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Chapter One


Banished


“Jane Eyre! Where are you?”


Where was I? Locked in the Red Room again, the room where my uncle died and hiding under the bed in fear of his ghost.


My uncle was a kind man, who took me in after my parents died. He treated me like one of his own children. Then he, too, died. His widow hated me and my cousins took their cue from her. The girls were standoffish and spiteful, and John was a bully who’d hit a girl half his size and run crying to his mother when I hit him back.


That’s how I came to be shut in the Red Room again till the maid, Bessie, came in to dry my tears.


“There’s someone here to see you, Jane,” she told me.


My visitor’s name was Mr Brocklehurst. He was tall and broad, and dressed in black.


“Are you a good girl, Jane Eyre?” he asked. I knew if I said yes, my aunt would say no.


“I don’t know,” I said.


“Do you know where bad little girls go when they die?” he demanded.


“They go to hell, sir.”


“And what is hell?”


“It is a pit full of fire.”


“And do you want to fall into that pit and burn there for ever?”


“No, sir.”
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“So what must you do to avoid it?”


“I must stay healthy and not die.”


My aunt gave a little cry. “You heard her, Mr Brocklehurst! That child is evil.”


Mr Brocklehurst smiled. “At Lowood we will cure her.”


So I was to be sent away to school. To Lowood School for Orphan Girls.





I’ve never been so cold as I was that winter at Lowood. Never so cold, never so hungry, never so frightened of breaking some rule I’d never heard of until it was too late. Even Miss Temple, the principal, was frightened of breaking the rules.


Mr Brocklehurst was the owner of Lowood School. His mother had set up the school many years before, but she would not have been happy to see how Mr Brocklehurst ran the school now.


But it was at Lowood that I made my first true friend. Her name was Helen Burns. She was the sweetest, kindest girl that ever walked this earth. Yet there was one teacher who was always picking on her.


“Why do you take it? Why don’t you fight back?” I asked her.


“Because she’s right,” said Helen. “I do dream in class. I am untidy. She’s our teacher. It’s her job to correct me.”


“You can still hate her,” I said. I told her about my aunt and my cousins.


“Do you hate them?” said Helen.


“I do!” I said. “With all my heart and soul!”


“What does that do to your heart and soul, Jane? It makes you bitter and does them no harm at all. Forgive them, Jane, as our Lord Jesus told us to do. Or, if you cannot, put the past behind you. Let it go.”


Put the past behind you was easily said, but not so easily done on the day Mr Brocklehurst came to inspect the school.


I kept my head down, but his sharp eyes found me out. “Jane Eyre! Come here.”


He stood me on a stool so that everyone could see me.


“Look at her!” thundered Mr Brocklehurst. “She looks just like one of you. But she is a creature of the devil! You must never speak to her. Never play with her! Shut her out!”
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Why didn’t I stand up for myself?


Because I knew no-one would believe me. So there I stood while all the girls filed out, turning their heads away. Except for Helen, who gave me a little smile.


Afterwards I cried and cried. “The whole world hates me now!” I said to Helen.


“Don’t be silly,” she said. “There are millions of people in the world. Most of them have never heard of Jane Eyre. And do you think anyone at Lowood cares for what Mr Brocklehurst says or thinks?”





At long last spring came, but it brought the deadly typhus fever with it.


Girl after girl at Lowood fell sick and died. Coffin after coffin was buried in the churchyard.


Helen was sick too, but not with typhus fever.


“Consumption of the lungs,” said the doctor, shaking his head.


Helen was hidden away in Miss Temple’s room. I was not allowed to see her.


But late one night I crept out of bed and along the corridor. Miss Temple was not there.


Helen was huddled on a cot under some blankets. She was pale and thin, but as she heard me open the door, she opened her eyes and smiled.


“Jane!” she said. “I hoped you’d come. I didn’t want to go without saying goodbye.”


She was taken over by a violent fit of coughing. When it was over, she lay back.


“But where are you going?” I asked.


“Home,” she said. “Home to Jesus. Please don’t cry. You should be happy for me.”


“But what about me?” I sobbed. “Please don’t leave me.”


“I won’t leave you, Jane. I’ll always be with you, for as long as you remember me.”


When Miss Temple came in, she found us lying side by side. I was sound asleep and Helen was dead.


[image: images]




Chapter Two


Thornfield Hall


After news of the typhus outbreak got into the papers, we were treated better at Lowood. We had warmer clothes and more to eat. I discovered that I was a good, keen student and began to enjoy my lessons. Eventually, I became a teacher myself.


During that time, Miss Temple and I became close. Indeed, I thought of her less as a teacher and more as a friend. One day, Miss Temple announced that she would be leaving Lowood to be married. The news left me feeling sad and restless, and ready for a change of my own.


I decided to put an advertisement looking for a position as a governess in the local newspaper. I soon had a reply, from a Mrs Fairfax of Thornfield Hall, offering me the job of governess to a girl of seven years old. I decided there and then to take the job.


Within a few days, I was on my way to Thornfield Hall. The journey was long and it was dark when I got there. The great, dark house loomed over me. There was just one light burning in a downstairs room where an elderly lady, Mrs Fairfax, was waiting for me.
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She was so kind, so welcoming! She sat me down in front of the fire with a bowl of hot soup and home-baked bread and chattered away about how nice it would be to have another woman there for company, apart from the servants.


“When shall I meet Miss Fairfax?” I asked her.


“Miss Fairfax?” she said. “You mean Miss Adele! She’s not mine. She’s Mr Rochester’s ward, the orphan child of some French friends of his.”


“Who is Mr Rochester?”


“The master, of course. I’m just the housekeeper. He’s a good master, though he sometimes has strange, black moods. But he’s not here at the moment. He seldom is.”


Next day I met my new pupil, Adele. She was a pretty little girl and as bright as a button, but easily distracted and not used to lessons. By lunchtime we were both quite worn out. I was glad to give her the afternoon off while Mrs Fairfax showed me around the house. It seemed to go on for ever.


“How many bedrooms are there?” I asked.


“I’ve never counted,” Mrs Fairfax replied. “But we keep them all ready in case Mr Rochester comes home without warning and brings company with him.”


She smiled. “I always say that if we had a ghost at Thornfield, they’d at least be comfortable.”


“So there are no ghosts?” I asked.


“None that I’ve ever seen,” she said.


As she said that, I heard a strange noise for the first time. The sound of a woman laughing. If you could call it a laugh. It was more like the cry of some animal.


“Did you hear that?” I asked, shaken.


“That’s just Grace Poole,” she said. “She’s one of the servants. An odd sort of creature, keeps herself to herself and sleeps up there in the attic. But there’s no harm in her. No harm at all.”


Whenever I heard that strange, eerie laughter after that, I told myself it was just Grace Poole. Though it was hard to imagine Grace Poole ever laughing. She was a heavy, no-nonsense sort of woman who, whenever I spoke to her, never looked at me but only nodded and hurried past.




Chapter Three


Mr Rochester


I began to feel as if I’d never lived anywhere else but Thornfield.


Late one winter’s afternoon, I was on my way back to the hall after posting a letter in the village. The moon was up, a mist was rising and there were patches of ice on the road. Suddenly a great black-and-white dog came trotting towards me out of the mist.


I stood back to let it pass, which it did, before vanishing again into the mist.


After it came a man on horseback.


He, too, passed me without a glance.


Then the spell was broken.


The horse slipped on a patch of ice. I heard its frightened neigh as it fell. And the man’s angry cry as he was thrown from the saddle.


The horse was up again in a moment, but the man lay still on the ground.


I hurried over to him.


“Are you hurt, sir?” I asked him.


“It’s just a sprain. I’ll live.”


“Shall I fetch help?” I said. “I can run down to Thornfield Hall.”


[image: images]


“Thornfield Hall?” he said.


“It’s where I live. It’s not far.”


“I know where it is! What are you? A servant?”


“I am the governess there,” I said.


“The governess!” He nodded. “Of course. I had forgotten. No need to trouble them. Just pull me up and help me onto my horse.”


It was done in a moment. Then horse, rider and dog vanished again into the mist. He was
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