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In My Mother’s House


When Lydia Franklin married George
Webster in 1909, she took her journals with her from the dark
brownstone on East Thirty-eighth Street to the plain white
farmhouse in Northington, Connecticut. Besides Lydia, the only two
people who ever knew the journals existed were Dr. Stevenson, who
told her to write it all down in the first place, and Agnes Becker,
the housekeeper, who found them under Lydia’s bed after she
died.

Agnes knew as well as anyone in the
Webster family how to keep a secret. She arranged the four leather
volumes in a cardboard box that had once held mason jars and hid
them in her own closet behind the shoes. At night, in the weeks
that followed Lydia’s death, Agnes sat in the straight-backed desk
chair by her window and puzzled her way through the loops that
could be an I or a t, because
Lydia often forgot to cross them, or even
an s gone haywire. Surrounded by the familiar
voice floating up to her from the books and
the familiar noises of the house she had shared with her
employer for forty-seven years, Agnes went on talking to her in
that half-teasing, half-angry tone she had always used with Mrs.
W.

“These books are just as bad as
those scribbles of grocery lists you leave for me in the morning.
How’s a body expected to make anything out of this heads-and-tails
handwriting? For a lady brought up as fancy as you were, you could
have used a few more penmanship lessons.”

And that sharp tongue of Mrs. W.’s
would flash right back at her from the dark corners of the room, as
if she were sitting next to Agnes just waiting to get in her two
bits.

“So I suppose your handwriting is a
model of legibility, Mrs. Becker?” Lydia only called her Mrs.
Becker when she meant to tease, sometimes even to hurt, because
they both knew that Harry Becker had run off and left Agnes when
she was barely married and only two months pregnant. Most of the
time, Agnes was just Agnes to everybody in the house.

It took Agnes three nights to read
through all of the books, and when she was done, she put them back
in the box and sealed it off with strapping tape.

“I’m going to leave them for Molly,”
she said out loud as she wrote the name of Mrs. Webster’s
granddaughter in black Magic Marker on both sides of the box. “If
you had any sense, you would have done it yourself a long time ago.
It might have saved all of us a lot of aggravation.”

“I meant to.” For once, the voice
sounded apologetic. “But I didn’t plan on dying so
soon.”

“So you thought you could plan your
dying, the way you planned a committee meeting?”

The voice said nothing.

The next day Agnes asked Frank
Delbianco to stop off at Mrs. Webster’s lawyer’s office on the way
home from their weekly trip to the grocery store. She had been to
see him once before when Mrs. W. had insisted that Agnes make a
will.

“You going to be long?” Frank asked.
He lived with his wife, Angelina, in the caretaker’s house down by
the calf barn. He had been hired after the war to look after the
Webster place, and he and Agnes were always sparring. “Want me to
go and come back?” he asked now. “I’ve got other work to
do.”

“So do I, Frank. I won’t be
long.”

That’s how it came about that Agnes
Becker’s will included a letter dated August 5, 1970, that
read:

“I also leave the cardboard box in
the back of my closet to Molly Webster Taylor, who can be found
through her mother, Mrs. Charlotte Taylor of 17 Mill Pond Road,
Riversville, Connecticut.”

“What if Miss Taylor is deceased?”
the lawyer had asked.

“That’s hardly likely, Mr. Belmont,
since she is thirty years old and I am sixty-nine.”

He had shrugged. “Stranger things
have happened in my business, Mrs. Becker. It’s my job to think of
all contingencies.”

“Then put down that the box is to be
burned without being opened.”

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely. But knowing Charlotte,
she won’t pay any attention to what I say, not even if I’m talking
to her from the grave. She never has.”



PART I

 


1888–1906

Lydia


1

 


If Lydia Franklin had any memory of
her mother at all, it would have been that there was no room in her
lap for a two-year-old. Pregnant with her third child, Elizabeth
Franklin’s belly swelled early to a rounded point that was
noticeable even under the three layers of underclothing topped off
with a loose taffeta gown. Her husband, Charles, tried not to let
his eyes drift below her waist in those last months. One evening
when they were dressing for dinner, he caught sight of her as she
turned sideways to study her naked body in the mirror and he
wondered how her skin had another three months of stretch left in
it. He took responsibility for her discomfort the way he did for
everything else that happened to her, and the more cheerful she
grew at the thought of another baby in the house, the more he
seemed to blame himself for inflicting it on her.

“It’s a boy,” she told him one
night. “I remember feeling this way with John.”

“I hope he gives you less trouble,”
Charles said from behind his newspaper.

“I don’t mind the labor pains so
much. Dr. Maxwell says if they come into the world screaming, they
are ridding themselves of the devil. That’s certainly true of John.
And the reverse is true of little Lydia. She was an easy birth and
she’s been a terror ever since. Nurse told me she said her first
word today. You will not be surprised to learn that it was ‘no.’
”

“She comes from a long line of women
who get their way by one method or another,” Charles said, putting
down the paper at last.

“Charles,” she said. “What could you
possibly be talking about?”

Elizabeth, for all her coy smiles
and decorative ways, was no fool. She knew, first of all, that her
sister Katherine was madly in love with Charles Franklin, which
made the winning of him all the more pleasant. She also knew
exactly why Charles had been attracted to her in the first place.
He would get the entrée into society that he wanted, but then it
was an even exchange. She would get his money. Despite their
important connections, the Livingston inheritance had been drained
away by the large crumbling house on the Hudson River and her
father’s unwise investments.

In a way, it had been a surprise to
everyone that Charles Franklin married at all. When he landed in
New York in 1877, his only objective had been to triple the income
from his father’s copper holdings and it was not long before he
made himself a name down on Wall Street. But the money and the
respect from his daytime companions could not break down the
barriers of New York society and the smart young man from Chicago
learned quickly enough that the big deals were made at night around
the dining-room table after the ladies had gone upstairs. Elizabeth
Livingston was a daughter of one of the oldest families in the
Hudson River valley, and Charles was attracted to her at first
because she would smooth his way into the drawing rooms. He had
never intended to fall in love with her.

When he finally admitted to himself
that he had gotten in too deep and that he no longer even wanted to
get out, he asked her to marry him.

“You’d do best to turn me down,” he
had said bluntly. “I was brought up by a common-sense, practical,
down-to-earth woman. I don’t understand the softer ways,” he added,
his eyes following the curl of her satin hat ribbons.

“Well, then, I shall have to teach
you,” Elizabeth had said as she laced one of the ribbons back and
forth through her thin, pale fingers.

 


***

 


When the labor started early one
morning in March, Lydia was taken out for a long walk by Nurse so
she would not hear the screams from her mother’s bedroom. The
weather was unexpectedly warm and Lydia squirmed so under the extra
blankets in her carriage that Nurse lifted her out and let her
toddle up the sidewalk beside her, clinging to one black gloved
finger. They ate lunch down in the kitchen with Mrs. Sanders, the
cook, and Lydia burnt the roof of her mouth on the pudding that the
two women had forgotten to cool before they set it in front of her.
Their eyes and their attention were all upstairs, where the cries
had weakened to a faint whimpering. Dr. Maxwell and the midwife
agreed privately that things were not going well, but they said
nothing to Charles, who sat outside in the hallway.

In the late afternoon, at Dr.
Maxwell’s urging, he went for a long walk up Fifth Avenue. When
Nellie O’Shea, the parlormaid, let him back in the front door, she
had to brush the snowflakes off the shoulders of his dark
coat.

“Most incredible thing,” he said to
her. “Spring in the morning and winter at night. It looks as if
we’re in for quite a blizzard.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, keeping her
head down. She didn’t want to be the one to say that there had been
no sound at all from the room upstairs for the last
hour.

Charles was too late. Both his wife
and the baby, who had been caught in transverse position for too
long, had been dead for fifteen minutes. When her waters broke, the
blood poisoning which had been growing undetected in Elizabeth’s
system for the last month spread quickly to the baby boy, who died
first. In desperation, Dr. Maxwell had attempted an emergency
cesarean but Elizabeth, weakened by the agonizing labor and the
tremendous loss of blood, died under the ether cone.

Dr. Maxwell administered a sedative
to Charles and after a brief consultation with Harrison, who served
as both butler and groom, he sent for Nellie.

“The undertaker is on his way,” the
doctor said. “I understand that you were Mrs. Franklin’s
maid.”

“Yes, sir.”

“The midwife was concerned about
traveling in this storm, so she left early. I have tidied the room
as best I could.” They looked at one another for a moment without
saying anything. “My coat and hat, please.”

Nellie shut the door on the doctor’s
black back and stood without moving in the cold front vestibule.
Harrison came up behind her.

“Mr. Franklin is resting in the
guest room. Did Dr. Maxwell speak to you?”

Nellie nodded. Harrison let his hand
rest for a moment on her shoulder. “Are you going to be all
right?”

“Yes. I’ll go up now.”

 


***

 


The dark room stank of ether, and
despite the snow and the cold wind, Nellie opened the curtains and
cracked one window to give herself some air. She straightened the
room first, avoiding the bed, where the bodies lay under a white
sheet. Then, as she had done so many other nights in the last year,
she went to the drawers and selected her ladyship’s nightclothes,
the silk knickers, the pink camisole, the dressing gown. On the
bedside table, she laid out a basin of warm water, a sponge, the
two jars of cream, and the ivory-handled hairbrush.

Before she lifted the sheet, she
sank to her knees by the bed.

Then, trembling, she set about her
work. Stripping away the sheets, she washed the baby first and
dressed him in the white flannel nightgown Mrs. Franklin had chosen
from the layette two nights ago. She laid him in the cradle that
Harrison had carried down from the attic just last week. Then,
slowly and lovingly, she sponged her mistress’s body, patted it
dry, and rubbed the creme riviere into the skin which in the last
months had been stretched thin by the growing baby.

When her grandmother was paralyzed
with a stroke three years ago, Nellie had been the one who bathed
her once a week, so now she knew how to lift each section of Mrs.
Franklin’s body to pull the dressing gown over her head and down
across the recently closed wound in her belly to her feet. Sitting
on the edge of the bed, she raised the upper section of the body so
that she could part the lady’s hair and pull it to the front. Mrs.
Franklin’s head fell forward onto Nellie’s shoulder, and for a long
moment, Nellie did not move but cradled the heavy weight in the
crook of her own neck as if to comfort her.

“There, there,” Nellie whispered.
The sound of her strained voice in the darkening room reminded her
of how silently she had conducted this nighttime ritual even when
Mrs. Franklin was alive.

The lady would sit at the dressing
table like a porcelain statue while Nellie brushed her hair,
massaged her neck, attended to her. Once Nellie understood exactly
what was expected of her, they no longer needed to speak or even
look one another in the eye.

Now she laid the body carefully back
against the linen pillowcase and turned the thick hanks of hair
into two neat braids that rested against the shoulders of the satin
gown.

She gathered up the dirty sheets
which the doctor had piled in one corner, stuffed them into a
pillowcase, and set it down by the door of the room. Downstairs,
she heard the front bell ringing. The undertaker was here. She had
finished the laying out just in time.

She stood looking around the
room.

“Will there be anything else, Mrs.
Franklin?” she asked. “No? I’ll just take these to be washed,
then,” she said, lifting the silk knickers and the camisole and
adding them to the pillowcase. After a moment’s hesitation, she put
in the porcelain jar of creme riviere, the bottle of perfume, and
the hairbrush. Nobody would miss those little things in the
confusion.

“Good night, then,” she whispered as
she always had. For the first time, she leaned over the bed and
kissed Mrs. Franklin’s smooth forehead before pulling the sheet up
across her face.

 


***

 


The snowfall that started in the
late afternoon continued into the night and for much of the next
day. Within hours, the city was paralyzed. The undertaker worked as
quickly as possible in the upstairs bedroom with one eye on the
swirling snow collecting on the windowsills. After her ordeal
upstairs, Nellie had been allowed to retire early to bed, so it was
the nurse who let the undertaker out into the storm. He hesitated
for a moment on the stoop.

“I expect the Madison Avenue car
will have a hard time of it in this,” he said. “I’d better
walk.”

“Do you have far to go?” she called
against the noise of the wind.

“Sixty-third Street hard by the
river,” he said, wondering if she might suggest he spend the
night.

But “Good luck to you, then,” was
all she said before she shut the door firmly behind him.

 


***

 


In the kitchen the next morning, the
women of the house (now there were only three of them, four if you
counted the little girl) gathered to discuss the whole question of
the two bodies upstairs. Mrs. Sanders and Nurse treated Nellie with
more deference than usual, and she took advantage of this unusual
situation by sitting slightly apart. She knew they were longing to
hear something of what had gone on in the room upstairs the evening
before, but she gave them no satisfaction. Let them ask, she said,
knowing they would never dare.

“Harrison says that the streets are
impassable. Nothing can make it through now, certainly not the
hearse,” said Mrs. Sanders. “That means those two boxes are going
to stay upstairs for the whole day without even a decent prayer
said over them. It’s indecent.”

Nurse liked the congenial chatter in
the kitchen. She had never held herself apart from the rest of the
staff like some of those high-handed English women she met in the
park. “Where is Mr. Franklin?” she asked now as she tucked the
child’s bib up under her chin.

“Upstairs in the room with them.
Just sitting in the chair. Harrison says he’s been there since he
woke up this morning,” Mrs. Sanders said. She glanced at Nellie,
who said nothing. “Thank the Lord Master John is staying with his
grandmother Livingston. A thing like this an eight-year-old child
would never forget. We are fortunate this one is too
young.”

But Lydia knew something was wrong.
She had been making circles in her porridge with her spoon all
through breakfast, but nobody had said a thing about it. And why
hadn’t Nurse taken her to that cozy room on the way down to
breakfast so that she could be lifted into her mother’s arms for a
kiss. She liked the smell of her mother’s skin, the tiny white
bumps in the linen sheets that she tried to capture between her
index finger and her thumb, the smooth blue bows on the frilly
pillows. She liked her mother’s voice, higher than Nurse’s and
always teasing. “Mama,” she cried out one morning when Nurse lifted
her away and her mother laughed and clapped her hands.

“You finally learned my name, you
little minx,” she said. “Give her back to me for one more kiss,
Nurse.”

“Mama,” Lydia said now. Conversation
around the wooden table stopped and three pairs of eyes turned at
once on her.

“Oh, you poor child,” said Nellie,
and suddenly Lydia was lifted out of her high chair and crushed
against the stiff pleats of the chambermaid’s chest.

“Mama,” she said again, this time
louder, and when everybody began to wail and dab their eyes, she
cried along with them although she didn’t really know
why.

 


***

 


The funeral was delayed almost a
week because of the blizzard. Without newspapers or telephones, the
normal methods of communication had been wiped out, but also with
the snow knee high in the streets, the chain of neighborhood gossip
broke down. Since Nellie did not sweep the front steps for days,
she did not see Missy, the chambermaid from next door, to tell her
what had happened. Nothing at all was delivered, so that Mrs.
Sanders’s usual spot of chatter with the milkman or the butcher boy
was eliminated and another strand in the web of local gossip was
broken. Harrison ventured out a little farther each day and
returned with grisly stories of the stiff bodies they were digging
out of the snowbanks.

So we’re not the only ones with
stiff bodies, Mrs. Sanders thought, but it was too awful a thing to
say out loud.

At last, the city began to untangle
itself and Harrison managed to get out to bring back the
hearse.

Charles stood in the room and
watched them carry the two coffins away. The smaller box was light
enough for one man to handle. Although the assistant lifted it with
all due reverence, Charles imagined that the white bundle inside,
no bigger than one of his wife’s fussy pillows, must be shifting
back and forth as the men took the stairs. She had been right about
the boy.

“That was the reason that her belly
looked so, well, pointed,” Charles finally brought himself to say
to the doctor weeks later. “The baby was lying across her from side
to side.”

“We’ll never know for sure, Charles.
I’m sorry. Some day soon, you will be able to put this all behind
you and pick up the threads of your life again. There is nothing
that any of us could have done.”

“Nothing you could have done,”
Charles muttered as he left the office.

 


***

 


The day of the funeral Lydia was
kept upstairs in the nursery. The house was crowded with people
dressed in black who sat with Charles in the front parlor and spoke
in quiet voices to one another. Along with neighbors and good
friends, the family had gathered. Cousins from Boston, two maiden
aunts of Elizabeth’s who lived in a large house on Washington
Square, her old nurse who had only left their employment a year
before. Charles’s parents did not attempt the long train journey
from Chicago, but James, his younger brother, had sat up in the
coach car on the night train from Richmond, where he had been
staying with friends. Elizabeth’s sister Katherine and her husband,
Arthur Jay, brought young John down with them from his
grandmother’s house on the Hudson. Most of the afternoon he stood
like a sentry at his father’s elbow until Aunt Katherine sent him
upstairs to the nursery. Elizabeth’s mother, Sarah Livingston, had
taken to her bed when she finally heard the news, and the family
doctor refused to allow her to attend the funeral because of her
weak heart.

From his chair by the fire, Charles
stared out at the faces around the room. Every thought that
occurred to him took a very long time to be translated into action,
so that, for what seemed like hours, he considered raising his
finger to scratch his ear before he could manage the movement and
relieve the itch. He studied the people in the room, the crackling
of the logs in the fire, the spreading puddle of a spilled drink
the way an infant helplessly watches his own hands rise slowly up
to punch his own nose.

Once in a while, he would open his
mouth to say something, and all around him, the conversations would
stop instantaneously, but then he would change his mind and say
nothing and the mourners would lean back toward one another and
begin murmuring again.

They were talking about the snow,
about the children, about Elizabeth. Sometimes his own name
surfaced like a piece of wreckage washed ashore by the
storm.

“What a terrible time for this to
happen. I understand the bodies have been in the house for days
because the hearse could not get through.”

“—the most awful time further
uptown with all the telegraph lines down.”

“The Irvings’ maid never managed to
get home from her day off. They still have not found her. And Mr.
Williams the undertaker. He was on his way home from here, I
understand.”

“Charles worries me.”

“It was such a shock for him, poor
dear. Now he’s left with those two children to cope
with.”

“The boy will be fine, I’m sure. But
the girl is quite strong-minded. Elizabeth spoiled her
dreadfully.”

“Well, I expect Katherine will step
in there and arrange things. She’s always been far more practical
than dear sweet Elizabeth.”

Upstairs, Nurse had reached the end
of a very long day. Normally her charge would have been out for at
least two long walks, but Mrs. Jay had given her strict
instructions to keep the little girl out of sight in the nursery.
“Very well for her to say,” Nurse muttered as she worked the wool
tweed leggings over Lydia’s black shoes. “But she hasn’t been stuck
away up here without a breath of fresh air or a body to talk to for
the whole day the way I have. We are going out.”

“Out,” Lydia crowed, and for once,
stood still as her wool hat was adjusted and tied in
place.

Down the stairs they marched, past
Nellie, who was headed up to turn down the bed in the guestroom for
Mr. James, past the big dark clock just ringing four, past the
carved banister rails which Lydia had often clung to in order to
protest something as unpleasant as a bath or cod-liver oil on cold
nights. They had almost escaped into the front vestibule when the
parlor door opened, releasing a cloud of stale air and weary
voices.

“Look who’s here,” said a deep
voice, and Lydia was swept up into someone’s arms.

“We were just going out, Mr. James,”
Nurse said nervously, wondering what Mrs. Jay would say. “She’s
been cooped up all day and she’s quite testy.”

“Testy?” said the voice, now so
close to Lydia’s mouth that she breathed in the smell of his Altoid
peppermints mixed with cigar smoke. “Not my little Lydia. I won’t
keep her long, Nurse. I’m sure she’ll be a welcome sight for
everyone in here.” With deft fingers, he undid her hat, slipped it
off her head, and handed it to Nurse. “There are the pretty curls I
remember,” he whispered, smoothing them with a gentle hand. “Now a
big smile, little one. For the crowds.”

They went around the room together,
the tall thin man with blond hair and the dark mustache, his head
close to her brown curls, his lips whispering encouragement in her
ear. “And this is your dear Aunt Katherine and Uncle Arthur. Put
out your hand, that’s my girl, and give your aunt a kiss on the
cheek.”

Lydia was mesmerized by his thick
voice tickling her ear, his firm hand on her thigh. Nurse did not
hold her so tightly, never held her at all except to lift her in
and out of the high chair or the crib. She would do anything as
long as she could stay up high and safe in his arms.

“I told the nurse that the child
should not be brought down at all today,” Katherine whispered to
her husband.

“Isn’t James divine?” said one of
the ladies to another. “He could charm the birds out of the trees
if he took it into his mind. I’ve never seen that little girl
acting so docile and sweet.”

Charles had remained silent through
the whole performance, watching them draw closer. His younger
brother had always been blessed with a flair for the dramatic, a
sense of timing as sharp as an actor’s.

“Now, little one, here is your
father,” James said, leaning over and beginning to undo the little
girl’s hand from his neck. “Sit with him for a while.”

James could not know that his
brother had never held this child, almost never even touched her
except for the obligatory pat on her head when she was brought to
him at Elizabeth’s insistence for a good-night kiss. But Lydia saw
the look of alarm that crossed her father’s face when he realized
what James expected him to do, the way he shook his head as they
approached. She wound her other arm around her uncle’s neck and
held on as firmly as if the blond man were about to drop her off
the side of a tall building. For a few agonizing moments, while
everybody watched, James continued to try to unclasp her tightly
laced fingers, to talk her down into her father’s lap the way an
experienced groom talks his horse backward into the shafts. But she
would have none of it, and Charles, at last, put a stop to the
ridiculous charade by ordering James to take the rigid child back
out to her nurse. His silent retreat signaled to the frozen
audience around the room that a decent amount of time had passed
and they could now leave Charles to his household. The men pulled
watches out of their pockets and snapped their shirt cuffs, the
women hunted by their feet for dropped gloves and prayer books, and
Charles was so swept up in the general tumult of leave-taking that
he did not see the look of fear and dislike that settled on his
tiny daughter’s face as the gap between them widened.

“So, I hope you behaved yourself,
young lady,” Nurse said as James set her back down on the floor in
the front hall. He hunkered down next to her, took the hat from
Nurse, and slid the long velvet ribbons into the fold of soft flesh
under her chin.

“Absolutely, Nurse. She was just
what the doctor ordered, weren’t you, little one?”

Lydia nodded solemnly.

“Now,” he whispered, ignoring Nurse,
who was shifting impatiently just inches from his arm. “Can you say
my name? Uncle James.”

She shook her head.

“Try it,” he urged.

“I really must insist, Mr. James,”
Nurse said, taking the little girl’s hand in her own. “It’s almost
time for her supper and I want her to have some fresh air
today.”

James stood up, hands thrust deep in
his pockets, and watched them maneuver their way through the first
glass door. At the last moment, before it closed behind her, Lydia
turned around and said, “Shames,” in a small clear voice. The
pleasing sound of her uncle’s laughter followed her out into the
evening street.


2

 


Charles Franklin had never been able
to tolerate messes of any kind, particularly emotional ones, and
although Elizabeth’s sudden violent death left him feeling oddly
unfinished, as if he had lost half of himself, he went back to the
world of men with a certain sense of relief. Downtown, in his
office, he was surrounded by men, by concrete problems with
concrete solutions. He went shooting with men in Georgia in the
fall and the spring and fishing with them in the summer. He took
many of his meals at the Metropolitan Club and afterward he would
slide gratefully into the red leather armchairs in the reading
room, surrounded by the rustle of newspapers, the smell of pipe
smoke, the occasional click of a pocket watch. His sister-in-law,
Katherine, invited him for dinner constantly, but he turned her
down as often as he dared. Charles did not plan ever to marry
again. He decided soon after Elizabeth died that he would limit his
intimate entanglements with members of the opposite sex to regular
but discreet visits to a high-class brothel on Twenty-third
Street.

Once Katherine had cleared out all
of her sister’s clothes, Charles moved a single bed into his
dressing room and shut the door to Elizabeth’s bedroom for good. He
was shutting away the only time in his life when he had allowed his
feelings to govern his actions. Throughout the nine years of his
marriage, Charles had found himself continually unsettled by the
breadth of his wife’s emotions. She cried often and for no apparent
reason, and some casual remark he might make one evening over
dinner could send her into an inexplicable and childish rage. She
sulked for days and he would come upstairs to find her sitting on
the floor playing with her doll. She did it to torment him. She
would not get up or look at him, but would tell the doll secrets in
a stage whisper. “Here comes that mean, awful man, Clarissa. We
won’t speak to him, will we? We’ll just turn our backs
on him.”

He could not bear it when she acted
this way. The pouting and crying twisted inside him, and despising
himself all the while, he would plead with her to tell him what he
could do, how he could make it up to her. She played him like a
fish, and once she had decided that whatever offense he had
committed had been atoned for, she would smile, reel in the line,
and land him on the shore, gasping and exhausted.

After she died, he found the
presence of his children just as unsettling. Children couldn’t be
counted on to bottle up their emotions. They fell, they cried, they
interrupted and disrupted. Or they acted like his son, John, who
stood on the other side of the newspaper and waited with a solemn
expression until it was impossible to ignore his patient shallow
breathing. But children could be controlled. They could be kept at
bay.

 


***

 


Nobody ever talked to Lydia about
her mother and she remembered very little of the years that
followed her death except the darkness. Dark hallways, black
clothes, an airless, musty smell that seemed to seep out of the
very walls of the house. The closed door to her mother’s bedroom
trapped all the morning sun which normally would have flooded the
upstairs hallway, so that the servants had to turn up the gas jets
in order to clean properly the crevices of the carved banister
rails. Lydia always thought of the second floor when she recited
the psalm in church about the valley of the shadow of
death.

When she was old enough to know
that she was breaking some unspoken rule of her father’s, she would
steal into her mother’s room in the mornings after he had gone
downtown to work. She played with the glass boxes on the dressing
table, she read the titles of the books in the bookcase, she
spilled the shiny black-and-white dominoes from their box and
stacked them in different piles. Sometimes she even lay down on the
bed, on top of the delicate dancing patterns that the morning sun
projected across the room through the lace curtains, buried her
nose in the linen pillowcase, and tried to smell her mother. All
that came to her was the clean and slightly scorched odor of the
laundress’s heavy black iron and a faint smelt of
gardenia.

The servants let her play there. “I
don’t see the harm in it,” Nurse said to Nellie. “It’s unnatural to
shut the room up that way.”

Nellie said nothing. After all, she
made her own pilgrimages to that room for her own
reasons.

One morning, when she had tired of
her usual games, Lydia tiptoed around the corner to the dressing
area. After a moment’s hesitation, she reached up and pulled open
the wardrobe doors. The dresses had all been removed, so that she
could step inside the large space, empty except for a row of padded
hangers, and pull the doors to until they almost closed behind her.
In the dim light, she explored the back wall with her outstretched
fingers, until they closed around the knob of another little hidden
door and, trembling, she pulled it open. Still on her knees, she
backed her way out into the light of the room, dragging along the
wooden trunk she had found.

The top tray of the trunk held a
pile of small, carefully folded clothes, and in the bottom she
found the doll, a beautiful porcelain girl with long brown ringlets
and jointed limbs that bent and turned. With a little cry of
pleasure, she picked up the perfect creature and held it close,
letting her hand slide down across the soft hair that felt real.
She had seen dolls like this in her cousin Emily’s room, but she
had never had one of her own. She had never even held one before.
She turned the porcelain body over on its stomach and began to
unbutton its pinafore.

Usually, by this time Nurse would
have come looking for Lydia, as it was past the time for their
morning trip to the park. But on Tuesday mornings, the staff
gravitated to the kitchen, where Mrs. Dickson, the laundress,
always set up her ironing board, so that they could hear the latest
tales of her other family’s troubles. This particular day, she was
deep into a juicy description of a wedding and everybody was so
engrossed that they did not hear Mr. Franklin let himself in the
front door.

The sleeves of the blue satin dress
had been gathered too tightly at the cuffs, so Lydia had to
concentrate very hard on working the doll’s fingers through them
and she didn’t notice the footsteps in the room behind
her.

“What are you doing in here?” His
voice was very quiet. Lydia flinched and started to turn, but
before she could look up or speak, she was swept up from behind,
still clutching the doll with one hand. Holding her away from his
body, her father carried her out of the room, shouting for Nurse.
At the top of the stairs, Lydia was set down and smacked sharply on
her bottom. The spanking did not hurt at all because of the layers
of her petticoats. It was the fear on Nurse’s face as she rushed up
the stairs toward them that brought home to Lydia just how badly
she had misbehaved. She began to wail.

“Nurse, I have told you that
nobody is to go into Mrs. Franklin’s room. I found the child in
there with this…” The doll was snatched from her right hand and
handed over.

“I’m so sorry, sir. I was busy
downstairs and did not know. I never…”

“You know what I expect, Nurse. If I
cannot trust you to keep this child in line, then I shall have to
find someone else. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, sir.”

Mr. Franklin had never raised his
voice like this before. Downstairs in the kitchen everybody had
frozen from the moment they first heard his voice in the house.
Even the voluble Mrs. Dickson had been silenced in the middle of
her story, her black iron suspended above one of Mr. Franklin’s new
Oxford weave shirts.

Still crying, Lydia was bustled
past her angry father and up the stairs to the third floor, where
the nurse took the time to pull down her petticoats to be sure the
spanking would not be cushioned by her clothing. Nurse poured all
of her own fears for her position into that spanking, so that the
red marks on the little girl’s bottom did not fade away for two
days. When at last she was allowed to crawl into her bed and sob
alone into her pillow, Lydia sorted through the experience in her
mind trying to untangle her different feelings. It wasn’t the
humiliation of her first real punishment or even the loss of the
beautiful doll that pained her as much as the memory of the way her
father had held her out in front of his body like a dog that has
made a mess on the rug. She never wanted him to touch her again. “I
hate him,” she whispered fiercely into the thick pillow. “I hate
him for ever and ever.”

As for Charles, he went back to the
office furious with himself. The sight of the child on the floor
playing with her mother’s doll, the same one Elizabeth had dragged
from her childhood bedroom into her marriage, had made him lose
control of himself for the first time since his wife had died. And
now he had taken out his frustration on the little girl and the
nurse, who was sure to tell the rest of the household, if they
hadn’t already heard his outburst. It was intolerable behavior for
a grown man and he was determined not to let it happen again. Soon
the boy would go off to boarding school. He needed some backbone.
And Lydia. Well, she had probably learned a good lesson
today.

 


***

 


The routine of Lydia’s days did not
vary much. She had breakfast with her brother, John, in the kitchen
on a small table separate from the staffs. In the morning, she did
lessons with Nurse until she reached the age of nine, when she
joined six other girls of her age at the Gridley classes. Mr.
Gridley taught his students in his dark front parlor room on East
Twentieth Street.

Years later when her granddaughter,
Molly, taped her reminiscences for an oral history report in the
ninth grade, Lydia remembered her early childhood this
way:

“With Mr. Gridley, we learned Latin
and read poetry. Science consisted of turning an empty glass over a
candle, which taught us that fire could not exist without oxygen.
Geography meant filling in a map of the country with all the names
of the states. There were long passages of recitation from Tennyson
and Shakespeare. A very eccentric and spotty kind of
education.

“My nurse picked me up at
eleven-thirty and we walked home from Washington Square up Fifth
Avenue on the nice days. If the weather were bad, Harrison would
call for me when Father did not need the carriage or we took the
horsecar home. After lunch, I lay down to rest. In the late
afternoons, I took piano lessons from a stern German lady who
rapped my knuckles with a stick when I hit the wrong note. My
favorite moment in the whole week was my art lesson with sweet Miss
Sterling. She always whispered at me as if we were sharing some
wonderful secret while we sketched the still life she had
arranged.”

“Did you miss your mother terribly?”
Molly asked.

“I don’t think so,” Lydia answered
quickly. “She died when I was two, so I expect I didn’t know her
enough to miss her. And I had my Aunt Katherine. She always
included me in any plans she made for her daughter. Emily and I
were not really close friends. In fact, I always suspected that
Aunt Katherine rather liked me better and Emily knew it and was
jealous. I stayed most of the summer with my grandmother Livingston
up in her Hudson River house near Garrison. I loved the times
there. The groom hitched Flower, my favorite pony, up to a wooden
cart and I drove him along the forest trails and we swam every day
in a deep quarry pool. Father came up only on the weekends, but
Aunt Katherine was there all summer as well as Emily and her
brother, Henry, who was just my age and an annoyance most of the
time. He was killed in the First World War. And my brother, John,
of course.”

When Molly listened to the tape
again after her grandmother had died, she could hear even then the
slightly sarcastic note about brother, John.

He was six years older than Lydia
and they never had much to do with each other, partially because of
the age gap but mostly because they were so different. John craved
his father’s approval, and even when she was very small, Lydia
remembered the way he stood at silent attention in the library,
waiting for his father to put down the newspaper so that he could
show him some paper he had done at school. Charles would give it a
cursory glance, pat the boy on the shoulder, and send him away.
Lydia was always waiting in the hallway to taunt him.

“He didn’t even look at
it.”

“He did too. He said it was very
good.”

“He doesn’t give a hoot,” Lydia
would say, determined to wipe that self-satisfied smile off her
brother’s face. Then he would punch her in the arm and she would
punch back. They fought fiercely but silently until Nurse found
them. Because she was just as mindful as the children of Mr.
Franklin’s insistence on peace in the house, she always pulled them
apart without a word and marched them upstairs, where she could
give them a proper scolding in the sanctuary of the third
floor.

“You must learn to act like a lady,”
she would tell Lydia. “You must walk away from him.”

“She’s the one who starts it,” John
said. “It’s just because Father pays more attention to me. She’s
jealous.”

When he said that, Lydia would go
after him again until Nurse gave up and sent her to bed early
without her supper. Nobody was more delighted than Nurse when John
was packed off to boarding school at the age of
fourteen.

“Dealing with one of them is
enough,” she told Mrs. Sanders. “But the two of them at each
other’s throat all the time. I can’t abide it.”

“Seems to me you’ve been left with
the tougher one,” the cook said. “That girl has a mind of her own.
She’s a mischievous little thing.”

 


***

 


The business of the spring rabbit
all started one warm day in April when Nurse had taken the child
down to Stern Brothers in Madison Square to buy her Easter dress
and bonnet. Lydia had chosen a daring dress of
green-and-white-striped plisse and a large silk hat to match and
Nurse had given in against her better judgment.

“I’m sure Mrs. Jay will never
approve,” Nurse said as Lydia led her gaily back onto the street.
“It’s too sophisticated a style for a nine-year-old. I should never
have let you convince me.”

“Don’t go on so about it, Nurse.
Doesn’t it look pretty on me?” Lydia refused to let the older woman
ruin the excitement of her day. For once, they had escaped the dark
house and now had the whole morning to savor before the normal dull
routine reclaimed them. Madison Square was filled with Easter
shoppers, with children rolling their hoops along the diagonal
paths, with the sound of the organ grinder on the corner of
Twenty-second Street, the perpetual squeak of the carriage wheels
against the cobblestones.

Nurse steered her through the crowds
of shoppers, past the loud red-faced man who waved a bottle at them
from his high perch on the back of the park bench, past the flower
carts parked by the curb, the chestnut man calling out his prices.
Lydia hung back, wanting to stare at everything, to touch, buy,
reply, to get swept away in the dizzying colors and activities of
the city stretching in the spring sunlight. When they stopped at
the corner of Twenty-third to wait for a coach-and-four to trot
past, hoofs ringing against stone, she managed to slip out of
Nurse’s grasp and twist away to the rabbit lady.

Every spring the rabbit lady set up
shop on the Square. She sat on a tall wooden crate, her feet
dangling, a dwarf woman with large childish eyes and a high laugh.
In her lap and in the cages all around her, the white baby rabbits
sat, sniffing, their pink unblinking eyes turned up to the
commotion high above them on the street. Lydia knelt beside the
crate to look.

“Pat one,” said the rabbit lady, and
Lydia obeyed, smoothing down the ears, letting her finger slip into
the dip behind its head and then rise slowly out again on the bumpy
road of its backbone. Without seeming to move, the gnome lady
leaned over and dropped a small white bundle into Lydia’s
lap.

“Miss Lydia.” Nurse’s voice above
her was annoyed but not half as angry as Lydia had thought it would
be. She didn’t answer. The silk fur lifted a little with the
electricity of her hand.

“Only twenty-five cents, miss,” said
the rabbit lady. “If something unfortunate should happen to the
little one, you bring it back and I refund your money on the
spot.”

Lydia rose to her feet holding the
soft trembling against her chest.

“Whatever do you do with the dead
rabbits?” Nurse asked.

The lady leaned over behind her
wooden crate and brought up a basket piled with what looked like
unspun cotton. “Doll muffs,” she said, plunging her hand in and
lifting out a small circle not much larger than a spool of thread.
“And boas.” This time a long thin snake of rabbit fur dangled from
her fingertips.

Nurse said nothing for a moment, a
frown starting between her eyebrows. The image of a small, sharp
knife sliding between the fur and the pink wrinkled body formed in
her mind.

“You skin them yourself, then?” she
asked, fascinated.

The small woman raised a finger of
warning and glanced at Lydia, who had lifted the rabbit up so it
could nuzzle in the dark space under her chin. “Yes,” her lips said
silently.

“Please, Nurse, I want to take him
home.”

If the sun had not been so warm
between her shoulders, if she hadn’t been caught up in the gay mood
of the Square, if the child in her charge and the quivering rabbit
hadn’t gotten somehow muddled in her imagination, Nurse would
certainly have said no and stuck to it. But she hesitated. And
Lydia pounced.

“I could keep him in the garden the
way the Wilson girls do down the street. The wall is high enough so
he’ll never get away. And I know he won’t be any trouble at all. We
don’t have to tell Father. It will be our secret.”

The older woman smiled, and the
rabbit lady, smelling a sale, hopped down from her crate with a
surprising agility. As she showed Lydia how to lift the rabbit
properly and explained to her about water and feeding habits, the
nurse watched without a word. She was remembering a conversation
the day before with her employer.

“Mrs. Jay has spoken to me about the
need for a proper governess for my daughter, Nurse. I frankly think
our current arrangement has worked fine up to now. Do you
agree?”

“Yes, sir,” the nurse said quickly.
“I hope Mrs. Jay is not dissatisfied with my
performance.”

“No, I don’t think so. She merely
feels that a governess would be able to continue the child’s
education at home, but I have decided to enroll Lydia in the
Brearley next year. From what I hear about the course of study
there, that should be enough education for any girl. Do you think
she’s clever, Nurse?”

“Oh yes, sir.”

He went on almost as if he were
talking to himself. “She’ll never look like very much, I don’t
suppose. Such long legs and arms and that determined chin. But Mrs.
Jay says the girl has a different kind of intelligence. Not like
most women.”

“I do think it would be hard on
Lydia if we were to change people on her right now. We’ve gotten
very close, you know, since the death of her mother.”

He nodded and dismissed her. That
last wasn’t true at all, but sometimes, on a day like this, Nurse
did feel a bit sorry for her.

“Thank you, Nurse,” Lydia said as
they made their way up Madison. “I’ve never ever had a pet before.
Only Flower the pony up at Grandmother’s and he’s not really mine,
you know.”

“That rabbit is not to come in the
house, Miss Lydia. I’m sure your father wouldn’t approve. We are
going to march straight home now before you convince me to do some
other impossible thing.”

 


***

 


By this time, Charles was well
pleased with his life. His loyal staff, his well-run household, and
his friends all contributed to a sense of being settled that he had
not felt since before his marriage.

Then, one day, a letter came in the
post from Dwight Franklin, Charles’s sturdy, demanding father, who
lived with his wife in a thick-walled dark house on the outskirts
of Chicago. “James is back in trouble again and I’m afraid I have
to ask you to step in this time. As his older brother, I feel you
would exert more influence over him than either your mother or I.
Take him into your home. Set him up with some work in the
firm.”

 


Dear Father [Charles wrote in reply
to the letter of March 18, 1895],

 


I do understand your continuing
concern about James, and of course I will take him in here if it
seems the only possible solution, but I wonder what a widower with
two children and a very sedate life will do for him. Surely, he
will chafe under the constraints of this limited and rather
lifeless household.

Despite the continuing unrest over
the gold reserve, I suppose with my connections on the Street I
could get him some useful employment, but James must understand
from the beginning that my reputation is at stake also. Unless he
is willing to change his ways completely (I am referring to the
excessive drink as well as the gambling and the women), then I will
not be able to put him up for anything at all.

I leave this decision up to you,
Father.

 


With affection,

 


Charles

 


 


It did no good, as Charles was sure
it wouldn’t. James arrived on a sunny afternoon early in April, a
day ahead of time. There was nothing his younger brother liked more
than keeping people off balance.
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When he discovered that the front
door wasn’t locked, James let himself in without ringing and left
his bag and the gift box on the carpeted stairs. He pushed open the
parlor door. Nothing had changed since his last visit. Dear brother
Charles didn’t seem to notice that the peacock feathers in the
brass stand had begun to look bedraggled and dusty or that ruffled
lampshades had gone out of fashion since Elizabeth died. James had
a visual sense, an eye for color and design, and normally his
fingers would have been itching to shift the furniture about, to
throw open the heavy curtains and let some light into the room, but
in his present penitent mood, James welcomed the familiar, slightly
shabby feel of the place. It confirmed his sense of safety, of
homecoming.

This is where I shall sit in the
evenings, James thought as he passed into the dark red study. A
fire in the fireplace on the cooler nights, my newspaper, my glass
of port, my brother and I in congenial silence, interrupted only by
the occasional pop from a pocket of air in a green log or the sound
of carriage wheels on the street outside.

James had run through the last of
his money betting on a friend’s horse down in Virginia and then
there had been that uncomfortable business about the little
Blanchard girl. God knows, he was only trying to give her a good
time and she was so cuddly and lovable, but the mother had accused
him of the most terrible things and threatened to have him
arrested. When his father’s telegram arrived saying he could move
in for a while with Charles, the plan seemed very appealing to him.
He knew he had made a mess of things so far, but this time he was
going to change. He was absolutely sure of it. He had spent all of
the long train trip from Virginia arranging in his head how things
would be now that he had been taken in to this dark, serious house
with its overtones of regular hours, church on Sunday, and
wholesome family ideals.

And the little girl would help. She
had liked him from that moment on her mother’s funeral day when he
had carried her around the room like a princess. Since then, he had
come back every six months or so, always with a present that made
her eyes shine. One time he had produced a wooden marionette
princess from Paris with flat black eyes and legs jointed at the
knees and ankles. Another time it had been a fur-trimmed velvet hat
and cloak that Nurse clearly disapproved of. That time, Lydia had
thrown herself on her uncle with such a mixture of alarm and
delight in her face that he had almost cried. This morning with the
extra spot of money he had borrowed from his friend in Raleigh, he
had ordered the horse cab to stop at Turlow’s on Sixth Avenue,
where he found an exquisite porcelain doll dressed in layers of
white lace. He smiled now, thinking of the look of eager
anticipation on her face as she dug down through the tissue paper
to the hidden treasure beneath.

Charles had no idea how to make a
child happy. James saw himself stepping in as the loving uncle. He
would read her stories by the fire and play endless games with her
ever so patiently and buy her candy on his way home. “Which
pocket?” he would say, and she would point shyly to the wrong one
and he would shake his head and pretend to be angry and she would
turn away and then he would snatch her back and give her the
licorice with a kiss.

All of these scenarios he had gone
over in his mind a hundred times during the long sleepless night,
creating and re-creating and polishing the images so that the
picture of his reformed self was detailed and complete. In fact, he
was sure that by thinking so much about it, he had actually already
finished the job. He was a changed man.

 


***

 


The rabbit was hiding. Lydia poked a
stick under the bushes, whistling for him. He didn’t show himself
right away, but she was content to play hide-and-seek for a while.
Nurse was off. Mrs. Sanders and Nellie were gossiping in the
kitchen over a tableful of silver to polish. They had forgotten
about her.

The afternoon sun in the garden was
warm on the girl’s face, and as she made her way along the
flagstone path, she stopped now and then to look at the flowers.
The orange tulips that her mother had planted years ago had opened
the day before. A thin layer of pollen dust covered the inner bowl
of the flower. Lydia looked closer. A black center ringed by a thin
yellow lining and then the shock of the orange curving upward like
six fat pleading fingers. How amazing. She had never looked inside
a flower before.

The rabbit hopped out onto a
flagstone just one away from hers. With a swift, silent pounce, she
scooped him up, lifting him under the forelegs with her
outstretched palm. The rest of his body hung limply against her
side until she knelt down on the path and gathered all of him into
her lap.

 


***

 


When James pushed open the garden
door, he took in her curved back, the way her ruffled skirts were
tucked in between her high-buttoned black shoes and her bottom. He
said nothing to her for a while, savoring the tiny sense of power
that a person gets when he is the undetected witness to a private
moment.

She was curled over, talking to
something. He stepped forward to listen, but her voice was pitched
too low.

“Hello, little one,” he
said.

She turned her head and he saw a
look of fear cross her face in that instant before she recognized
him.

“Did I scare you? It’s only your
Uncle James.”

She struggled to her feet, lifting
the rabbit with her.

“It’s the rabbit, Uncle James.
Father doesn’t know about him. When I heard your voice, I
thought—”

He kissed her on the forehead and
leaned down to admire the rabbit.

“Do you want to hold it?” Lydia
asked eagerly.

Without a moment’s hesitation, he
slipped his hands under the rabbit’s forelegs and lifted the animal
like a baby up to his face. Nose to nose, they eyed one another.
Lydia was enchanted. Nurse had refused to touch the rabbit, saying
it was dirty.

“She’s beautiful,” James
said.

“Do you think it’s a
girl?”

“Of course,” James said. “No boy
rabbit would have such soft clean fur.”

She looked up at him
quizzically.

“What’s her name?” he
asked.

“Rabbit,” Lydia said sheepishly. “I
couldn’t think of anything else.”

“Oh, that won’t do at all. She must
have a proper name.” He handed the rabbit back into Lydia’s
receiving arms. “How about something romantic like Cassandra? Or
Felicity?”

“You decide,” she said.

He stroked the furry back, once and
then again, as he thought. “Natasha,” he said after a while. “A
Russian rabbit.”

“Natasha,” Lydia repeated softly.
“That’s good.”

“Now, put her down,” he said. “I’ve
brought you something.”

“You always remember.”

She sounds like a little old lady,
he thought. So solemn.

She let the rabbit down softly with
a final loving stroke and took the box that he held out. “But
Father said you weren’t coming until tomorrow.”

“You know me, I like to surprise
people. Particularly your father,” he said with a smile. His left
eye closed involuntarily, a twitch that had developed when he was
eight years old and afraid of horses, something his father did not
condone. She watched, fascinated, as the eyelid slowly opened again
and his pupil readjusted itself after a momentary
wandering.

“Aren’t you going to open the box?”
he asked, and she realized she’d been staring.

The doll was pretty, but she did not
lift it out of the box. After the soft fur of the rabbit, she was
reluctant to feel the smooth unyielding surfaces of this pretend
human being. Her memory of dolls was not a happy one, but of course
Uncle James could not have known that.

“You don’t like it?” he
asked.

“Oh, I do, Uncle James. She’s
beautiful,” Lydia said, touching the doll’s cold perfect forehead
so that she wouldn’t appear ungrateful. “Thank you.” She had let
herself dream for days about what he would bring and had settled on
a stereopticon with a whole box of cards of distant places like
Arabia and Finland, places she never expected to visit any other
way.

“Miss Lydia, come in now.” Nellie’s
voice preceded her into the darkening garden. “You’ll get a chill
and I’ll hear no end of grumbling from Nurse.” She stopped abruptly
and dropped into a quick curtsy at the sight of James Franklin.
“Mr. James, sir, you gave me a fright. Mr. Franklin told me you
were expected tomorrow.”

“Hello, Nellie.”

There was the tiniest pause before
anybody spoke again. Lydia looked around for her rabbit, but she
had found shelter for the night under the corner
boxbush.

“Where is your luggage, sir? I’ll
have Harrison take it up to your room.”

“It’s being sent on from the
station.”

“Then I’ll just go up now and make
sure the room’s tidy,” Nellie said.

What was Nellie so flustered about?
Lydia wondered. She took her uncle’s hand. “Come on, Uncle James.
The rabbit’s gone to bed. She likes to hide under that bush in the
corner.”

The feel of the girl’s small firm
hand in his brought him back from a momentary daydream.

“Will you be staying long, sir?”
Nellie asked.

“I expect so,” he answered
brusquely.

At the doorway, Lydia pulled him
back to let Nellie go on ahead. “Please, Uncle James, don’t ever
tell Father about the rabbit. He would be very angry with
me.”

James hunkered down so that his face
was close to hers. “You mustn’t ever worry about me, little one,”
he whispered. “Now that I’m here to stay, you and I are going to be
such good friends. And we are going to share lots and lots of
secrets.”

Lydia shivered. There was something
both appealing and terrifying about the way he said it. When he did
not move or speak again but kept his eyes on her, she kissed him
quickly on the cheek to break the spell.

 


***

 


Nellie O’Shea was getting restless.
She had worked for the Franklins for eight years, and although the
job was pleasant enough considering the horror stories she heard
from her friends, she was ready for a change. She had never wanted
to go into domestic service in the first place, but at seventeen
when she had to get out of the house to make room for yet another
baby, she didn’t have much choice.

“Nice girls don’t take work in
factories,” her father had said. John O’Shea was a janitor for the
local church, a steady job, which meant he came home on Friday
nights with a regular paycheck, but spending so much time with the
priest made him irritatingly preachy and religious. Sometimes
Nellie even wished he would loosen up with the other men down at
Neal’s Bar on Friday nights, but her father had sworn off
liquor.

Nellie’s friend Julia was working in
the shoe factory on Allen Street. “The work is hard and the hours
are terrible, but your life is your own when you leave there,” she
warned Nellie. “You take work in one of those fancy houses uptown
and you’re their prisoner. Look at Rosie. She says that Mrs. Jay is
much better than most of them, but Rosie only gets one afternoon a
week and part of Sunday for church. You’re never going to meet
anyone that way. Besides, I don’t think you could get a job at the
factory,” Julia added with a little frown. “Because of your
hand.”

Nellie had already thought of that.
Three fingers on her left hand had never separated. She had grown
quite clever at hiding her deformity, so that most people never
even noticed, and there were very few things she couldn’t do as
well as anyone else, but in the shoe factory she’d be working with
machines. She’d have to keep up with the rest of the line and she
didn’t have the dexterity.

In the end, Rosie got Nellie her
first job with a family on Washington Square. She started out at
the bottom as a scullery maid, washing out the big iron pots and
chopping the vegetables for the cook, but when she was fired after
a year for talking back to the butler, Rosie came to her rescue
again.

“Mrs. Franklin seems nice enough,”
Rosie said. “She’s Mrs. Jay’s sister. She says she needs a
parlormaid and I told her you were just the girl. But no nonsense,
Nellie. I’m not going to put myself out for you again.”

“You’d better teach me a few
things,” Nellie said. “I never got out
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