often, for there was work to be done, and it was incredible fun to redecorate a house. 

They made a plan for every room, Sir Thomas had even selected a room for Fanny and Henry, to be their own every time they wanted to go to London, and  they  were  to  redecorate  that  too.  It  was  quite  an  undertaking,  not  only making the plans and discussing them thoroughly, but also choosing fabrics and furniture, carpets and paints, and the right craftsmen to install everything. 

Sir Thomas had only given them the finances, nothing more, they had to do the rest themselves. 

Whilst  they  were  in  town,  Henry  and  Fanny  took  some  time  to  shop  for  a piano,  which  they  would  have  delivered  to  Everingham  immediately,  and they  visited  the  Admiral  in  his  town  house.  Fanny  had  been  rather apprehensive  about  the  visit,  for  though  Mary  had  not  uttered  any  word  of critique on her uncle again, and Henry was all praise of his uncle's kindness to himself, and most importantly, Fanny knew what Henry's uncle had done for her brother, she had still heard enough rumor to be as afraid of him as she had  ever  been  of  her  own  uncle,  even  before  she  had  seen  the  poor  man  in person. 

But to her great relief he was very nice to her, talking to her about her brother very pleasantly, and discussing Everingham with great interest. In Fanny, the old  Admiral  saw  everything  a  man  could  enjoy  in  a  woman,  her  sweetness, her  gentleness,  there  was  nothing  in  her  manners  to  him  that  could  provoke

his dislike, and whilst he still thought it an error of judgment on his nephew's side to marry so young, or at all, he could easily see the boy was very happy with  his  young  lady,  the  younger  sister  of  the  young  sailor  he  had  liked  so much because he reminded the Admiral of himself at that tender age. 

They  parted  on  the  best  of  terms,  with  Fanny  happy  to  have  survived  the ordeal, and Henry satisfied his choice to marry had been accepted without too much fuss. 

Of course the work on the house made an enormous mess, and the men had to supervise  constantly  or  the  work  would  be  done  halfway,  or  sloppily,  but after one week of designing and three weeks of work, most of the rooms were unrecognizable,  they  were  light,  fresh,  furnished  according  to  the  latest fashion  but  not  gaudy  or  so  fashionable  they  would  be  unlivable  for  Sir Thomas or outdated by next year. 

Henry  and  Mary  had  had  a  large  share  in  the  whole  process,  their  minds seemed to automatically form a picture of what they were planning, so they could see it take shape in front of their mind's eye, which made their taste in decorating acute and unfailing. 

Their own room, Henry had designed all by himself, and he had furnished it at  his  own  expense.  It  was  a  perfect  little  nest  for  them,  suitable  for  short visits mainly, but Fanny felt she wouldn't want to spend more than two weeks at  a  time  in  town  anyway,  she  already  missed  the  country  and  their  lovely home, hoping they would often be able to receive Edmund and Mary there. 

And  so  their  lives  started  to  take  on  their  more  or  less  definitive  shapes, Fanny  living  with  Henry  on  his  estate,  managing  her  own  little  household, helping him run the estate wherever possible, spending as much time together as they could. They would visit London occasionally to go to the theatre, but hardly ever more than two weeks, and always when Edmund and Mary were in town. 

Edmund  and  Mary  divided  their  time  between  London,  Mansfield  Park  and Everingham, and of course Mary thrived on this variety of residence, as long as she had her even tempered husband at her side, her home being wherever he  was.  By  writing  long  letters  and  timing  their  visits  to  London  and Mansfield Park to coincide, the couples managed to stay in close contact with one another, and they stayed very close-knit. 

Mrs Rushworth got used to her cousin being married to Henry Crawford, the

latter having lost none of his personal advantages, but most of his flattering gallantry, and becoming therefore less and less an object of regret to her. That didn't  make  her  own  husband  any  pleasanter  to  be  with,  but  she  soon  got some distraction in finding herself expectant of her firstborn. 

Julia  could  not  rid  herself  of  Mr  Yates,  whom  she  kept  running  in  to,  and inevitably accepted when he finally dared propose to her. 

Sir  Thomas  was  very  happy  to  see  that  his  eldest  son  was  recovering,  not speedily,  but  almost  totally.  To  his  amazement,  Susan  got  along  with  Tom really well, she more or less nursed him back to health, and at the same time forced  him  to  rediscover  his  principles  and  stick  to  them.  Her  dedication  to his welfare taught him the meaning of selflessness, and she and Tom got very close,  so  close  that  Sir  Thomas  was  prepared  to  be  applied  to  by  his  son  to allow  a  marriage  between  the  two  cousins,  a  possibility  he  did  not  regard with displeasure, for he believed Susan was probably Tom's best hope to ever find some measure of respectability. 

And  whenever  William  was  in  the  country,  he'd  stay  with  his  sister  Fanny and her husband, also his friend and the firmest advocate of his career, until he  met  the  woman  he  wanted  to  marry  and  they  settled  in  Portsmouth  near both their families. 

And  about  half  a  year  after  their  respective  marriages,  Edmund  and  Fanny had their longest head-to-head talk ever, in the new conservatory Fanny had commissioned  to  be  built  at  the  back  of  the  house  at  Everingham.  It  was  a beautiful  midwinter  day,  with  snow  covering  the  valley  below,  and  smoke streaming out of the chimneys of the cottages on the other side of the river. 

And sitting together on a wrought iron seat amidst the greenery, Fanny told Edmund everything she remembered of their youths together. 

Her  arrival  and  desperate  unhappiness  when  she  was  ten,  and  the  relief  at finding  a  true  friend  in  her  cousin,  starting  to  love  him  already  for  his  kind attentions to her. 

Her hurt feelings at not being allowed to learn the accomplishments of a lady, the steady dismissal of her intelligence by everyone but himself, her gladness at being noticed by him, and the resulting deepening of her love for him. 

She described the pain of being left behind whenever the others were going out to amuse themselves, and her appreciation of his efforts to include her in some of the outings, morsels of love and kindness handed to her in a world where she deemed herself inferior and unworthy. 

And  the  humility  of  spirit  that  especially  her  aunt  Norris'  continually

demeaning  comparisons  of  her  own  status  to  that  of  her  cousins  had  given her,  her  own  feeling  of  inferiority,  of  it  being  the  most  normal  thing  in  the world  that  she  should  always  be  waiting  on  her  one  aunt  and  be  demerited and sent on fatiguing errands by the other, only saved from these duties when he,  Edmund,  had  stood  up  for  her,  becoming  everything  that  was  good  and benevolent to her. 

Fanny  had  to  admit  that  in  retrospect,  when  Henry  started  giving  her consequence, attention and love, she had realized how wrong her treatment at Mansfield  Park  had  been,  that  she  did  have  a  right  to  attention,  a  right  to amusement  suitable  for  a  girl  of  her  age,  a  right  to  learn  whatever  she  was able to, a right to love being given to her unconditionally, and all of her time living at Mansfield Park she had only gotten anything like it from her cousin, who was just six years her senior. 

She had to admit that it had made her angry for some time, towards her her aunts, and even towards her three cousins, who had accepted the compliments at her expense, who would have forced her to act in their play had Edmund and Mary not intervened, who had never treated her as a human being worth noticing or talking to. 

But mostly towards her uncle, who had not checked his children nor his wife or sister-in-law in their behavior, who had taken her in but had fulfilled only her  most  basic  needs  in  the  family  she  was  living  in,  at  least  until  he  had returned from Antigua. Of course she had had more than she would have had in her own family, but there she would have been the same as everyone, not so markedly less as to have given her an unnatural humility and an unhealthy dependence  on  Edmund,  the  only  person  in  her  life  from  whom  she  could ever expect anything good. 

One  can  imagine  that  this  confession  did  cause  a  lot  of  hurt  and  tears  to make, and as much hurt, and even some tears, to hear. For Edmund could not deny  she  had  been  wronged,  even  if  he  hadn't  realized  it  from  his  own excellent  sense  of  justice,  Mary's  and  Henry's  steady  efforts  to  hide  their anger whenever she mentioned an instance of neglect in her youth, must have been proof of it. 

Edmund  clung  to  her,  having  no  apology  to  make  for  his  family,  only  for himself, but Fanny would not accept his guilt for without any example from his father or his mother, he had done the right thing for her from an early age, and the hurt her secret love for him had caused her, the confidences she had

had  to  hear,  the  scenes  she  had  had  to  witness,  he  could  not  be  held responsible for since he could not have known, she had never once shown her hurt or her desperation. 

They  held  each  other,  cried  together,  and  after  the  worst  grief  had  passed, they  started  to  recall  the  good  memories,  the  things  they  had  done  together, the  scenes  they  had  witnessed,  the  intimacies  they  had  shared,  for  most  of Fanny's  memories  had  lost  the  worst  of  their  pain  already,  she  was  truly happy now, and she could remember a lot of events from her youth that had been  pleasurable,  mostly  connected  to  Edmund.  She  told  him  how  she recalled  every  one  of  his  kindnesses  still,  and  the  exact  spot  in  which  they had been delivered to her. 

This  sweet  knowledge  made  up  a  little  for  the  guilt  he  had  felt,  and  when brother and sister called out to them to let them know they had returned from their  trip  to  the  village,  they  were  both  ready  for  tea,  and  Fanny  knew  this conversation with Edmund had been the last step in leaving her anxious past where  it  belonged,  and  to  step  into  her  future  with  Edmund,  Mary  and  her beloved Henry. 

The end
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