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			Author's Note

			This book, while the fourth in the series, takes place right after the events of the first book Welcome to Mansfield. The second book, That Other Dashwood Girl, is a direct prequel to the first book, and the third book, Universal Truth, takes place 30 years prior to the start of book one and the end of book two.

			The reason this is important is that if you do the math of when Mansfield College was founded and how many years later it was when Junior and Maggie get their letters in the first and second books, it is 2020, that being their first year at Mansfield College. To be sure, it is a fictional 2020 where all the music and art we love exists but without that other horrible global pandemic stuff. 

			Because this book takes place during the end of Jane Fairfax’s fourth year, it takes place in 2021. Thus, when you read this, the pop culture references are dated to that time. So, something that is new to Jane is five years old to you when you hold this book in your hand and look at the publication date. 

			Why did I write them this way, in this order, you may ask? Well, the inspiration sort of took me that way, and I like to listen to my inner narrator, and so here we are. Also, I read The Chronicles of Narnia in the original order which saw the Pevensie children go through the back of the wardrobe without much explanation as to how or why Narnia existed. I didn’t find out about how or why it happened until way later in The Magician’s Nephew. Once I read it, there were some other bits of magic dust sprinkled through the other books. I am, in no way, comparing myself to Lewis here, but I am saying that sometimes, we learn things out of time and space, and that is okay. Am I comparing Dr. Bennet to Aslan? Maybe.

			If you wanted to read The Austen Chronicles in chronological order, you could, and that would be fine. Each book is really a standalone story with visitations from, and mentions of, characters from the other books. It is technically a series and presented in the order written. However, it is also a universe unto itself where the characters interact with each other. They share a love of music and Mansfield College while wanting to be the best versions of themselves. Welcome back to Mansfield (See what I did there?). Thank you for being here. 
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			Feuds

			It is regretful to say that since homo sapiens figured out how to walk upright, one human inevitably found something irritating about another. Granted, back then, the source of the irritation could have been taking the best pelt nearest the fire or having the biggest portion of game at dinner. Feuds in that time were a matter of life and death. Being disrespected or finding oneself embroiled in a feud of such magnitude could literally mean the end of one’s genetic line. Sometimes, feuds were between two people, which would lead to the creation of factions. Lines were drawn, and sometimes, tragically, battles with sticks and rocks were enacted. Survival was really for the fittest back then.

			As time marched on, and humans moved from caves to tents to homes and villages, the reasons for disagreements changed. The crossing of a fictional line that was meant to denote a border could cause globe-encompassing wars, to be sure, but sometimes these feuds were about smaller fictional lines that denoted property or even smaller fictional lines that denoted decorum. Regardless of the reason, feuds began, and grudges were had, and like those ancestors of yore, the results were often tragic. It could be that two teenagers took their own lives to escape their family strife in fair Verona, or it could be that the Vice President of the United States gunned down the former Secretary of Treasury on a foggy morning in considerably less fair New Jersey.

			So it goes that now, in the age of social media, streaming music services, and all of human history, including musical versions of dying teenagers and murderous Vice Presidents, readily available within a few taps on a screen on a device small enough to fit in one’s pocket, while some people have stayed in homes and villages and others have moved to skyscrapers and metropolises, the fictional lines over which feuds are formed are pixelated and made of binary code. One perceived slight online can lead to real-life drama.

			To be sure, there are people who do harm by posting inappropriate pictures of another person or releasing private correspondence to the world. Such actions can destroy families and lead to litigation. However, not all feuds have such actual merit in this modern, technologically marvelous age; online skirmishes can start because one person publicly posts that the newest album release by an international superstar is just “Okay.” This could unleash a firestorm of disapprobation and venom that could cause cold silences at the next family gathering. One person might publicly support one candidate for mayor over another, and that will lead to being shunned by her uncle for all time. A woman could dare to be funny while starring in a reboot of a classic film. Something like this will see groups of people line up on each side of the issue sending mean, hurtful, and sometimes threatening messages to strangers. While this is terrible enough, the woman herself will have to leave the social media platform altogether to keep her sanity.

			All of these issues, big and small, may make our great, great ancestors who survived and were fit roll their collective eyes at us for being small, petty, and ridiculous. The fact remains that, like those fit survivalists, modern people have feelings. Those feelings can and will be hurt for any number of reasons. Sure, the reasons may seem absurd to an outsider, but everything is relative, and what one person allows to roll off her back, another person carries around with him for all time in the form of a shoulder chip that makes him hunch. There is little to be done about it. Humans are complicated. If our ancestors didn’t want us to be so, they shouldn’t have done all that art on cave walls showing us that there was more to life than just survival.

			Our tale will feature a feud between two young women. Well, one of them, our heroine, whom we shall meet in due course, isn’t really in on the feud. She is aware of it, of course. One can’t have a nemesis and be unaware. It is just that she doesn’t actively participate in it, nor does she antagonize the other woman. If it were up to her, she would have it over with so they could both get on with their lives. If it were possible for her to simply walk away from the feud, she would. However, feuds, while they may begin in a particular place at a particular time, often transcend time and space. For our heroine and the feud’s progenitor, no matter how far apart they get on the globe, their families have always been, and shall always be, inextricably linked.

			Both young women hail from a city, Highbury, that could be called a village as it never really outgrew that feeling, but a city for both legal and governmental purposes, which are a mystery even to the people in charge. Highbury is a city in the part of California known as the Inland Empire. It is important to note that this geographic area isn’t actually an Empire but was named so in the mid-1800s, and as is the case with geographic names like the Midwest, which was discussed in depth in a previous book in this series, regardless of the logic of the term “in the modern-day,” it is still used freely and without regard.

			Highbury was founded by the Woodhouse family in the late 1800s. The Woodhouses began in textile manufacturing and have since diversified their portfolio into technology, politics, and everything in between, although they still make plenty of clothes. As was often the case with large, family-owned corporations that built their fortunes on the back of their employees’ labor, they wished to keep their labor pool close, and thus, they built a company town where the family and the corporation encouraged people to come in and build small businesses which could be built by the construction companies they owned and financed by the local savings and loan, which, of course, they also owned.

			Highbury was designed to make it easy for people to get around on foot, and as time moved on and roads were paved, and cars were invented and filled the streets, many people still walked. The sidewalks and paths were expertly maintained by the city government. Highburians are notorious walkers. One member of our cast actually never learns to drive because she feels that she has no need to do so.

			There is a downtown business district that consists of three square blocks, and the residences are built out from that town center. The two schools, one public and one private, more on those soon enough, border one edge of town. Knightley farms border another and extend out past the official city limits as land like that often does. Every city and village in America has a township that is ungoverned but essential. On another edge of town sits the Woodhouse Textile mills and subsequently business offices. The final edge of town features the Woodhouse family estate, Hartfield. Yes, the house is a mansion, and the grounds are massive. It takes a village to keep it operational, so, lucky for the Woodhouse family, they have one.

			The vast majority of the homes in Highbury are Cape Cod-style homes built within inches of the property variances in such a way that when people sit on their front porches, they can speak to the neighbors, who might also be sitting on their own porches, without so much as raising their voices. The homes are situated on quarter-acre lots so that there is plenty of room for the homes, the porches, and the backyards. Very few people put up fences in their backyards, so when there are block parties, there isn’t a need to block off the street as the backyards are already essentially one big park. People walk through each other’s back yards all the time without much complaint. It is just another way everyone is literally in everyone else’s business.

			When Jonas Bates was 15, he lied about his age and joined the Union Army. Having survived the horrors of the battlefield and not one who wished to be known as a hero, which he most certainly was in his small village in Maryland, he packed up and headed west, not to find his fortune, but to find his peace of mind. He was one of the first employees of Woodhouse Textiles and thus one of the original settlers of Highbury. Ever since that moment, until this writing, and likely for all time, the members of the Bates family have, in one form or another, worked for, or have been indebted to, the Woodhouse family.

			Jonas Bates’ home was paid in full before his passing, and it has seen many updates in technology, safety, and the expansion of several of the dormer windows to add a big bedroom and a bathroom upstairs in the years since his death. The landing at the top of the stairs was small, but the room, which would go on to house our heroine, was large, and the bathroom had, and still has, a clawfoot tub with a modification for a shower. The Bates family owns it free and clear to this day. It is a truth universally accepted that generational wealth means different things to different people, but when a family of any means does not have to pay a mortgage, and one’s employment and financial security are all but ensured, roots grow quickly.

			Our heroine is, as of this writing, the youngest living descendant of Jonas Bates. As promised, Dear Reader, we shall learn all about her soon. She has made a small appearance in an earlier tale in this series, but she didn’t speak. Fear not, she has plenty to say, and we shall be blessed to hear it all. She just needed some time to warm up. Her supposed rival, the person upon whose back and in whose heart the feud was born, was a woman considered by most to have a perfect life. She had nothing really about which to complain, and for the most part, she did not. Her father was a hypochondriac, but even all his worries and complaints were met with grace and dignity. She was pretty, smart, and an excellent photographer. She had real talent for it, and if she desired to share her work with the world, it would have been met with exaltation. Yet, for some reason, she took umbrage with our heroine. The reason that our heroine could not escape her influence was because she just so happened to be the youngest member of the penultimate generation of Woodhouses, Emma. 
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			Morning Practice

			There is an argument to be made for prodigies. There are certainly some people who seem to burst forth into the world with natural talent. History is riddled with children who did math before they could speak or who mastered new languages after hearing them but a few times. Rimbaud published “The Drunken Boat” at 16. Some of the greatest scientific minds were, at one point or other, considered prodigies. Pascal wrote his first treatise at the age of 9. Bobby Fischer was a chess grandmaster by 15. Marie Curie started working on her formulas when she was just 4. She worked on them her entire life and changed the whole world. Although, being born a woman meant that she had to share her Nobel Prize with two men using the word she invented. Because, you know, patriarchy.

			The most famous and universally known prodigies are musicians. This makes perfect sense because when we see a small child master a piece of music that most adults can’t even attempt, we understand there is a bit of genetic magic happening. Stevie Wonder’s real surname isn’t Wonder, but what else could he be called? Sure, people would still have fallen all over themselves for Little Steveland Morris, but Little Stevie Wonder makes more sense because words matter and they have power. All one must do is listen to the live recording of “Fingertips” to understand why that album was called The 12-Year-Old Genius. He was, and shall always be, a wonder.

			Mozart is well known, and of course, he deserves to be. He was something of a genius as well. Reports say that he would write full symphonies in his head and could write the music without an instrument. That is something special. People know the name even if they don’t really know the difference between him and Bach or Schubert. Of course, there are music aficionados who can tell the difference based on composition or who simply know the difference between the classic composers in the way that modern-day film-goers know the difference between John Williams and Danny Elfman.

			Lesser known, and maybe more important to this tale and our heroine, is Clara Wieck Schumann. Her father encouraged her to study piano when she was 5, and by the time she was just 14, she completed a concerto, which is, objectively great. Unfortunately, one of her father’s boarders, a Robert Schumann, saw her talent as a vehicle for his own compositions and so, after a courtship and a marriage, she spent the rest of her life mostly performing other people’s music, being the primary breadwinner for her family, while also having seven children. Because, you know, patriarchy. Well, her actual patriarch was against the whole thing. He wanted her talent to shine on its own, which alas, it did as a performer, but not as a composer, as it should have. We shall leave the history lesson there, but we shall hear more about Wieck later in the tale, and this seemed like the best time to bring her up.

			Regardless of what kind of genetic lottery one wins, practice is the key to success. There are plenty of people who were 7 feet tall who didn’t play professional basketball or volleyball, even though they were likely big stars in high school. Some wonders have only one hit, while others are Hall of Famers. Being prodigious doesn’t ensure proliferation. Writers write. Painters paint. Musicians make music. Mathematicians do math. Apologies for the break in alliteration. Math isn’t a verb. One doesn’t “math.” Practice does not, as the saying goes, make perfect, as perfection is a societal construct, but it does make one good, and regardless of how good one is, without practice, one will flounder.

			So it was that our heroine, Jane Fairfax, who never considered herself a prodigy and who actively disliked the use of that word for a multitude of reasons that shall become apparent as this tale unfolds, woke to her watch’s buzzing alarm at 5 in the morning on a Saturday in April to go practice the piano. Before she really knew what the word meant and before she learned to actively campaign against being called that word, nine-year-old Jane sat down at a piano and, after pushing down on each of the 88 keys to get a sense of what they all were and what they all did, played a rudimentary note by note version of Bill Wither’s classic, “Lean on Me.” Her family, the descendants of Jonas Bates, were not wealthy and did not own a piano. Thus, they could not have known she was interested in playing. They did have an extensive record collection, and considering that this song had been covered or rereleased multiple times by hip-hop groups, country bands, folk singers, and even anthropomorphic California Raisins in the late 1980s, Jane had heard that song hundreds of times before she sat down and played it.

			The Bates family, as we know, lived in the same house for over a century, and thus, collections grow. Over the generations, as records came into fashion and out of fashion and back into fashion, the Bates family hung onto theirs. It was partially because it was a family heirloom, but it was also, for the younger members of the family who inherited it, free entertainment. Thus, the Bates family record collection was extensive and stored in alphabetical order in the coolest, driest room in their house, the formal dining room. They didn’t use it as a formal dining room as they always had more bodies in the house than space, so that room was used as the game and entertainment room, where they played records and games, and were properly and frugally entertained.

			Thirteen years later, Jane tapped at her buzzing wrist to shut off her alarm and opened her eyes. The activity tracker that her roommate had given to her after she picked up her new smartwatch was useful. The tracker did not connect to her smartphone, the one that her aunt gave her four years previously, when she graduated from high school, so she could not receive texts. She did not wish to use that feature anyway. The vast majority of her classmates spent most of the time looking at their phones in high school and their watches in college. She felt that if someone had the nerve to stand in front of others and talk about history, chemistry, or music theory, then it was respectful to pay attention. Why be there otherwise?

			

			The greenish hue of the wall socket night light filled the room. Dim lights do big work in small rooms. She flipped her blankets off with her right hand, and with her left, she reached under her mattress and grabbed the wireframe of her bed. She rolled her body off her bed, the top bunk of a dorm room bed she shared in one building or another around the campus of Mansfield College, a small, elite, liberal arts college in the Midwest of the United States, with her best friend and roommate, Gloria Campbell, for the past four years. While she would miss her time with Gloria, she would not miss her time on the top bunk. At 6 feet tall, it was easier for Jane to gracefully get up to the top, whereas Gloria, who was 5 foot 3 inches in heels, the top bunk might as well have been the Matterhorn.

			She landed on her toes and absorbed the drop with her knees as any good top-bunk sleeper would do. She looked down at Gloria, who was curled up, little-spoon style, with her fiancé, Xavier Dixon, as the big spoon behind her. Jane looked at them and smiled. When they were little, and to be fair, just a few weeks prior to that particular morning, Jane and Gloria slept like that. It wasn’t romantic or sexual; it was just love.

			Sometimes Jane needed her little spoon, and sometimes Gloria needed her big spoon, her original big spoon. Jane didn’t like to touch many people, but those she did, she wanted to hold onto with all her might. Some people suffer from touch starvation, and Jane was one of those people. Like anyone who starves, when given the chance to eat, they often gorge.

			As girls, they jokingly called each other big spoon and little spoon, and as happens with nicknames and terms of endearment, they morphed and changed and shortened over time to where, by the time we meet them here, as women, they often refer to each other as “Spoon.” Gloria may say, “Hey, Spoon?” to get Jane’s attention, and Jane would hear, “Big Spoon, I need you.” Jane might say, “Oh, Spoon,” and Gloria would hear, “Little Spoon, I’ve had a bad day.” Sometimes one of them would just ask, “Spoons?” and the other would know that it was time for a cuddle.

			They kept it mostly private. Not out of shame, but out of privacy. They were not ashamed. They walked in public holding hands, and they were almost always touching. If people wanted to think they were a couple, they didn’t care. They kept it quiet because words have power, and for them, nothing was more powerful than “Spoon.” Odd? Maybe, but is it that much different than calling one’s significant other the name of the thing that bees spend their entire lives producing and dying to defend? We think not.

			Her long legs got her across the small dorm room in just a few steps. She pulled a pair of sunglasses out of the right-side pouch of her backpack that was hanging on the hook by the door. She slipped them on, pulled her Bluetooth earbuds out of the front, small zippered pouch, silently opened the case, and slipped the earbuds into her ears. She replaced the case back in its pouch. Everything in its place. She pulled her slip on ballet-style slippers out of the left side pouch and slipped them on her feet. She took down the backpack with her left hand as she opened the door with her right. At 5:03, she was standing in slippers, wearing sunglasses with earbuds in her ears, in the hallway, carefully closing the self-locking door behind her.

			Nothing wakes one up quite like the offensively bright lights and high-pitched buzzing of college dorm fluorescent hallway lights. Brunswick Hall, the dorm designated for third and fourth years at Mansfield College, was no different. While Jane would never be called a “morning person,” she woke up right away without much fanfare. She was simply awake and ready to do whatever the day required, and so, while she wasn’t a “don’t talk to me until my coffee” kind of person, she just didn’t care for the ten-thousand-watt blast of the lights first thing in the morning, nor did she want to hear the buzzing of said lights. It was always easier as the day went on. There is a big difference between being in a bright, buzzing hallway full of people after having come in from a sunny afternoon and going from a dull, green light in near silence to lighting that was used to brighten up prisons.

			She slung one strap over her shoulder and turned toward the communal bathroom. She tapped the side of her earbuds to start up the music player on her phone, which was inside a different pouch in her bag. The modern backpack is a marvel, as anyone who has ever had one can attest, and things can be lost in there for weeks. Aimee Mann’s confessional “How am I Different?” filled her head. Most members of Jane Fairfax’s generation would not call themselves fans of Aimee Mann before she played an objectively funny appearance on the subversive show Portlandia, which they were all “much too young” to watch, but did anyway. Her mother and aunt were fans of Ms. Mann, and so, as is the case with children and nieces, was she.

			She entered the empty communal bathroom. It is likely that most college communal bathrooms are empty at that time in the morning on a weekday, but unless someone had a particularly eventful night, they are barren on a Saturday morning. She entered the wheelchair-accessible stall because it had a sink inside its confines. This is something she would never do during regular living hours. However, Jane knew that no one on her floor was in a wheelchair, and the fact that it was so early that the birds were not yet chirping, she knew it was not a problem. She hung her backpack on the hook next to the sink and used the facilities for their intended purposes.

			Her playlist was on random, as it often was, and Ben Folds’ “There’s Always Someone Cooler Than You” came on. There are very few serious piano players who don’t listen to Ben Folds. Reddit is full of debates about whether he is the best modern piano player of all time or if that honor falls to Sir Elton John or Billy Joel. Jane didn’t spend time on Reddit because who wakes up at 5 in the morning to practice and also has time to waste on Reddit? Also, she didn’t care about any of that. She didn’t like to make lists. She didn’t have a favorite anything when it came to art. Good is good enough for her.

			She closed her eyes, took off her sunglasses, and slid them into her pajama pants pocket. She washed her hands and bent over to wash her face, too. She wasn’t a person who wore much makeup, nor was she a TV character who slept in makeup, but she did like to wash her face first thing in the morning. She wiped her hands on her wet face and ran her wet hands through her hair, using her fingers to comb it back a bit. Eyes still closed, she reached over in a practiced maneuver and removed a hair tie from the front hook on the backpack. She put her hair up in a high ponytail. She pushed out some paper towels and dried her hands and face. She set the damp but not soaked towel on the side of the sink. She removed her sunglasses from her pocket and put them back on. She pulled out her toothbrush case from the front pocket that was designed for water bottles. She brushed, rinsed by making a cup with her hand, dried her hands on the same towel, and returned her toothbrush case back to the pocket.

			Brandi Carlile’s folk ballad “Cannonball” played next. It was quite a right turn from Folds’ banging piano, but she didn’t mind. She was only partially listening. When she wanted to listen to music, really listen to it, she didn’t like to do anything else. Her music collection was eclectic and constantly growing, but when she wanted to listen to something new, she needed to give it the time it deserved. Getting ready in the morning wasn’t a time for that kind of focus.

			She opened the middle pouch and pulled out a mesh bag from the very bottom and set it on the edge of the sink. She disrobed and rolled up her dirty clothes and put them in the mesh bag. She put it back in the middle pouch and zipped it up. She opened the big pouch on her backpack and pulled out her fresh clothes for the day. Each item, from her undergarments to her jacket, a lightweight windbreaker that was remarkably versatile, was rolled up tightly and placed in the bag in the order that she would want to put them on with her shoes at the very bottom.

			The Black Keys’ “Fire Walk With Me” started up as she pulled out her black, low-top, knock-off brand Converse All-Stars that she picked up at the local national chain with the word “Dollar” in the title somewhere. Her socks were stuck inside each shoe. She stood on one slippered foot and took off her other slipper, put on one sock, then one shoe. She set the slipper on the edge of the sink. She repeated the exercise on the other side. She slid the slippers in the left side pocket. She squatted down to tie her laces. She stood up, grabbed her bag off the hook, and slid it on her back with both straps.

			She walked out of the stall, out of the bathroom, and down the stairs. As she stepped out of the doors of Brunswick Hall, she took off her glasses, put them in her right jacket pocket, and zipped it up. She heard two more songs, the bluegrass banger by Edie Brickell and Steve Martin, “Another Round,” and “5 Years Time” by the lo-fi indie band Noah and the Whale, while she walked deliberately across the quiet and almost desolate campus. If she were to make a horror movie, and she most certainly was not, she thought she would shoot one in the wee hours of the morning on the campus of Mansfield College. She double-tapped her earbud, pausing the music before the next song could start. She didn’t like to stop a song partway through. She unzipped the left pocket of her jacket and pulled out her key ring that allowed her access to Chard Hall, the music center on campus.

			Every building on campus had emergency lights in all the hallways so campus safety officers could peek through the glass doors and see if anyone was about. Those low lights were perfect for that time of day. She went to the faculty offices, took off her bag, and placed it on the student worker’s desk, a desk she herself occupied three days per week. She removed her jacket and put it on the back of the chair. She put her earbuds away, pulled out her phone, and plugged it into the charger cord she and the other student workers shared. She took her watch off and put it on its charger.

			She picked up the desk phone and rang campus safety to let them know she was there. The overnight dispatchers knew of her odd practice schedules and ceased asking questions. She pulled the mug Gloria made her in ceramics class down from the shelf and made herself a cup of coffee using the Keurig. She slipped a dollar into the jar next to the machine. Fifty cents per cup was the rule, and it was trusted that anyone who had a set of keys to the building would follow that rule. She didn’t make change as she knew she would be back before too long.

			Jane poured a bit of vanilla creamer into her coffee; it was something she liked but didn’t need. The 50 cents covered any extras. She was all about getting the most bang for her buck, or half-buck in this case. By 5:45, she was in her personal practice room in the basement of Chard Hall. Each music major at Mansfield had a designated space that they could decorate as they saw fit. Jane wasn’t much for decoration, but she did have a small table and lamp that she bought at a BOGO sale at the local Goodwill. It was situated just next to the door and under the actual light switch, which, if turned on, would blast the room with the same bright, obnoxious, buzzing lights that could be found in her dorm hallway.

			She snapped the switch on, set her coffee down on the table, and looked at the black-finished Steinway upright studio piano. It was a lovely, durable, nearly indestructible instrument, and she felt lucky every day she was able to play it. She looked over at the Epiphone acoustic guitar sitting on its stand in the corner. She had only been playing for two years, and while Dr. Schlesinger, her thesis advisor, told her she was very good, she didn’t know about that. She never played in public and wasn’t sure if she was ready to do that yet.

			She shook her hands out and spent the next five minutes loosening up each finger and both wrists. When she felt ready, she took a drink of her coffee and set it on top of the Steinway. Jane always used a coaster out of respect for the instrument, but there were years of rings, burns, and spill stains all over the instrument, each with its own story to tell about the music that was playing when the damage was done. She sat down on the bench, placed her fingers on the keys, and closed her eyes. She took a deep breath and held it. Every time she sat down at the piano, she felt a sense of calm and understanding that only existed there. She rocked her head back, eyes closed, face up at the ceiling, and played the first few notes of her forever warm-up song. She sang the lyrics. She began with the C note. She cleared her throat and began. “Some… time…” Bill Withers would have been proud.

			Before long, she played the full song, chords and all, and was fully warm. She finished off her coffee and looked at the music she left on her stand, the song she promised Gloria she would play during the first dance she would have with Xavier at the reception. It wasn’t that complicated of a song for someone with Jane’s skill. Maybe for mere musical mortals, but as we shall see, Jane Fairfax is a borderline deity at the keyboard. This isn’t up for debate, and it is likely one of the myriad reasons that Emma Woodhouse can’t stand her.

			The song, written by Sara Bareilles, was one that Jane enjoyed quite a bit. Jane respected Bareilles as a songwriter and musician. She heard all of her music as this story takes place during the time of the internet, and music is, for the most part, freely available there. Jane’s playlist on her phone was built from a streaming service. While Jane had complicated feelings about streaming and the way artists were or were not paid, she could afford 10 dollars a month for an unlimited supply of ad-free music, and so, she did, as many people do.

			While Jane didn’t rank artists, she was inspired by them and their music. Bareilles had written a musical called Waitress, and Jane could play the piano and the guitar parts for the entire thing. The drama teacher, Dr. Nash, had cleverly gotten Jane’s band, The Pump Room, to play many of the parts as the on-stage musicians during the Mansfield Winter Production. The run had ended just a few months prior.

			Unlike many musicals, where the band was hidden away, which Jane preferred, this one featured them right on stage for a lot of the show. Gloria landed the lead. Her turn as Jenna, the pregnant waitress in a loveless marriage, was objectively exceptional, especially considering she was so madly in love with Xavier. Acting wasn’t something Jane could do on stage or in life.

			The song Gloria requested had yet to be committed to memory. Jane could sightread without a problem, but she only liked to play without the music in front of her. This afforded her the chance to close her eyes when she was singing or to look down when she was only playing. At every gig The Pump Room played, she looked down at her keys most of the time, even though she had been playing by touch for more than ten years. Once she had it memorized and could play it three or four times through without checking the music, she would play a song over and over until it imprinted on her bones. She nodded at the sheet music and cracked her neck. She placed her hands on the keys and played that song over and over until, sometime around sunrise, while she was somehow sweaty and cold, she played the whole thing through with her eyes closed. Only then did she go back upstairs to reward herself with her second cup of coffee and send her weekly email update to her Aunt Hetty.
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			A Brief, Passionate, and Tragic Love Story

			It is unknown if Jane would have had the same public proclivities if her life had turned out differently. Signs point to no on that score. Her personality traits, her desire to play music for all to hear, while wishing desperately to be invisible, are likely genetic, but one could argue that her shy, reserved nature was born when she was three and solidified, interestingly enough, when she was nine, shortly after she played the piano for the very first time. Of course, the debate rages with the nature vs nurture argument.

			Jane’s father, Lawrence Fairfax, met her mother, Jane Bates, while they were attending one of the big state universities in California. He was estranged from his family, and for reasons that would fill another book, he went off to college and never spoke to them again. It is ironic, then, that he was finishing up his communications degree during his fourth year on an R.O.T.C. scholarship. Having gone through the R.O.T.C. process, he would immediately become a Second Lieutenant and report for active duty. Once he graduated, he hoped to be sent to Washington to work in the communication office at the Pentagon, but he was aware he had no connections and would likely go overseas.

			Jane Bates was finishing up at the Big State University, having spent her first two years at a community college while living in her family home in Highbury. She majored in special education. She hoped to return to Highbury to work at either the local public school or at the Goddard School, a private school that was open to day students and boarders. If she got the job at Goddard, she could take a job as a resident faculty and have her own room, instead of sharing with her sister, Hetty. At any time, either of them could have moved to the upstairs room in the attic, but they were too nice to each other to ever do it. It was easier to move away than it was to move upstairs.

			Hetty Bates was, and as of this writing still is, living in the Bates family home in the room she shared with her sister as a child. At that time, when Jane Bates met Lawrence Fairfax, Hetty was taking a 15-week-long certification course so she could be a Nurse’s Assistant. She loved the elderly and loved their stories, and thus, it made perfect sense that she would wish to work at a retirement home. While Jane Bates loved Hetty, everyone loved Hetty; it was hard to share a room with her. She was, and is, a talker. She seemed genetically predisposed to repeat everything she ever heard while offering a running commentary on the news.

			When she received letters, back when people still wrote letters, she recounted almost everything that happened in them to anyone with whom she happened to be in earshot. She loved to recount the events of her day and share the town news in letters she would write back. As technology advanced and people moved from handwritten letters to emails, she recounted them almost verbatim to the patients at the nursing home. To be fair, many of them were not getting as much contact from the outside world as they would have liked, so they encouraged Hetty and asked her questions. To the residents at the nursing home, the lives of the people Hetty knew were, and still are, characters in a long-running radio drama. She never judges, or complains, or says anything untoward; she just talks, and talks, and talks. She started talking early and never stopped.

			Hetty, as we shall see, has a way about her that makes people, well, most people, find her endearing and accept her. Of course, not everyone is that way, and Emma Woodhouse will really put her foot in it later. It will be both tragic and horrific. Like a slow-motion trainwreck. So it was that Jane, who had been on the receiving end of most of those words for her entire life, didn’t feel like she had to bear it. It wasn’t a hassle; it just was. However, being raised around a chatterbox, one chooses to shout to be heard or to become part of the background. Jane chose the latter. She also discovered that sometimes, she just liked things to be quiet, and so, after her roommate dropped out, Jane Bates had a single for an entire year.

			Lawrence and Jane met in the fall while not going to a sporting event. It was one of those rivalry days when almost everyone on campus was either at the game or in a dorm watching the game. For those who cared very little for such things, the rest of the campus was their own personal playground. Some people actually played games while others used the time to do work in the library, which is where our star-crossed lovers met.

			Jane was working on a paper for her exceptional child class. Yes. There were, and still are, classes called “The Exceptional Child.” Judge or don’t judge, but that is the reality of the situation. Students don’t name the classes, and at her particular campus of Big State University, people who wished to teach students with learning disabilities also had to take “The Exceptional Child” course. She needed to finish up before she could student-teach the next semester.

			Lawrence was working on something for his Mock Trial team. While he didn’t want to be a lawyer, he felt that communication majors should find any excuse to get up in front of others and talk. The Mock Trial team was a great fit for him. He did debate in high school and excelled at it. His favorite thing to do was to argue against his actual opinion. He felt it prepared him for anything. While it did prepare him for most things regarding his desired work, it didn’t prepare him for what he had to do in the field. Guns end conversations.

			It was the late 90s, and while the internet was around, and on Big State University campuses it was readily available, it was still a baby. Now, if one wanted an article about the merits of the whole reading word method or wanted the exact language of an obscure state law from 1976, one would find it without much fanfare. In the 90s, those things were in books, magazines, newspapers, journals, or in the case of both of Jane Fairfax’s parents, on microfiche.

			For those who were born after the turn of the 21st century, microfiche was a flat piece of undeveloped film with tiny pictures of an entire book, journal, newspaper, or some kind of periodical. People were required to put the flat film in a viewer that blew the tiny pictures up and projected them on a screen. The user then had to slide the film around over the projection light to find the proper page. It was supposed to be easier than microfilm, which did the same thing but was on a roll.

			Some people, Lawrence Fairfax included, believe that microfiche was a torture device designed by political parties who wished to keep everyone ignorant because they would get so frustrated that they would give up and use the encyclopedia entry or just fail out of college. Lawrence was often frustrated by the way the machine whipped so quickly that finding the correct page was difficult, and when the page was finally found, the image was blurry or had a smudge. He was actually muttering curse words at the machine when Jane Bates first came into the room. She found it endearing. She was all patience and kindness. She was training, after all, to be a teacher of children with learning difficulties.

			She offered to help, which he accepted only after apologizing for his vulgar outburst. She accepted and dropped a few choice words to let him know she wasn’t a puritan. It was America in the late 90s. Late-night cable TV had existed for years. Sure, the Bates family didn’t have it, but she had friends from high school who did. She found what he was looking for like a pro, and while he read and printed the page he needed, he opined, if printing was an option, why not just keep the actual magazine around and save a tree already? She laughed both with and at him, albeit playfully, and by the time they each had a stack of papers to take back to their rooms to read, Jane agreed to a thank-you dinner. Some could argue they fell in love shortly thereafter, but if anyone had been in the microfiche room with them, it would have been obvious that Cupid struck right there and then.

			They graduated that May and married the next day. Lawrence was to be sent to Fort Belvoir in Virginia. Hetty found that news upsetting, as she did not want to be so far away from her most beloved sister, but she did think it was good luck that they were going there because it was in Fairfax County, Virginia. It was not good luck at all, but Hetty couldn’t know that. Lawrence was assigned to Military Intelligence, and he thrived.

			Jane Bates kept her maiden name but jumped through all the hoops to become a certified teacher in Virginia and took a job at Fort Belvoir Elementary School. She liked living on base. She loved her husband. He loved her. They saw each other every day. It was joyous. She also liked that living on base was like living in Highbury, in that the living space was far too close, and everyone knew everyone else’s business. They settled in, and just before the end of the millennium, two days before the birth of Emma Woodhouse, Jane Fairfax was born.

			While she wouldn’t step foot in Highbury until long after she could walk on her own, everyone there knew everything about her, as every single photo ever taken of her in those first years was printed in duplicate so a full set could be sent to Hetty and the elder Bateses. Since Reverend Bates was a spiritual leader, he spoke to his congregation about his life, and he spoke glowingly about his only grandchild. Mrs. Jacqueline Bates was the personal secretary to Mr. Henry Woodhouse, the current head of the family’s empire, and so she came into contact with everyone who worked for Mr. Woodhouse, and as people do, they shared stories about their lives. Hetty shared with every person she saw, be they at work, on the street, or in the store. Thus, it was that everyone in Highbury felt like they knew everything they needed to know about “Little Jane,” as she was affectionately called.

			The next two years were not perfect, but they were close to it. Jane was a quiet baby, but she didn’t remain little for long. By the time she was two, she was wearing clothes made for children twice her age. She grew and grew. She was rarely a handful. Her first word was ball. She liked to look out the window and dance with her head when music played. She smiled contentedly, and so, her mother, seeing her silent approbation, kept her happy with music.

			One week into 2002 and thus ten days into Jane’s second year, her father was deployed. The world was in chaos. Military Intelligence was needed in so-called “hot zones.” The day in late March when the base commander himself knocked on their door to deliver the terrible news didn’t technically strike down Jane Bates, but that was essentially the end of her life as she knew it. Distraught and confused, she called her sister and asked if she could come home.

			Hetty Bates was not capable of driving across the country to get her sister and niece. She never learned to drive as she never felt the need to leave Highbury. However, as soon as word got around town, everyone came together. Local entrepreneur Michael Knightley, who was the only person in all of Highbury whose fortune could rival that of Henry Woodhouse, owned the retirement home in which Hetty worked and was a parishioner in the church where Reverend Bates preached, jumped behind the wheel of one of his own farm trucks, for he owned hundreds of acres of farmland, and drove across the country to pick up the Janes and bring them home. They moved to the big upstairs attic room together.

			It was a sad spring and a depressing summer, which led to a miserable fall. Jane Bates never mentally recovered from the loss of Lawrence. She had nightmares every night, and so she slept only a few hours in a row. Her only joy was seeing the way that “Little Jane” bonded with her sister and her parents in the Bates’ family home, which Little Jane would one day inherit. It was a relief to know she would be safe and sound in Highbury forever with people who loved her. It gave her cold comfort, but it didn’t heal her mind or body, which was weak and frail as she rarely ate. She caught the flu, and while many women of her age catch the flu each year and survive, they are not weakened and defeated. Shortly after Thanksgiving, she left the world behind, but not before making Hetty promise to do everything she could to see her daughter have the best life possible. Hetty promised and kissed her sister on the forehead just as she shuffled off this mortal coil.
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			Love, Hate, and Other Emotions

			Right now, someone, somewhere, is saying, “Oh my god, I love this thing so much.” The “thing” would likely have a name, be it common or proper. “I love pizza” or “I love Marco’s Pizza” could easily be uttered, and most people in the room would have no comment on that, as they would understand that the person likely doesn’t really, really love the pizza. Maybe if the person owned a Marco’s franchise or if maybe that person’s child owned a franchise, that person might actually love Marco’s.

			The question must be asked though, if those people really “love” pizza. If deprived of pizza for a period of time, would that person feel loss and go through grief? Maybe, but humans existed for millennia without pizza. There is a person somewhere right now who never had pizza and who has lived a great life. We can assume there are some people with celiac disease who don’t love pizza as well. Also, pizza as we know it now was invented in the mid-1700s at best, so, again, DaVinci never had pizza. That guy invented the future, and he didn’t even think up pizza, so it is safe to assume his life was pretty fulfilled. The same goes for Marco’s. It was founded in Toledo, Ohio in the late 1970s. Considering there are billions of people who have never had Marco’s Pizza but who have said that they love pizza writ large, it is safe to say the world survived without Marco’s. No shade to Marco’s, but the world doesn’t need it.

			Jane Fairfax didn’t love pizza. In fact, she didn’t love any one tangible thing. She liked things, or she was indifferent about them. She might say, “I like that” or “I don’t like that,” but that was very literal for her. She just didn’t like it. She didn’t love them nor hate them. Both seemed like a lot of work, and they were just things after all. She liked her fitness tracker because it buzzed and woke her up without waking up Gloria on the weekdays or Xavier on the weekends when he came to visit. She was grateful for the gift, but if it broke, she wouldn’t be upset about losing it. She would be perturbed at having to get a replacement, but that was financial more than anything. She would apologize to Gloria if she lost it, as it was a gift, but she wouldn’t miss that particular piece of tech. She liked coffee. She didn’t like soda. She liked wine. She didn’t care for beer. She didn’t hate soda or beer. She just didn’t like them. Carbonation wasn’t her thing, so she just avoided it and didn’t discuss it. She made no judgments about people who drank those things. It didn’t have anything to do with her.

			The piano in her practice room was nice. She liked it. She thought the piano had a full sound in the small room. The concert piano at Mansfield College was different, but good. She liked it. In fact, she had never played a piano she did not like. She would even play an out-of-tune piano if that was all there was. Toy pianos, electric pianos, keyboards, organs, anything with keys and pedals was good. The practice guitar Dr. Schlesinger let her use felt good in her hands. She liked the acoustic sound. She tried the harp, and it felt bad. It was heavy and leaned on her body and made her feel trapped, and so she didn’t care to play it again. She didn’t hate the harp; she just didn’t want to do it, so she didn’t bother. She was physically suited for the harp, with her long arms, but it was simply not for her.

			Vivian, the woman who played the harp in the Mansfield symphony and who played guitar in The Pump Room, made the harp sing. When she played it, she looked like she and it were joined. It didn’t look heavy. It didn’t look like it would push her through the ground the way Jane felt when she tried. When Vivian played it, it looked like a dance. It was pleasing to watch. It was pleasing to hear. Jane liked it.

			Jane liked Vivian. Jane liked watching Vivian play, but the music that Vivian created, the sound, the way it sprang forth from the strings; that was love. Jane Fairfax had a deep, passionate love affair, which began before she could remember, with music. To Jane, music could not be contained. Music wasn’t tangible. Music had no bounds. While historians can date some instruments back to 40,000 years or more, Jane knew that as soon as creatures had vocal cords, they were making music. Music didn’t need to be invented because it was inevitable.

			Jane liked her instruments, but she loved the sounds they made. When Jane played the concert piano during the production of Waitress, she thought it sounded big, and full, and expansive. When she played “Never Getting Rid of Me,” the floor shook a bit because the bass player, Florine, couldn’t help herself and stomped her foot the whole time in time with the bass kick drum, which Tara pounded so hard that the ground shook. People moved. The actors danced and sang. The crowd sang along or laughed or both. It was that feeling, that connection to the world, that propelled Jane Fairfax through life.

			The audience, in a musical theater show, or at a concert at a bar, or house party, or at a campus-wide picnic, was different than those at a symphony. People at the symphony were moved by the music, but they sat on their hands, in silence, and waited, sometimes until the end of the full movement, which could be 30 minutes or more, almost holding their collective breath. Sure, when they finally reacted, it was often with an eruption or with a standing ovation, but the music deserved more than that. For Jane, music wasn’t passive. Music was all. Music was love.

			This was it for her. Even music she didn’t care for, she loved. This is why she didn’t get involved in those Reddit debates or claim that she loved pizza or ever used the “favorite” button on anything. There was no such thing as bad music, just as for some people there is no such thing as bad pizza. If the song was a hit and she liked it, she added it to her playlist. If the song was a deep cut and she liked it, she added it to the playlist. Some songs were unpleasant to her, and so, she didn’t add them. It wasn’t that they made her angry or that she hated the songs; she just didn’t like them.

			Oftentimes, it had to do with pitch. If a band liked to play with a lot of sounds in their songs, and one of the sounds was at a certain pitch, she disliked that. She found that some songs were lyrically problematic, but if the music was good, she could maybe forgive it. A lot of songs sung by adult men objectified women. She could do without that, but she never skipped Nelly’s “Hot in Herre.” Bangers bang. Bigotry could not be forgiven, regardless of how good the guitarist was, and so, there were times when she would skip a song because she was offended. Still, she respected the artist’s right to be a bigot, and she, as a free-thinking person, had the right to skip it, and so she did.

			Many a potential suitor met Jane Fairfax and thought she was being aloof when she said she didn’t have a favorite color. Some people thought she was playing games when she said she didn’t have a favorite movie, or actor, or anything. She wasn’t making that up. She was telling the truth. Jane almost always told the truth.

			The problem was that people often ask the wrong questions, and should she be blamed for that? Is it her fault that she didn’t just say every single thought that came into her head? If, instead, someone, anyone really, asked her what she loved, she would say, without a doubt, music. Of course, if anyone took half a minute to watch her play, it would be evident, and if, after watching her play, someone asked her to talk about music as an idea, she could go on. She would talk and talk and wax poetically. While her love for music could never be denied, if someone asked not what she loved, but who she loved, she would also have plenty to say about that. Maybe more about those people than even she has to say about music. So, Dear Reader, we shall hear her voice, in all of its glory, very soon.
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			The Campbells

			Lieutenant Lawrence Fairfax died a hero. This is not up for debate. Regardless of how one feels about the war where he found himself, or the geopolitical arguments regarding America’s situation, Lieutenant Fairfax died saving the lives of others. No matter where that happens, in a war zone, on a busy city street, or in a small lake in the middle of the country, when one person saves the life of another, the title hero is earned.

			While Lieutenant Fairfax had not planned on serving in combat when he was assigned to military intelligence, nor did he think he would be so close to the action when deployed, things happened as they did. Because he was a member of military intelligence, he was keen and aware, and on that particular day, keenly aware. He recognized the IED for what it was, and in the process of trying to remove it from his troop’s location, he perished.

			

			His commanding officer, Colonel Christopher Campbell, who did suffer hearing loss in one ear due to being in proximity to the explosion, knew, if not for the actions of Lawrence Fairfax, he would have lost much more than that. When he returned to the United States, he wished to visit the wife and daughter of the man who saved him. He was distraught to learn the news of Jane Bates’ passing. He took it upon himself to check in on Hetty and Jane Fairfax as often as possible.

			His wife, Sonja, was a Stanford grad and software engineer who was part of the dot-com boom, got out before the bust, and did a lot of coding and behind-the-scenes “consulting” for a lot of companies that were staking their claim in Silicon Valley. Because she was a contractor for hire, she worked where and when she was needed. Colonel Campbell was stationed at Fort Hunter Ligget, about six hours north of Highbury.

			On that first meeting between the social butterfly Gloria Campbell and the wallflower Jane Fairfax, a loving and forever friendship blossomed. Gloria, who heard everything about Jane Fairfax during the six-hour drive down, walked right up to her and gave her a big hug around the middle. She assumed, rightfully so, that Jane was sad because she missed her parents, even though she had an aunt who loved her very much, and a whole town that rallied behind her and did their best to give her everything she needed. Even then, Jane towered over Gloria, and there was something about the way Gloria’s head came in right below Jane’s chin that made it feel like a piece of the puzzle was missing, which, of course, it was.

			One or both of the Campbells drove Gloria down one weekend per month for the next two years. When they were six, and Hetty felt Jane could handle it, the Campbells would take Jane for the weekend. Hetty could not drive, but as Jane was a Highbury favorite, there was
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