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            Part 1

         
         
            I am no bird; 

            and no net ensnares me.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
Proper Lady

         
         
            Jane . . .

            This is better than the alternative. I’ve told myself so time and again. I repeat the assertion while I wait near the road
               for a coach that will carry me into the unknown. Not for the first time do I face such a fate, but it will be the first time
               I have chosen to do so.
            

            
            The truth of this does nothing to assuage my fear.

            
            So I shove my thoughts aside and focus on the moment itself. Despite the cloudless sky and bright sunshine, the late morning
               is so cold my breath mists. I shiver, partly from the chill plucking at me with icy fingers, and partly from nerves. Perhaps
               mostly from nerves, if I am fully honest with myself.
            

            
            My fingers dig into the fabric of my coat as I clutch my arms for warmth. Paper crinkles in my left hand, caught between my
               palm and my sleeve—the letter that came last week. The wax seal has crumbled away due to my fidgeting, leaving a bloody kiss
               on the envelope.
            

            
            
               Dear Miss Eyre,

               I hope my correspondence finds you well. I am pleased with your decision to accept my offer of employment as governess in Thornfield Hall. As such, I will send for you at the earliest possible convenience. A coach will arrive at Lowood the morning of Saturday of next week. That is the sixteenth. I trust this will provide plenty of time for you to make the necessary preparations. Room and board will be provided as part of your wages. Please bring anything else you feel you will need. 

               Regards,

               E

            

            I’ve read the letter often enough to commit its words to memory. And to know this coach is late.

            
            The single traveling chest containing all my belongings rests near my feet—tightly packed and, truthfully, more prepared for
               this journey than I am. There’s a twisting in my gut that’s been there since I woke before dawn. A breakfast of cold porridge
               and leftover broth did not settle my unease, and taking such an early meal means my stomach is now empty. There’s nothing
               to weigh down the nervous hummingbird fluttering viciously. My fear is alive inside me.
            

            
            It takes every ounce of willpower not to glance over my shoulder, past the high gates of Lowood School, to the dingy windows
               where faces no doubt crowd the panes to watch me.
            

            
            She’s still out there, they likely whisper, mocking me for standing in the cold for so long.
            

            
            Foolish.

            
            She’s surely lying.

            
            The letter is fake.

            
            No one is coming.

            
            The imagined taunts ring like bells in my ears, and my grip on my arms and thus the letter tightens. I could go back inside, if no one came. Back to the bleak and lonely halls that are as much my home as the muddy path stretched before me. Back to the sideways glances and snide remarks about my family or hair or dress. Back to being told what to do and when to do it. To so few choices and even fewer possibilities. 

            
            “No.” The word crawls free from somewhere deep down, spoken by a part of me that knows this is the only way. The same part
               of me that knows, without Helen, I’d never survive Lowood.
            

            
            Thoughts of her fill my mind and my heart, and I feel her absence as keenly as I might a blade in my side. She made this place
               bearable, with her sharp mind, soft words, and unyielding being. My Helen, whose smile I can still see as clear as if she
               were standing before me. My Helen, who would want this for me.
            

            
            My Helen . . .

            
            A horse whinnies and my eyes fly open. The sight of the approaching coach sends a thrill through me. As the horses pull up,
               the scent of oil, leather, sweat, and something sour washes over the area. The fluttering that had taken residence in my middle
               dissolves, as do the unpleasant feelings surrounding it.
            

            
            “Miss Eyre?” a hoarse voice crackles from the driver’s box. A squat blanched man gazes at me with one bright blue eye, the
               other milky. He sniffs, his large nose heated red from the autumn chill. Or, given the pungent stink of ale wafting off him,
               the previous night spent halfway down some bottle. That would explain why he’s late, at least.
            

            
            I nod. “Yes.”

            
            He stares at me with a look that says he doesn’t quite believe me, then gazes past me and to the school.

            
            Pushing aside the beginnings of a familiar burn in my chest, I lift my chin and clear my throat. “Busy morning?”

            
            The man blinks, his eyes finding me again. “What’s that?”

            
            “I was curious if the roads were busy this morning to upset your schedule so.”

            
            Those eyes of his narrow. “All’s fine, ma’am.”

            
            “I’m glad to hear it.” I go to climb into the coach when a harsh cough stops me.

            
            “Hand up your trunk first.”

            
            “What?”

            
            “Your trunk. Hand it up.” His gloved fingers fidget with the reins before setting them aside.

            
            “Oh.” Clambering down to the road, I take hold of my trunk to pull the thing forward. The lower edge sticks in the mud a couple
               of times, despite a relatively light load.
            

            
            “Come on now, we don’t have all day,” the man grumps.

            
            Heat fills my face as anger spills through me. But I smile and straighten from where I’ve been dragging my belongings across
               the ground. “I apologize. Forgive my tardiness, as I’ve forgiven yours.”
            

            
            His lips become tight, and my smile widens. I bob a half curtsy, just enough for the gesture to be recognized but left unmistakably
               and intentionally incomplete, then return to my task. Slipping slightly in the muck, I manage to wrestle the trunk into my
               arms and up high enough for the driver to take hold. He yanks it free with such force that he nearly takes me with it, and
               I have to wonder why he could not do it himself. First late and now this? Lazy sod.
            

            
            The insult dances on my tongue, but I snap my lips shut. No. I swore I’d be better about that, especially now that I am to be a right and proper governess. No matter how much he deserves
               it.
            

            
            Right and proper. I scoff faintly as I settle onto the bench. I barely manage to situate myself before the coach jerks forward and we’re on
               our way. Thankfully, the cab is unoccupied, as it appears Mr. Rochester sent his personal coach. Whatever the circumstance,
               I’m grateful for the time alone to gather myself and allay my rising irritation.
            

            
            This driver is not the first to show such unkindness in my nineteen years, and he will not be the last. People find ways to justify their mistreatment of others. The wrong lineage, the wrong upbringing, the wrong affluential status. An enumeration of charges for the crime of being born different. I learned long ago that I had committed such a crime. I also learned that fighting with every cruel person in the world will leave me time for little else, and I refuse to let them have all of me. 

            
            Besides, I doubt my future employer would appreciate such openly critical commentary of his other staff. Mr. Brocklehurst
               certainly didn’t, and he made sure I was aware of this at least twice a day. He also made clear his displeasure that I often
               forgot to refer to him as Headmaster or Sir. Neglected was more like; it pleased me to see him so agitated.
            

            
            Well, I will no longer have to be concerned with what pleased or displeased that man, or anyone save my new employer. For
               the first time, my fate is now my own. My life is my own.
            

            
            And I will do everything in my power to keep it that way.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2
Stolen Sunlight

         
         
            Bertha . . .

            I snatch at one of the boards covering the single window at the far end of the room. The wood groans, as if in pain, while
               the nails strain against my efforts. I’ve been working at it since last night and my hands and arms ache. My fingers tingle,
               but I tighten my grip.
            

            
            One more tug ought to—

            
            Crack!

            
            I nearly topple over when the board finally comes free, along with a chunk of the window frame. That was not part of my plan.

            
            “Damn,” I hiss under my breath, and steal a look over my shoulder at the bedroom door, shut and locked tight from the outside.
            

            
            For a moment, I don’t dare to move. I barely dare to breathe. My senses strain to hear any signs of life, especially the familiar
               sound of Grace’s feet shuffling hurriedly toward me. But silence presses in from all directions.
            

            
            After counting to sixty I allow myself to relax, but only barely. I shift the now-dangling board in my grasp and inspect the
               damage. The bit of wood that broke away from the sill remains intact. If I can balance this board on the one beneath it, I
               can press the hunk back into place. The deception won’t hold up under scrutiny, but to anyone present for the scant amount
               of time it takes to deliver my meals, the damage should go unnoticed.
            

            
            Carefully, I swing the board along the remaining nail like a hinge and lower it to hang. For the first time in days, sunlight pours past me. It cuts a swath through the darkness, scattering the sleepy morning shadows and revealing more of the space. This room that has been my cage for the better part of a year, ever since that monster trapped me here. 

            
            The furnishings, what few remain, are agreeable for a prison. The bed is large, the linens changed regularly by Grace, my
               chambermaid and warden. A small table at the bedside holds a single lantern with barely enough oil to feed the flame through
               a full night. There’s the battered wardrobe that contains what remains of my clothes, and a table where I eat with a single
               chair.
            

            
            Most everything else has been removed, after an incident this past summer when I broke a chair leg free and used it as a club.
               I managed to reach the kitchens that time. It was the farthest I’ve ever gotten. I also broke Sophie’s arm when she tried
               to stop me. Her screams alerted the others. Then I was dragged back in here and most of the furniture was removed—all but
               what I needed to live “somewhat contentedly.” If one can be content with being held captive.
            

            
            “You are my wife,” Edward had said, in that way of his that’s capable of making a person feel like they were less than nothing
               despite all the compliments he paid. Like the very breath they lived by was a gift he personally bestowed and could just as
               easily take away. “You will be afforded the necessary comforts.”
            

            
            Comforts he chipped away as time went on. Like my mirror, wood for the hearth, a bowl for washing, and my thick, seasonal
               linens after I used them to fashion a rope. Last week he managed to take the sun itself when he had my window boarded after
               I climbed through it and attempted to use said rope to reach the ground.
            

            
            But now I have reclaimed the light.

            
            Dust glitters in the warm September rays. At least, I’m fairly certain it’s September. It’s difficult to mark the passing of time, but the way the green of the trees has begun to bleed into the rich burn of orange and red marks the change of the season. 

            
            A sharp band of sunlight reaches my table and illuminates the surface. I hurry to my chair and take up my pencil. What remains
               of it. Adèle snuck it to me under the door a fortnight or more ago, along with several leaves of torn paper. The black at
               the tip is nearly depleted, and the thing as a whole is barely the size of a thimble. Pocked and gnarled from my makeshift
               sharpening with dining knives when I can, there is perhaps enough lead for a few pages.
            

            
            I write furiously.

            
            
                  
                     September, maybe

                     It’s as I thought; Sophie is gone. I suspect this is in part because Edward is disappointed with her performance as governess.
                        Then there were her injuries. I’m not sorry for what I did. She was in my way, and more importantly, she was working to keep
                        me trapped here. I had suspected as much when she delivered my dinner one evening. Then there is the fact that Edward doesn’t
                        bring anyone into his full employ unless he feels he can eventually control them.
                     

                     I should have known better, should have trusted my instincts. Adèle never liked her either. That child is smarter than anyone
                        gives her credit for, and an excellent judge of character. She is, perhaps, the only true friend I have in this hell. I will
                        miss her when I leave this place, and leave it I shall.
                     

                     The hole is nearly finished. I only have to wait for an opportunity to present itself. Once free, I will sell what few possessions
                        I have left to pay for passage back home, back to my family. I will ne—
                     

                  

               
            
            The familiar tap of approaching feet fills the silence and I freeze. It could be Grace, come to bring my breakfast. I strain to listen for the rattle of dishes against a tray. There’s nothing but her clomping shuffle, and it stops shy of reaching my door. Hinges squeak and rattle. Grace has returned to her room, likely coming in from her morning prayers. She talks to God more than she does any living soul in this house. I wonder if He answers. If He tells her that, despite her devotion, what she does is wrong. 

            
            There are a couple of thumps from the room before the door squeaks closed again, and her footsteps retreat back down the corridor.
               Grace must have put away her Bible and rosary and is likely on her way to the kitchens to fetch the morning meal.
            

            
            I spare a moment for my own prayer that the shawl she wears will catch fire. Then her hair. Then her skin. I long for that
               almost as much as I long for escape.
            

            
            Anger simmering within me, I put pencil back to paper.

            
            
                  
                     —ver have to look Edward Rochester in the face again. I will let all memory of him, of this house, fade. Then I will have
                        peace. Then I will have true freedom. For that, I know I would burn this wretched place to the ground.
                     

                     These are the writings of one Bertha Mason. On this day, I am being held against my will by my husband, Edward Rochester.
                        Any statement to the contrary by him or anyone in his employ is a lie.
                     

                  

               
            
            I’m startled by the sound of Grace’s shuffling gait coming down the hall, followed by another. She shouldn’t return for another
               quarter of an hour, and yet I hear the dishes on the tray as she approaches. The rattling is soon drowned out by the pounding
               of my heart.
            

            
            Gathering the pages with similar entries scrawled across them, I wrap them in a napkin I kept from one of my evening meals. The words may smudge, but I have no time to be gentler. These writings will be all that is left of me someday, and if they are found, I want the truth of what has happened here to be known. 

            
            I take the bundle, along with the last inch of pencil, and hurry to my bedside. Dropping to my knees, I crawl halfway under
               and pry up a loose bit of wood to reveal a small hole. There are a few other things present: a small brush, a bit of lace,
               and a beautiful sketch of the gardens. I tuck the napkin amongst my treasures, then slide the plank into place.
            

            
            The first lock on the outside of my door rattles. There’s a click as it gives.
            

            
            I nearly trip over my skirts in my haste to reach the window. Wood scrapes against wood as I swing the board up, balance it,
               and finally press the chunk of frame into place. My hands shake so hard the plank slips, swinging away.
            

            
            I bite back a curse and try again.

            
            The second lock jangles as Grace fumbles with the key. Sometimes it sticks.

            
            I wrestle with the board. Thankfully, when I withdraw my hands, it stays in place. I turn as the second lock gives and the
               door swings open.
            

            
            Grace steps into the room. “Good morning, madam.” Her long, reedy fingers tremble slightly where they grip the tray. Her skin
               is pale, ashen almost. Dark spots circle her bony wrists. Her black hair, streaked with shocks of white, is pulled into a
               severe bun at the back of her head. She wears a thin smile.
            

            
            My gaze lingers on the open door behind her. There’s a buzzing in my limbs, my body preparing to run. Wanting to run. But there is little point to it.
            

            
            Just outside the door, leaning against the corridor wall, stands Edward’s stable hand. Devin, I’ve heard Grace call him. A younger, not-quite-roughened sort, a deceptively kind smile reclines across his disarmingly handsome face. He or the old manservant Marsters accompany Grace whenever she comes to my room. It has been this way since I attempted to overpower her the first week of my capture. That was nearly a year ago. 

            
            “Eggs and a bit of bacon this morning, with fresh milk.” Grace sighs, almost wistfully. She finishes pouring my tea, then
               nods at her good works. “Such blessings. Go on, then. I’ll be back for your dishes in half an hour.” Her smile widens, pulling
               at the flesh of her face, tightening it in odd places. “Enjoy.”
            

            
            As she turns to depart, a small war rages inside me. I wish to spend as little time as possible with her in my presence, and
               I want even less to speak to her. But I have questions.
            

            
            “How is Adèle?” I ask. I keep my voice even, more curious than concerned.

            
            Grace pauses and eyes me with an expression that holds a healthy dose of both interest and caution. “How do you mean?” Her
               eyes dart about the room, then back to me, as if I can somehow stand before her and simultaneously pounce from the shadows.
            

            
            I clasp my hands behind my back. This makes me seem both less imposing and unlikely to attempt anything. I want information,
               and she won’t give it to me if she feels I’m up to no good. “How is she since losing her governess?” I hold genuine concern
               for the girl. She was present during my confrontation with Sophie, saw us grapple with one another. I surely injured more
               than the woman’s arm, but the break was the worst. I was comparatively unharmed.
            

            
            I fought when Devin and Marsters came to drag me away, but through the flurry of my desperation I saw Adèle standing at the
               far end of the hall, half-hidden around the corner, her face pale with terror. No one else seemed to notice her. I’m glad.
               Though she has not been to visit me since.
            

            
            Grace sniffs a laugh. “You mean since you cost her her governess.”

            
            I merely shrug. As I said, I’m not sorry.

            
            “Your concern is touching,” Grace continues. “You would have made a fine mother for the girl. Alas, the master has found another
               to look after Adèle. Should be arriving today, in fact.”
            

            
            Those words set my mind spinning. Another governess, after only a month? Surely, Edward could not have convinced someone to
               join his farce so swiftly. Sophie had arrived with Adèle some time back and was loyal long before. This new governess might not be, which means at best she might be a potential
               ally, or at least a distraction. With all eyes on her, judging her trustworthiness, her pliability, there will be less attention
               on me for a time. This could present a unique opportunity.
            

            
            “You needn’t worry,” Grace says, likely interpreting whatever expression I wear as apprehension. “The tot will be well looked
               after.” She departs and locks the door behind herself.
            

            
            As her and Devin’s combined steps wander off, the beginnings of a plan take form in my mind. I look to the meal. The smell
               of bacon and eggs  calls to my stomach, but thoughts of someone new in the house, someone I could potentially reach out to
               for aid before Edward sinks his claws into her, replace all hunger with a sharp and anxious nausea.
            

            
            Despite this, I force myself to eat. Not doing so would raise suspicions, and if I finish quickly, I can use the fork to carve
               away at the steadily widening hole in the back of my closet. It’s nearly large enough for me to crawl through to the adjoining
               one belonging to the unoccupied room next to mine. That door will not be barred from the outside. If all goes according to
               plan, by this time tomorrow I will be a free woman. My life will be my own again.
            

            
            And I will do everything in my power to keep it that way.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            3
Shadows of Thornfield

         
         
            Jane . . .

            I reread the letter for the fifth time since Lord Punctual and I—that’s what I’ve decided to call the driver, since introductions
               were never made—set off from the gates of Lowood. The passing hours have done little to calm the excitement welling within
               me. Excitement that has built steadily over the previous days.
            

            
            With little else to occupy my thoughts, I close my eyes and try to picture Thornfield Hall in all its glory. I imagine a magnificent
               house bright with chandeliers and warm with firelight. It sits amidst great lawns and gardens still lush with the remnants
               of summer now burning with amber leaves and autumn flowers. Blue skies are reflected in pristine ponds, glasslike and serene.
               I see myself in this place, teaching lessons in lavish drawing rooms or at stately desks in a grand library. There has to
               be a library. I beg silently for one.
            

            
            “We’ve arrived,” Lord Punctual booms as the coach begins to slow.

            
            I blink out of my reverie and tuck the letter away, then press against the side of the cab, wanting to see everything. The wide smile that had broken across my face fades as my mouth drops open. A carpet of green dotted with plump red and pink bulbs lies before me. Clusters of trees, their branches aflame with the turning of the leaves, paint the land with patches of shade. There is no water feature that I can see, but the walls of a hedge maze peek around the western edge of the house. The hall itself rests like a stone giant stretched on its side, reclining comfortably. There are three—no, four floors. 

            
            “It’s breathtaking,” I say to no one, unable to contain the truth of it.

            
            The coach jerks to a stop at the innermost point of a circular drive. Before Lord Punctual can make his way down from the
               box, I push open the carriage door and climb out.
            

            
            The grand entrance looms before me. Large wooden doors set in great stone, old and strong. Boxed windows peer down from various
               points along the walls. I wonder if one of them belongs to my room.
            

            
            My room.

            
            The thought hammers into me with a sudden giddiness.

            
            “In a hurry, missy?” Lord Punctual calls from somewhere behind me. He grunts and mutters, panting around broken breaths. Struggling
               to retrieve my trunk, no doubt.
            

            
            I turn to find my assumption was correct. “I believe Mr. Rochester expected me much earlier. I don’t want to give him the
               impression I am ungrateful for this opportunity.”
            

            
            “Well.” Lord Punctual puffs as he yanks at the trunk, which is caught against the baggage railing. As short as he is, he can’t
               gain the leverage to lift it over. “Mr. Rochester—blast it—is out for the day.”
            

            
            “Out?” I ask before I can help myself.

            
            “Aye. An important man with, erg, important business to attend. Damn it all!” He yanks on the trunk in a sudden fit. The handles
               creak in protest. “Ya fill this thing with rocks?”
            

            
            With a huff, I approach the back of the coach. Bracing one foot against the step, I grip the edge of the window and push myself
               upward. Half hanging from the door, I’m able to stretch my taller frame and get my hand beneath one side of the trunk to lift.
            

            
            It’s enough for Lord Punctual to give one good tug before my luggage finally comes free. Then he and it tumble to the ground. The trunk is old, but thankfully the latches are sturdy—they hold. Lord Punctual is not so fortunate. He goes rolling a few additional feet, cursing the entire time. 

            
            By the time he rights himself, I’ve managed to haul my trunk to the front steps. He glares as he climbs back into the driver’s
               box, but I pointedly ignore him. With a snap of the reins, he’s on his way, off to whatever other errand he’s likely late
               for as well. Or to find the nearest pub. All the same, he’s no longer a bother, and I’m glad for it. I’m not even sour he
               didn’t help me to the door.
            

            
            Pushing Lord Punctual from my thoughts, I’m stricken by the fact that no one has emerged from the house to greet me. Mr. Rochester
               might be away at the moment, but surely there must be staff. Maids and manservants to tend to this place.
            

            
            Straightening my skirts and smoothing the slight catches and wrinkles in the fabric, I reach for one of the brass knockers.
               They are massive, shaped as twin cherubs dangling scrolls to be lifted and dropped against the door.
            

            
            Bang. Bang.

            
            The sound runs hollow through the rest of the house, loud enough that I can hear the echoes. I wait and listen.

            
            No one. Nothing.

            
            I lift one of the scrolls again.

            
            Bang. Bang.

            
            Still nothing. Strange.

            
            “Hello?” I call, though not too loudly. Discourteous as it may be to leave me standing on the doorstep, I don’t wish to seem
               pushy or put out. Not on the very first day. “Is anyone there?”
            

            
            Something jostles the curtain in the large window to my right. There’s a flash of a small, light brown face curtained by dark
               hair. And then it’s gone.
            

            
            “I’m here at the request of Mr. Rochester,” I say to the door now that I realize someone is listening. I’m fairly certain that someone is a child, most likely the very one I’m here to tutor. “But I’m afraid I’ve arrived while he is out.” 

            
            No response.

            
            I clear my throat. “Is there someone I could speak to? The housekeeper or a butler, perhaps.”

            
            Silence.

            
            I curl my fingers into fists at my sides. “Please. The day wanes, and I fear I may catch a chill.”

            
            More silence.

            
            Oh, enough of this. I raise my fist to knock directly when the clickity clack of a lock sounds on the other side. Finally, one of the massive doors swings open, and a narrow woman fills the small space
               between them.
            

            
            She’s older than me, though not by much. Her pale face is pointed, her cheeks flushed, her lips pink. Most certainly not the
               face that peeked out at me before. Bright red strands of hair are pulled into a high knot atop her head. She is lovely, and
               there’s a sudden flurry in my stomach.
            

            
            My previous irritation fades immediately. “H-hello.”

            
            “Can I help you?” A Scottish burr clips the woman’s words. She pats her hands against a stained apron, sending small ivory
               clouds swirling into the air.
            

            
            “Yes! Yes, I’m Jane Eyre.” I fumble for the rumpled letter now tucked in my pocket, my fingers clumsy with nerves. “I’m here
               at the request of Mr. Rochester.” I thrust the paper toward her.
            

            
            She takes it in her powdery fingers, smearing white against the envelope as she opens it.

            
            “To be a governess for his daughter,” I continue.

            
            The woman doesn’t look up at me but instead focuses on the letter for much longer than it would take to read so few lines.
               There’s a sudden urge to play with my curls or the pins in my hair, but I do my best not to fidget, the silence growing around
               us once more.
            

            
            Finally, she looks at me, to the letter, to me once more, and then her eyes drop to the trunk. “That yourn?” she asks, pointing.

            
            “Yes.”

            
            “Bring it inside.” The woman steps back, drawing the door open fully.

            
            Worried she might change her mind, I hurry to haul the chest forward. She closes the door, plunging the both of us into dingy
               light.
            

            
            “Mr. Rochester isn’t in right now,” the woman says over the catch of the locks sliding into place. “But I can show you to
               your room. We’ll have to be quick; I’ve pots bubbling for supper.” She doesn’t wait for a response and instead steps past
               me and down a hallway that branches off the vestibule.
            

            
            I take a moment to orient myself. The struggle with my trunk has left me winded and a little dizzy. I let my eyes drift over
               the ornamentation of Thornfield’s foyer and immediately find myself . . . underwhelmed.
            

            
            The splendor of the grounds is not carried through to the interior in the least. Shadows wreath the atrium’s high ceiling,
               clinging to the corners and upper walls like living creatures. They curl along the top of the grand staircase that snakes
               along the far wall and circle an unlit chandelier, then bleed out into the adjacent halls. Thick, velvet curtains hang heavy
               as battlements against any intrusion from the sun. Without the fullness of day allowed inside, darkness doesn’t just live
               here, it thrives.
            

            
            “Are ye here to sightsee?” the woman asks. Her tone pierces my thoughts.

            
            I whirl to face her.

            
            She stands where she’s stopped several feet down one of the corridors. Dust hangs in her wake, glittering faintly in the scant
               shafts of light that manage to pierce the gloom. One of her brows arches sharply. She seems unbothered by the fact that this
               place appears to be slowly withering around her.
            

            
            “N-no. No, sorry.” Taking hold of my trunk, I drag it along, nearly bending in half to do so. The going is slow and clumsy. She has to stop every so often to allow me to catch up. 

            
            The hall we take is just as murky as the entryway. There are no candles, no fires. Paintings and tapestries decorate the walls
               on either side, many of them covered in sheets. Some are beautiful. Were beautiful. And I can’t help but notice a couple of
               spots where the floral paper is faded in the shape of a missing frame. The entire place is shuttered against the outside,
               giving it a hollow feeling despite the presence of what looks to have once been very fine trappings.
            

            
            The woman has gotten ahead of me again, her pace brisk and mine encumbered. “I don’t believe I caught your name,” I say, hoping
               she’ll slow or even stop.
            

            
            She continues walking, back straight, steps swift. “I dinnae throw it.”

            
            My irritation returns but I push it down. “Do you work for Mr. Rochester as well?”

            
            “In a manner. I prepare meals for the house.”

            
            A cook. That explains the stained apron.

            
            She continues, “From time to time I help with some of the housekeeping or keep an eye on the wee one. But I’m not her caretaker.”
               She finally stops and spins to face me, sending another cloud of dust spewing forth. “Not like you’ll be. Here we are.” With
               that, she reaches to twist the knob on a nearby door, pushing it inward.
            

            
            The door creaks in protest and stops partway. I have to give it another shove to make room.

            
            “Thank you,” I manage a bit breathlessly. For nothing.

            
            “You are welcome.” Her tongue tumbles over her r’s elegantly. “I’ve got to finish supper. It should be ready at the top of the hour. Do ye need anything else?”
            

            
            I straighten and sweep a few strands of my dark hair from my face. My hand comes away slick with sweat, and I pray I’m not drenched enough to smell. It’s been a few days since I had a good scrub, I’m embarrassed to admit. 

            
            “I think I can take it from here, Miss . . .”

            
            She looks me over. “You can call me Emm.”

            
            “Emm.” I try the name with a nod. “A pleasure.”

            
            “Aye.” She turns to go.

            
            “There is one thing,” I call before she manages her first step.

            
            Emm heaves a sigh into the dusty air. “Yes?” Annoyance is hung on the end of that word, elongating it by at least two extra
               syllables.
            

            
            “Adèle. I’d like to meet her.” I feel I likely did, at least somewhat, via the window earlier. “Where is she?”

            
            Emm shrugs. “Yer guess is as good as mine. Always adventuring about, that one. Can’t sit still to save her life. No doubt
               she’s around here somewhere. If you go looking, watch your feet. The flooring can be a bit dodgy, and a fall in these halls
               would be a bad time, especially with no one here but us to hear you scream.” Emm chuckles at her little joke as she starts
               forward, but then she draws up short again. “On second thought, better if you let her come to you. Mr. Rochester doesn’t like
               it when folk go wandering about.”
            

            
            It’s not hard to see why. With the deceptively lovely lawns presented to the world, Thornfield Hall’s interior tells a different
               story. How odd to let what must have been so impressive a place as this waste away, especially when the man of the house has
               such means.
            

            
            “Oh, I’m sure I’ll be all right.” I suppress an undignified sound as I shove the trunk the rest of the way into my room. There
               is little light here, too, so I haven’t gotten a good look. It’s likely as drab as the rest of Thornfield. “He did hire me
               as a governess for his daughter, after all.”
            

            
            Emm snorts, looks me up and down, and starts off again. Her voice carries on the thick air. “Don’t say I dinnae warn ye.”
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Teardrops and Pearls

         
         
            Bertha . . .

            I pace the space between my bed and the door, occasionally throwing glances at the latter. Each step riles the twisting in
               my center, but I cannot stop myself. Nor can I unwind the tension tightening my body.
            

            
            Grace is late with supper.

            
            Memories of previously delayed meals play through my mind.

            
            Once, when she did not arrive with breakfast in a timely manner, it was because Edward had wanted to bring it himself. He
               set the food aside, then sat between me and the table for more than an hour, speaking of happenings with the estate and rumors
               spreading through society, as if I were truly his wife. The whole while, he helped himself to the meal for one. I stood in
               stunned but furious silence, trembling so hard my vision blurred. When he was finished and the plates were bare, he stood
               and crossed the room to press in close. I flinched when he leaned in to kiss my forehead.
            

            
            Then he departed, leaving the empty dishes for Grace to collect later. That was one of the milder encounters. It was the rare
               occasion he left without some sort of threat, veiled or direct, or a promise of future torment if I didn’t behave as a wife
               should.
            

            
            I push away the memory, and the feeling of wanting to crawl out of my skin that came with it. While I know the delay cannot be due to him—he is away—I am still stricken with distress that he could come through that door at any second. 

            
            The sound of steps drifts down the hall. I freeze, listening.

            
            For a moment I can’t tell who it is, but as they grow closer, I recognize the scratchy drag of Grace’s feet against the wood,
               and a wave of relief crashes through me. She moves a bit slower than usual, and it sounds as if she’s alone.
            

            
            I move to the other side of the bed as the locks come undone. The door swings open, and Grace comes hobbling through. She
               closes it behind herself and moves to set the tray on the table.
            

            
            “Dinner, madam,” she pips, far too cheerfully.

            
            I ease into my chair. “Quite the delay.”

            
            Grace busies herself with setting out the small plate and cutlery. “Just seeing to a few additional responsibilities. Nothing
               you need worry about.”
            

            
            When she lifts the silver dome, the smell of roasted meat and earthy broth hits my nose. I try not to seem eager while my
               stomach nearly ties itself in knots. I’ve not eaten since this morning.
            

            
            “Adèle’s new governess must have arrived.” I keep a neutral tone, so as not to sound too invested in this news.

            
            “She has, though I’ve not had the pleasure of making her acquaintance just yet. I thought it best to give her time to settle
               in.” Grace positions the cutlery before setting the plate in front of me. She always makes a show of properly preparing my dinner.
            

            
            “There you are.” Grace takes the dome and withdraws. “I’ll be back to collect the tray within the hour.”

            
            “Thank you.” I squeeze my hands between my thighs and wait for her to leave the room.

            
            Before the last lock clicks into place, I grab the knife and stand, gripping it hard enough my fingers ache. I wait and listen.
               Grace’s shuffle carries her to and down the stairs. When I’m certain she’s truly gone, I hurry for the closet.
            

            
            The muted light from the boarded-up window doesn’t reach this far. I must feel my way through dust and darkness, then along the farthest wall. My fingers brush over wood, smooth and polished at first until the surface dips inward and turns suddenly rough and jagged. 

            
            I grip the knife and drive it into the wood. Again, and again, and again, I chip away at the gradually thinning planks.

            
            Every few moments I stop, hold my breath, and try to listen past the beating of my heart for signs of anyone coming to investigate.

            
            For now, I am safe from interruption.

            
            After several minutes of quietly digging, I pause to feel along the serrations I’ve created. Every few inches or so I apply
               pressure, testing the give of the wood. My breath catches when one spot dips outward. Then another. The third time I push,
               what remains of the plank gives with a soft snap.
            

            
            A rush of excitement moves through me, and I press my entire palm against the area. It bends but doesn’t break. Yet. I’m so
               close. With another few hours of work, I will be through.
            

            
            It takes everything in me to resist trying to pry or kick the planks free. The noise will surely bring Grace or others running.

            
            No, no, I have to be patient. I’ve waited so long, what is another day? And if I work through the night, I’ll break through
               by morning. Edward will not be home until the following evening, and my plan is to be long gone by then.
            

            
            “Pace yourself, Little Bird,” I whisper into the gloom. Maman used to say this whenever I grew frustrated or overeager in
               some aspect of my life. My studies or music lessons or, frankly, anything. There’s a pang at the center of my chest when I
               think of her. I miss her. I miss her face, her voice, even the sharpness in her tone when she scolded me.
            

            
            Without thinking, my fingers fall to my chest and the one treasure I cannot bear to part with. A string of pearls ornaments my neck. It was a gift from Maman on my wedding day. Passed down from her mother, and her mother before, so on and so forth. It is a simple thing, beautiful, delicate, and all that remains of my life before Thornfield. 

            
            If I close my eyes, I can remember the last time I laid eyes on my mother. It was a crisp and clear morning. She stood with
               my father amidst a sea of well-wishers gathered at the New Orleans port, there to see off any number of ships. Her thick hair
               was pinned into magnificent rolls carefully tucked beneath a blue hat. The pale but beautiful color sticks out in my memory.
               It was her favorite. She waved her hands frantically, matching gloves catching the sunlight, her smile wide and her eyes bright
               with tears.
            

            
            I fight the sting of my own at the memory. I feel her absence keenly, and my father’s. I fear I may never see either of them
               again.
            

            
            “Madam?” Grace’s voice causes every muscle in my body to stiffen to the point of pain. My breath catches in my throat. I should
               have heard her coming long before she reached my door. Instead, I lost myself so deeply in the past that not even the rattle
               of the locks drew me out of it.
            

            
            “What are you doing down there?” Grace asks. Her tone remains more curious than suspicious. For now. She’s still standing
               in the doorway. I think. And it’s hard to think while fighting off the beginnings of panic.
            

            
            My mind scrambles for an answer as the sound of dragging steps brings her closer. If I am caught, if the damage to the wall
               is discovered, I will be thwarted. And when Edward returns . . .
            

            
            I need a distraction.

            
            “Oh, Grace,” I say, forcing emotion into my voice. I clutch at my necklace, my fingers working along the pearls anxiously.
               “I was . . .”
            

            
            Then I’m struck by the suddenness of a thought. It is an idea. An awful idea. One that pains me immediately. But rather than
               shove the hurt aside, I cling to the sharpness of the feeling, allow it to fill me. This will make what comes next, loath
               as I am to do it, more believable.
            

            
            I sniff and whimper audibly.

            
            This causes Grace to pause. “Whatever is the matter?”

            
            There’s a grunt from outside the bedroom door. Devin or Marsters no doubt listening for signs of trouble.

            
            My hand shakes as I tighten my grip on the necklace and yank. “I thought I’d lost them!” I shout over the sound of a few pearls
               peppering the floor, bouncing and rolling off. The rest are still on the string clutched in my hand. I let some slip silent
               into the folds of my skirts while hurriedly plucking up the others.
            

            
            Grace trundles forward. “What are you on about?”

            
            When she draws close, but not too much, I turn and hold out the damaged bit of jewelry.

            
            “I—I don’t know how, but I’ve broken it.” My voice flakes away under the weight of my genuine sorrow. I look up and into the
               old woman’s eyes. “Some of the pearls rolled under the door. I was trying to fetch them.” I make sure not to let forth too
               much emotion. Just enough for it to seem like I’m fighting and failing to keep my composure. Which isn’t all that far from
               the truth.
            

            
            Grace looks from me to the darkened closet. With the window boarded up, I pray she cannot peer too deeply into the shadows
               to see the mess I’ve made of the wall.
            

            
            Her fingers slide over a glass of what I can only assume is wine that she’s brought to go with my dinner. I hadn’t noticed
               it was missing.
            

            
            After an eternity of seconds, Grace huffs. “You poor dear.” She moves to set the glass on the table.

            
            I deflate a little, on purpose, as part of my act. The tears continue to flow. I swipe at them with my free hand. Relief and
               anger battle one another in my chest. I have tempered her suspicion, but at a cost.
            

            
            “You shouldn’t search around in the dark like that.” Grace moves toward my chest of drawers and the lantern there. “Let me
               get a light.”
            

            
            “No need.” I push to my feet and close the closet door. “I’ve got them all, I’m certain.” I carefully place the necklace and loose beads upon the tray, along with the knife, making sure to conceal the action with my body. 

            
            Grace hobbles to join me near the table. Her fingers press my shoulder in a gesture that is likely meant to be comforting.
               It takes everything in me not to flinch away from the touch.
            

            
            “Perhaps I can inquire after repairs.” She fixes me with a look one might give a child who’s been misbehaving. “The master
               may not be amenable after your last tantrum.”
            

            
            I feel a muscle in my jaw jump. To hide the shift in my expression, I turn away as if chided. “Please? It is dear to me.”
               Revealing the truth of this is dangerous. Almost as much as releasing the necklace into Grace’s and thus Edward’s possession.
               But I must be convincing.
            

            
            She huffs as if put-upon by the request, then begins to collect the remnants of the jewelry. “Very well.” Her words are pleased.
               She’s enjoying this, the fact that I am now beholden to her in this way. “It’ll have to wait until he returns, of course.”
            

            
            When he returns, I will have left this place—and thus my pearls—behind. The reality of this burns through me, hot and furious.
               I am furious. But I force out a shaky “Thank you.” My eyes linger on the necklace clutched in her thin hand. The knowledge that
               I won’t be able to take it with me, even in pieces, is like a blade in my heart.
            

            
            “Lovely,” Grace says, considering. “Now, you get back to your dinner before it goes cold.” With that, she makes her way to
               and through the door.
            

            
            By the time the sound of her departure fades, I am all but shaking with rage. A jagged, ugly feeling claws at my insides,
               hollowing out my chest. My vision blurs with it. More tears. But I will not let them fall.
            

            
            One more thing has been taken from me.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            5
Dinner, Dessert, and Despair

         
         
            Jane . . .

            Heeding Emm’s warning against wandering Thornfield’s halls for the moment, I spend my time before dinner unpacking. Thankfully,
               my room is not in the same dilapidated condition as the rest of the house. The ceiling is high, and a row of large windows
               dips outward to cradle a bench just large enough to sit and read. It is more space to myself than I’ve ever had. The furnishings
               are clean. The linens on the bed fresh. A fire dances in the hearth, filling the room with warmth and light. Clearly, my arrival
               was expected. Perhaps even eagerly.
            

            
            Despite being little more than four walls and a few large windows, the space feels less oppressive than the rest of Thornfield.
               I can breathe in here, stretch myself and my being. There’s no sense of something hidden in the corners waiting to pounce.
               The firelight reaches every inch of the room, banishing the shadows. Still, I imagine them waiting outside my door, ever vigilant,
               biding their time.
            

            
            It does not take long to put my belongings away. I do not have very many, but they are mine. The last item is a journal. My
               journal. I know the perfect place for it. Upon entry, I immediately spied a small desk tucked away against one wall. A quick
               perusal of the drawers revealed no pens or ink, but I’m certain I can request these.
            

            
            My task complete, I have nothing to distract me from the fact that I have not eaten since before dawn. After such a lengthy ride, mitigating the scuffle between Lord Punctual and my luggage, then fully unpacking, I’m fit to starving. Well, if I’m not to meet Adèle just yet, perhaps I can be of help to Emm in preparing supper. I take one last look around my room, then depart. 

            
            There’s likely another few hours until sunset, but the waning daylight has already stripped all familiarity from the corridor.
               I move in the direction we came before. At least, I think it was this way. Everything is dust and sheets and slowly lengthening
               shadows. It’s easy to imagine something resembling fingers reaching to try to snag my skirts with claws or talons. The house
               is slowly being devoured by the encroaching night.
            

            
            I quicken my steps.

            
            Around the next corner I stop just in time to avoid slamming into a body as it leaps from the darkness, and my heart in turn
               leaps into my throat. I scream.
            

            
            “Heavens!” cries an elderly woman, who presses her hand against her chest as something bounces against the carpet. Several
               somethings. They scatter along the floor.
            

            
            “I’m sorry,” I manage, reaching to steady her. “I didn’t see you. Here, let me he—”

            
            “Pay attention to where you’re going!” The woman huffs and turns her attention to the carpet. Her spotted and lined face creases
               with a frown. “Oh, that’s just lovely, isn’t it?”
            

            
            “I apologized.” There’s an edge to my voice I don’t take care to dull.

            
            She doesn’t reply, just mutters to herself as she shifts onto her knees to begin plucking at the rug. “Racing through here
               like some brat. The impertinence.”
            

            
            Forcing a practiced smile into place, I simply nod. “As I said, I didn’t see you.” I move to step around her, then pause, my thoughts peeling themselves from beneath my anger. 

            
            This woman, mean-spirited as I can already tell she is, is likely another of Mr. Rochester’s employees. She’s been here longer
               than I have, meaning she most likely has a trusted and less precarious position than mine. Being on her bad side so soon would
               be less than ideal. I take a deep breath and push my feelings somewhere deep down.
            

            
            “Here,” I offer before dropping down beside her. “Let me help.”

            
            “No need,” the woman grunts, but I’m already gathering up the small baubles that have spread around us. I place a few in my
               palm and lift them for inspection.
            

            
            Pearls, I realize with sudden surprise. Actual pearls. They glisten softly in the low light, almost seeming to glow.

            
            “Don’t go getting any ideas.” She thrusts her hand out, wagging her fingers demandingly. “Hand them over.”

            
            “Only one of us has their mind on thievery,” I say evenly. I pour what I’ve gathered into her waiting palm.

            
            She looks me over. Her eyes hold the familiar weight of judgment. I feel it settle into my bones, but I shift my shoulders,
               shaking it off. I deserve to be here.
            

            
            “Lovely pearls,” I say, gesturing at her now clenched fingers. “Are they yours?”

            
            “Yes.” The old woman glances around, likely making sure she’s collected all of them. She shifts as if to rise but looks to
               be having a bit of trouble getting her feet under her.
            

            
            I rise to mine and reach for her. “That’s all of them, I think.”

            
            She eyes me but doesn’t resist. Together, we get her upright. She rocks with the motion of standing.

            
            “I’m Jane.” I nod in greeting. “Jane Eyre.”

            
            “Eyre? You’re to be Adèle’s new governess, then?”

            
            “Yes. I arrived not too long ago. I’ve just gotten settled and was attempting to find my way to the kitchen.”

            
            There’s a pause as a look of consideration passes over her face. It’s brief, then she sniffs again. “I can show you to the
               kitchen, but I suggest you stay out of Emmaline’s way.” She shuffles past and gestures for me to follow.
            

            
            We fall into a less than amicable silence, even though I have countless questions—what it’s like to work for Mr. Rochester,
               who else I can expect to potentially crash into while roaming these dark halls—but I say nothing. I don’t imagine she is the
               talkative type, and I want nothing from her. I know her kind.
            

            
            The aroma of roasted meat and vegetables reaches us before we arrive at the kitchen, along with the sharp scent of burning
               wood. There’s also a sweetness in the air, and the crisp smell of something baking.
            

            
            Stopping just inside the door, I take in the wide space with walls lined with cupboards on one side and pots and pans hung
               along the other. Emm stands at the stove, fussing over a pan filled with something steaming, surely the source of the delicious
               scents that have all but called us here. At a nearby table, I spot a little face greatly resembling the one that peeked out
               at me when I stood at the door earlier.
            

            
            Still round with youth and slightly rosy, it belongs to who I must assume is Adèle. Such a pretty thing, looking every bit
               the age of ten, her brunette hair braided back and ribboned, though it rises here and there in the peaks of coils wishing
               to be rebellious. Freckles dust her light brown cheeks and wide nose, and she looks up at me with large, dark eyes before
               hurriedly returning them to her plate.
            

            
            I bite down on my eager greeting. The way the girl shrinks herself, timidity all but radiating off her, is enough to pull
               at my sympathies almost painfully. I’ve known shy children. I was such a child myself. I’ll have to be careful, go slowly,
               let her open to me so I don’t go stomping over boundaries I may not recognize immediately.
            

            
            “Took ye long enough,” Emm snaps. She gestures to a nearby station. “Help yourself, but don’t get too excited. A few other bellies need filling.” 

            
            “Thank—” I turn to say to Grace, but she’s vanished. There’s no sign of her in the hall either. “. . . you.”

            
            “Yer welcome.” Emm straightens from sliding the pan into the large brick oven. “What I do?”

            
            “Not you; Grace.” I glance around, but it’s as if the sour woman simply vanished into thin air. “She showed me how to get
               here, but now she’s . . . gone.”
            

            
            “Aye, quick as death, that one, when she wants to be.” Emm wipes her hands on the apron around her waist. “I figure it’s because
               she’s out footing ’im.”
            

            
            “Neat trick.”

            
            There’s a faint sniffle of laughter from the table, then a shift in attempt to conceal it. I pretend not to notice, fighting
               the smile that wants to pull at my face as Adèle ducks her head once more.
            

            
            “You should see the ones she does at parties.” Emm smiles and winks.

            
            The tight feeling in my stomach from before eases a bit, though the confusion that replaces it is equally uncomfortable. This
               Emm, quick with a joke and a smile, seems so completely different from the cold and irascible woman who answered the door.
               What could be responsible for such a transformation?
            

            
            I step farther into the kitchen. It’s warm here, and full of life, unlike the rest of Thornfield. I imagine it’s the same
               in Emm’s room, as with mine, and likely Adèle’s as well. Pockets of vitality dotted throughout Thornfield like islands spread
               across cold, unforgiving seas.
            

            
            As I take up the ladle to stir what looks like stew, I’m hit with the briefest pang of regret. A memory bubbles up unbidden, of an afternoon spent on kitchen duty, poking fun at common enemies with another fetching face. I recall a smile. Sweet laughter. And a kiss behind the pantry door. It’s a pretty memory of a moment stolen long before I knew the value of it. 

            
            Shaking myself free of my own mind, I ladle helpings of stew into a bowl. I hope it tastes half as good as it smells.

            
            Emm offers me a spoon, which I take with thanks, then she sets to filling her own bowl. “I want to apologize.”

            
            “For?”

            
            “For my less-than-pleasant manner when I greeted you earlier. I was in the middle of cooking and no one else bothered to answer
               the bloody door, so I admit I was a bit short. Uncalled for.”
            

            
            Relief plays through me, and I fairly feel faint with it. I’d begun to fear I wouldn’t find a friendly soul within these walls.
               “Oh, I understand. No apologies necessary, really.”
            

            
            “Maybe not, but I give them anyway.” She motions toward the table with a hunk of bread.

            
            “I
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Reader, trust no man.

“McKinney breathes new life
into a much-loved tale.”
—BETHANY C. MORROW,
bestselling authorof
A Song Below Water






