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			María José García Ferrer was born in Madrid in 1964. She studied English at University and afterwards became a teacher. 

			Her greatest hobbies are Literature and languages. She also likes walking, travelling and people watching. Above all, however, she loves everything related to the Anglophone world.

			Even though she is an introvert, she is also a people person, even if this sounds like a contradiction.

			She has always liked writing but did not start doing it in earnest till 2013 or so, when she studied Creative Writing at Oxford University. Her being a ‘late bloomer’ is the reason why she used to have a blog called Older Than George Eliot.

			Maria Jose lives in Madrid with her husband, her three children and her Westie and spends as much time as she can in her cabin in the countryside.

			Under The Bridge is her first novella or second long short story (2013). She has also written Nancy’s Choice (2015).

			At the moment she is editing a collection of short stories and working on a mystery novel and a contemporary one. But it is still early days...

			Lots of the things she starts end up in her Documents folder or  Bin... unfinished. So don’t be surprised if the next book she publishes is a memoir about the time when her daughter was diagnosed with leukemia or a YA novel for her youngest one, who at the moment is complaining he wants a book in which he is the main character...

			As you can see life gets in the way. But the writing goes on.
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            Disclaimer.

			Even though I am extremely fond of 18th and 19th century literature and have studied, read and reread Frances Burney, Jane Austen, The Brontës, Eliot, Gaskell...and also many of the men, both at Complutense, UNED (doctorate courses), and Conted (Oxford Department of Continuing Education), I live in 21st century Spain.

			I have avoided most contractions in dialogue and narration, but there are still many inaccuracies. I am Maria Jose Garcia, not Hilary Mantel. Though I wish I could be.

			I have to thank Odette Snel, friend and member of the Jane Austen Society of the Netherlands, for her correction of blatant historical innacuraccies. Whichever remain are my own.

			I also have to thank Elizabeth Garner for her tough correction of my final assignment in the Advanced Creative Writing Course at Conted. She probably gave me the push I needed at that time to prove I could write a good novel.

			To end with: Elizabeth Madden, you were right about the language and, about Dracula, of course.
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CHAPTER 1



			Chadwick House was situated on the outskirts of Bourton. It was the kind of house that seemed magnificent to the poor but was despised by the rich. 

			Made of grey stone, it stood in the middle of a well-kept park that boasted a recently built marble gazebo, a small pond and a rose garden.

			Inside, it had been elegantly furnished by the lady of the house. It was subdued and comfortable and, even better, not ostentatious at all.

			Breakfast was usually a silent affair at Chadwick House. Mr Elliot read the paper and Mrs Elliot thought about her day. The children kept quiet not to bother their father.

			Mrs Elliot had already learnt that sharing her worries with her self-absorbed husband was a waste of time.

			However, she still tried sometimes. This was one of those times. Not because she was feeling optimistic, but because the subject was one close to her heart.

			‘John, Nancy, please go up to the nursery. It is late for your lessons. Miss Dargie is probably waiting for you and I need to talk to your Papa.’

			‘Can we stay a bit longer, Mama?’

			‘No, darling. If you do well and finish all your sums, we will go into town and look at caps. How does that sound?’

			‘Marvellous! Can I have a ribbon too? Say I can!’ Nancy smiled happily as she closed the door behind her without waiting for an answer.

			Once the children had left the room, Mrs Elliot looked at her husband. The man her parents had persuaded her to marry many years before. He was noisily chewing a piece of chicken and apparently lost in thought. Probably trying to decide which breeches to wear at the ball in April. Nothing of bigger importance ever troubled him.

			He would never have been her first choice of a husband. Portly and taciturn, he was twenty years older than her. His hair was white and his nose was bulbous. Not exactly the kind of man described in her romantic novels. Well, nothing she could do about that any more... Just make the most of the life she had.

			‘I have been thinking about Nancy, Mr Elliot, dear. There has to be something we can do. I do worry about her. I do not want her to be destitute when we die.’

			‘You worry too much, Mrs Elliot. It is the way of the world. There is nothing we can do. Just expect her brother will be good to her.’

			‘But what if...’

			She was not able to finish her sentence. Mr Elliot got up and left the room as if she had never been there. As if there had never been a conversation taking place. He was probably retiring to his study to be able to drink in peace. That was where he spent most of his time, excepting meals. His wife often wondered what he did there, but suspected he just stared at the ceiling and enjoyed his own company.

			Jane Elliot looked down at her bulging stomach. Two months to go and there would be a new addition to the family. She hoped it would be a boy. Life was a lot easier for men. Women had so much to contend with. She wished she had been born a man. There were so many things she would have been able to do. She would have gone to college, for starters. She would have also married the person of her choice or not married at all.

			She looked back to the day when her father had told her Mr William Elliot had asked for her hand in marriage. She knew he was only after her money and had told her father so. 

			‘He hardly knows me, Papa. Do you not find that suspicious? Besides I do not love him.’

			‘Love is a fantasy and you are already an old maid. Besides, I like him. And it is not as if you were getting new proposals every day. Anyway, I am your father and it is your duty to obey me.’

			After that she had not said a word. Her father was right. She was already twenty-one and she had better marry if she did not want to have to work for her keep when her parents died. However, it would have been so much nicer to marry for love, like the heroines in her novels did.

			Jane Elliot finished her tea and got up. She would not dwell on tragic thoughts. She would take Nancy to town and buy her a pretty cap to match her flowery pink gown. And a ribbon or two as well. Why not? 

			Then maybe they could visit the Lowrys. She would talk to Claire and Nancy would play with Anna. Claire’s gossiping was sure to distract her. There was nothing better than learning about the misfortunes of others to forget about one’s own. There was always something going on at the village and Claire knew it all. Her maids kept her up to date at all times. Jane wished her own servants were so forthcoming, but she had to admit to herself that she had never encouraged gossip.

			With that thought, she got her book and went out to sit in the rose garden. Their park was small and not too magnificent compared to her childhood home, but she loved her stone bench shaded by rose bushes. Together with her beloved novels, this spot was her shelter, her portal to a better, happier world.

			She was reading Evelina and was thoroughly fascinated. It was one of the best novels she had ever had the fortune to possess. She had also read Mrs Burney’s diaries and wished she could meet her. She was such a courageous woman!

			Next she would try a new book Claire had told her about. It was called Emma and had been written by an unknown woman. She liked books written by women, they had a better understanding of the world. It must be all the suffering paired with their sensitive natures. She thought being a writer must be a wonderful job. She wished she could invent beautiful stories like that herself. But even if she had the ability, Mr Elliot would never approve. He would say writing was an occupation for men or desperate women.

			Half an hour went by peacefully. She was so absorbed in her novel that she forgot about the real world. The sun was shining and the weather was warm for March. Her shawl felt too hot on her shoulders. Fortunately a breeze blew from time to time making the pink blossoms dance.

			‘Mama! My lessons are over. Can we go now?’

			She looked up and saw her daughter excitedly talking from the door. Nancy was so beautiful. Her golden curls framed a round face and her blue eyes shone when she was happy. She used to look like that herself when she was young. When her whole life was still ahead of her and full of possibilities.

			‘Yes, darling. Shall we take the carriage or do you want to walk?’

			‘Walk, please. I have been cooped up indoors for too long.’

			Jane smiled, almost laughed. Her daughter was only six, but she sometimes spoke like an old lady. Her governess told her she was extremely bright. She wished the same could be said for John.

			John was a lovely child, but hated studying and was easily manipulated. Jane prayed he would marry a good woman. A mean one would definitely take him down the wrong path.

			A moment later she chided herself. Why could she not stop worrying about the future? She should just enjoy the moment and forget about things that might never come to pass.

			

			

			

CHAPTER 2



			The walk from Chadwick House to Bourton took around ten minutes, maybe fifteen if you had little legs like Nancy’s. Maybe twenty if you stopped to observe every little flower on your way.

			‘Mama, look, see how many daffodils have grown behind that bush.’

			‘Yes, love. A lot more than last year.’ Jane said turning around.

			‘They are beautiful. But I think I prefer crocuses.’

			‘You do?’

			‘Yes, they are like long-lasting poppies.’

			‘I had never thought about it that way, but you are right.’

			‘I wish we had lilies in the garden.’

			‘Well, we could plant some.’

			‘Could we? That would be wonderful.’

			Jane loved talking to her little daughter. She could say without a doubt she was her best friend and the only person who understood her. Just then she felt happy, walking with Nancy and enjoying the spring weather. She treasured the moment because there were not many others that made her feel truly blessed. She loved her children dearly but her life had not turned out to be what she dreamed of as a young girl. No happy ending for her.

			A dark figure caught up with them when they were about to reach the village. It was Reverend Connelly. The Elliots and the reverend had become firm friends when he first came to live in Bourton five years earlier.

			Reverend Emery Connelly was originally from California, but he felt at home in the little village and was not in a hurry to go back to his country. He always said everything was too big for his liking in America, even the people. In England, however, things were just the right size.

			He was a tall, middle-aged man who always wore his clerical hat and robes, despite the fact that he seemed to be ill at ease in them, as if they were too small and constricted his movements. Nancy would have been afraid of his clothes if she had not liked him so much. She always told her mother they made him look like a crow.

			‘A nice crow, of course’ she hastened to explain.

			‘Good morning, Mrs. Elliot. Good morning, Nancy. How are you?’ he asked in the accent Nancy thought was hilarious. The way he said his r’s was most comical, she used to say.

			‘Very well, Reverend. We are going into the village to buy a few unnecessary things to make ourselves beautiful’ Jane answered.

			‘You are always beautiful, my dears.’ he said with a smile. ‘I am going to do some cleaning at the church myself. There was a wedding yesterday and my porch could do with some sweeping. Would you like to help me Nancy?’

			Even though she knew he was joking, Nancy smiled and hid behind her mother’s skirt.

			‘Who got married?’

			‘Maude and Tom Evans.’

			‘Do I know them?’

			‘Maybe by sight. She’s the maid at the Thorntons and he’s their gardener.’

			‘Oh, yes, I do. She’s a pretty little thing.’

			‘Indeed. And Tom is a very good sort of man. They will be happy together.’

			Jane and Reverend Connelly spent the rest of their walk speaking about this and that, while Nancy twirled happily behind them.

			They talked about the weather, about John and Nancy’s latest academic achievements and about some new parishioners who had just arrived the past week. It was a most satisfactory conversation for both of them even though they did not talk about any important or life-altering topics.

			Jane could not understand her feelings. She knew they were wrong on many levels, but she was very much drawn to Reverend Connelly. She would even go as far as saying she was in love with him. He was not handsome or even attractive and she was a married woman, but he made her feel as if she mattered, as if what she said was important. So unlike her husband...

			She dismissed the thought and promised herself she would carry this secret with her to the grave. She would be terribly embarrassed if anybody could guess at her thoughts.

			Reverend Connelly walked with them to the door of the milliner’s and then took his leave.

			Nancy watched his retiring back for a while and then said

			‘He is an exceptionally nice man, do you not think so, Mama?’

			‘Yes, darling. Exceptionally. I do not know many like him. Shall we go in? I would also like to go to the haberdasher’s later to choose some muslin for a dress before we go to Charlotte’s. All my clothes are becoming too tight for me’

			‘And do not forget my ribbons.’

			‘No. I will not forget. Do not worry.’

			Inside the milliner’s it was cool and it smelled of lavender. Luckily for them, the shop was uncharacteristically empty.

			‘Hello Ma’am! How can I help you?’

			‘I am looking for a pink bonnet for my daughter. Do you have any you could show us?’

			‘Yes, of course. Just give me a minute.’

			He promptly came back, carrying at least a dozen round boxes that he carefully placed on the wooden counter.

			Mrs Elliot and her daughter looked at all sorts of caps and bonnets, in all the colours under the rainbow.

			Nancy exclaimed in amazement whenever she saw one she liked, which was quite often. The milliner looked on, amused by the little lady and also a bit worried by the way she handled his precious caps.

			After half an hour, she was the proud owner of two bonnets and her mother had also bought one for herself that she had never thought she needed. The milliner was a good salesman, you had to give him that. Besides, his taste was exquisite, more so if you thought his shop was far away from the bustle and sophistication of London.

			

			

			

CHAPTER 3



			Shortly before lunch time, Mrs Elliot and Nancy were outside their friends’ house, their arms laden with parcels and their legs tired. 

			Jane was finding this pregnancy tougher to bear than the previous ones. At the moment, she desperately needed to sit down. It must be her age, she was twelve years younger first time around. She did not remember having felt like this when she was carrying John or Nancy.

			Mrs Renshaw, the housekeeper, opened the door.

			‘Come on in, Mrs Elliot. Nancy, I see you have been busy growing.’

			‘Do you really think so? Thank you.’ Nancy said, really pleased with the compliment. She wanted to be as tall as her brother and never seemed to be able to. When she grew a bit, he grew even more. John was exceptionally tall for a boy his age.

			They followed Mrs Renshaw into the parlour where Claire was sewing and Anna was lying on the floor, drawing a picture of her cat who refused to sit still to her consternation.

			‘Hello, Nancy. Come and draw with me. There is enough paper for both of us and Papa has bought me new crayons.’

			Nancy did as she was told. She loved being with Anna and drawing was one of her favourite pastimes, even if she liked reading better.

			‘Can we draw something else? Your cat does not stop moving.’

			‘I know, but he is the cutest thing around.’

			‘Well, you draw the cat. I think I will try to draw a picture of my Mama.’

			The inside of Claire Lowry’s house was too ornate for Jane Elliot’s taste. There were paintings all over the walls, the wallpaper in the parlour was of a lurid pink that hurt the eyes and there was so much furniture that one could hardly move without bumping into a table or a chair. Every inch had been made use of. However, it was strangely cosy and welcoming. Like an antique shop well looked after by its loving owner.

			‘So how are you, my dear? I missed you yesterday morning. Why did you stay away from church? The sermon was excellent. Best ever, I would say.’

			‘I did not feel up to it. I had a migraine and had to lie down the whole day. It was most inconvenient and unbelievably boring.’

			‘There are so many things I have to tell you... Have you heard about the wedding?’

			‘Do you mean Maude and Tom? Reverend Connelly just told me they got married yesterday.’

			‘But I am sure he did not tell you the reason.’

			‘You do not mean...’

			‘Indeed. Maude is expecting and I have been told Tom is not the father but he loves her so much he wants to make an honest woman out of her.’

			‘That is really big of him. Not many men would do the same.’

			‘You are so right. They tell me he is a lovely boy.’

			‘So who is the father then?’

			‘Abigail has heard the father is Mr Thornton. That must be the reason Maude and Tom are moving away. Luckily they have been offered a position in Stratford.’

			‘Mr Thornton? Are you sure? Does his wife know?’

			The two women stopped talking when a servant came in with a tray. On it there was a teapot and a dish piled up with cakes.

			‘Can we have something to eat, Mama?’ Anna asked. ‘I am starved!’

			‘No, dear. This is for the adults. Take Nancy up to the nursery. Your food will be brought to you presently.’

			‘But Mama...’

			‘No buts. I need to talk to Mrs Elliot.’

			‘And why can we not listen?’

			‘Because I say so.’

			When both the servant and the girls had left, the two women resumed their conversation.

			‘The truth is I envy them.’ Jane said.

			‘What do you mean, dear?’

			‘They are young and in love.’

			‘So? Are you having problems with Mr Elliot again? Has he been treating you badly?’

			‘No, nothing out of the ordinary. But sometimes I think if I left he would not even notice. He values the contents of his wardrobe more than he values me.’

			‘Do not say that. I am sure he loves you. He just does not know how to say it.’

			Jane did not answer. She bit into a cake and chewed it reflectively. She wished she was as optimistic as her friend. Claire did not know what it was like. Her own marriage was blissfully happy. Her husband was an incredibly attentive man. Sometimes arranged marriages did work, her friend was living proof.

			‘Anyway, marriage is not about love, is it? However, I would like my Nancy to experience all the passion I have not experienced myself. I would like her life to be like a Burney novel. Happy ending and all, you know.’

			‘My dear friend, you have always been a romantic. Those books you read are not doing you any good, I am afraid. They are nothing like real life.’

			After a couple of hours of eating and conversing companionably, Jane said they had to go. Claire embraced her without imagining for one minute she would never see her friend again.

			On the way back home, Nancy held her mother’s hand. Even though she would have never admitted it, she was tired after all the excitement. In the afternoon she had been running around the garden with Anna and now she really wanted to lie down and sleep.

			Suddenly Jane stopped and dropped her parcels. She grabbed her stomach and whimpered.

			‘What is wrong, Mama?’ Nancy asked, terrified.

			Jane closed her eyes but did not answer. She was in terrible pain, but the thoughts in her head were the real agony. What was going on? The baby was not due till May. She could not lose this baby. She had been looking forward to the birth so much.

			After a while, however, the pain subsided and she was able to speak again.

			‘Do not worry, dear. Nothing is wrong. Let’s go home, shall we?’

			‘Are you sure, Mama? Are you better now? Let me carry your parcels. I am a big girl now.’

			Nancy’s little hands were trembling as she picked up her mother’s parcels from the ground. She could not forget how she had winced just a moment before and how pale she still looked.

			They walked on in silence. When they got home, they said good evening to Mr Elliot and John and then retired to their respective rooms.

			Jane got into bed without bothering to take off her clothes or put away her parcels. She just left them on the floor and thought she would tidy later.

			Nancy tried on her bonnets and then played with her dolls. While she brushed their hair, she thought about what had happened on the way back home. She hoped her mother would be well the next day. A good night’s sleep would make everything right.

			Outside it was getting dark. Nancy looked out of the window and saw the moon was full. That was a good omen. A full moon was her favourite type of moon. It made the night less scary and allowed dreams to come true.

			

			

CHAPTER 4



			Nancy fell asleep with her book in her hands at around ten that night. She often fell asleep like that and it made her mother smile. Other girls her age, slept with their dolls, Nancy slept with her stories.

			Very early the next morning, when the light was still dim and rosy, she suddenly awoke, startled. She had heard an unusual noise. She was scared and wondered if she should try to find out what it was.

			So after debating with herself for a while, she got up, closed her book and laid it on her night-table, next to her candle. Then she put on her velvety slippers and walked out of her room.

			She could hear steps on the stairs. She was thinking of what to do when she saw her father, fully dressed, followed by the village midwife, Mrs Hoare.

			She was a young woman, who had just taken up residence in Bourton. She looked permanently pale, as if she only moved around at night. She had dark circles under her eyes and was extremely underweight, so much so that her skin seemed transparent and you could see her bones protrude through it. Nancy understood why the village children called her Mrs Death even though she never did so herself as Mama had told her it was a cruel nickname.

			‘What is wrong, Papa? Who is sick?’ she asked.

			‘Nobody is sick, Nancy dear. Your Mama is having the baby. Please do go back to bed.’

			‘But the baby is not due yet...’

			A look from her father made her realize she had better be quiet. She did not want to make him angry.

			However, she knew she would never be able to fall asleep again. 

			She went downstairs. She would have to find an occupation to keep herself entertained and out of the way.

			She wondered if her brother had woken up but he was nowhere to be seen, so she guessed he was still asleep. John would not wake up even if there was an earthquake.

			She walked into the library and sat by the window. At least there she would have enough light to see. She picked up one of her favourite books from the shelf. It was an illustrated edition of Gulliver’s Travels that her parents had given her on her last birthday to celebrate that she had learnt to read. She put it on the table and looked at the beautiful picture on the first page, but she soon realized she would be unable to read.

			After a while there was a knock on the door.

			‘What are you doing there, Miss Nancy? Would you want something to eat or drink?’

			‘No, thank you, Cook.

			The white-capped head was already disappearing behind the door when she changed her mind.

			‘Well, maybe some hot tea would do me good.’

			Five minutes passed. Nancy kept on staring at her book but was unable to read. The page became blurry in front of her eyes and she even forgot what the story was about.

			One of the maids walked into the room carrying a tray. There was a steaming mug of hot tea on it and a plate full of her favourite biscuits.

			‘I thought you would like something to eat as well, Miss.’

			‘Thank you, Molly. Will you let me know if you hear anything about Mother?’

			‘Of course I will, Miss Nancy.’

			The little girl drank her tea and then stood up and walked towards the fire. She had just realized her nightgown was not warm enough to be out of bed. She thought of going upstairs to get a shawl but did not want to run into her father.

			The grandfather clock in the corner tick tacked ominously. An hour went past, then two... She sat down again and finally fell asleep, her head on the book.

			When she woke up again the light was a lot brighter. She noticed somebody had taken her tray away and had covered her shoulders with a blanket.

			She tiptoed into the corridor and looked up the stairs. Just then, Mrs Hoare opened the door of her mother’s room and trotted down the stairs. Her hair was tousled and her face was sweaty. She looked sad, but that was nothing out of the ordinary. She always did.

			‘How is my Mother, Mrs Hoare? And the baby?’

			‘Your father will be down presently to talk to you.’ she answered.

			Nancy wondered why she had not looked at her when she spoke. She had just run past her and escaped into the garden as quickly as her legs would take her.

			She waited for her father patiently. After a while, he came down. He looked tired and older than usual.

			‘How is Mama?’

			‘Come with me, Nancy, dear. Let us sit down.’

			Once they were in the morning room, he said 

			‘Your mother is not with us anymore.’

			Nancy stared at him. What was he saying? Whatever could he mean? They had been together just the day before. Mother had bought her two new bonnets and had chatted and joked as usual. They had gone to Mrs Lowry’s. That had been just a few hours ago. And the moon. She had seen a full moon. Besides, she was still only six and she needed her Mama.

			‘Do you mean she is dead?’ she asked eventually.

			‘Yes, she is, darling.’

			‘And the baby?’

			‘He was too small to survive.’

			‘So it was a boy then? And now I will never have another little brother...’

			It was too much to take in. Nancy slid down to the floor and cried. She cried as desperately as she had never cried before. Big fat sobs that exhausted her. She felt small and alone. What would she do without her Mama?

			Her father did not say anything. He had never been very good at comforting others.

			He just patted her on the back for a while and then left the room silently. He would have to wake up John and tell him what had happened. He was not looking forward to it. The boy loved both his parents but his mother had been the centre of his world.

			

			

			

CHAPTER 5



			The day of Jane Elliot’s funeral dawned rainy and grey. Her husband and her two children led the procession to the village cemetery. They walked slowly behind the wooden casket and were followed by neighbours, friends and relatives. Silence enveloped them, only punctuated by the odd sob from time to time.

			Mr Elliot had tried to persuade Nancy to stay at home, saying that funerals were not for women, that important ladies in London had stopped attending because they considered it more appropriate to grieve in private, but Nancy was adamant. She had to say farewell to her beloved mother and being a woman was not going to stop her. In the end she got her way because her father was too tired to fight.

			Among the crowd there was a beautiful woman nobody had seen before. She was tall and her curly red hair made her difficult to miss. Even in her mourning garb it was obvious she had a beautiful figure. She looked out of place, as is she felt she was too refined for Bourton. Her bespoke clothes looked expensive.

			She walked directly behind Mr Elliot and his children, a proud, stony expression on her face, and the neighbours wondered who she was and why they had never seen her before. Whispered questions about the unknown woman moved among the mourners like a wave. They also wondered why she had come to the funeral instead of staying at home as a real lady of good breeding would have done.

			John was quiet but Nancy saw tears running down his cheeks. She knew how much he had loved his Mama. 

			When the reverend finished praying, Nancy threw some white lilies onto the coffin. They had been her mother’s favourite flowers. They landed with a soft thud and Nancy thought it was the saddest noise she had ever heard.

			She was uncomfortable in her black dress, she was sure it made her look like some creature of the night and besides the material was itchy. She would have rather worn one of her new bonnets and her favourite pink dress, but she knew she could not. Traditions were stupid things. She imagined her mother, wherever she was, did not care what colour she was wearing. She would just want her to be happy.

			She looked to the left of her mother’s grave, at the freshly ground plot where her unnamed brother had been buried in a private ceremony the day before. At least Mama would not be totally alone. However, she could not help wishing that at least the little boy had survived. Looking after him and loving him would have mitigated her pain.

			After the funeral, they all returned silently to the house. The servants had prepared some light snacks for the mourners, mainly biscuits and wine.

			They all walked into the house and once in the hall were directed into the four rooms that had been made ready to accommodate them.

			Nancy sat in an armchair and cuddled one of her favourite dolls. She still expected to see Jane walk in any minute. She could not possibly be gone for ever. 

			After a while, Anna sat by her.

			‘Who is the pretty woman?’ she asked.

			‘She is my Aunt Lizzy. She is Mama’s cousin. They grew up in the same village and were like sisters. She will be staying with us for a while.’

			‘Do you like her?’

			‘She is nice, I guess. I do not know her that well.’

			‘Is she married?’

			‘No, not yet.’

			‘How long is she going to stay?’

			‘I do not know. You ask an awful lot of questions, Anna.’ And with that she stood up and went into the garden. She loved her friend but was not in the mood for idle gossip.

			She could see Reverend Connelly sitting on the stone bench under the willow by himself and decided to join him.

			‘Good morning, Reverend’

			‘Morning, Nancy. How are you doing? I guess that is a stupid question. I am sorry.’

			‘No, do not be sorry. I like talking to you. I am sad. I miss Mama. I think this is a bad dream and I will wake up and she will be here.’

			‘I know how you feel. I miss her too. Your mother was an extraordinary woman.

			Nancy looked up and was surprised to see Reverend Connelly drying a tear with the back of his hand.

			‘She used to say the same about you. She thought you were a great friend.’

			The Reverend smiled sadly and nodded but he did not say anything.

			They sat together in silence, both missing Jane, both trying to be strong.

			After a couple of hours the mourners left. John and Nancy did not know what to do with themselves. Their father was quiet and they did not want to disturb him. They had been so used to their mother organizing their time that they felt lost without her guidance.

			Eventually they wandered into the garden and sat on their mother’s bench. They remained there till they were called in for dinner.

			However, the next morning, when they went down for breakfast, Aunt Lizzy was already eating.

			‘Good morning, children.’

			‘Good morning, Aunt Lizzy.’

			‘I have talked to your governess and you will be resuming your lessons today. It does not make sense to be indolent.’

			‘But...’ John said.

			‘No buts, John. Life goes on. Idleness will not bring your mother back.’

			Nancy was shocked by her Aunt’s words. They sounded callous to her ears. But she did not bother to fight her decision because she knew it would be useless.

			Lizzie did not look like her cousin Jane and she did not behave like her either. The children would grow to love her, but she was a much tougher character than their mother had been. Nancy missed her cuddles and her stories, but she realized having Aunt Lizzie at home was better than just living with their taciturn father.

			

			

			

CHAPTER 6



			Children suffer deeply and forget quickly. At first Nancy grieved all day long, but soon she started enjoying her lessons and her books again. She went for long walks with her aunt and even though she was not as sweet as her mother had been, they had interesting conversations together.

			Very soon Nancy was her old self again. The same could not be said about her father and her brother. John grew up overnight. He was now an old twelve year old, reserved and suspicious of everybody’s actions and motives. Mr Elliot was once more the man he had been before he got married. His wife had softened his moody disposition, but now that she was not there anymore he became irritable and drank more than he should have.

			Nancy’s recovery was helped along by two events. The fact that her aunt decided to stay to live with them permanently and the arrival of Becka,, the family dog.

			One afternoon, when she was in the garden, playing tea parties with her dolls, she saw her brother come from the village with something in his arms. Curious she approached him.

			‘What do you have there, John?’

			‘Come and look.’

			He opened the blanket a bit and Nancy looked into a couple of tiny closed eyes in the middle of a furry ball.

			‘It is a puppy! Where did you get it?’

			The baker’s bitch just gave birth and the baker asked me if I wanted to keep one. I was going to say no but they looked so cute that I could not help getting this little one.’

			‘Do you think Papa will let us keep it?’

			‘I guess so. It will not bother him.’

			‘Is it a boy or a girl?’

			‘A girl. I guessed you would like a girl better.’

			The thought that her brother had wanted to make her happy brought a smile to her face.

			They went into the house. One of the maids told them Mr Elliot was in his study.

			‘Papa, papa! Can we keep this lovely puppy? I promise you will not know she is here.’

			Mr Elliot was already drunk even though it was only five, so he was unsure what he was being asked and decided to say yes.

			‘Thank you, Papa. You will not regret it.’

			When he eventually realized they had a dog, it was too late to say anything. Besides, Becka did not bother him and it made the children happy. He realized it was just the kind of thing they needed to mitigate their loss.

			Nancy spent hours feeding Becka milk with a spoon. John told her she could choose whatever name she wanted and she used the name of the heroine of the novel she was reading just then.

			When the little puppy grew a bit, she followed Nancy everywhere and slept in her bed at night, even though she had her own basket in the kitchen. Everybody referred to her as Nancy’s dog and Nancy accepted it as a matter of course. She loved Becka possessively and would not have liked to share her affection.

			Six months after Jane Elliot’s death, when her gravestone started to turn mossy, family life at Chadwick was practically back to normal. If Mr Elliot drank more and John smiled less, nobody who was not intimately acquaintanced with them would have noticed.

			Claire Lowry still missed her friend dearly and Anna complained that Nancy did not visit as often as before. The truth was that Claire and Lizzy were not very fond of each other, but Anna did not know that. Nancy did not know either but had her suspicions. She had seen her aunt make a face when Mrs Lowry was mentioned.

			Sometimes, when Aunt Lizzy had to go to the village, she dropped her niece off at the Lowrys and then picked her up when she was finished. But it was not as often as before when the girls had seen each other at least once a week.

			Unfortunately, Nancy’s universe was disrupted again when her father decided it was time for John to go to boarding school in preparation for his future as a lawyer.

			At first John recoiled in horror at the mere idea, but when he realized his father was adamant he accepted his lot. After all, home life was not the same any more now their mother was gone.

			Nancy however was heartbroken. She had already lost her mother, she could not bear to lose her brother so soon.

			‘Why does John not keep on studying here with me till he goes to college, Papa?’

			‘Because he needs to learn discipline and independence.’

			‘But I will never get to see him.’

			‘Yes, you will. He will come home for the holidays and we will visit him in London from time to time. It will be a chance for you to travel.’

			‘Will I go to boarding school when I am twelve?’

			‘I do not think so. You are a girl.’

			‘So?’

			‘Girls do not need to study more than a few essentials. They are meant to get married and have children.’

			And with that Mr Elliot considered the conversation finished. Aunt Lizzy observed the proceedings in silence and if she disagreed she did not tell anybody. She had realized the best way to get on well with Mr Elliot was to be as unobtrusive as possible, so she made herself invisible whenever she could.

			

			

			

CHAPTER 7



			The morning of the day John was due to leave for boarding school, Nancy got up early. She looked out of the window at the miserable day. It was cloudy and grey. Just like her mood.

			She got dressed and ran down to the kitchen. She knew Cook had packed various preserves and cold meats for her brother but she convinced her he needed more.

			‘Miss Nancy, your brother has more food than he can eat in a week. Besides he is going to an expensive school. They are not going to starve him there.’

			‘I know, I know, but I would love to bake something special for him. Will you help me?’

			Cook looked at her sweet little face and her huge eyes and was unable to say no. It would have been like hitting a puppy. For a couple of hours they worked companionably. Then it was time for breakfast.

			When Nancy went into the dining room, her brother was already there.

			‘Oh, John! You look so grown up and elegant in your uniform.’

			‘Do not be silly, Nancy’ he said, but he felt pleased and patted her lovingly on the back.

			‘I am going to miss you so!’

			‘I will miss you too, little sister.’

			After breakfast, the whole family got ready to say bye to John. When it was time for him to leave, Nancy hugged her brother fiercely and did not want to let go.

			‘Promise you will write to me every day, John.’

			‘I will, little sister. I will.’ he said. ‘Cross my heart...’ he added smiling mischievously.

			After saying good bye to his father and aunt, John gave his trunk to the driver and got on the carriage dragging a bag full of food behind him.

			He sat down and looked out. Little Nancy was waving frantically, tears in her eyes.

			After a while the carriage started moving and John, half of his body out of the window, waved back at her with all his might. When Nancy, his father and Lizzy turned into small dots in the distance he sat down and realized he felt sad and lonely. He had lost his whole family this time.

			Nancy did not speak for a long while. Chadwick would be a drab place without her beloved brother. Thank God she had Becka.

			Sadly she went to look for her dog and took her for a walk.

			‘It is just you and me now, girl.’ 

			The little dog wagged her tail as if she understood. Nancy loved her dearly but she needed a human who could comfort her and answer back.

			She walked into the house and looked for her father. She found him in his study, a glass of something alcoholic in front of him, as usual.

			‘Can I go to Anna’s home for a while? Will you take me?’

			‘I am tired, darling’ he answered without bothering to look up.

			Lizzy walked into the room just then and said she would take Nancy to her friend’s home.

			‘Thank you, Aunt Lizzy. You are the best.’

			They walked to Anna’s in silence, till Nancy asked

			‘Why do you never stay with me and talk to Mrs Lowry like Mama used to do?’

			‘I guess it is because we are not friends.’

			‘Then I think you should become friends. She is a lovely woman. She was Mama’s best friend.’

			Lizzy smiled and wished life was as easy as children imagined it to be.

			

Every day a manservant brought their mail to the breakfast table. Every day Nancy descended on it and looked through the pile of letters to see if there was one from her brother. When she found nothing, she went back to her chair, trying not to cry. He had promised to write to her, why did he not keep his promise?

			‘Only three days have passed, darling.’ her father said

			‘You have to give him some time to settle down’ Aunt Lizzy added.

			On the seventh day, however, her impatience was rewarded.

			‘A letter from John, a letter from John, Papa. And it is addressed to me. Do you want me to read it in a loud voice?’

			‘Of course, dear. Do read it.’

			She ripped the envelope open and extracted its contents. A flimsy sheet of white paper, nothing else.

			‘Just one side of a page!’ she exclaimed, slightly disappointed. She had hoped for a long missive, full of exciting information and endearing details. Something like the letter she would have written herself if she had been sent to boarding school.

			Then she started reading:

			Dear Nancy,

			I am writing to you as I promised. I have only been here for two days, so I do not have much to tell.

			The school is an enormous building in the middle of a huge forest. It is made of grey stone and is a bit sad-looking. Or at least that is what you would say.

			It has been raining continuously since I arrived, so our outdoor activities have been cancelled. I think I am going to go crazy with boredom. Well, at least I have plenty of time to read.

			I share a room with a Welsh student. His name is Malcolm and he seems friendly enough. He does not talk much, so I have peace and quiet when I want it.

			How is Dad? And Aunt Lizzy? Tell them I think of all of you.

			Tell Cook I miss her too. The food here is decent, but nothing like what we eat at home.

			I will write to you again in a few days and I will tell you about my new teachers and my classmates.

			Lots of love, little sister,

			John

			Nancy lifted her eyes from the letter and looked at her father.

			‘He seems happy.’

			‘Indeed.’

			‘When will we go to visit him?’

			‘In a month or so, I guess.’

			Nancy folded the letter and went up to her room. There she put it inside a big cardboard box where she kept all her treasured possessions, including a picture of Jane when she was a young girl and the bonnets she had bought on their last day together. When she was done, she hid the box under the bed once more.
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