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By Sarah Shoemaker


Mr Rochester




About the Book


On his eighth birthday, Edward is banished from his beloved home, Thornfield Hall, to learn his place in life. With the help of friends, enemies and a series of eccentric mentors, he discovers more than he might have wished about the ways of the men – and women – who will one day be his peers.


Edward’s journey takes him to the warm, languid shores of Jamaica, where he becomes entangled in the beguiling, unchecked lifestyle of the island, and with a certain enticing heiress. But the choices he makes there will haunt him desperately. It is only when he is finally able to return home, and encounters one stubborn, plain, young governess, that Edward can see any possibility of redemption – and love.


Rich and vibrant, Edward’s evolution from tender-hearted child to Charlotte Brontë’s passionately tormented hero will completely, deliciously, and forever change how we read and remember Jane Eyre.




For Kent, who has lived graciously these past few
years with my fascination for another man.








. . . without esteem true love cannot exist.


—Charlotte Brontë


Shirley










BOOK ONE




CHAPTER 1


I know little of my birth, for my mother died long before she could tell me—before I ever heard her voice or gazed at her face—and my father banished the woman who helped deliver me, blaming her for my mother’s death. Of course, my father himself had no interest in telling me the least part of it, even if he did remember, which he almost certainly did not. There was no room for sentiment in my father’s existence. Although my mother had proved her worth by providing him with two healthy boys, he would still have considered it a waste to lose a good broodmare.


But with her gone, who was there to oversee the raising of his sons? Not himself, that was certain, as he was away on business most of the time, so he turned to Holdredge, his butler, and to his housekeeper, Mrs. Knox, and a succession of nursemaids and governesses, who were sometimes bad and other times worse. It was years before I could think of a governess as anyone other than a presence that must be borne. But in large part, my brother and I were left to entertain ourselves, and we did so separately. Rowland was eight years older than I, and as one might imagine, eight years between brothers does not make for a great deal of affinity. I do not recall much of what he did with himself in those days, but as for me, whenever I was released from the schoolroom I was content to ramble the gardens and fields and woods of Thornfield-Hall.


Even now, when I think of Thornfield-Hall, I choose to remember what it was then—the playground of my childhood—and not what it was to become: a place of secrets and threats, of angers and fears. If I had been prescient in those days, I might have attempted to destroy it myself.


My mother was never spoken of; I never heard her name pass anyone’s lips, and it was years before I even knew what it was. But one of my earliest memories is of the portrait that hung over the mantel of the front drawing room, a cozy place where a fire was always laid, and which my father rarely entered. He spent his time at Thornfield riding around his holdings, seeing to business here and there. Running an estate as large as Thornfield occupied all of a man’s time, and my father had a steward to do the daily work of it, but when he was home, he took part in overseeing it all, leaving early and returning late, grumbling the whole time about the price of grain or the lack of dependable labor. As if I had antennae, I knew what he was about; it was in my best interests to do so. How else is a child to survive?


But how I loved the drawing room—its walls of a soft green, almost like moss, echoing in more muted tones the lawns beyond the window casements; its ivory-colored carpet and white ceiling with moldings of grapevines; the velvet-covered chairs whose dark wood glowed from decades of polish; the gleaming silver candlesticks; and, most of all, the portrait above the fireplace. The woman was fair-haired and fair skinned, with eyes the shade of the summer sky, standing slim and proud in a dress whose color seemed but a poor copy of her eyes. She stood on a terrace—which I did not recognize—and in the distance a pair of peacocks paused in mid-strut, as if taken aback by her beauty. Of course, without having to be told, I knew who she was; my brother, Rowland, was her exact image.


It became my habit, first thing in the morning and just before bedtime, to stand before that portrait, as if standing before the reality, as if waiting for her approbation, or, when I had done some little thing of which I might be ashamed, as if sensing her disapproval. My father caught me at it one day when I thought he was gone from the Hall. He must have come back for some forgotten item and passed the half-opened door and seen me there. “Boy!” he said, startling me. “Come away from there! You have no business in there.”


I stepped back, and then, fearing his quick hand, darted past him and up the stairs to the nursery, another place he never came. I stayed away from my mother for two whole days, but I kept hearing her calling me, until finally I crept back to the parlor and pushed the door open—and she was gone. In her place was another painting—a hunting scene, with horses and red-coated riders milling around, dogs nearly underfoot, the master of the hunt with horn in hand—the sort of thing that hangs in public houses. There was nothing familiar or reassuring about it, nothing to fill the aching hole that suddenly came to my gut. It was a painting that should have been in the dining room, or my father’s library or his bedchamber, not in this room that I loved so dearly.


I had, after that, only the memory of her portrait. From then on, I stayed mostly in the nursery or the schoolroom, when I was not in the kitchen or the stables looking for a kind word or a pat on the head, or outside wandering through the wood or across the moors. I peeked a few times into the parlor, hoping that I had been mistaken about the hunting scene, but after that I rarely entered that room again.


As the years passed, my father left more and more of the estate responsibilities to his steward, while he traveled far distances. He was building up his business interests, and sometimes he took Rowland with him, but never me. This was a vast relief to me, as I had no idea how to speak with him or whether he would think me impossibly stupid if I tried to do so.


It is true that, though I lacked for love, I was never actually mistreated. I was fed and clothed—perhaps not in the fanciest ways, but adequately. I generally ate what the servants ate; in fact, when I was not being fed in the nursery, I usually dined with them in the kitchen. It was plain fare, and to this day, having tried the other, I much prefer Cook’s simple dishes. In dress, I could have been mistaken for the stableboy in a clean set of clothes, and that I preferred as well. Breeches and waistcoats are a damned nuisance, if you ask me.


While Thornfield-Hall was never truly warm in the winter months, it was never freezing, either, and the cupboards harbored goose down enough for anyone’s tastes—though more than once I heard my father berating the housekeeper, Knox, over the quilts on my bed. “The boy must learn to be a man, standing on his own, putting up with whatever life brings him,” he’d say, and she would gather up a goose down and slowly fold it for storage. Soon it would appear again, but not a word of it passed between the two of us, though I would try to flash her a smile when I could. She was a slim, black-clad woman with reddish-brown hair, and usually a frown above her gray eyes. But despite her stern appearance, she almost never had a harsh word for me, and for that I am grateful. We both understood that her job was to please the master, not to cosset his second son.


And no one beat me, though there were times when the touch of a hand would have been welcome, even in anger—a slap to the head or a good shaking of the shoulders.


Except of course for Rowland, who’d give me a swipe whenever I was within arm’s reach, and if I particularly annoyed him, he would take up the cane. He was enough older, and I was naïve enough then, to believe that that was the job of an older brother: to keep the younger one in his place. By the time I learned differently, he was gone. I will have to keep this in mind, for I have learned the ways of second sons and it would be a sore useless experience if I cannot set things aright.


In those days, Thornfield-Hall was an impressive building constructed of the gray stone so familiar in the area. Two bays, one on each wing and running the full height of its three stories, served to prevent the building from looking like a simple square box, and battlements of carved stonework on the rooftop further softened the effect. The front door was of half glass, with black oak shutters against nightfall and inclement weather. Just inside was a large entrance hall with tall doors to the downstairs rooms, and between them hung portraits of people I presumed to be my ancestors. A massive bronze lamp hung in the center, and in one corner stood a carved clock, taller than my father. I loved that clock, loved to run my finger along its carvings. A grand staircase of oak with twin newel-posts the size of a grown man led from the entrance hall up to the family’s private chambers and, beyond, the guest rooms, and on the very top floor were storage rooms and the servants’ quarters. In all, the place had a masculine appearance, with ornate panel boards on the walls, heavy tapestries at the windows, and rich plasterwork on the ceilings.


As an adult, I always felt that the Hall was built for show. It was only in the nursery—and, of course, in the drawing room, until I was banished—that I felt the comfort one ought to feel in one’s own home. Perhaps that was another reason why I spent so much of my time in those early years hovering about the kitchen begging for a scrap of sweetened dough, or in the stables asking Jem and Kip if I could help with brushing down the horses or polishing and oiling the tack. “No, Young Master,” they would always say, adding, “Go ask Cook for a bunch of carrots for the horses, there’s a good boy.” Cook would wink as she handed them over, and I would dash back, eager to deliver my offering of friendship to those patient beasts.


In the storage rooms on the third floor (a place forbidden to me, which made it all the more attractive), I found treasures: cast-off fishing tackle and butterfly nets, but I never caught any fish, perhaps because I had no one to teach me. I did catch butterflies, but I could never bear to stick a pin through the tiny quivering bodies, so I set them free. There were all sorts of other treasures to be discovered in those rooms as well: trunks of clothing from another era, toys I had never seen or played with, vases gathering dust, furniture blanketed with canvas coverings, and various other items whose use or purpose was a mystery to me—and since I was not supposed to be there in the first place, I could not ask about them. I scoured those rooms, searching for the long-lost painting of my mother, but I never found it.


On three sides, beyond the house and its gardens, were fields of wheat and barley, and on the fourth side was the hawthorn wood that gave the Hall its name and that fueled the many fireplaces and the kitchen stoves. In the springtime the wood bloomed with a haze of bluebells and the delicate white starbursts of wild garlic; in the summer it provided cool respite; in the autumn I practiced creeping through fallen leaves as silently as a fox; and in the winter bare branches clawed their way toward the sky. And beyond the wood and the fields, as far as the eye could see, were the moors: tall grasses bending in the wind; heather seeming scrubby and useless in the springtime but blossoming to brilliant pinkish purple in late summer; lowering skies warning of weather on its way; hawks circling high above; rabbits darting between tussocks; and random outcrops of silent stones.


The nannies and governesses never lasted, for various reasons. The place was remote, with little social life, my father being gone so much of the time and seeming to care little for society when he was home. Rowland could be curt and dismissive of those he considered beneath his station, and I suppose I seemed untamed and unmanageable much of the time. All in all, there was little to recommend it to anyone who might be hunting for work, although the household servants were remarkably steady.


We were insular at Thornfield-Hall, and I imagine I thought life would go on like that forever. But on my eighth birthday, everything changed.


We did not generally celebrate birthdays, but Cook always made a special sweet just for me, smiling as she laid it before me. Her smiles were rare, but when they appeared they were a sight to behold: dimples deep enough to lose a farthing in, and not one but two wide gaps between her front teeth, one up and one below. Once I thought I heard someone call her Susan, but for the most part we called her “Cook.” She was extraordinary in her skills, making feasts at short notice and with whatever she had in her larder at the moment. My father nearly always ate by himself, and he wanted only plain food to fill his stomach, the quicker the better; but by the time Rowland was twelve, he was demanding the most exotic items he could think of, probably only to see if he could confound Cook and give reason for a scolding. She always nodded at his outlandish requests and smoothed her apron and set to work, and he rarely found excuse to complain.


Which does not mean he never did so.


Rowland, when he was home, ate mostly in the dining room, in full dress with a white neckcloth, sitting alone when Father was not in residence, reading the trade news from London or abroad, or examining his butterfly collection. I envied that collection—such astonishing beauties—but I could never understand how anyone could bear to kill those defenseless creatures. As for myself, once I was released from dining in the nursery, I usually ate in the kitchen, if for no other reason than that there I was less likely to offend my brother, and therefore less likely to receive a box on the head or a rap on the knuckles.


Rowland had had a tutor since he was eight or ten, and I looked forward to the day when I could have a proper scholar to be teaching me as well. Rowland’s tutor was, no doubt, the second or third or fourth son of someone not wealthy enough or too old-fashioned to provide well for all his offspring, or perhaps he was the son of a penniless vicar. I was naïve at that age, but I’d overheard enough gossip among the servants to know that if there was any fortune to be had in a family, it was vastly advantageous to be the eldest son. I had not yet thought what that might mean for me, as I was too enthralled with ideas of knights and pirates to be having practical notions about my own future.


I imagine that Mr. Richards, the tutor, was actually a decent teacher, but Rowland, who was anxious only to get on with life, was at best an indifferent student. Except in maths. Rowland loved calculations of all sorts. The income needed per month to reach three thousand pounds in two years. The odds at a horse race. The likelihood of being able to buy some tumbledown building in any given town or city and hire laborers to fix it up—if only to dab on a bit of whitewash to hide the worst of the damage—and then sell it at enough of a profit to make the whole thing worth the trouble. Or the market advantage of planting rye instead of oats, or raising cattle versus sheep. One of the earliest arguments I ever heard him have with our father must have been when I was about four and Rowland would have been twelve, and Rowland was trying to talk Father into inclosing more of his land to increase his crop yields, sending the less-industrious tenant farmers packing and turning over their fields to more assiduous ones. “You can charge higher rents,” I remember him saying, “and the crop yields will be better. It is not our responsibility to provide a living to incompetents.”


Father just laughed and gave Rowland an affectionate cuff on the shoulder. He never followed through on any of Rowland’s ideas, but even I could see his pride that this first son of his showed such interest in economic betterment.


I had always imagined that when I was old enough for the tutor, I would become as wise in the ways of the world as Rowland, and Father would laugh and cuff me on the shoulder too, and we three would dream up more and more inventive ways to make Father’s wealth greater and greater.




CHAPTER 2


I rose early on that thirty-first day of March, my eighth birthday. I had gone to bed the night before with the anticipation of great things in the day or days ahead. There were hints of such possibilities—subtle ones, but even so, I, in my mostly careless abandon, had noticed. Several communications had arrived in the preceding weeks, some of which I managed to snatch a quick peek at before they were whisked away, but while I was not privy to their contents I saw that most were from my father, and I imagined that I, too, would soon begin my formal education. As well, there were whispered consultations in the kitchen and the back stairs, which ended the moment I appeared. I would have been dense indeed not to be aware that change was afoot.


Cook laid out two raisin buns for me at breakfast that day with an indulgent smile and offered to cook my eggs in whatever style I chose. I briefly thought over that momentous decision, and then fell back into what she always fixed: two boiled eggs with extra butter. She gave my shoulder a squeeze at that, and turned quickly away. I was buttering the buns when Holdredge stepped into the kitchen. As butler, Holdredge was much too busy and important most days for the likes of me, so it was a surprise when he strode right up to me. Immediately I wondered what I had done wrong, what mischief he had attributed to me. But he said only, “Master Edward, teatime in the dining room today. Promptly.” And then he turned on his heel and left.


The formality of it terrified me. He had called me only “boy” before, as did my father, always. But my father was away, so whom was I being summoned to meet? I scraped through my mind, trying to think of what I had done in recent days to earn such a frightening order. It was true that I had forgotten to clean my boots after slogging through the horse yard on the last rainy day. My father and brother, of course, routinely left their messes for others to clean, but I was not—yet—privileged to do so. And I had tied a cowbell around the neck of Father’s prize bull to see if its gentle sounds would render him as docile as the cows. That did not work, I discovered, and in fact he was nearly driven mad by the bell’s insistent clanking. Removing it fell to one of the farm laborers, who was almost gored in the process. But that was two or three weeks before, and I had drawn only a sharp reprimand from Ames, my father’s steward, and an order forbidding me to come within ten yards of any cattle. Yet I could not think of any other sin or transgression worthy enough to have me called “Master Edward” and summoned to the dining room.


The worry of it preyed on me as I ate my breakfast, and as soon as I finished I fled to the nursery, which was where Rowland found me. He was dressed for riding, which he did nearly every morning on his great black stallion, Thunder. “Well, Toad,” he said, as if he were imparting news of which I, a mere child, was unaware, “it’s your birthday today.”


“It is,” I responded amiably, suddenly imagining a gift of some sort in the hand he was hiding behind his back.


But he grabbed me by the collar and, throwing me facedown onto my cot, brought his riding crop from behind his back and gave me eight quick whacks. He left the room then without another word.


It is true that in certain households it is customary to give the birthday child spankings equal to his years, and it is also true that I was fully dressed and the crop left no lasting pain. Yet it was so far from the kindness I had allowed myself to hope for that I could do no other than remain, face in the bedclothes, weeping.


At this distance in time I recognize that my self-pity was perhaps overplayed. So many others have lived in far worse conditions that I cannot excuse it, except to say that I was a child and longed for a loving, or at least a friendly, act from time to time.


When I had recovered, I slipped down the back stairs, shoved my feet into my boots at the side-passage door, and stepped out into the courtyard, where I quickly dipped my head into the horse trough to wash away the redness of my eyes. The water, on that last day of March, was cold indeed, and it helped shock away whatever self-pity remained. I wandered across the rime-covered lawn and into the woods, where the undergrowth was wet and the trees stood bare and black against the cloud-driven sky, and I tore a little switch from a low-hanging branch and beat the trees with it as I passed them, one by one. In all honesty, I don’t remember that the beating I gave them made me feel any better, but, again, I was eight years old. At some point, it occurred to me that if indeed the governess should be leaving and if, henceforth, I would be sharing the tutor with Rowland, I would be forced into Rowland’s presence for hours at a time every day. I could not imagine how I could stand that, and it suddenly also occurred to me that Rowland might be feeling exactly the same way and was already laying out the terms of our accommodation.


I was, by a bare two minutes according to the clock in the Great Hall, early for teatime. But Rowland was already seated in his usual place in our father’s absence, at the foot of the table. Pausing just briefly to determine my own appropriate place at that vast mahogany board, I knew two things immediately: one, that to sit at the opposite end would be an encroachment I dared not make; and two, to sit at his right hand, usually reserved for the female guest of highest honor, was to imply something I cared not to. So I chose his left hand instead, pulling out the chair and sitting in it as if I had every right in the world to be there. Rowland barely cast a glance at me.


Holdredge appeared exactly on the stroke of the hour, followed by Emily, bearing the tea tray. Holdredge stood behind Rowland and slightly to his left as Emily poured the tea, added the milk and sugar according to our preferences, which she well knew, and then set down a plate of scones and tea cakes and two small butter pats before slipping out of the room.


Holdredge cleared his throat and pulled a letter from the inside pocket of his waistcoat. He cleared his throat again and stared at the paper in his hand and said, “Your father requests that I read this correspondence to the two of you on the occasion of the young Master Edward’s birthday.” He cleared his throat a third time, and read:






26 March, Liverpool


For the edification of my sons:


Rowland is now sixteen years of age, high time for him to step out into the world. Edward is eight, time to put away childish things.


I have ordered that Richards be sent off; his work as Rowland’s tutor is finished. Rowland will join me in Liverpool as expressly as can be arranged. He is to bring only a small valise of personal belongings. I will purchase for him whatever is needed for his new position in life. He will be journeying with me to Jamaica at the earliest next sailing, to serve and help me as I continue my ventures in that part of the world.


Edward is to go into tutelage with Mr. Hiram Lincoln of Black Hill, near Leeford. He is to pack immediately all his clothes and necessities, and Glover will drive him to Millcote, from which he can take the coach. Mr. Lincoln is expecting him on the third day of April. I charge Edward to comport himself in such a way that he will not be an embarrassment to the Rochester name. He will remain in Mr. Lincoln’s care exclusively until I make further arrangements.


Until then, I remain,
George Howell Rochester, Esq.








I heard that letter with astonishment. And with a multitude of questions. Jamaica? Where is that? And then: Where is Black Hill? So far away that I cannot come back for holidays? Even for the summer? Or will I be finished with Mr. Lincoln by summer?


I looked at Rowland, as if he would be able to clarify everything, but Rowland had pushed his chair back from the table and was grinning as broadly as a person possibly could. And no wonder: he was going to Liverpool, and after that to wherever Jamaica might be. He was going to be with Father, helping him with his business; all his financial calculations could be put into practice. In short, he was going to be in heaven. And I; I was going to be in Black Hill, for better or for worse.


I had two days in which to decide what to pack, and that mostly meant two days in which to decide how much of home to take with me. Fortunately, Knox was kind enough to help me with those decisions. She encouraged me to take the oft-mended cloth dog that I had slept with each night since Cook gave it to me the Christmas I was four. I had thought I should put away such a childish thing, but Knox confided, with a knowing nod, that when one is in a strange place, it can be a great comfort to have something familiar close at hand. Something in her voice made me picture her, as a child, in a situation not unlike my own, perhaps sent into service in a strange house with no one to comfort her. Without thinking, I reached my arms around her waist for the hug that I had so often hoped for, and she held me tight, her cheek against my hair for a moment, and it was all I could do to keep from crying as I lost what I had barely known I had.


Glover was waiting with the trap in the front courtyard at seven o’clock in the morning. Cook had already given me as hearty a breakfast as I could eat, and had further wrapped three pork pies and a half dozen ginger biscuits into a square of muslin for me to take, “to keep that stomach of yours from rebelling.” She held me close to her ample bosom, careless for once of her floury hands, then hurried me along and turned quickly away. Holdredge and Knox waited at the front door to bid me farewell, the kind of display one might expect for my father or even Rowland but that came as a surprise to me. Holdredge shook my hand wordlessly in good-bye, and Knox put her hands on my shoulders and told me that she would expect me to comport myself in a proper manner, but I thought I saw moisture in her eyes. Then it was down the step and across the paving stones, and I climbed onto the trap, where my rope-bound trunk had already been laid, and I was off. I gazed back at Thornfield-Hall as it disappeared from sight, and Knox remained in the doorway for as long as I could see her.


In Millcote, Glover was kind enough to wait with me at the George Inn until the coach came through, whereupon he put my trunk up and made sure I was settled inside. He told the driver where I was bound before he gave a perfunctory wave and walked back to the trap. I had been a careless child, it is clear. In my yearning for the larger shows of love, I had barely noticed such little kindnesses. I forced back the tears and distracted myself by gazing about me, the cloth-wrapped parcel held possessively in my lap. To my left was a portly gentleman in a brown waistcoat and yellow trousers who smelled of snuff and who had an abundance of whiskers covering his jowls. To my right was a lady in a dark gray traveling outfit who spent most of her time holding her skirts close, as if afraid I might infect her. Across from me sat another woman, with a girl younger than I, and beside them a man, large and red-faced, opened his eyes just enough to see me enter and then closed them again and proceeded to snore.


I had never been farther from home than Millcote, and there only three or four times, so I spent most of the journey staring out the coach windows at moors and fields, hills and dales, and occasional villages with muddy sheep grazing in the commons. The woman and the girl left us at Keighley, but two men took their place, wearing heavy blue greatcoats that seemed the worse for wear. Their entrance disturbed the sleeping man in the corner and caused much grumbling and resettling among the three of them. A few times they glanced across at me and the lady beside me, as if wondering whether one of us, who took up so much less space, could be persuaded to change places, but they never asked. I sat back into my seat as comfortably as possible, sleepy after a night of anticipation and fear. The coach stopped a few more times, but no one got off and the new passengers had to climb up top. The day waned, and shadows spread over the fells and dales around us.


The coach let us all off at the Four Bells, where the others would spend the night, and from which I was to be picked up and driven to Black Hill. By that time it was dark, and there seemed to be no one there for me, so I lugged my trunk into the common room and found a place to sit. It was far from the fire, near which all the seats had already been taken, but it was still warmer and somewhat lighter than it was outside. My stomach rumbled, but with everything else taken care of for me, I had been sent off without money, and I had long since eaten the pork pies and biscuits. The lady who had been sitting beside me had disappeared, but the two men in greatcoats were standing near the fire, engaged in banter with the innkeeper. One of them eventually noticed me and strode over. “You’re by yourself, boy?” he asked. “Not with the lovely lady?”


“No, sir, I am on my own.”


“And not having anything to eat?”


“They are coming for me,” I said, not wanting to reveal that I had no money.


“Who is coming?”


I shrugged, because indeed I had no idea who was coming. “From Black Hill,” I said.


He turned away then, going back to his companion and the landlord, who said something to the men that made them laugh, but he looked over at me with a new curiosity. Some minutes later a barmaid brought me a plate of cold roast beef and a knob of bread, but I shook my head, telling her I had no money to pay. She smiled, showing blackened teeth. “Never mind,” she said, and she shoved the plate into my hands. I fell to it, thinking it the best meal I had had in months.


I must have nodded off, because the next thing I knew someone was shaking me awake. I opened my eyes to see a man, short and broad and nearly square, grasping my shoulders with both hands. “Master Rochester,” he said in a gravelly voice, “is this you?”


I nodded wordlessly.


“And it’s me to get you,” he said. When, still dazed with sleep, I didn’t respond, he added, “For Black Hill.”


With that I was up like a shot. He shouldered my trunk and led the way to an old cart parked outside, drawn by an even older horse. There was but one seat—for the driver—so I climbed into the cart and sat beside my trunk as we jolted along in the darkness. Not a star was in sight; even the moon had disappeared, and I wondered how the strange man could find the way in such complete darkness, until I realized that he was probably giving the horse its rein and letting it find its own way home.


It must have been about an hour, though it seemed half the night, before the driver turned to me and said, “There it is, just ahead.” I could still see nothing—no candle burning in a window, no slant of moonlight against a brass door handle, nothing. Then I began to hear a difference in the hoofbeats, as if the horse were hurrying toward the stable, and the driver said, “Yee,” to stop him. In the sudden silence I could hear only the wind in the trees and a distant owl and the snort of the horse.


The driver climbed down and pulled my trunk from the cart, leaving me to get out in darkness as he walked to the door. He did not pull a bell but just walked in, and as soon as the door opened I could see a faint light—enough to follow him by. He preceded me into a room with a fireplace burning low and a lump of something seen dimly in the glow of a single candle.


As we came closer, the lump stirred and I could make out that it must be a man sitting in a chair, and I stopped. The cart driver dropped my trunk unceremoniously and left. “Come closer,” said the man in the chair. “Let me see you in the light.”


I stepped as close as I dared, shivering from the cold or from anxiety, or both.


“Closer,” he said, and I took another step. “Do you know who I am?” he asked.


“Mr. Hiram Lincoln?” I responded.


“You are young Edward Rochester,” he said. It was not a question, so I did not reply.


“Are you not?” he demanded.


“Yes, sir, I am,” I said.


“You are very late.”


“I had to wait for the cart. I did not know how to come otherwise.”


“Hmm,” he said. I had gotten a better look at him by then—he seemed a huge man, both tall and heavy, and his voice was unusually high. “We go to bed with the sun here at Black Hill,” he said.


“Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir,” I said.


“And we rise with the sun.”


“Yes, sir.”


He gazed at me for a time without saying anything. There was something about him that I sensed, a kind of latent power, and I realized that not only was I powerless—a feeling I was used to anyway—but I had little idea of where I was, or for how long, or what was to become of me afterwards. “There are three of you boys now,” he said. “The other two share the big bed. You will sleep on the cot. Did you bring your own bedding?”


“No, sir, I did not know—”


“You should have known. Your people should have told you.”


I said nothing, dismay rising in my throat.


He sighed heavily. “It’s up the steps,” he said. “Just the one room. You will have to sleep in your clothes tonight, then.”


Standing, he proved to be the biggest man I had ever seen, even in the semidarkness. “Are you waiting for a candle?” he asked. “You won’t need one; the cot is just at the top of the steps, next to the wall on your left.” He turned away, taking the one candle with him, and I scurried to the steps before the candle glow fully disappeared, leaving my trunk where the driver had dropped it.




CHAPTER 3


Athumb and forefinger lifted my eyelid. “He’s dark,” said a voice.


I shook my head away from the fingers, opening my eyes on my own and raising myself on my elbows. There were two boys. One appeared to be three or four years older than I, with flaming ginger hair; the other was small, with a freckled oval face and light brown hair.


“What’s your name?” asked the ginger-haired one.


“Edward Fairfax Rochester,” I said. “What’s yours?”


“Edward Fairfax Rochester? That’s far too much of a name for a boy your size.”


I blinked at him. I had little experience with boys my age—only Rowland, who was not my age, and the two stableboys, with whom I had sometimes played horseshoes when their duties allowed.


“How old?” he demanded.


“Eight.”


“Eight,” he repeated, in a tone that implied I had affirmed his suspicions.


“And how—”


But he was interrupted by a woman’s voice from below: “Boys!”


The two immediately began throwing on their clothes. I rose from my cot—despite the cold and my fears of this place, I had slept like the dead—and I set myself to straightening my rumpled clothes and running a hand through my hair and putting on my shoes, and I hurried downstairs after the others.


Mr. Lincoln was already seated at the table, drinking the first of, as I was later to learn, many cups of coffee, a huge globe on a stand beside him. He glanced up as we tumbled down the steps. “You have met Rochester, I presume,” he said, as if new boys appeared all the time.


“We have,” the ginger-haired boy said. The smaller one nodded silently.


“And,” Mr. Lincoln continued, “has he met you?”


There was a moment’s hesitation, and Mr. Lincoln spoke into it. “I thought not. That one is Thomas Fitzcharles,” he said to me, “but for obvious reasons he’s called ‘Carrot’ in this place. And the other one is William Gholson; we call him ‘Touch.’ As for you”—he leveled his eyes at me—“I shall have to see. In the meantime, sit down, the three of you, and put something in your stomachs.”


I held back, unsure, as the other boys took their places, and then I sat in the remaining chair, the one to Mr. Lincoln’s left, next to the globe. A woman, who I later learned was called Athena—but who seemed as little like the Greek goddess as I could imagine a woman to be; perhaps Mr. Lincoln had given her a new name too—brought coffee in mugs for the three of us, and a plate of bread, which the other two fell to pulling apart, leaving barely a crust for me. Mr. Lincoln seemed not to notice, and I took my crust and dunked it into my coffee and hoped my stomach would not complain too vociferously.


“Your father is a gentleman,” Mr. Lincoln said, looking at me over his spectacles.


The other two stared at me. “I believe so, sir,” I said.


“But he is also in trade.”


The boy called Touch looked down at his mug, but Carrot continued to watch me, his eyes slightly narrowing at this last.


“I suppose he is,” I bumbled on, too inexperienced to understand the disapproval the phrase might carry.


“He has business interests,” Mr. Lincoln went on. “In Liverpool, I believe.”


I hesitated.


“Not in Liverpool?” he asked, his eyebrows rising.


“I think he has some business in Jamaica as well, sir,” I said, unsure what, exactly, was the case. I felt as vulnerable as one of Rowland’s mounted butterflies.


“Jamaica,” he said, “hmm.” Then: “Do you know where that is?”


“No, sir.”


“No, sir, what?”


Panic rose, but nothing came out of my mouth.


“One must speak civilly at all times,” Mr. Lincoln admonished, ignoring my discomfort. “A gentleman does not give the shortest possible answer to a question if he is able to phrase it in a more comprehensive manner. ‘No, sir, I do not know’ is an acceptable response to such a question, although it is the least acceptable of all possible ones.” He was still staring at me over his spectacles, and I could hear the other two sniggering into their hands.


“No, sir, I do not know where that is,” I said.


“And why not?”


“I hadn’t a map that showed it, sir.” Not that I would have thought to look for it if I’d had one.


“Not even a globe?” he demanded.


“No, sir, not even a globe.” At that, I felt a quick nudge of my foot under the table, and I glanced at the two boys, who were both gazing at me, but I did not know whose foot had touched mine, nor what it had meant.


Mr. Lincoln took a swallow of his coffee and rapped the table with his knuckle. The woman came and refilled his mug. “You’re a quick learner, I’ll say that for you,” he said to me. Turning to the others, he asked, “What do we know about Jamaica?”


There was a moment of silence, and then Carrot said, “I don’t know anything, sir. Except where it is.”


“I don’t know anything either, sir,” Touch said, the first words from his mouth that I had heard. His voice sounded rusty, as if from lack of use.


Mr. Lincoln turned to the globe and gave it a spin. “Here we are in England,” he said, pointing a broad finger. Then he looked closely at me. “Do you know where London is?”


“Yes, sir, I do.” I laid a finger on the globe.


“No!” he shouted. “One does not touch a globe with what undoubtedly are greasy fingers!” He pulled out a pocket-handkerchief and rubbed my filth from the face of England.


“I’m sorry, sir,” I said.


He stared steadily at me, and I wished I could melt into my shoes, and then he said, “How far from London are we on the globe—if you can tell me without touching it?”


I looked at the globe, afraid to bring my finger close to it, and unable to understand what he was asking.


“How far?” he asked again, leaning forward. “A finger’s breadth, two fingers?”


It was a large globe, but still, England is a small country. “It’s a finger’s breadth, I think, sir,” I said.


To my great relief, Mr. Lincoln turned to Carrot. “And where is Jamaica? You said you knew that?”


“Yes, sir, I do know.” He pulled a handkerchief from his own pocket and, with it covering his hand, as he had evidently been taught to do, he turned the globe, located the place, and pointed, his finger close to but not actually touching the globe’s surface. “Here is Jamaica, sir, in the Caribbean Ocean.”


“And how far is that from us, would you think?” Mr. Lincoln asked me. “How many handspans?”


I had no idea.


“Well?”


“Would that be my handspans or yours, sir?” I asked, playing for time.


He leaned back in his chair and smiled. “It’s goodly far. Not a distance one travels on a whim. You understand that, I suppose. And what do you know of Jamaica, other than that your father has business there?”


“I know nothing of it, sir.”


“We shall have to remedy that. You see those bookshelves?” I could not have avoided seeing them; they almost completely covered the walls of the room. “You will find there books on nearly everything you might want to know, as well as many, many things you never thought to wonder. That is the purpose of a good library. You will no doubt find something there about Jamaica, and you shall report on what you have found at tea this evening. In the meantime, these two shall study with me. You are excused.”


I rose and turned, overwhelmed by the task before me. The books—shelves upon shelves of them—seemed arranged in no particular order. How would I find Jamaica in this apparent hodgepodge? I glanced back helplessly, but Mr. Lincoln and the two others had already focused their attention on the tabletop, rolling out sheets of paper that I later learned were maps, and placing little square tokens on them. In desperation, I stepped to the nearest wall and began my search. Eventually I discovered that indeed there was an order to the books—a mostly geographical one—and with that, I was able to find some likely-looking volumes and I sat down on the floor and began reading.


I was soon swept up by that far-off island, and nearly half the day passed before I realized that those at the table were not speaking English. Startled, I looked toward them: Mr. Lincoln was still in his chair, but leaning over the table, while Touch and Carrot stood at each side of him. All were gazing at the display before them, but I had no idea what they were talking about or even what language they were speaking. Curiosity got the better of me for a moment, and feeling exiled, I longed to join them, to see what was so intriguing. But I reminded myself that I had been given a different task, and this first day was the time to prove myself, so I turned back to the book in hand and did not notice anything else until Athena brought me a cheese pie and a glass of watered beer.


The fact that my meal had been brought to me made clear that I was expected to stay in place, and so I did, still feeling the exile. No one spoke to me: it was as if I were not even in the room. Remembering Mr. Lincoln’s shout not to touch the globe with possibly greasy hands, I ate cautiously, careful not to drop crumbs into my book. The day slid by, neither fast nor slow, but by the time it grew too dim in my corner to read, I had gone through the Jamaica parts of six books. To tell the truth, at that point I knew more about that island country than I did about England.


At the end of the day, Mr. Lincoln said, “Well?” and I knew by his raised voice that he was speaking to me. “What have you to tell us?”


He did not invite me to the table, so I stayed where I was. “Jamaica was discovered on May 5, 1494, by Christopher Columbus—”


“Discovered?” Mr. Lincoln interrupted. “Discovered? Had no one else ever been there before? Was it vacant of any population?”


The sudden vehemence of his attack startled me, and for a moment I struggled for a response. “No, sir,” I said. “There were native people there and they came out in seventy or more canoes to greet him, all painted and dressed in feathers.”


“Ah”—he leaned back in his chair—“there was a battle.”


“No, sir, there was not, because Columbus made a big show of friendship, and even later, when he thought it necessary, he brought forth his crossbows and after a few of the natives were wounded, they left off any more shows of defiance. Also, he had a dog.”


Mr. Lincoln raised his eyebrows. “He had a dog?”


“A very big one, sir. A frighteningly big one.”


“Did the natives have no weapons?”


“Yes, sir, they did have some, but only lances and bows and arrows. No crossbows, which are more powerful and can be used from a greater distance.”


“Come join us for tea and tell us the rest,” he said, as if I had piqued his interest. “Athena!” he called. “It’s past our teatime.”


I gathered up my books and brought them to the table in case I needed to make reference. At some point, Athena brought the tea, but I hardly took notice; I was so busy reporting on all that I had learned. It was the first time such a thing had ever happened to me: one adult and two other boys listening raptly to my accounts of the Spanish colonization, the pirates who circled the Caribbean, the battle with the English for the island and their use of buccaneers against both the Spanish and the French, the great sea battles for control of the island, the slaves and the Maroons and the Creoles—both white and black—the cocoa and later the sugar plantations, the earthquakes and the hurricanes, the slave trade; all of it taking place on this exotic, sand-garlanded island. I had, on that day, fallen in love with Jamaica.


It was nearly bedtime by the time I finished. Carrot was staring at me. Touch was drawing figures with his finger on the tabletop. Mr. Lincoln was beaming. “Very good,” he said, nodding. Then he leaned forward. “But there is more, you know.”


“I don’t understand, sir,” I said.


He leaned back and smiled. “But you will,” he said. “You will.” He gazed at each of the other boys in turn, before looking again at me. “You have made a start at least, and that is enough for one day.” He rose then and lifted a candlestick as signal that it was time to retire. He started away from the table but suddenly turned back to me. “Jamaica,” he said, “is a very interesting place. Very interesting. Jamaica. We shall be calling you that: Jamaica.”


“Very good, sir,” I said, not knowing at all whether it would be good or not.




CHAPTER 4


I could not get Jamaica out of my head. As I climbed into my cot—barely noticing that Athena had put a quilt on it—I was already recounting more than I had told at teatime, starting with Columbus’ huge black dog, larger than any such animal the natives had ever seen, frightening them so terribly that, after their first attempt, they rarely tried to attack again.


“That’s no surprise,” Carrot said. “He probably ate some of them.”


“No, he didn’t,” I said. “I’m sure. The book never said it, anyway.”


“I bet he did, though.” In the dark, I could tell he was grinning.


“Tell again about the buccaneers,” Touch said.


“No, tell about the earthquake,” Carrot said. “But here, come get in bed with us. Tell about the man who was buried alive and then washed out to sea.”


So I climbed in between them, as they insisted, pulling my quilt on top of the three of us, and I whispered to them about Lewis Galdy, who was first swallowed up by a massive chasm when the Great Earthquake erupted, and afterwards, in a subsequent shock, was spat out of the ground and cast into the sea, whence he escaped by swimming to a boat.


“Could you do that?” Carrot asked. “Or would you be too afraid?”


I imagined the earth closing around me, imagined the panic.


“You would be afraid, wouldn’t you?” he challenged.


“I would be,” Touch said.


“I don’t know how to swim,” I said.


“I don’t either,” Touch said.


“We’ll have to learn,” Carrot said.


We all went to sleep that night imagining ourselves sitting down to dinner and hearing the terrible noise when the ground opened with choking fumes of sulfur, everyone thinking hell was coming forth on earth as the streets washed into the harbor and the sea rose in mighty waves, tearing ships from their anchorages and sweeping them inland over the sunken ruins of the town.


After that, we three always slept together, with me in the middle. It was cozy, and we found it easy to imagine ourselves bunked together in a pirate ship, sailing in the West Indies. Some nights I told stories about Captain Morgan, who quit being a buccaneer when he was made lieutenant governor of Jamaica; and Blackbeard and Calico Jack; and the female pirates Anne Bonny and Mary Read, who were not executed with the rest of their gang because they were both with child at the time.


And sometimes Touch would make up stories of his own for us. As quiet and gentle as he was, he had a powerfully inventive imagination. The sea was full of not only pirates in his tales, but sea serpents and mermaids as well, and more than one sailor lost his heart to those golden-haired sirens, or his life to a beast that rose unexpectedly from the depths of the Caribbean. I marveled at the way he could make my mind see just what his mind saw. He was four months younger than I, yet he seemed to have absorbed so much more of the world’s magic. I wanted to see things the way he did—to have his imagination and his kindness—and at the same time I wanted to be like Carrot, too, who was so sure of himself, who never doubted that life would always treat him well.


In those first days, around Mr. Lincoln’s map-covered table, I discovered the world. He was consumed by maps—in fact, among ourselves we sometimes called him “Maps,” because he had so many and seemed to love them above all else. Meticulous, colorful, hand-drawn maps, printed maps, entire books of maps—the whole world laid out like an architect’s drawing, as if one could indeed know all the workings of the universe if one could only devour enough maps. Soon enough I came to notice drawings on those maps: a sea serpent peeking over the waves, a compass decorating a corner, even a schooner in full sail.


Carrot nodded toward the schooner. “Touch drew those,” he said.


I glanced at Mr. Lincoln for confirmation, and he smiled and nodded. “Our friend here has a rare talent,” he said.


I noticed then that Touch’s eyes were downcast, but he was grinning.


“You could be a mapmaker!” I said enthusiastically.


“He could, if he wanted,” Carrot said.


“Indeed,” Mr. Lincoln said. But Touch did not acknowledge their words, nor did he look up at us, and the smile had disappeared from his face. It would be months before I understood why their encouragement pained him so.


Though he never beat us, Mr. Lincoln could be a most difficult man, and he brooked no foolishness. I quickly learned, as the others already had, to see beneath the surface of his questions, understanding that the correct answer was never enough; it was always more important to know why it was correct. He believed in saturating us with learning, so that from the moment we came downstairs for breakfast until the light had faded and we trooped up to bed, we were nearly always studying something, talking about something, learning something.


His teaching was all about war: the wars against Napoléon when I arrived, but later, Julius Caesar’s campaigns and other wars that suited his purposes from time to time. What boy does not imagine himself a hero? Five and a half days a week, Monday morning to Saturday noon, we leaned over the maps, aligning our tokens in battle order—red for the British troops and blue for the French, and green and brown and black and purple for the other nations—and we fought those battles. Or we calculated the time it would take a thousand troops to pass a specific point, or the trajectory of a cannonball or the operation of a trebuchet, the weight of a barrel of salt pork or a barrel of rum, and the mechanics of lifting such heavy weights aboard a ship.


For the Napoleonic Wars we spoke French—or the rest did, as I struggled to follow along. Unswayed by my ignorance of the language, Mr. Lincoln spoke to me in French anyway, asking questions I did not understand and waiting impatiently for answers I could not give, until the others finally supplied the answers for me. The fact that I had no French seemed to matter to no one but me; they gave me no quarter, and thus I learned it to keep myself in the game. Though, in fact, it was no game; every discussion was deadly serious.


Touch came from a village twelve miles away, which distance he walked if the weather was fair when he went home after noon on Saturdays, with part of a loaf of bread to eat en route, returning by dark on Sunday evenings. If the weather was inclement, his brother came for him on horseback and they rode double on the return. Touch never said much about his home, but I learned that he was the elder of two boys, and his father was a vicar, and I could imagine that there were high hopes laid on Touch’s narrow shoulders. As I watched him leave each Saturday, I often imagined going with him, sitting down at the vicarage table and enjoying a family meal. I actually asked once, after I had been at Mr. Lincoln’s for a few weeks, if I might go home with him sometime, but with less than his usual warmth, Touch just said, “You wouldn’t like it,” and turned away. I never asked again.


I was far from unhappy, though, to be left with Carrot. We spent our half-Saturdays and Sundays exploring on our own, creeping through the Yorkshire wood as Captain Cabot and his men in the wilds of America, or British scouts spying on the French, or even British soldiers as the French tried to invade at Dover or Hastings or Bournemouth. We fashioned sabers from sticks and imagined muskets slung over our shoulders. Mr. Lincoln didn’t even own a musket, but he had taught us exactly the procedure for cocking and loading such a gun. We knew why soldiers need to wear bright-colored clothing: when five or ten thousand troops are firing their muskets and the smoke is intolerably thick, it’s essential to be able to discern one’s own men from the enemy. We took those times seriously, for we thought, in those days, that we knew all we needed to know to make soldiers of ourselves. Carrot, of course, was always in command: he was a natural leader, admired for his easy authority and his wild abandon.


Despite what Mr. Lincoln had said the night I arrived, we spent many evenings after dark with him reading to us by the light of a single candle. It was always the philosophers, and, for Mr. Lincoln, it was like reading from the Bible—unlike with texts we studied during the day, there was to be no discussion, no argument; whatever he read simply was. When the candle guttered out he usually went on from memory, reciting from Plato’s Apology or The Republic or the writings of Aristotle. He particularly liked Thucydides on the Peloponnesian Wars, but he didn’t seem to care for the Romans, which was odd, since his Latin was much better than his Greek.


At the approach of Easter, Touch went home for a whole week and even Carrot left for a similar time. Though he would not tell me where he was going, I assumed he was spending the days with his mother, to whom he wrote every week. By then I had been at Black Hill three weeks and would have been glad of a trip back to Thornfield to play again in the woods, employing my new warlike skills, and to tell Knox and Cook about my new friends. Indeed, as I watched Carrot and Touch prepare to leave, I asked Mr. Lincoln if I ought not to prepare as well, but he told me that there was no point in it, for with my father and brother gone to Jamaica, the place had no doubt been closed up. No one there? I thought. Surely that cannot be. I could not imagine the Hall closed and empty, and that first night, alone in the bed, I held my breath and forbade myself any pity.


Mr. Lincoln suspended studies in the absence of the others, and indeed he himself journeyed to Skipton for the holiday, leaving me in the care of Athena. Though I asked to eat in the kitchen with her and North—the man who had fetched me from the Four Bells, and who served as a man-of-all-work around the little house and grounds—she insisted on bringing my meals to the table as always, and I was left to eat alone. I amused myself those days with inspecting the bookshelves, picking out books at random. Or I unrolled maps and made my own war games, playing one side against the other. Often I wandered in the fields and marshes and woodlands beyond the little cottage. I assumed everyone would return by sunset on Easter Sunday evening, but when darkness fell and I was still alone, I clomped up to bed feeling more dejected than I had the first night they were all gone. I told myself that surely on Monday someone would return. There was a time, before Black Hill, when I had preferred being on my own to being shut up in the schoolroom with a governess, but now that I had known friendship, I missed Carrot’s bold ventures and Touch’s inventive tales.


The next morning from a window I caught sight of Mr. Lincoln, home at last, squeezing his large self out of a hackney coach and standing before the cottage as if he were surveying it for the first time. I felt a surge of resentment. I thought to ignore his arrival, letting him know I did not at all care that I had been left on my own, but my excitement got the better of me and I was unable to resist opening the door and calling a greeting. “Ah, yes,” he responded distractedly. “Jamaica. You’re here, then,” he added, as if he had expected me to be elsewhere.


Touch came back midafternoon, rosy faced from the exertion of his walk. In the pack he carried were cold lamb left over from Easter dinner and a few currant buns, which he kindly shared with me. I could not stop smiling, so happy was I to be back in the warmth of his presence. I asked him about everything he did while he was at home, and he told me in his usual froggy voice that it was nothing different from any of his other weekly visits, just longer.


“Do you play at war with your brother?” I pressed.


“Oh no,” he responded, “we would never do that.”


“Do you explore in the woods?”


He shrugged. “Sometimes we hunt for ramps.”


I studied his mild freckled face in dismay, and I suppose he sensed my disappointment. “It’s nothing there, Jam, really. It’s much more fun here,” he said. But he had no idea how I pined for a real home, with a real family.


Carrot was the last to return, the candle lanterns of his carriage announcing his arrival long before we could hear the thud and scrape of the horses’ hooves. He walked in grinning, trailing a footman carrying his trunk. He seemed to have grown a foot taller in the ten days he had been gone. He laughed and joked and carried on until it was time for bed, and even in bed he was restless and could not stop talking. I asked again where he’d been, and he chuckled. “Well, Jam, I’ve been to York,” he said. “Would have gone to London, but my father was in York on some matter or another.”


He had never spoken of a father; I had assumed his mother was a widow. “I didn’t know you had a father,” I said, stupidly.


“Oh yes,” he responded, his voice full of mirth. “And he’s the Duke of—”


“Duke?”


“Well, I was born on the wrong side of the blanket, but there you are. And the thing is”—he laughed a little—“he may put me aside for now in a place like this where no one can see me, but he can hardly deny me. I have his hair, you see.”


Carrot was far wiser in the ways of the world than I. I had no idea what he meant, and hard as I might try, I could not imagine what difference the placement of a blanket could make, but it didn’t matter. I was just happy to have the two of them, as dear to me as brothers, back where they belonged.


The weather had turned to spring: fields suddenly were greener, buds on the trees ready to burst; newborn lambs frolicked on distant meadows; and we boys, let off from our studies early some days, ran outside and reenacted our battles in the nearby fields. Seeing we could not be kept indoors, Mr. Lincoln got out paper and laid a quill pen on the table. “Build a siege engine,” he said. “Design and build one yourselves.”


Grinning, Touch reached for the pen, and Carrot and I began discussing how tall it should be, how large a rock it should throw, how we should place the counterweight. We searched Mr. Lincoln’s shelves, pulling down book after book, studying illustrations of Roman siege engines and of the attack on Rhodes. Carrot and I talked, argued, tried to convince each other; and then suddenly, without consulting either of us, Touch began drawing. It was magical, watching the design flow from his pen. Soon Carrot and I had stopped arguing and we were building on each other’s ideas, and as Touch drew he added his own ideas, more elegant than either Carrot’s or mine, and we laughed and pointed and slapped each other on the back, and though I did not notice Mr. Lincoln or his expression, I have no doubt that he was leaning back in his chair, satisfied.


None of us would have believed we could do it. It took us weeks, from scouring the wood for the right trees, to sawing and edging the wood, and then putting the whole thing together. But by the end of July we had the machine built, and Mr. Lincoln even came outside to witness the first trial. It was, admittedly, a weak attempt, but after that failure we went back to work with renewed energy, rebuilding the machine until we had cured all its defects. Again we brought Mr. Lincoln outside. We mounted a rock the size of a cannonball into the bucket. It took all three of us to pull down the bucket, but when we released it, the rock sailed directly at the target, and even Mr. Lincoln joined in our cheers. We could not have been more excited if we had stormed Oporto ourselves.


That first Christmas, I was again left to my own devices for ten days. Ten days. Alone, I wandered the rime-covered fields and moors; I poked a stick to break the ice over a slow-moving stream; I helped North feed and brush the dilapidated horse; I sat on the floor in a patch of sun and leafed through Mr. Lincoln’s books. Sometimes I closed my eyes and remembered Christmas at Thornfield-Hall. My father had never made much of the holiday, but he did see to having a tree set up in the Great Hall, and Mrs. Knox oversaw the decorating, and all the cottagers came on Christmas Eve to receive gifts and to pull at their forelocks in acknowledgment. And I would receive a gift or two, and all the household had a grand dinner of ham and plum pudding. I wondered what Christmas would be like for my father and brother in Jamaica; if there would be a palm for a tree and if one could find plums on the island.


Although Athena did not cook ham on Christmas Day, at least she allowed me for once to eat my dinner of pork roast in the kitchen with her and North. Still, I longed for the others to return. Mr. Lincoln again came back first, with a brief New Year’s greeting before he disappeared into his room to read whatever letters had come in his absence. I waited by the window for Touch and greeted him with open arms, and almost immediately I talked him into drawing pictures: a wicked pirate with a huge curved sword and hair more straggly than mine, and a grisly sea monster, and when we trooped up to bed, I put my arm across his shoulders and thought that if I had had a younger brother, I would have wanted him to be just like Touch.


But without Carrot, we felt incomplete. When he did come back the next day, he was laughing and joking and going on and on as if he’d had no thought for how lonely I had been without him and Touch. The more he carried on, the angrier I grew at his good humor in light of my abandonment until, without thinking, I punched him in the stomach. Astonished, he stared at me, and not knowing what else to do, I gave him another, harder, blow. He grabbed my arms to stop me, but I could not be stopped, yelling incomprehensible words and crying at the same time, until Mr. Lincoln came out of his room, took one look, and bellowed, “Stop!”


That brought me to my senses at last, and I looked up at Carrot and he looked down at me and said, simply, “I missed you, too, Jam.”


I put my arms around him in relief, and Carrot pulled Touch over, and we all three stood in the middle of the room, arms around one another. Mr. Lincoln retreated to his own chamber. None of us ever spoke of my outburst, and with grit and determination I handled the subsequent holidays more stoically.


In the spring, Mr. Lincoln brought out the maps of Gaul, and we began speaking Latin for the Gallic Wars. “In every battle the eyes are the first to be conquered,” Tacitus wrote. The most important virtue in battle is to visually intimidate the enemy. It was a lesson I would not soon forget.


Human nature is motivated by fear, according to Thucydides. In our day we do it with battalions of smartly dressed soldiers, but in more primitive times it was often done with a ferocious appearance. Caesar reported that the early Britons painted themselves dark blue to attain a more intimidating aspect, and so, for us, blue became the color for the British tribes.


Mr. Lincoln showed us drawings of woad and sent us out into the countryside to gather leaves to make blue dye. We had a hellish time finding the right plant, and in fact we returned to the cottage twice with the wrong thing. Late in the day, we found the distinctive yellow flowers and bent to our task as quickly as possible. Running home, my arms full of woad, I stumbled over a tussock and fell, twisting my foot and feeling my ankle give way. Carrot, who was ahead as usual, ran on, but Touch came up behind me, his face a picture of concern.


Kneeling beside me, he asked, “Is it broken?”


“I don’t know,” I said, “but it hurts.”


He touched my ankle gently, and I winced in pain. “Can you walk if I help you?” he asked.


It took a deal of negotiating for the two of us to walk back to the cottage together, still clinging to our precious harvest. I was half again his size and weight, and I could tell he could barely keep upright himself with me leaning so heavily on him, but we managed, and when we returned, Athena fashioned a poultice for my ankle. Carrot and Touch babied me and brought me books, and Touch drew pictures of Balboa sighting the Pacific Ocean for the first time.


That reminded me that we had never learned to swim, and Carrot promised that as soon as my ankle was healed we would go to the little nearby lake and teach each other. Touch grimaced at that, and when Carrot was distracted whispered that I might have to save him, for he was afraid of water. I nodded and told him never to worry; I would take care of him as he had taken care of me. It occurred to me then, in his secret admission, that a kind boy like Touch should not have been learning the arts of war. He should have been poring over the philosophers and reading the sonnets of Shakespeare and drawing whatever he was able to conjure in his mind. And, to my great loss, it turned out that his father, the vicar, thought so too.


The day after the woad-gathering episode, Mr. Lincoln led us through the complicated procedure of making the blue dye, which involved, to our boyish delight, the fermentation of the crushed leaves in human urine. We managed to make enough pigment to color ourselves, and Carrot and Touch then crept through the high grass behind the cottage, daring Roman legions to attack. It was great fun for them, and even I, sitting on a bench at the doorstep, felt the thrill of adventure, but it all ended unhappily. At home that next Saturday, Touch, unthinking, let slip the adventures of the previous week. Unfortunately, the vicar did not think that wandering the countryside painted in urine, pretending to be heathen Picts, was ideal for his son’s education. Touch did not return the next day; instead, a note arrived on Monday stating that William would no longer be studying at Black Hill.


I was stunned. Of the three of us, Carrot was the leader, always. But Touch—Touch had seemed almost a part of me, as if, indeed, he really was my younger brother. I had taken him for granted all those months, as if he would always be there. How often had I watched him go home each Saturday, wishing I could go home with him. Carrot, who noticed my distress, was more philosophical. “You have to be ready for that, Jam. There is no one you cannot lose, no one other than yourself who can make you the man you will become. And”—here he looked me meaningfully in the eye—“there is no one who can hurt you, if you do not allow it.”


I gazed at him—more than a head taller than I, his ruddy face and his mouth set in a determined line—and I wished I could be like that, and I decided I would try. But every night, with just Carrot and me, I still missed Touch and his stories tremendously.


Some time later, as the first chills of autumn turned the leaves to yellow, a new boy arrived. He was the same age as Carrot, though he was not nearly as tall, but what he lacked in height he made up for in weight. Mr. Lincoln named him Pies, because he could—and did—eat four or five of Athena’s meat pies at one sitting, until Mr. Lincoln put a stop to it. Pies rarely made excursions outside unless Mr. Lincoln forced him to, but some winter days it was so cold that even Carrot and I remained indoors. Pies’ talents, if he had any, lay in the province of food, and thenceforth Mr. Lincoln made him the quartermaster, tasking him with calculating the provisions for whatever army or whatever naval vessel we were discussing at the time.


Another boy came that next spring, a thin boy whose face was pockmarked and whose teeth stuck out in what seemed like a random arrangement, so that his lips did not close over them, and who at first hung his head and stared at the floor and did not say anything, no matter what Mr. Lincoln said or did. He climbed into bed with us that first night, Pies having taken over the cot from the start, and he turned his back to us. Almost immediately the mattress began to shake gently with his sobs.


“It does no good to cry,” Carrot said.


“Maybe he’s lonely,” I whispered.


“Everybody gets lonely, Jam,” Carrot retorted. Then he repeated himself in a louder voice, “Everybody gets lonely. You have to play the cards you were dealt.”


The shaking of the mattress stopped and in the silence I could hear the boy’s breathing. “Does he beat us?” he asked softly after a few moments.


“Mr. Lincoln?” I asked, astonished.


“Of course not,” Carrot said. “What kind of place do you think this is?”


“The last place vey did. Mr. Bertrand and his wife boaf.”


I felt the room pressing in on me.


“For what?” Carrot asked.


“For anyfing. For not having clean cloves, but it’s hard to get vem clean in such icy water and wifout soap. For eating more van our share. For asking to go to the privy in the middle of a lesson. For shivering in the cold; for not knowing an answer to a question.”


“He doesn’t beat us,” I assured him. “No matter what, he doesn’t.”


Carrot laughed. “He sits in his chair from the moment he gets out of bed in the morning until the moment he goes back at night. He hasn’t the energy to beat anyone.”


“He’s not that kind of man,” I said.


“Well, ven, what kind is he?” the boy asked.


There was a silence while Carrot and I considered that. “He knows what boys like,” Carrot said after a while.


“He knows most of what boys like,” I amended.


The boy turned over onto his back, and I could imagine him staring at the ceiling.


“You’ll be all right,” I said.


But he was not. He was the most fearful person I had ever met—or have since. Mr. Lincoln called him “Mouse,” and perhaps it was not the kindest name, but it was not the worst he could have chosen. Despite our assurances, Mouse was terrified of doing something wrong, of being punished, of being sent away. But in the end, he went on his own, barely three months after he had come.


For a while after Touch left, he wrote us occasional letters, Mr. Lincoln reading them briskly after North had brought the mail. I would have liked to see them for myself, but Mr. Lincoln considered them his own property and kept them in his room. I responded every time nevertheless, asking each time for a return letter to be sent in my own name, but perhaps Touch never really understood how different life at Black Hill was without him. He was busy in his own world of family and his new tutor, who came to the vicarage and taught both boys, and then stayed on later to lecture Touch in Greek. Greek? I had asked once, and Mr. Lincoln gave me a scowl and muttered that a vicar needed to know the language so that he could read the Bible as God had written it. But I never knew whether he was angry because he hadn’t the skill to teach Greek well enough to suit Touch’s father or if it was because he did not think Touch suited to be a vicar.


In the months and years after Touch’s departure, boys came and went, usually three or four of us with Mr. Lincoln at any one time, always someone new trying to learn the languages I now spoke nearly fluently, or trying to understand the orders of battle or to compute the range of a cannon, but there was never anyone new with whom I felt as close as I had with Touch. Nor was there anyone who seemed more like an older brother—in all kinds of ways—than Carrot. And there was also never anyone, other than I, who never went home for any holiday.




CHAPTER 5


Carrot left the year I turned twelve. He was fifteen then, and he departed in high glee at the prospect of coming under his father’s care at last. I could not imagine how life at Black Hill would be without him. I had never gotten over the loss of Touch, and now, with Carrot gone as well, I felt I was really on my own.


By that time, I had spent a third of my life at Black Hill, and much more time with Mr. Lincoln than I had ever spent with any member of my own family. I was thoroughly used to his ways. He could be stern, but occasionally one could catch a knowing glance or a proud, subtle smile when one had done an especially good job.


Perhaps because I had lost both Touch and Carrot, it was in that year that I became more interested in modern, everyday life, as opposed to historic battles and heroes and explorations. Sometimes I managed to get my hands on a newspaper of Mr. Lincoln’s before he removed it to the forbidden territory of his own room. He did not encourage us to read newspapers; it was as if there was no reason for us to study a subject that did not appear in a book. Nevertheless, he answered my questions the few times I put one to him, more generously if he could illustrate his response with a map. Most often, as he had done on my very first day, he would send me to his library to discover the information for myself. But I was intensely curious to know what real life was like for real people in our modern times, for I was beginning to understand that I had never actually experienced such a thing.


With Carrot gone, the fun of replaying battles had dimmed for me—as I suspect it sometimes did even for Mr. Lincoln—so it was not with a great deal of disappointment that I greeted the letter that arrived on my thirteenth birthday. I had almost forgotten the significance of the date, it never having been celebrated in my time at Black Hill. But at tea that evening Mr. Lincoln handed me an envelope. It had been opened already, yet Mr. Lincoln gave me the rare courtesy of letting me read it for myself:






Son:


You are now thirteen years of age—old enough to learn more of the world. Accordingly, on 3 April you shall arrive at the premises of Mr. John Wilson of Maysbeck. He shall take you under his wing and teach you all you need to know about being a man.


I expect that you will give a good account of yourself and will not embarrass me in your situation and your dealings with Mr. Wilson.


I have directed Mr. Lincoln to entrust you with 1 guinea, which should see you to Mr. Wilson’s establishment. Return what is left to Mr. Wilson, and give him an accounting of what you have spent.


George Howell Rochester, Esq.








Maysbeck. Not Thornfield. I had only a vague idea where Maysbeck was, but at least, by then, I well knew how to find out. Mr. Lincoln’s gazetteer showed it to be a town of fair size, but of no particular distinction. Still, it was exciting—exactly what I had hoped for, because I would actually be out in the world. It was as if my father, all those miles away in Jamaica, or wherever he was, had read my mind, and, because of that, I felt an affinity for him that I had rarely experienced before, and I became certain that the next step would be joining Rowland and my father in Jamaica.


“It will be a new kind of life for you, Jamaica,” Mr. Lincoln said. “I trust that you will make the most of it.”


“I will try to, sir. My father is counting on it.”


“Yes, he is indeed,” he said, “and it is best that you keep that in mind.”


He turned away and rose from the table with his usual difficulty, to go to his room. It was a departure from his normal evening activity to go to his room so early, and in my childish self-absorption I imagined he was devastated to have me leave. I glanced around the table at the others: Pox, who had come to us a month before, and who had yet to accomplish even the shortest sentence in French; Buck, who was large and clumsy, and whose smile was infectious; Tip, who was small and quick of mind and body. He would be the next leader of the boys when I left. That thought caught me up—it was true: I had, almost without realizing, become the leader after Carrot’s departure. But I would be going to a new place now, and I would be the new boy and I would have to learn my way around the others, as well as learning the ways of a new tutor.
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