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            Chapter 15

It was close to noon when the men left to talk to the doctor about securing his employment. Polly arrived soon after to help me with my hair.

“How is Mrs. Brayton?” I asked.

“Still sleeping,” said the abigail. “Rags was whining at her door, so I let him in and set him up on the bed so he could have a cuddle.”

Against Polly’s better judgment, I had donned my simple brown muslin and my country bonnet. The familiarity and simplicity did my heart good, for it reminded me that there was a world beyond the sprawl of this harsh city. “For a walk in the park with my son, this is perfect,” I had answered her protestations. “Ned can do no harm to this old dress, and I shall feel quite comfortable leaving Amelia behind. At Ferndean, he and I often take rambles together.”

She sighed, and I guessed what she was thinking: That was Ferndean and this was London. But all she said was, “I believe Mr. Higgins has a surprise for you, ma’am. You’ll see it when you’re ready for your walk. Amelia’s changing Master Ned’s pinafore. Adèle is still in her room, having a grand time with some old ribbons that belong to Mrs. Brayton.”

She was right. Adèle was in her room, happily weaving the scraps of fabric through her hair. Polly had also located several of Lucy’s older court dresses, and the little French girl was in her element, trying on the finery and parading in front of the long cheval mirror in order to view the results.

“
Veux-tu venir avec nous au Hyde Park?
” I asked.

“
Non
, I have no wish to go to the park.” She pouted, so I let her be.

I was on my way downstairs when I heard Ned giggling. Looking into the entryway, I discovered that my little boy was sitting in an adorable child cart, a neat, scaled-down version of a pony cart, with tall sides and robust wheels. The tongue, which would normally have been yoked to small horses, extended far enough to provide excellent leverage so that the entire contraption could easily be rolled along the pavements.

Playing the part of both horse and driver, Lucy’s butler Higgins towed the cart first one way and then the other. Each short journey brought gales of laughter from Ned’s rosy lips.

“Where did this come from?” I reached for Ned but he scooted down into his seat, gripping the sides of the wagon firmly. Along with his father’s black eyes, my son had inherited Edward’s fierce determination.

“I commissioned a coach builder to construct one for Master Evans. Since the child has yet to arrive, I sent word that we needed a second such contraption, so each boy could have his own.”

The cart was a marvel of design, complete with a padded frame so my son could sit without assistance. The wheels rolled easily, and the bright red paint gave it a jaunty air.

I thanked Higgins profusely for his thoughtfulness.

The sky was clear; a walk would be perfect. At my direction, Higgins carried the cart and my son down the front stairs and set both on the walkway. My son regarded the butler solemnly and gestured to him, clearly indicating that he expected the butler to accompany us.

“No. Not this time, Young Master. You go with your mum, you hear? Tell those squirrels ‘hul-lo’ for me.” The butler straightened and adjusted his waistcoat. With a perfectly bland face, he said, “Master Ned has taken quite a fancy to watching a pair of squirrels down the street who like to chase each other.”

A red blush started at Higgins’s collar and spread up his neck as he bowed to me and headed back into the house, leaving me to stare in wonder at the closing door. So my son had softened the butler’s heart!

I would have to share this bit of news with Lucy. She would agree that there was magic inherent in a child’s smallest gesture. Here I’d thought that Higgins would be impervious to any sort of emotion. But I’d been wrong. The man’s austere exterior had been breached without effort by one little boy. Cook had supplied me with a bag of bread crumbs when she’d heard of our plans. The whole household had fallen in love with my boy, a situation that could only augur good tidings for Evans’s arrival.

Ned’s interests—not to mention his impact on others—had come as a bit of a revelation to me, who’d never spent much time with children so young. I found some people were charmed, others irked by Ned’s constant motion. My son’s impulse, it seemed, was to launch himself unreservedly at the world around him, with his eyes open and his hands grabbing, in a relentless attempt to experience every morsel that came his way.

With effort, I managed to roll the cart along the pavement to Hyde Park, passing a dozen large houses as we went. Along the way we passed several nannies out airing their charges. Their nods confirmed they took me as one of their own. I am sure to most matrons of my standing, my approach to childrearing was anathema, but our life in Ferndean had afforded me the luxury of spending time alone with my son. The habit of our companionship had thus been established, and rather than avoid it, I found it to be one of my life’s great joys.

Ned’s head swiveled on his chubby neck, taking in his surroundings, gazing at the fine houses with their colorful window boxes. Our progress was interrupted frequently because everything seemed to inspire my son’s delight. As I pointed out squirrels, he hooted with laughter. Even the pigeons brought a smile to his lips.

I reflected that coming to London had not been a bad idea after all . . . as long as we could avoid outings with the social set in the future.

No footpaths like this wove their way around Ferndean. The landscape there suffered from a sort of benign neglect, and many of the lanes there had become overgrown. I vowed to speak to Edward about creating an outdoor space at home where the child cart could travel. Meanwhile, I promised myself to schedule an outing like this with Ned every few days.

We’d chosen a grand time for an adventure. The park was full of pleasure seekers from every walk of life enjoying the brilliant sunshine. Couples strolled, arm in arm, up and down the footpaths. I tugged the cart to a spot by an empty bench, where Ned and I could enjoy the scent of flowers nodding at the sun.

I showed Ned how to toss the breadcrumbs to the birds. Of course, the pigeons needed no encouragement to come visit us. Once the message spread among them that we were offering sustenance, a flock engulfed our bench, their iridescent neckties of silver, blue, amethyst, and green shimmering like the glow of precious stones. But then the approaching loud voices of an arguing couple scattered the birds, causing them to fly off in a whirlwind of grays, tans, and white.

“I know you care for me—and I do not want to wait any longer. I can prove what a good wife I shall be!” A fashionable woman walked alongside a shabbily dressed man and tugged on his arm most insistently. Her voice and form suggested youth, though her face was obscured by her fashionable bonnet decked out with ribbons of every color. The man’s face, however, was quite clear to me, and his expression was one of extreme discomfort. Especially because he realized that I had overheard her protestations. His eyes caught mine, and I turned away to attend to Ned rather than share my impressions of his overwrought friend.

“Please! You do yourself a disservice in this public place.” He kept the lady at arm’s length with one hand, while in the other he carried a worn leather satchel that flapped open, exposing papers that threatened to spill on the ground. “I beg you to listen, miss. Although I hold you in the highest regard, we have no future together. I have done nothing to give you any other impression.”

“But you have! You are so kind to me. I see your affection in your eyes! And we are ideally suited. We have the same interests, and—”

“I regret that you might have misinterpreted my professional concern for a greater devotion.”

“We are meant to be together! I saw it in a dream.” The young woman’s voice became ever more strident and her gestures more animated. I felt embarrassed on her behalf—to my way of thinking, she had already exceeded the bounds of good taste. Clearly the young man did not return her affections. Why could she not see that?

“I really must go.” The man seemed quite desperate. “I am expected—”

“Hail a hackney for both of us! Mama won’t notice I’m gone. Come, it’ll be easier from the street—” and she grabbed at his arm.

But instead of following her as she tried to lead him, he loosened her hands from his sleeve. That was when he noticed his precarious satchel and started shoving the papers down deeper so they would not fall out. Even as he worked furiously to restrain them, he kept dodging her entreaties. “Please! You cannot keep following me around like this! I do not know how you came to your conclusions, and I regret any action on my part that might have encouraged you, but—”

At first, his actions struck me as ungallant, but the longer I watched them from under my old straw bonnet, the more I sensed that he was desperate. The woman was clearly refusing to listen. I lifted my head and did a quick survey. The quarrel had drawn attention: strollers turning to watch, nannies stopping prams to listen in, and couples casting glances this direction.

The woman launched herself at the man, grabbing at the collar of his jacket. “I feel your love for me with every beat of my heart! From the first moment you stepped into our parlor, I knew!”

“You are mistaken. There is no future for us. I have tried to speak kindly to you, and I abhor the fact that I might hurt your sensibilities, but you must listen to me! There is nothing between us. There never was.” He worked at her fingers to disentangle them.

“I know you care for me!” She changed her grip and took hold of one of his cuffs.

“No! I love another!” With a mighty effort, he pulled away, and with a loud rip, the fabric of his sleeve came loose. The surprise of this caught them both off-balance. Several of his papers had worked their way toward freedom again, and a couple flew out of his satchel. As he bent to retrieve them, she stepped in close, getting her face near to his.

“Who is she?”

From a near crouch, he looked up at her, pausing as he chased his papers. “Her name is Miriam Goldstein. I hope to marry her.”

Somewhere deep inside me, an alarm bell chimed. Some instinct told me the woman was marshalling her energies, but to what purpose I could not guess. I lifted Ned and pulled him close to me, shielding his face with my hands.

“Miriam?” she screamed, then slapped the man hard across the face. Her blow was so well timed and her aim was so true that he sprawled flat on his back. He stayed there for but the blink of an eye, before scrambling to his feet and running off.

The young woman’s back was still to me, but I watched as her shoulders shook. She commenced to crying, her bonnet bobbing under the weight of her emotions.

I settled Ned in the child cart and watched the woman as she cried. My heart went out to her, while my mind suggested she would be better off somewhere more private.

In the meantime, Ned had caught a pigeon feather in his pudgy hands and was examining it with studied earnestness. From deep in the pocket of my old brown muslin, I dug out my own handkerchief and walked toward the crying girl. Perhaps a kind gesture would remind the woman of how public her display really was. With one eye on my son, I extended my arm to offer up the folded square of linen. “Miss?”

When she did not respond, I tapped her on the shoulder. “Miss?”

“Don’t touch me!” With a fury, the young woman turned on me. I was shocked to recognize the mild, nearly catatonic Mary Ingram. But the recognition was one-sided. Taking in my simple brown muslin and my worn straw bonnet, Mary said, “Get away from me, you beggar woman!”


Chapter 16

At second glance, she realized who I was. “Oh! It’s you. Nothing is beneath you, is it? Now you spy on people?”

To such an assertion, there could be no suitable response, so I said nothing.

With a flounce of her head, she turned on her heel and stomped away.

Mary was never considered terribly bright, or so Mrs. Fairfax had told me. So it shouldn’t have come as a surprise that she had not recognized me at first. And now I regretted that she had yet another reason to dislike me: I had been a witness to her rejection.

Determined not to let our outing be spoiled by the odd encounter, I played various simple games with my son. I dropped leaves and he giggled and tried to snatch them mid-air. After a bit, that bored him, so I offered up a handful of acorns and a sprig of wild mint, so that he might recognize the joy of natural fragrances. When he grew uninterested in that, I again played the part of draft horse, pulling his child cart back toward Lucy’s house. Along the way, I mulled over the scene I’d witnessed and decided that the Ingram women suffered from a general need for self-restraint. Furthermore, they walked this earth blind to anyone who did not offer them some immediate personal gratification of their wishes.

It is my belief that those who divide the world into “those who have something to offer me” and “those who do not” will often find themselves at the mercy of others, because they are likely to be wrong as often as they are right.

In short order, Ned and I returned to #24 Grosvenor Square.

“Hello, Higgins. Is my husband home?”

“No, ma’am,” Higgins greeted me with his usual neutrality, but his eyes sparkled as he helped me with the child cart. “If you’d like, I’ll take Young Master up to his nursemaid. She’s been expecting him, and Polly is waiting to help you freshen up. Mrs. Brayton wants your company.”

Each time I stepped out of doors, a fine rain of coal silt settled on my garments. I had read somewhere that the quick-growing population of the city burned a staggering amount of coal each day, and this accounted for London’s murky veil of smoke and fog. Whilst under the canopy of trees in the park, it was bearable, but a traveler on main streets was subjected to the worst of the dark residue that combined with the copious horse droppings and running streams of human waste to make a stink such as I had never endured in my life. Fortunately, Polly was always at the ready to brush the soot off my dress and shake the dust from my bonnet.

But when I arrived in my room, I could see that the lady’s maid had other plans today. My claret silk dress was hung up and neatly pressed.

The abigail answered my curious look by saying, “You’re to go on calls with Mrs. Brayton. Morning calls.”

“But it’s three in the afternoon!”

Polly giggled without any malice. “I know! Morning calls start at three. Ain’t it funny?”

Polly started unbuttoning my brown muslin. “Mrs. Brayton’s been pacing the floor, waiting for you. You’re to go to Lady Grainger’s house straightaway.”

I understood that Lady Grainger was dear to Lucy, but a visit to her home would surely mean another encounter with one or more of the Ingrams. That was an experience I would prefer to avoid.

Polly began to lift my brown muslin over my head.

“Stop,” I said. “Please stop. I would rather stay here. In fact, I’ll go and tell Lucy—”

“Oh no, Mrs. Rochester. Mrs. Brayton insisted that you was to go with her to Lady Grainger’s house.”

“But we saw the woman only last night!”

“Aye.” Polly lifted the muslin off me and carefully lowered the silk over my head. Since I am not tall, it was easy for her to do. “She sent word asking that the both of you visit first thing. See, Lady Grainger thinks the world of Mrs. Brayton. Considers her like a daughter, almost. I heard there was some nastiness last night, and, well, I can imagine that Lady Grainger don’t want that to fester. Wants to pinch out that candle right fast. If anyone can put things to right, her ladyship can. A cunning old bird, she is, if you don’t mind me saying.”

I dampened down my dismay that news of last night’s snub had already reached down into the servants’ quarters.

“And she can do that?” I wondered. “I mean, is it really possible that Lady Grainger can force her family to bend to her will?”

“I hope so. I dearly do.” Polly’s fingers flew along the buttons of my dress. I watched her in the mirror and noted the concentration on her face. “Mrs. Brayton cried herself to sleep last night. Oh, she’ll put on a good face for you, ’cause she’s like that, but she told me what that nasty cow, Dowager Ingram, said. How she snubbed you. This has to be nipped in the bud, quick-like. Before all of London sniffs it in the wind.”

Seeing my downcast expression, Polly paused and her hands rested gently on my shoulders. “No one blames you, Mrs. Rochester. No one. Lady Grainger’s maid, Dorsey, she’s told me how those Ingram women have caused all sorts of mischief among Lady Grainger’s staff, even accusing her cook of thievery—and saying the butler has been overly familiar. Can you imagine? That younger girl, she’s been helping herself to Lady Grainger’s garden, hacking away, taking whatever flowers strike her fancy, while the Dowager and that older one keep serving milk to Lady Grainger’s dog so it’s always getting sick on the floor. Don’t matter that Lady Grainger asks her not to. She don’t care one bit. Have you ever heard the like?”

Polly bustled around, smoothing the bedclothes and tidying my meager wardrobe.

“I am truly sorry to hear the Ingrams have caused such distress. Especially among Lady Grainger’s staff,” I said as I put on my nice pearl ear fobs.

Because of my former position as governess—which occupied an intermediate social position between the gentry and the household servants—I understood the delicate web of relationships common to the belowstairs staff. At their best, servants covered for one another’s failings, putting the needs of their masters first. At their worst, staff would blame and snipe, in vain attempts to curry favor with their employers. Any accusation of one cast a shadow over all, as suspicion ran riot, debilitating and serious as an outbreak of milk fever.

“But what does Lady Grainger say when her staff is treated so poorly?” I slipped on my kid gloves while Polly busied herself tucking sprigs of lavender into the bureau with my chemises.

“She ain’t happy, but the Ingrams are family. The mother and her girls come to London all the time. There’s a boy, too, but he stays back at Ingram Park, I’ve heard. Oh, but their father, Lord Ingram, was a crafty one. On his deathbed, he made Lady Grainger promise to take care of his sister and her three children. Deathbed promises are stronger than iron chains.”

“Ah yes, I know.”

My mother had exacted a similar promise from her brother. Then on his own deathbed, my Uncle Reed made the same request of his wife, but alas, Aunt Reed seethed over the obligation. Caught between her word and her virulent hatred for me, she had ultimately been the one who shuffled me off to Lowood, a bleak, poorly run school.

Yet, against all odds, I had survived and completed my education, allowing me to work as a governess. This remembrance brought a fresh appreciation for Polly’s status. Despite my family’s respectable status, had it not been for Lowood, I, too, might have gone into service.

Polly straightened and rubbed her lower back. “The missus told me that the Dowager delivered a cut sublime to you. Blimey, it must have been an awful shock.”

I shrugged. “It might have been if I cared about society. As it stands, my concern is for Lucy. It grieves me to know she was hurt by the slight. I wish I knew how to remedy the situation.”

“Well, Lady Grainger, she’s one to reckon with. If anyone can make those nasty Ingram women act right to Mrs. Brayton, Lady Grainger can.”

“At least she can try,” I said, as I adjusted my nice bonnet.

Polly’s smile was as weak as watered-down tea. “Aye, she can certainly do that.”
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