Some Enchanted Evening
By Winam

These characters are over 150 years old so they aren't mine, however much I want them to be!
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Edward had been in a fierce mood since daybreak.  He snapped at George for not having his green coat ready, berated Mary for being slow to bring the hot water, and grumbled incessantly as I helped him tie his cravat.  
The cause of his moodiness?  Our visit to town.   
“Why do we need to go to Millcote?” he protested. “Why do you not charge George with your errands and be done with it?”

“George is not so young to be travelling twenty-five miles a day,” I reasoned, “And besides, he has plenty to do here now that there are two of us to keep.”

“Then John or Mary would do just as well.  Mrs. Rochester should not be undertaking such common duties.”
“Mrs. Rochester will do whatever she thinks is right!  I need to enquire after my packages from Diana and Mary, and post my letter to Adèle.  Then we will visit the apothecary for your dressings, and the dressmaker’s after that – my summer gowns are quite worn out and it will be warm soon.  Only then shall we rest at the inn for a much deserved dinner.”

When he protested that he would collapse in exhaustion from so much activity, I said teasingly, “You do not have to go.  I shall do quite well on my own.”

“No!  No, I will come and keep you company.  It is a long ride without a companion.”

I knew that he was reluctant to go as he did not want to encounter any of his acquaintances in his changed state – not because he was ashamed of his infirmities, but because he loathed their pity.  This was the reason why he had shut himself up at Ferndean since the fire, and considering the arrogance held by such people as Blanche Ingram, I did not at all blame him.
When he had buttoned up his coat, I urged him to sit at the dressing table while I combed his wild mane.  
“As unruly as ever.” I jested as I forced his pocket-comb through it, a remark that induced a smile from him.
“Yes, I know,” he chucked quietly, “It is still hideous.”

He sighed, relaxing while I completed my ministrations.  
“Edward, you know you cannot stay hidden at Ferndean forever.  Even if you will not re-enter society you will still have to venture out sometime.”

He scoffed, but said nothing in reply.  
“You have never cared for other’s opinions so why should you care now?” I cajoled, “I shall not leave your side, and if we do encounter old acquaintances I will not let them mock you.”

“I know, my dear.” he finally said, “And neither will I let them mock you.  Forgive me for being a foolish old man – I should know such things aren’t worth my worrying about.  Besides, Millcote is large enough that we may not meet any of our acquaintances.”

And taking my hand, he gently kissed it before rising straight and proud.  “Well, Mrs. Rochester,” he said more spiritedly, “Let us brave the hordes!”

The ride into Millcote was uneventful enough, but when we arrived it became plain that we had perhaps mistimed our visit.  I had forgotten that it was market day, the one day in the month when the entire district descended upon the town, causing considerable havoc and delay on the roads.
“Why are we moving so slowly?” cried my vexed husband, “Has John gone to sleep up there?”

The news that it was market day did not ease his irritation.  “The deuce it is!  There goes my plan to remain inconspicuous.  My appearance is sure to give the gossip-mongers food for the next year at least.”
We first alighted at the post office, where my trunk from Morton awaited along with letters from Diana and Mary.  There was nothing from St. John, a circumstance that did not escape Edward’s notice.  
“That man St. John must certainly be heartless.  When I found you gone, I was on my horse scouring the entire county, while he has sent you nary a letter!  You were right, Jane – he could not love you.”
The visit to the apothecary passed without incident, but when we reached the dressmaker’s, we were greeted by a familiar face.
**
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“Mr. Rochester!” 

I did not need to tell Edward who it was in front of him – I felt him freeze at the very sound of that voice – Blanche Ingram’s voice.  

Miss Ingram, dressed impeccably in her purple riding suit, was likewise surprised to see me – surprise that quickly turned into disgust.  There was little doubt that she had heard the rumours surrounding Thornfield – and its master’s – demise.

“How do you do, Miss Ingram?” replied my husband brusquely.

“Very well, I thank you.  I was just ordering a new gown.  Papa is throwing a ball at Ingram Park in two weeks’ time and one must look one’s best.” 

She examined Edward closely before running her critical eye over me.  “I would have invited you, Mr. Rochester, but I did not know your situation at present.”

“I have been at Ferndean Manor since the Thornfield fire.”

“Poor Thornfield.” she sighed. “I cannot yet believe that it is in ruins.”

“You had better believe it – it is completely uninhabitable now.”

“But it seems only yesterday that we were at your house-party.  I was horrified when I heard what had happened.” she said, staring accusingly at me. “But you have recovered very well, sir.  Indeed, you must come to our ball: it is on the seventh.  No doubt that you will be pleased to be away from Ferndean, inhospitable spot that it is.”

“Oh, it is quite hospitable – a comfortable place for two.”

“For two?” she quizzed.  “You have company at present?”

“Yes, of sorts.” he replied, glancing smugly in my direction.  “Jane and I were married but two weeks ago.”
“Miss Eyre is your-?” cried Miss Ingram, her face as pale as ivory.

“Hence my wife and I will be pleased to accept your invitation.”

Now it was my turn to be horrified – he cannot be serious!  But indeed he was, for I saw a familiar look of mischief on his face.

“Your timing is perfect as we were about to visit the dressmaker’s this morning, so ordering an extra gown will be of no consequence.” 

“Thank you for your invitation, Miss Ingram.” I quickly interjected. “We shall not detain you any further but will see you at Ingram Park in two weeks’ time.”

I bowed and hurried Edward inside the dressmaker’s, my peace-of-mind a skewed.

“Edward, what are you thinking of?”

He laughed wickedly. “You must tell me how Blanche’s face looked when I told her that we are married.”

“Like a ghost, if you must know.  But are you serious about attending the ball?”

“Why not?  It was you who encouraged me to return to society.”

“Yes, but I had not expected you to do it so soon – and at Ingram Park, too!  You know that the Ingrams think me beneath them – you yourself heard how they slated governesses in my very presence.”

“I know exactly what they think, but I have taken on your advice earlier and now don’t give a fillip.”

“What about yourself?  They will berate you too for marrying me.”

“As long as you are not ashamed of me then I don’t much care for that either.  I think we shall have a splendid time.  Eshton ought to be back from the Continent by then and I look forward to meeting him again.  But enough talk!  Let us put our energy into ordering these gowns of yours.  Tell me, what fabrics are on offer?”

It was only when we returned home that he approached the subject in a more serious manner.  

“Jane,” he said, “It is easy enough to cancel the order on the gown and send a quick note to the Ingrams.  We need not go if you are uncomfortable.”

Since he sounded genuinely apologetic, I forgave him for the morning’s mischief, although it did not make me any less uneasy about the occasion.

“I don’t mind going, Edward – I don’t fear their opinions.  But I do fear my own ignorance of society – I cannot even dance!”

He laughed aloud.  “Cannot dance?  Didn’t the good Reverend Brocklehurst approve of dancing?”

“Absolutely not!  He thought it too corrupting an activity for the chaste girls of Lowood.”

“Then we must rectify the situation – I must teach you.”

I stared at him.  “I am not sure that is a good idea.”

“Of course it is!” he said with enthusiasm, “You may be my eyes and I shall lead you expertly.  You will never be out of step, I assure you.”

“Somehow I remain unconvinced.”

“Where is your unerring trust in me?”

“On this occasion I have none!”  

“Well then,” he grinned, “I must demonstrate my competence.”

He stood up and asked to be guided to the middle of the room.  

“Make sure the floor is clear of obstacles – and we shall start with the waltz.”

He held up his arms and manoeuvred me into the correct stance – my right-hand holding up his injured left, my left-hand upon his shoulder and his right upon my waist.

“Now move your feet thus – 1, 2, 3, 1, 2, 3…”

Soon we were dancing across the floor, although how much it resembled a waltz I did not know.  But despite my initial apprehension I felt exhilarated to be in his arms, to be twirling around the parlour with him.

“See, it is not so difficult.” he laughingly said.  

And he was right – it was surprisingly easy – until I stumbled over his feet, tripping us both to the floor.  The ensuing thud brought George and Mary scurrying into the room, where they were astonished to find their master and mistress in an unruly heap, amidst tears of laughter.

“It is alright.” my husband assured them, “I am teaching Mrs. Rochester how to dance.”

They looked incredulously at us and then departed shaking their heads, no doubt thinking that we had both lost our senses.

“Are you alright, Jane?” he asked when our laughter subsided.

“Yes.” I answered, snuggling closer to him.

He chuckled, putting an arm around my shoulders.  “How did you find our first dance together?”

“Well, apart from the final moments, I think it was a competent first attempt.  You are quite a dancing master, Mr. Rochester.”

“And you are quite a pupil!  I am now confident that we shall do very well at the ball.  You will have no trouble learning the basic dances.  In fact, I think you are ready try something different now.”

“Oh no, you absurd creature!” I cried.  “I shall not try anything new until we can waltz for two minutes without bringing the house down!”

I administered a brief kiss, and grinned. “So shall we try again?”

**
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The day of the ball arrived sooner than expected.  We breakfasted early, so by the time the clock struck ten, the Ferndean contingent was safely on their way to Ingram Park.

“Why do we need five trunks for a two night visit?” I bemoaned to my husband when we were some miles from home.

“When a whole trunk is devoted to your evening things, my love, I say that it’s very reasonable.  What I find extraneous is bringing along both Mary and John.”

“You know that John is to act as your valet so that he may attend to you when I cannot.”

“Humph, any occasion you cannot attend is not worth attending!  I had rather stay in the chamber with you.”

“One cannot be always be in bed, my love,” I teased, “As much as one wishes it.  But I hope that we need not argue about Mary’s presence.  There is no way on earth I could get in and out of those gowns without her aid.”

“What about me?  I have plenty of experience in assisting you with your gowns – though I suppose it has mostly been getting out of them instead of into them.”

I laughed heartily and gave him a playful slap.  “Well, you may get your chance, Mr. Rochester – but not until tonight!”

It did not take us long to reach the gates of Ingram Park.  The estate was a property of some significance, situated in a pretty valley ten miles from Millcote. As the carriage wound its way up the drive, I saw lush pastures surrounded by wooded hills.  The house itself, when it finally came into view, was smaller in dimension than Thornfield, but what it lacked in size it made up for in sheer elegance.  A modern home, it was built from honey-coloured stone and fronted by a row of Grecian columns.  

“Isn’t it a pretty place, Jane?”

“It is very elegant.”

He grinned.  “But?”

“Not quite to my taste.”

He burst out laughing.  “Don’t let the Ingrams catch you saying that!  I know old Lord Ingram invested a pretty penny doing up the place.”  

“Forgive me, but I am only a simple governess with simple tastes.”

“And how I value that honest simplicity, Jane!” he said, “So unlike the young lady who came to me wanting to redecorate Thornfield from cellar to tower!”

I smiled, guessing who he was referring to.  

“Be assured, Mr. Rochester, that I will not be adding Grecian columns to Ferndean Manor.”

“Why ever not?” he quizzed jestingly.

“Because then it would no longer feel like our home.”

This induced a sweet smile from him.  “Well said, Jane.” he said, taking up my hand and squeezing it affectionately.  “I would readily forsake Versailles to live in a cottage with you, for my home is wherever you are, my love.”

Our arrival attracted more attention than I thought.  In fact, the entrance hall was filled with curious guests and more than a few curious staff.  It seemed that our notoriety had preceded us, an instance that I was more than a little uncomfortable with.  I was glad that Edward took it all in his stride, greeting all his old acquaintances with gusto.

The young Lord Ingram and his sister Mary greeted us with civility, his mother less so, eyeing me with disdain, while his eldest sister refused to say anything but ‘how do you do’.  All of this was not very encouraging; hence it was a relief to see Mr. Eshton enter the fray.

“Rochester!  I am heartily glad to see you!” he cried, vigorously patting him on the back.  He then turned and greeted me warmly with a firm handshake.

“How do you do, my man?” answered Edward cheerfully.  “I am so pleased that you are here.”

“You look very well, Edward – indeed you do.  For awhile I seriously thought that none of us would ever see you again.”

Edward beamed.  “You may owe my reappearance to my wife, Eshton.  Frankly, I would not be here without her.”

“Ah, I guessed how it was when I heard of your marriage.  Many congratulations to you, Rochester – and to you Mrs. Rochester.” said he, kissing my hand most graciously.

I curtseyed, touched by his kindness.  “Thank you, Mr. Eshton.  And shall we hear the latest about your research on twins?”

“That you certainly shall!  Although I have lately discovered that mysterious modes of communication are not only restricted to them.  I heard of a sailor on a voyage to South America who was summoned by…”  

But he was interrupted by a maid who came to direct us to our chamber.

“Well,” said Mr. Eshton laughingly, “My story shall have to wait for this evening.”

“And we shall look forward to it.” I replied.

“Yes, yes, we do live for your curious tales, Eshton.” Edward interjected, a wide smile on his face.  

I took Edward’s arm and followed the maid upstairs, and as we walked down the long corridor, he turned to me and said, “Well, my dear, perhaps this ball won’t be as bad as you first thought?”

And thinking of Mr. Eshton’s warm greeting, I replied, “Perhaps you are right?  Who knows, I may even enjoy it.”

**
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“Jane, are you ready?” cried Edward from the bed-chamber.  

“Just a minute more.” I answered from the adjacent dressing room, where Mary was setting the final locks of hair into place.

“There, ma’am.  You look very well, I say.  Do you have your pearl necklace?  It will set off the dress nicely.”

“I think it is on the bedside table.”

Mary went back into the chamber to fetch it, and I could hear Edward grumble that the ball would be half over by the time I was ready – to which Mary complacently answered, “Mrs. Rochester will be ready very soon, sir – if you care to be patient.”

Upon her return she fastened the creamy beads around my neck. 

“Well ma’am,” she said, “I daresay you shall be as pretty as any of the young ladies here tonight.”

I smiled ruefully.  “I don’t hope to equal them, only to be well-dressed enough to be acceptable.”

“Don’t you worry, ma’am.  You are more than acceptable to me, and I have seen enough fine young ladies to know.  Now, you’d better not keep the master waiting – he was ready to burst in just then.”

I opened the door to the bed-chamber and saw Edward sitting fretfully on the edge of the bed.  He was dressed in his black dinner-coat, pale-gold vest, and snowy-white cravat – to me handsome beyond compare.

“Jane?” he said tentatively.  “Is that you?”

“Yes, Edward.” I replied.

He stood up.  “Come and stand beside me, if you please.”

When I stood in front of him he smiled longingly.  

“I daresay you look very beautiful.” he said gently, “How I wish I could see you!”

I took his hand, kissed the broad palm, and placed it on my cheek.  He ran it lightly over my hair, lingering over the long tendrils over my ears.  “You have left it out a little – I like that.”

His hand then slipped down to my neck, “The pearls, of course – very lovely.”

And then down my shoulders to my dress.  “Remind me what colour it is again?”

“It is of the palest blue – the colour of a duck’s egg.”

“And not too billowy, revealing just a little of your shoulders.” said he, running his hand lightly over the exposed skin.

“Yes…” I whispered, his touch becoming a little too potent.

“Tapering from your waist just so.”

“Yes…”

He rested his hand against the small of my back and smiled lingeringly.  “True perfection.”

I scoffed.  “I am far from perfect, as you very well know.”

“You are perfect to me, Jane – so perfectly beautiful that you must kiss me right this instant.”

I grinned.  “Can you not wait until later tonight?”

“Jane…” he growled, pulling me to him so that I was but an inch away from his waiting lips.  “Now.”

“But we’ll surely be late for the ball.” I protested.

“Kiss me.”

Unable to resist such an entreaty, I did.

The din from the ballroom was audible from our chamber when we finally left it.  By the time we reached the bottom of the staircase it had grown into a cacophony of lively voices, thudding heals, and chinking glasses.  

“It sounds like quite a party.” remarked my husband, “I can recognise a good ball anywhere.”

We approached it slowly, each step closer revealing the grand stage on to which we were about to enter – a stage of richly-dressed players, lit by sparkling chandeliers, accompanied by sweet strings and woodwinds.  So splendid was the scene that the house-party at Thornfield seemed positively modest in comparison.  Consequently, I was a little overwhelmed, but a squeeze on the arm from Edward brought some much needed assurance.

“Too much, my love?”

“Yes, a little.” I admitted, “But I am sure I shall get used to it.”

Then it occurred to me how familiar such a scene must be to him.  “Do you miss it?” I asked, “Not being amongst all this anymore?” 

He gave me a hardened smile.  “Perhaps momentarily.  All of this is my old life, after all.  But it is hollow, Jane – and lonely.  Strip away the money and privilege and you will find absolutely nothing underneath.  Whereas my new life, my life with you, is so much fuller, richer – happier.  No, I don’t wish to go back.”

And in a more playful tone, he asked, “Now, what do you see?”

I described the richly-decorated ballroom – the chandeliers, the frescoed ceiling, the small orchestra – and then how the guests were situated within: Colonel Dent and his wife in conference with Lady Ingram, the twins dressed in matching green and white gowns, chatting in earnest to Miss Mary Ingram, Lord Ingram in lively discussion with the Lynn brothers.

“And where is Blanche in all this?”

“By the fireplace, talking to a man I have never seen before.”

“Describe him to me.”

“Well, he is a man some forty or fifty years, quite stout and balding, with a large moustache, and a very proud carriage.”

He laughed.  “That sounds like Sir Humphreys – a widower who lives some thirty miles away on a very handsome estate – and extremely eligible.  Well, I am very glad that for once her attention is not focused on me.  Has Eshton arrived yet?”

“He is talking to Sir George.”

“Then let us join them.”

**

= 5 =

Mr. Eshton and Sir George were in deep discussion about the state of parliament.  Edward, having been isolated for so long, was eager to hear of the latest news, so while he caught up with them, I left to seek some refreshments.

On the way to the refreshments table, I passed close to Lady Ingram, now in conversation with her close friend Lady Lynn and another lady.  They made no effort to check their voices as I went by, and it was quickly obvious what or more accurately, whom the subject of their conversation was.

As I filled a glass with wine, I heard the unknown lady say, “It cannot be true that he is lately married to his former governess?” 

“Perfectly true.” said Lady Ingram.  “In fact, here she is now, by the table.”

A great pause.

“Such a mousy, little thing isn’t she?  And no money too, I suppose.”

“Not a penny.  Believe me; I have long lost any respect I may have had for Rochester.  And to think that I once thought him a suitable prospect for my Blanche!”

“We saw her when we were at Thornfield last, did we not, Lady Ingram?” remarked Lady Lynn.  “He seemed to pay her no attention then, but she obviously did enough behind the scenes to lure him.  Though did you not alert him to the dangers of governesses?”

“I certainly did, but of course he hardly listened.  And now look at him – wounded beyond repair!”  

Seething, I turned and approached them.

“It’s no wonder that only his former governess would have him.” said Lady Ingram, “I say he brought it all on him-” 

She was startled by the sight me.  “Mrs. Rochester, how do you do?”

“Very well, Lady Ingram.” I said firmly, holding my ground under her intimidating eye.  “I must thank you for inviting my husband and I here.”

“Don’t thank me; it is all due to my daughter.  She was adamant we should invite the Rochesters since we have had no opportunity to return the favour after our time at Thornfield Hall.  And how do you find our humble abode?  It is nothing like Thornfield, to be sure, but I trust that you find it comfortable?”

“Very comfortable.  I am sure we shall want for nothing.”

“I have instructed my staff to be attentive to the needs of my guests,’ she continued haughtily, “Particularly those with… special needs.  If the service is not to your satisfaction, you must let me know directly.”

“I appreciate your attentions, Lady Ingram,” I replied coldly, “But as I said before, my husband and I are perfectly comfortable.  We seek no special treatment – of any kind – however, I shall let you know if we need your assistance.  Now if you will excuse me…”

Though still seething, I made my way back to Edward with as much dignity as I could muster, and by the time I reached him I was quite calm.  Lady Ingram had shamed me many times before, but this time I was determined not to let her get the better of me.

Edward was now in tête-à-tête with Mr. Eshton.  I touched his elbow to let him know that I had returned, and slipped the glass of wine into his hand.

“There is no need to be so downcast.” said Mr. Eshton to him, “I hear of new advances being made in ophthalmology every year.  I may not be knowledgeable in that branch of science but please allow me to enquire upon your behalf.”

“Thank you, Eshton” he said, taking a sip of wine, “I appreciate any help that you can give.  I may never fully regain my sight, but if I could be more independent than I am right now – if I could see enough to walk, eat, and dress on my own – then I shall be very grateful.  You see, I don’t want to forever be a burden to my wife.”

His despondency alarmed me.  “You are never a burden to me, Edward.” I interjected, “I do what I do willingly, out of love for you.”

“I know you do – and how I value it.  To yield to your care is one of the keenest pleasures of my life, a venerable gift from God.  But your happiness is of the utmost importance to me, Jane, and to be chained to an infirm bulk such as mine day after day would try even your patient soul.  I don’t want to wear you away, my love.  I don’t want to crush the spirit that I so love.”

His words touched me with their earnestness.  I squeezed his arm. 

“Oh Edward, being with you shall never weary me,” I replied warmly, “Even though you can be terribly provoking at times!  I am more resilient than you think, as I will try very hard to prove to you by my zeal and constancy.”  

“Oh, I don’t doubt your constancy, but in two or three year’s time, when I ask you to bring a glass of water for the millionth time, you will rue having ever married me.”

I laughed.  “I shall never be unhappy being with you, but if you want to make me happy now then you shall dance with me directly – I see that they are about to begin.”

“Dance?” cried Mr. Eshton. 

“Yes!” replied my husband.  “Do you doubt that we can do it?”

“I don’t put anything past you, Rochester.  But may I ask one favour of you?”

“It depends on the favour, but do go on.”

“Will you allow me one dance with your wife tonight?”

He laughed.  “Why Eshton, aren’t the twins on your dance card?”

“They are, but I must confess that I am quite enchanted by your lady here.”

“I don’t know…”

“Only one – and I promise to whisk her straight back.”

“You need not wait for my husband’s consent, Mr. Eshton.” I interjected, to Edward’s vexation.  “I am perfectly happy to accept.  I must not put all of Edward’s good instruction to waste!”

I curtseyed to Mr. Eshton before turning to Edward.  

“Shall we?”

And putting down his wine glass, he held out his hand.  “Oh yes,” he said with a mischievous grin, “We certainly shall!”

**
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I took Edward’s arm and led him to the floor.  I was nervous, for though we had practised the waltz many times in the parlour I had never before danced in company, nor indeed had ever been to a ball.  Edward of course had taught me so well that I should not lose my way, but when a single mistake could expose us to the ridicule of the whole room, I was understandably uneasy.

“I think we are attracting some unwanted attention.” I muttered as we took our positions, my body stiffening as I sensed all eyes in the room glaring at us.

“Let them watch.” said my husband most confidently.

“Miss Ingram in particular looks as if she could murder us both.”

Edward sniggered.  “And ruin her own party?  She would not dare it.”

“Well, if not her then her mother would certainly do it.”

He laughed heartily, much to the chagrin of our neighbours.  “Then we should make the best of our limited opportunity.”

I did not have the chance to respond for the music began.  As the elegant Viennese waltz swirled through the room, the couples on the floor began to twirl, and we with them.  Round and round the floor we went, backs as straight as a rod, arms aloft, heads held high.  Edward was in his element now; his lack of sight indeed having no effect on his dancing.  He grinned widely as we slid across the floor, and after a few anxious turns, I grinned too.  I had not expected to find such an amazing sense of freedom on the floor.  Indeed, I felt so at one with the music, the dance, and Edward, that for a few moments everything else simply faded away.  

“Are you enjoying it, my dear?” Edward asked after some minutes.

With joy, I replied, “Oh yes!”

He chuckled.  “I can tell, you know.  Your arms and body are no longer as stiff as a board.”

“I did not imagine that this could be so much fun.  I understand now why going to a ball to dance with Prince Charming is the epitome of many a girl’s dreams.”

“So am I your Prince Charming?”

“Perhaps.” I giggled.  “Though since you are not handsome nor ride a white horse many would doubt your qualifications.”

“Mrs. Rochester, you cut me to the quick!”

I giggled.  “Never you mind, Mr. Rochester, for you have earned your title by other means, since there is no doubt that ‘charming’ is your middle name.” 

At the end of the dance I gave a deep curtsey, and had to stifle a giggle when Edward gallantly kissed my hand.

“I think we have done very well,” he remarked, “Since we had not bumped into any furniture or fallen in a heap.”

I squeezed his hand.  “Thank heavens for that.  I hate to see either Miss Ingram or her mother in a murderous rage.”

“Oh, I doubt they would make a scene, but unfortunately neither will they let us get away scot-free.  I warn you now – there may be trouble brewing.”

Upon our return to Mr. Eshton, he handed us each a glass of champagne.

“Very well done to you both!” he praised, and then more quietly, “I am sure you would have astounded more than one person tonight with your aptitude.”

“I don’t think I have had a more enjoyable dance.” said Edward.

“While that was my first-ever dance.” I declared.

“Then you are to be doubly congratulated, Mrs. Rochester.  And if you are not tired, may I have your hand for the next dance?”

“Go on, Jane,” said my husband, “Enjoy yourself.  I will be happy to take pleasure in the music if you would lead me to a seat.”

After reassuring that he was comfortably seated by the fire, Mr. Eshton led me back to the floor where an English waltz was beginning.  The slower pace of the dance meant that less concentration was required – at least on my part – and Mr. Eshton did not let this opportunity for conversation slip by.

“I am so very glad that you and Edward came to Ingram Park.” he began candidly.

“And we are both glad to have come.  I believe that this is the farthest Edward has ventured from Ferndean since he settled there.”

“Well, compared to how he was when I saw him last, over a year-and-a-half ago now, he has made the most extraordinary recovery.”

I frowned, realising that he must have seen Edward not long after the fire.

“Did you visit him at Ferndean, Mr. Eshton?”

“Yes, I did.” he replied uneasily. “You might recall that I travelled to the Continent after the house-party at Thornfield.  Well, you can imagine my shock when upon my return I was told that Thornfield Hall had been razed to the ground.  There were all sorts of conjectures about why it had burned down; lurid tales of a madwoman living in the tower, and most extraordinarily, that the madwoman was Mr. Rochester’s wife.  If that was not disturbing enough, I was then told that Mr. Rochester himself had been blinded and maimed in the fire.”

There was great sadness in his eyes as he continued, “I have known Edward since we were boys.  He had always been a gregarious, generous person – and I knew that other members of his family took advantage of his disposition.  I thought even then that he did not deserve his lot in life.  And to think that even greater misfortunes were destined to befall him…”  He shook his head.  “Well, I had to go and see him.”

“And how did you find him?” I asked anxiously.

“May I be frank?”

“Yes, of course.  I expect nothing less than the truth.”

He smiled.  “I remember that Edward did say that about you, even when you were still residing at Thornfield.  ‘The only honest lady in all of England – a breath of fresh air’ he had said.  But I digress.  

“I immediately rode to Ferndean but had great trouble seeing him – his servants clearly having been instructed to turn all visitors away.  And when I was finally admitted …”  

Here he paused – the memory seemingly too painful to bear.  “He sat by an empty grate, looking like he had been through the wars.  There was no sign of the vigorous man I knew, only a terse, broken creature determined to hide from the world.  He was bitter, to the point of savageness.  He hurled all manner of abuse at me before telling me to never come again.  So in the end it was his good servant George who told me all – who confirmed that what I had thought a ludicrous rumour was in fact the truth.”  

He sighed.  “Poor Edward.  I was really afraid for him, and yet I felt so helpless.  He would not let me help him, so stubbornly determined as he was to suffer alone.”

“To think that I had been obvious to all this!” I cried miserably.  “If I had inquired sooner then perhaps he would not have had to suffer as he had?”

“As I understand it, you could not have stayed – you did what you had to do.”

“But he was my friend, Mr. Eshton – my best friend.  More than that, he was the person I most loved in the world.  My leaving did not change that.  If I had known the pain that he was suffering I would not have cared for convention – I would have returned directly to him.”

“And so you did in the end – and when you came he did not turn you away as he did me.”
“I did not expect him to receive me.” I said pensively.  “After all, I had been the one to abandon him, leaving him anxious as to my whereabouts and my wellbeing.  But he did not show a hint of bitterness, in fact he welcomed me with tears of joy.”

Mr. Eshton smiled.  “Then he must love you very much.  Only love could induce such a fantastic change, for to see him now so buoyant is nothing short of a miracle.  I have interviewed many people in the course of my studies but I am forever amazed by our capacity to love.  Whatever it is about mankind, it is our ability to love that makes us strong.  Indeed, I believe that love is the strongest bond of all.”

His words gave me great heart, for I felt them keenly.  Love had intertwined Edward and I together so that our thoughts, our feelings, our very souls were one.  Bonded as we were, it was only natural that we should cry out across continents to bring each other comfort, hope, and strength – and to bring each other home.

Mr. Eshton and I said no more for the rest of the dance – there was no need to – and when the dance ended he kissed my hand amiably, and said, “Thank you, Mrs. Rochester.  I am glad to see two such wonderful people married.  Both of you deserve your happiness.”

He led me back through the crowd to the fireplace.  But when we returned, we found that seat beside it was vacant.

**

= 7 =

My heart skipped a beat.

“Did you see Edward leave?” I asked Mr. Eshton.

“No.” he answered, “I admit that I did not even glance in his direction while we were dancing.”

“So where…?”

Then I laughed at myself.  
Look at me, worrying about him as if he is a mere child.  I mused.  Perhaps he has gone with a friend in the library?  There is no need to panic.  

Yet despite my reasoning I was not entirely at ease, particularly when I remembered his earlier warning.

I took leave of Mr. Eshton and left the ballroom.  The hallway outside was deserted except for a passing footman.  I stopped him and asked to be directed to the library.

He gave me the directions but then added hesitantly, “The gentlemen are using it as the smoking room tonight, ma’am.  If you are seeking someone, may I enquire upon your behalf?”

Thinking it wise to accept his offer, I charged him with my errand.  But he returned directly – and alone.

He shook his head.  “Your husband was not there, ma’am.”

I thanked him and next sought our chamber – which was also empty.  

Where could he be?  I wondered.  Could he have wandered out-of-doors?  

I returned downstairs and made my way to the terrace.  Built in the Italian-style, it opened on to extensive gardens that were tonight lit by dozens of torches.  If I was in a more amiable mood I would have though the scene romantic, but there was no thought of romance as I entered it.

At first glance, the garden seemed deserted, but after walking a few yards I detected a movement on the path ahead.  I halted, and as the party neared a torch I saw that a tall woman with ringlets walked arm-in-arm with a shorter, pot-bellied man: Blanche Ingram and Sir Humphreys.  Their presence made me decidedly anxious, but they did not seem at all perturbed when they saw me.  In fact, I suspected they would have ignored me all together if I had not attracted their attention.

“Miss Ingram!” I called.  

The couple stopped.  Sir Humphreys nodded at me but Miss Ingram just stared.  

“Have you seen my husband at all?” I asked.

Sir Humphreys started to reply, but was immediate checked by Miss Ingram.

“No,” she replied, “I thought that he was still in the ballroom, dancing?”

She laughed sardonically, and without saying another word, induced her companion back to the house.  

Having no doubt that she had been up to great mischief, I raced down the path from whence they had come.  It led to the conservatory – a sumptuous dome of glass, gleaming in the moonlight.  I made my way to its entrance.  

And heaved a sigh of relief.

Through the glass I saw Edward sitting alone on a stone bench.  His sightless eyes stared into the ether, unable to see the lush greenery, the glimmering torches, the enchanting moonlight.  He looked forlorn, leading me to wonder what on earth Miss Ingram had been up to – and how much damage she had inflicted.

Pushing open the door, I stepped inside, my feet crunching the pebbles underfoot.  He spun abruptly to face the intruder.

“Whoever it is, please leave this instant!” he barked.

I smiled at his spirited curtness.  Not too much damage, I think.

“If you wish it.” I replied.

Upon hearing my voice, his face softened, and then burst into a radiant smile.  

“With the exception of my wife, of course.” he said, stretching out his hand toward me.

I took it and held it to my cheek, feeling its warmth permeate my skin, flooding my whole being with love for this most cherished man.  I kissed his palm, and then his lips, most tenderly.  Then perching myself upon his knee, I wrapped my arms around his neck.  He sighed long, encircling his strong arms around me to deepen the embrace.

“I thought I had lost you.” I quietly told him.

He kissed my neck, replying, “Not yet, my love.  I am not so easy to be rid of.”

I laughed and kissed him eagerly, inducing much laughter and a multitude of joyful kisses in return.

When we had had our fill, I rested my head upon his shoulder, and then sat quietly, listening to the sounds of the night – the music from the ballroom, the rhythmic croaking of the frogs, and the stirring lullaby of the nightingale.  

“Clever Jane.” he murmured.  “How quickly you found me.”

“No thanks to Miss Ingram.” I scoffed. “Did she have anything to do with you being here?”

“She had everything to do with my being here.”

I sighed.  “That was what I gathered when I met her and Sir Humphreys heading back to the house.  And she had the hide to feign ignorance as to your whereabouts!  What did she want?”

“To make a very important announcement – that she and Sir Humphreys are to be married.”

I raised my head.  “Truly?  But why ever did they need to make the announcement here – and to you alone?”

“Because I was given the privilege of being one of the first to know, since I featured so prominently in their wedding plans.”

“You?  In their wedding plans?  It is unlikely that either of us will be invited to the wedding, let alone be part of their wedding party.”

“Oh, I have no part in the occasion itself, but in something as equally important.  You see, Sir Humphreys was so enraptured by the prospect of marrying the Honourable Miss Ingram that he promised to grant her anything she desired to mark the occasion.  And shrewd Blanche had this time not set her sights on glorious jewels or finery, but on property – more specifically, my property.”

My heart stopped.  “Thornfield?” I exclaimed. “She wanted Thornfield?”

“Oh yes.  As Sir Humphreys described it, his beloved wanted Thornfield above even the most expensive diamonds that money could buy.  And whatever his lady wants, his lady shall receive.” 

I shook my head.  “It looks like our presence has disturbed her more than we thought.”

“Believe me, it was an ingenious plan.  Blanche has for years plotted to marry me so she could be mistress of Thornfield – a plot that I have always successfully foiled – only this time she has enlisted a very able accomplice.  Incidentally, Sir Humphreys was very generous with his offer.  Being aware that Thornfield has been my family’s seat for more than half a millennium, he knew that I would not sell it for a trifle, hence he proposed a sum that I suspect would buy half of the county.”

“How absurd!  Sir Humphreys must surely have consumed too much champagne tonight.”

“No, he seemed sober enough, but perhaps he was drunk on love?” Edward sniggered.  “Blanche can have that effect on the uninitiated.”

“And what did you say?”

“What could I say?”

“That you refused, of course.  How can you think of accepting it?  Can you imagine the hall being replaced by a grandiose replica of Rome?”

“It is a disturbing thought, I admit, but I did consider his offer.  After all, we have no need for Thornfield now that we are settled at Ferndean.  And if…” Here he smiled. “When our circumstances change, it shall be easier to purchase a new place than to rebuild that ruin.  It is a haunted place, Jane, haunted by greed, avarice and sorrow.  I cannot count the number of times I have cursed its existence, and now someone has proposed to take it off my hands.”

He was disturbingly earnest.  Had he already decided?  Had he relinquished Thornfield?  My heart sank at the thought of losing that beloved place.

“But the hall must have some happy associations for you.” I cried fervently, tightening my embrace.  “It is the place where we met, where we grew to love each other.  Can you imagine Blanche and Sir Humphreys stroll the paths where we spotted dragonflies, or sit under the tree where you first proposed?  If you accept, we shall never walk those dear paths again – and neither will our children.

“Edward,” I said earnestly, “If you sell Thornfield, Blanche will win.  Will you be the one to let her?”
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Edward did not reply, but instead flashed a cheeky grin.  

“Jane, I do love it when you are passionate.”  

“Please be serious!” I pleaded, “Have you sold Thornfield Hall?”

Still he did not answer, but instead leaned forward in an attempt to kiss me.

“Jane!” he roared when I dismounted from his knee, leaving him to snatch at the air.

“I will not come until you tell me!”

“Edward…” I entreated, stepping back to him.  “Do you think so little of the place that you would give it away?”

“Do you think I could do such a thing?” he asked solemnly.

I dared not reply.

“Ye of little faith.” he teased. “Jane, I confess that a month ago I would have given away Thornfield for a tuppence.  It was a place full of demons, and you – the one person in the world who could cast them out – had long gone.  But now that we are together once more – a glorious future ahead of us – I would not give it away for the world!”  

“My good husband!” I rejoiced, bestowing a hearty kiss and an even heartier embrace.  “I am so very glad!”

My exuberance made him laugh with glee.  “Jane, Jane, Jane!” he chanted as he enfolded me in his arms, “I would never give Thornfield away now, not when you love it so, not when we have our children and grandchildren to think of.  They must never lose sight of their past – they must know how they came to be.  Who knows, with plenty of love we might even return to Thornfield one day to cast out those demons?”

I thought of Thornfield, of the wonderful memories it held for me – and was at once overcome with a longing to return.

“Could that ‘one day’ be soon?” I asked. “Would it not be wonderful to see Thornfield this very summer?  I would dearly love to see its trees splendidly green and flowers in full bloom, to walk by the river and spot dragonflies, to see the prospect from atop the great hill.”

“Yes, it would be lovely...” he replied absent-mindedly.  

I studied him; saw his furrowed brow and tight lips – and divined his thoughts.  “You think it too soon, don’t you?”

He turned away.  “To be honest, Jane, it is too soon.” he confessed, “How can I go back when even the very thought of the place still gives me pain?”

“Oh, my love…” I sighed.  

I stroked his hair, endeavouring to soothe away his gloom.  “I do not ask that we stay there, but what do you say to a few hours one afternoon?  That way you could visit your poor agent, who I might remind you, has been begging to see you for months.  And afterwards, we may do as we please.”

He did not at all look convinced.

“Only an afternoon,” I entreated, “Is that still too much?”

He remained silent for a few moments, so long that I almost took it for a refusal – until he shook his head and grinned.  

“No, Jane.” he replied, “Nothing is too much for me when I have you by my side.”

“Thank you, Edward!” I rejoiced, giving him a grateful kiss on the cheek. “I do not think it will be half so sad if we face it together.”

“And I am sure you shall be proven right – once again!” 

He hugged me once more, before helping me off his knee.  “Now, as much as I love to sit here all night, I am afraid that my posterior has gone quite numb.”

“Is that so?  Would you like me to…?” said I, reaching downwards.

“No, my little witch!” he scolded, catching my hand.  “As much as I would like you to, I think we should leave such ministrations to the bed chamber.”

“Bed chamber?  Is that your signal to retire for the night?  Well, I suppose today must have been very tiring for a man of your antiquity.”

“Antiquity?” he cried, “My dear wife, do you think me so ancient to be fatigued after one dance?  I will show you energy!  The next ten dances are yours – keep up if you can!”

“Oh, I am sure I am equal to the challenge!” 

We ambled back to the house over paths that I had hurried down before – though this time around I was able to fully appreciate its ambience.  We lingered in the shadows, indulging in long kisses and embraces, so that by the time we re-entered the ballroom, it was to the cry of “Final dance for the night!” 

“The deuce it is!” cried Edward, “Now I owe you nine dances!”

“Don’t worry, Edward,” I replied placidly, “I am sure you shall make up for it – in other ways!”

The announcement was greeted with a flurry of activity as couples inundated the floor. We took our place beside Eshton and his partner – Miss Louisa Dent, one of the twins.  Both of them greeted us with ready smiles, Mr. Eshton’s widening when he saw our happy faces.  

We were not the only ones in a joyous mood.  The room was full of jubilant smiles as the music began, all the couples on the floor throwing themselves eagerly into the dance.  Ironically, the only people not in enjoyment were the hosts themselves.  Lady Ingram walked around the perimeter of the room in a frightening glower; the young Lord Ingram was caught in a heated conversation with some young damsel; while Miss Mary sat gloomily unattached in a corner.  

And what of Miss Ingram?  She stood at the head of the room with her husband-to-be, her countenance so frosty that nothing in the room could warm it – not her fiancé’s repartee, not the grand announcement of their betrothal that followed the dance, nor the ensuing flood of guests, intent on giving their best wishes.

“In fact, I doubt there could be a frostier bride-to-be in all of England.” I remarked to my husband as we queued with the rest of the room to give our congratulations.

“Sir Humphreys had better ready his furs then,” he replied sardonically, “He shall certainly need them!”
When it was our turn, our felicitations were met with the coldest of bows – that became colder still when Edward asked the bride-to-be, “Have you decided upon the day, Miss Ingram?”

“Michaelmas, Mr. Rochester.” she declared, “With all the arrangements that must be made, we cannot have it any sooner.  Unfortunately, any later would encroach upon winter, and how I detest winter weddings!  There is something ominous about being married at that time of year.”

“Indeed!” Edward exclaimed. “I rather thought that since weddings are a celebration of love, they are beautiful regardless of season.”

“Quite!”

“In any case,” interjected her fiancé, “A Michaelmas wedding makes for a perfect honeymoon for us, my dear.  Paris in August is positively dreadful, while Parisienne winters are not to be borne.  Let October be our month.”

“Ah, but a romantic soul may find delight in Paris all-year-round.” observed my roguish husband. “Why not a 12-month honeymoon?”
“Now, that is a marvellous idea, Rochester!” concurred Sir Humphreys, “A year in Paris – what do you say to that, dearest Blanche?”

She sighed heavily.  “I suppose one could tolerate it.  Indeed, I would welcome the change from this dreary countryside.  Compared to Paris, one wonders why anyone would stay in England!”

“Shall they do it?” I whispered to Edward after we had been dismissed. “Stay in Paris all year, I mean?”

“I should think so.” he replied sanguinely, “Blanche would not object to a chance to fulfil of her life-long dream of setting Parisienne society alight!”

“Then Paris had better be forewarned.” I muttered.

“I shouldn’t worry about Paris, Jane.  I know the city well, and I believe that Mrs. Humphreys shall be a very small fish in a very large pond.  It takes much application, scheming, and above all, money, to conquer Paris.  No, it is not Paris that I fear for, but Sir Humphreys’ bank account!”

And with our combined laughter ringing out, we linked arms and headed into the adjoining dining room for a well-earned supper.
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A week later saw us once again in Millcote, this time at the office of Edward’s long-suffering agent, Mr. Tomkins.  We arrived promptly at eleven o’clock, but though we made good progress, there was so much business pending that it was past two before we could adjourn.  Satisfied with the day’s work, Mr. Tomkins expressed his gratitude at our visit and subsequent invitation to Ferndean to readjourn in a fortnight’s time.  Then leading us outside on to the busy main street, he shook our hands cordially before we boarded our carriage and headed for Thornfield.

It was not long before we passed familiar fields, woods, and villages, on a day so splendid that it would have been a crime to waste, so a little ways from Thornfield, I bid John to halt the carriage by a lonely stile.

“We shall be walking down from here, John.” I informed him as we alighted.

“To the Hall?” he exclaimed, “Are you sure you want to do that, ma’am?  ‘Tis near two mile from here.”

“An easy two miles on a day such as this, and having travelled so far to get here; it would be a shame to miss our favourite walk!”

He nodded gingerly at my instructions to wait at the Hall and then drove away, leaving us gleefully free as birds.  Arm-in-arm, Edward and I set off over the stile and down the hill.  It was a glorious afternoon, the kind that is fondly recalled on long winter nights.  With delight, I described the crisp, clear skies, the pastures green and high with summer grass, the sheep grazing lazily in fields.

“A wonderful day to be alive!” I declared, gulping down another lungful of fresh air.

My enthusiasm drew a chuckle from my companion.  “Yes, it certainly is!  And a perfect day to visit our old seat.”

“Which seat?” I replied coyly.

“You know very well which one, my little witch.  The one that jabs the rear while it soothes the eyes!”

“Oh, that seat!”

I could not help but giggle at his amusing but apt description, for our ‘seat’ was in fact a mere depression in a dry-stone wall – a jumble of protruding stones, carpeted with stinging nettles.  Indeed, it was an extremely uncomfortable place to sit, but we loved it all the same, for from there we could behold the grandest vista on the estate.  

I remember gasping with delight when I first discovered the prospect on my second week at Thornfield.  Stretched out before me was the Hall, the farms, the woods, indeed, the entire valley.  Such a view needed to be savoured again and again; hence it quickly became my favourite place to sketch.  

When Edward returned to Thornfield, I was not surprised to often find him there, telescope in hand, scanning the vale for soaring swans, cranes and eagles.  What was surprising was how easily we fell into conversation on all manner of subjects – from wildlife and farming, to art and literature – all explored with equal candour in the beauty and quietude of nature.  Hence it was there that we began to know each other, to care for each other, to love each other, and why we shall always regard the place with much affection.

“So will the ‘prickly seat’ be on our itinerary today?” he persisted.

“Yes,” I replied, feigning reluctance, “I suppose we may visit it.”

“Minx.” he growled, “How you torment me!  Though it is fortunate for you that I am partial to it!”

It was not long before we came to the seat and the view. 

“Let us sit here awhile.” Edward suggested.

“Sit?  My love, are you already fatigued?”

Edward returned a smile so alluring that it took much restraint not to kiss those tempting lips.  Blind though he was he knew very well the effect it had on me, and seemed determined to make full-use of it.  

“Come, Jane,” he murmured sultrily, “For old time’s sake.”

I sighed in defeat.  “All right.”

He flashed a triumphant smile, though that smile quickly turned into a grimace as the sharp stones and nettles did their work.  After he had settled, I nestled between his knees, and then gazed silently at the prospect before me.  

“How I miss this.” I said, “Even the moors of Morton cannot surpass it, though I confess that I am rather biased.”

I told him how the fields formed a giant quilt, and the sheep diminutive white stitches upon it; how the woods wrapped the Hall like a blanket of the richest green; how the hills glimmered like sheets of emeralds in the bright sunshine.  Edward curled his arms around me as he listened, resting his chin in my hair. 

“Jane, you are a poetess.  With your words I do not need eyes to see, though I suppose this is one scene that should be ingrained in my memory.  You see, after you had gone, I would sit here for hours and wait, hoping you would appear over the rise as you did once before.  Later, when I had lost all hope of you returning, I would gaze at those distant hills – wondering, fearing, hoping, pleading…”

His voice trembled as he recalled those dark times, and he drew me tighter to his chest, as a drowning man would clutch a life-line.  I leaned back into his taut embrace, turned my head, and kissed him gently, drawing a half-smile from him.

“Did you think of me, Jane?” he whispered, “Or were you relieved to get away?”

I stroked his face, and looked deep into his eyes, so full of pain.  “How can you think that, Edward, when you know how much I love you?”

“But I did you great wrong.  You had a right to rejoice in your escape – and to forget me thereafter.”

I shook my head. “Never.” I declared, “Never did I rejoice in leaving you.  How could I rejoice in tearing out my own soul?  I bled as you bled, pined as you pined.  My thoughts were always with you, my love – in waking and in sleeping, at work and at play.  I could not walk the moors, talk to my cousins, teach my children, without being reminded of you.  And there was never a night when I did not pray for you – that you may be kept safe, that you may find happiness.”

He leaned forward, kissing my cheek, the corner of my mouth, and finally my eager lips.  I returned his kisses passionately, aching to prove to him the ardency of my love.

“Edward,” I murmured between kisses, “I am yours.  Body.  Soul.  Mind.  Always.”

“And I am forever thankful that you are, my sweet love,” he cried, clutching me ever tightly, “I thank God every morning when I awake to find you beside me, and every night for another glorious day by your side.  You are a thousand times more precious than my own eyes – because from you comes all life – and all happiness.”

The sun was low on the horizon by the time we continued on our way across the fields and on to the now disused lane to the Hall.  Finches and robins darted about, busy catching their dinner.  Butterflies fluttered, landing on the abundance of flowers that grew along the lane along with clusters of ripe strawberries, which I picked and shared as we went.  So occupied were we with these little endeavours that the bridge and the Hall seemed to come upon us suddenly.  

I halted in surprise, causing Edward to ask, “We have arrived, haven’t we?”

“Yes.”

“And is it as ghastly as I imagine it to be?”

I did not reply, still staring at the carcass of what had once been a magnificent house.

Edward squeezed my arm.  “You must tell me the truth, Jane.  I am not afraid.  How does it look?”
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“Let us move closer and I shall tell you how it looks.” I replied to my husband. 

He willingly consented.

“Believe me, Jane,” Edward said gloomily as we crossed the bridge, “I do not expect anything but a ruin.  I can imagine the damage the fire wrought.  George tells me often enough that I am lucky to be alive, so I don’t expect there would be much left of the old place.”

“It is a ruin, Edward.” I divulged, “I only saw it from a distance two months ago, and even then the damage was plain to see.”

“And now that we are closer?”

I looked up at the Hall, and then back to him.  He was agitated by the suspense, but I feared that to defer would agitate him even further.  So taking a deep breath, I plunged headlong into a description of the Thornfield before me – a skeleton against the clear sky, without windows, without battlements, without roof.

“I saw the roof fall.” he told me, “I was descending the stairs, after Bertha…”

He swallowed audibly.  It took him some time to regain his thoughts, and when he spoke it was in a tone so faint that I strained to hear him.

“I was on the stairs when the roof collapsed in a frightening roar.  It was as if the house came alive, menacing, and all-consuming.  I lifted an arm to fend myself against a falling beam – but there was no stopping it – I was knocked down – swallowed up.”

He grimaced, absently rubbing the scar on his cheek – a permanent reminder of those dark times.  “What happened afterwards, I don’t precisely know.  What I do know was that I was found unconscious and in the most awful state.  Carter tells me that my injuries could have been worse, that if the beam had not fallen upon me, I would have certainly been burned to a crisp.”

Or worse, I thought.  He would have survived to live a life of continual, unspeakable agony.  

I shivered inwardly, recalling my shock upon seeing his burns for the first time on our wedding night.  I remember tearfully tracing the puckered skin that stretched from his cheek down to his hip, wishing for once that I did possess the magical powers that would relieve him of his suffering, but mortal as I am, the only form of healing I knew was love.  It was all that I had to give, so I administered it liberally, in the form caresses, kisses, laughter, and careful care.  Seeing him now, so changed from the grim, wounded man of a mere two months ago, I realised that love was the best treatment he could ever have.

“We are passing through the lower gate now,” I told him as we continued on, “Though the gate itself is no longer there.  Now, take a big step over the beam before you – it is all rather precarious, I’m afraid – and up the steps to–”

A pause.

“Jane?”  

I could neither move nor speak, struck afresh by the devastation before me, by the realisation of what my beloved hall had become – a wasteland of weeds, rubbish and rubble – that its stately rooms and corridors, its ancient treasures and dear gardens, shall never be realised again.  I became aware of its perfect stillness, unbroken by even a whisper of a breeze, as still as a tomb.

The silence was unnerving, not just to me but also to my companion, who whispered in my ear, “Let us not linger at this spot, Jane.  I cannot feel at ease here where she landed.”
She?

I jerked my head upwards to what had been the North Tower, and then back down at my feet.  

“Bertha.” I murmured.  Her name felt strange on my tongue, for I cannot remember ever uttering it out loud.

“I returned to look for her after the servants were safely outside,” he recalled, “After Grace frantically told me that she had disappeared.  I found Bertha on the roof.  She was smiling and twirling around the landing.  I begged her to come down, but she was so caught up in her own world that she disregarded my plea.  Instead she got up on the ledge, and leaped.”

I pictured her in my mind’s eye, her black hair against the red flames, leaping into the void, and then suddenly understood.

“For freedom – she leaped to be free.”

Edward snorted.  “Perhaps she did,” he said sardonically, “Though who knows what fantastic visions, what twisted plots lurked in her mind.  What was clear was that she was determined to destroy everything that I had – and in the end she almost did.”

“What else could she do, Edward?” I argued. “She was a prisoner of the house as well as of her mind.  Her status as your wife was perhaps the only scrap of dignity she had.  Then I came along.  I had no doubt that she watched us carefully, and when she realised what was afoot, she sought her revenge.”  

“And what sweet revenge it was!” he growled. “She took away my house, my sight, my independence – and most precious of all, you!”

He clutched my hand in a vice-like grip.  I gazed up at his face, and was instantly moved by the anguish I saw there.

“Edward, she did not take me away forever.” I assured him gently.

At these words, his face softened, his lips bending into a hint of a smile.

“No, thank God it was not forever.” he cried, drawing me to his chest.  “Thank God!”

We fell into silence – a contented silence that enveloped us like the snuggest of blankets.  We nestled into it, all uneasiness gradually fading away.

Then Edward said, “You are right, Jane – I cannot blame Bertha for wanting revenge, for wanting freedom.  I had taken her from her home to an alien place, imprisoned her, and then practically threw away the key.  I deserted her, and I did it all for my own selfish piece of mind – for my own precious dignity!  If I had not neglected her, if I had taken care of her better, perhaps she would not have done what she had done?  No one wants to be deserted, not even those who are mad.”
“Where is she buried?” I asked quietly.

“In the churchyard.”

“Then I think we should visit her.”

He froze, evidently startled by my proposal.  “Are you in earnest?”

“I am.” I replied.  “Let us pay our respects.  I think Bertha deserves that – from the both of us.”

**
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We left the ruins, taking the path through the grove, and as we strolled, shafts of afternoon sun pierced through the canopy to light the way.  On one side the path was hedged by brambles loaded with blackberries; on the other, a tangle of berry-coloured roses rambled across the ground – roses whose sweet scent sparked an inspiration.

“Whatever are you doing, my love?” asked Edward when I released his arm.

“Making a posy.” I replied, carefully plucking some choice blooms from the bush before wrapping its prickly stems in my handkerchief.  “There – now we have something to take.”

We continued on and soon glimpsed the spire of the Hay village church.  A few minutes more brought us to that sacred house, brilliantly bathed in golden light.  Upon seeing that fateful place, I hesitated, prompting Edward to say, “What is wrong, Jane?”

I did not readily reply, for I could not help but recall the last time I entered it – as a bride filled with love and fancies – as a girl excited by the prospect of becoming a woman.  

I did become a woman that day, but not in the way I envisaged.  There was no poignant ‘I do’, no jubilant congratulations, no joyful wedding night, but betrayal, disappointment, and heartbreak.  I became a woman when I realised that my life was my own, that it was up to me to make the right choice.  The consequences of my choice resounded still, though mercifully not just in tragedies but also in blessings – in our resilient love that had withstood the most stringent of tests, and in the gift of our marriage that has brought us closer than I ever thought possible.
I shook my head.  “Just memories.  I cannot help thinking of that – that day.”

He snorted.  “I’ve had months to recall every single detail of that day.” he said sardonically, “How I awoke determined to defy all the laws of heaven and earth to make you mine, adamant as I was that no one would catch me if I ran fast enough.  Selfish conceit!”  

He spun me around so that we were face-to-face.  I saw a bittersweet smile flash across his face – and then wondrous oblivion as he enfolded me in his arms.  

Resting his head on my crown, he murmured, “It was right that I should fail in my pursuit, since I gave little thought to the one person who really mattered – you.  What delusion was I under to think that bigamy was right – that to deceive you was to protect you?”  

I thought back to that day, to the stabbing pain of my heart, to the sense of hopelessness that threatened to drown me.

“It did hurt, Edward.” I confessed, “It hurt very much to know that you could keep such an enormous part of your life from me – that you could not trust me.  Though knowing how proud you are, I understand why you did what you did.”

“But pride was not the main reason for my deceiving you.” he admitted. “Everything in those days was driven by fear and by cowardice.  I was scared out of my wits, Jane!  I loved you so intensely, wanted you so much, that to part from you was unthinkable.  So I did everything possible to keep you, hoping that lies would keep you safe – would keep us together.”  

Edward cradled me gently, stroking my hair in the way that I loved.  So very close were we that his heat, smell, strength, heartbeat enveloped me completely, forming a warm, safe nest – a sanctuary that I never wanted to depart from.

“I would not have been a good husband to you then,” he continued, “You who deserved to be loved purely, selflessly, honestly – the way you have always loved me.  I would have knowingly ruined you and called it an act of love!” 

He shook his head. “It was only after the fire that I realised how despicable I had been, and since then I have tried to mend my ways.  I might not be the husband you wished for, but I hope that I am at least beginning to love you the way you deserve.”

“Much more than I deserve, Edward!” I cried, hugging him tight. “A few weeks ago just being with you was beyond my imagination, and now look what I have – a future filled with love and laughter, home and family – a future with the one I love best in the world.  You had every reason to turn me away when I returned, every reason to resent me for abandoning you the way I did – but you did not.”  

Standing on tiptoe, I kissed him, and whispered, “And for that I thank you.” 

I dispensed another kiss, but then was obliged to pull away.  The afternoon was drawing on, and we had not even found Bertha’s resting-place as yet.

“There are many graves here.” I observed. “Do you know where she is buried?”

“By the elm tree, I believe.”

We weaved through the maze of headstones to where a giant elm stood guard over a lone headstone.  Down below the river flowed spiritedly through the gully, making the grave, though set apart from the others, a less lonely place.  On the headstone, yet unblemished by the weather, was inscribed ‘Bertha Antoinetta Mason Rochester’ and the date of her death.  There was no epitaph or date of birth, an anomaly that I related to Edward.

“That is hardly surprising,” he replied mockingly, “Since the only person who knew was me – the one person they could not ask.  It was a feat in itself that they established her full name – I suppose someone had the sense to ask Grace.”

“Have you heard from Grace since she departed?” I asked curiously.

“Only once, to tell me that she had arrived safely at her son’s farm in Hertfordshire.  She is helping to care for her newborn grandson, a more fitting occupation for that benevolent woman.  She more than deserves a peaceful retirement after her years of hard service.”

Looking back at the ground, I saw that time had given the grave a lush covering of turf and of weeds.  I knelt down, and taking a nearby stick dug out a few stray dandelions before laying down my posy.  Then returning to Edward, I wrapped his arm about my shoulders, nestling into his side.

We stood in sombre silence, until Edward lifted up his hand, and asked, “Let me touch the headstone, Jane.”

**
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I led Edward forward until he reached the headstone.  He gripped the coarse surface, his brow crumpling as he plunged ever deeper into his personal mire.

“Oh Bertha.” he sighed. “We did have an uncanny ability for bringing out the worst in each other.”

As he struggled with his memories, I recalled the only time I clearly saw Bertha – in the North Tower after our failed wedding.  I had instantly recognised her as the intruder from two nights before – her long, flowing hair unmistakable – but by candlelight she had been all angles and shadow.  In broad daylight I could not fail to be arrested by her beauty – her olive skin, dark eyes and high cheekbones so striking – so different from my own plain self.  

So this is the spectre, I said to myself, and Edward’s wife!
Bertha sat by the window, brushing her hair so demurely that if I had not seen her tearing apart my veil just days before, I would not have thought her capable of violence.  Only when she leapt at me like a wild beast was her true nature revealed – that her beauty concealed a savagery so violent that it took Edward’s iron grip and Grace’s experienced hand to restrain.  

At that moment, I saw for the first time the whole of Edward’s reality – the source of his changing moods – and I finally understood.  Bertha was the reason why he spurned Thornfield, why he roamed the world for ten long years in search of solace, why he had nearly been consumed by his own despair.

How lonely, how miserable, how hopeless had he been when we first encountered each other that winter?  So glad was I to make his acquaintance, so grateful was I for his friendship that I did not ponder his quirks, gave no thought to how he came to be.  He just was – my master, my friend, the man whose stern exterior hid a great exuberance for life, whose infectious, irresistible smile melted the coldest of hearts.  I had no inkling of how rare his smiles had been, how the enormity of his burden had for years kept him buried under feet of torment – until my arrival had gradually, gently unearthed him, bringing him back to life.

I drew him closer to me.  He sighed, saying awkwardly, “It would be fitting to say a prayer, a poem – something – but I know not what.”

After a moment’s contemplation, I replied, “There is a passage from the Bible that Helen often read to me at Lowood, whenever I complained that nothing made sense, that nothing was fair.  It might not sound appropriate on that score, but I think it is remarkably befitting here.”

“Tell me.”

I paused, and glancing at Bertha’s grave I thought of her turbulent life – and ours – as I recited,

“To everything there is a season,

a time for every purpose under the sun.

A time to be born and a time to die;

a time to plant and a time to pluck up that which is planted;

a time to kill and a time to heal...

a time to weep and a time to laugh;

a time to mourn and a time to dance...

a time to embrace and a time to refrain from embracing;

a time to lose and a time to seek;

a time to rend and a time to sew;

a time to keep silent and a time to speak;

a time to love and a time to hate;

a time for war and a time for peace.
”
I looked up to find a hard smile upon my husband’s face.  

“A time and a purpose,” he repeated, “A lesson for the impatient, is it not?  Impatient as I had been – to love, to marry, to bed, to have my fill regardless of cost.  I should have been man enough to reveal the truth to you – to refrain from hurting you.  But if I had confided in you, would you have stayed?  Would you have helped me care for her?”

I studied his guarded expression.  Did he still not realise the depth of my feelings?

“What do you think, Edward?” I challenged.

His hung his head.  “No, you would not have.  You would not have stayed above a week if you knew what inmate you were housed with.”

I shook my head in exasperation.  “Foolish man.” I muttered.  

Reaching up, I stroked his scarred cheek, and then rested my palm upon it.  “Did I not say that I would do anything for you?  That you could always count upon my help?  I would not have run away.  I would have stayed to help you care for Bertha if you had asked.”

“But would you have done it in the knowledge that all of this – this love, this intimacy – would forever remain unrequited?”

“Yes,” I replied steadfastly, “For being with you, and having the honour of being your friend, is infinitely better than a lifetime’s estrangement.”

He placed his hand over mine, and gently kissed my palm. “Jane.” he said soulfully, “You continue to astound me.  I still have much to learn from you.”
“As I from you – for your courage, your kindness of heart, and your willingness to forgive are things that I have yet to learn.”

He said solemnly, “Sometimes it is the only thing one can do – forgive.  In Bertha’s case, there is nothing to forgive.  It is I who seeks her forgiveness for the fifteen years of contempt and torment that I had subjected her to.  I was a coward, always fleeing reality instead of facing it, and only when I saw Bertha there on the landing, ready to jump, did I comprehend the extent of my sins.”  

Then lowering his head, he whispered, “I am sorry Bertha – for everything.  Can you find it in your heart to forgive me, wherever you are?”

Edward paused, awaiting an answer from the wind, the sun, the birds – but the answer was not forthcoming – all was still.

He scoffed, “Did I truly expect her to grant me absolution from beyond the grave?”

I smiled ruefully.  “Perhaps this silence is a sign that she is at peace?  And that the forgiveness you seek can only come from within yourself?”

“After all I have done?  Impossible!”

“It is possible for you to be reconciled with yourself, Edward.  After all, are you not repentant?  Do you not seek to live a better life, to be a better person?  You are a good man, Edward – God has made you so, so free yourself from your guilt – let yourself be forgiven.”

Upon absorbing my words, I saw his face shine with radiant love.  “Jane, you are a treasure!  How deep you see into my heart!” 

My heart leapt as he enfolded me deep in his arms.  “I shall try to do what you ask, Jane,” he murmured into my hair, “And with your help I may yet succeed.”

Edward placed the tenderest of kisses upon my lips, and then turning back to the grave, said softly, “Thank you for helping me today, Bertha.  Wherever you are, I hope that you have finally found your peace.”

We arrived home in the gloaming.  Dusk had cast a blue veil over the woods, the drive, and the house, broken only by the glow of the hearth visible through the parlour window.  It awaited, along with a hearty supper and a well-made bed – comforts once unfamiliar, and would have remained so if it were not for the generous, warm-hearted man who dozed soundly in the corner of carriage.  In the dim twilight, I could just make out his outline – his long, curly locks, straight nose, and slightly parted lips.  

I smiled at this picture of tranquillity, and bringing my lips to his ear, whispered, “My love, we are home.”

He did not stir, so I called again – and again.

“Very well,” I sighed, turning away, “You may find your own–”

I yelped as a set of strong arms encircled me, squeezing me tight.  My captor roared in laughter, kissing my hair, my cheek, my neck.  Though I tried to extricate myself, his grip was much too strong for my thin arms to overcome.

“Rogue.” I retorted. 

“So I am,” he chuckled, “But you love me nonetheless!”

I sighed.  “Because I seem to have a weakness for rogue-ish gentlemen.” 

My disclosure only prompted more passionate kisses and caresses that threatened to overcome us both – until John’s dour voice broke through our sensual haze.

“Sir?  Ma’am?  Do you need help alighting?”

“No, John.  We are fine.” I answered, finally extricating myself from my husband’s arms.  “We shall come in presently.”  

Then turning to Edward, I prompted, “Come dearest rogue, we had better get inside.  It has been some time since our last meal and the smell of Mary’s cooking is making me very hungry.”  

He grinned.  “Mmm, it is her heavenly roast lamb, I daresay – I can recognise that wonderful aroma from a mile away!”

George greeted kindly us as we entered the house.  As he took our cloaks, he told us that supper was ready, and then handed me a newly-arrived letter.

“From whom is it, my love?” my husband asked as I opened it, “Colonel Dent, Sir George, or heaven forbid, the Ingrams?”

“It is an invitation – from Mr. Eshton.”

“Ah, Eshton!  Now, what is that rascal planning – a scientific expedition?”

“No, you absurd creature!  I am afraid it is only a ball!”

Edward laughed heartily.  “Well Jane, your dancing career has not ended after all.  And this time I shall take care to engage you in a dozen dances – in advance!”

“I am glad!  For I would give anything for another enchanted evening in the arms of my Prince Charming.”

He lifted his brow.  “Anything?”

I giggled.  “Within reason, of course.”

To my delight, he wrapped his arms around me, and murmured in my ear, “And how, my princess, shall I know what is within reason and what is not?”

“My dear Prince,” I replied archly, “That I shall leave you to find out!”

THE END

� From Ecclesiastes 3:1-8
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