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				About the Book

				MEET JANE STEELE.
ORPHAN. GOVERNESS. SERIAL KILLER.

				Like the heroine of the novel she adores, Jane Steele suffers cruelly at the hands of her aunt and schoolmaster. And like Jane Eyre, they call her wicked – but in her case, she fears the accusation is true. When she flees, she leaves behind the corpses of her tormentors.

				A fugitive navigating London’s underbelly, Jane rights wrongs while avoiding the noose. Until an advertisement to be a governess catches her eye. She takes the position and soon falls in love with Mr Thornfield, the master of the mysterious Highgate House. But what happens if he discovers her murderous past?
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				‘I am no bird; and no net ensnares me; I am a free
human being with an independent will . . .’

				– JANE EYRE

				How many species of creeping things, and how
many birds hast Thou caused to fly!

				– NANAK, founder of Sikhism,
as quoted in The Sikh Religion
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				CHAPTER ONE

				‘I wouldn’t have her heart for anything. Say your prayers, Miss Eyre, when you are by yourself; for if you don’t repent, something bad might be permitted to come down the chimney, and fetch you away.’

				Of all my many murders, committed for love and for better reasons, the first was the most important.

				Already this project proves more difficult than I had ever imagined. Autobiographies depend upon truth; but I have been lying for such a very long, lonesome time.

				‘Jane, will you be my friend again?’ Edwin Barbary had asked.

				My cousin’s lips were gnawed red, his skin gleaming with exertion and desire. When his fleshy mouth next moved, the merest croak emerged. He breathed precisely five more times, the fat folds of his belly shuddering against his torn waistcoat, and then he stilled like a depleted clockwork toy.

				More of my homicides anon – the astute among you will desire to know why a dyed-in-the-wool villainess takes up pen and foolscap in the first place. I have been reading over and over again the most riveting book titled Jane Eyre, and the work inspires me to imitative acts. My new printing features a daring introduction by the author railing against the first edition’s critics. I relate to this story almost as I would a friend or a lover – at times I want to breathe its entire alphabet into my lungs, and at others I should prefer to throw it across the room. Whoever heard of disembodied voices calling to governesses, of all people, as this Jane’s do?

				Hereby do I avow that I, Jane Steele, in all my days working as a governess, never once heard ethereal cries carried to me upon the brawny shoulders of the north wind; and had I done, I should have kept silent for fear of being labelled eccentric.

				Faulting the work for its wild fancies seems petty, however, for there are marvellous moments within. I might myself once have written:

				Why was I always suffering, always browbeaten, always accused, for ever condemned? Why could I never please? Why was it useless to try to win any one’s favour?

				I left such reflections behind me in childhood, at the bottom of the small ravine where my first cousin drew his final gurgling breaths. Yet I find myself pitying the strange, kindly Jane in the novel whose biography is so weirdly similar; she, too, was as welcome in her aunt’s household as are church mice in the Communion larder, and was sent to a hell in the guise of a girls’ school. That Jane was unfairly accused of wickedness, however, while I can no better answer my detractors than to thank them for their pains over stating the obvious.

				It was the boarding school that taught me to act as a wolf in girl’s clothing should: skulking, a greyer shadow within a grey landscape. It was London which formed me into a pale, wide-eyed creature with an errant laugh, a lust for life and for dirty vocabulary, and a knife in her pocket. It was Charles who changed everything, when I fell in love with him under the burdens of a false identity and a blighted conscience. The beginning of a memoir could be made in any of those places, but without my dear cousin, Edwin Barbary, none of the rest would have happened at all, so I hereby commence my account with the unembellished truth:

				Reader, I murdered him.

				I may always have been wicked, but I was not always universally loathed. For instance, I remember my mother asking me at five years old, ‘Are you hurt, chérie?’

				Then as now, I owned a pallid complexion and listlessly curling hair the colour of hazelnut shells. Having just fallen flat on my face in the garden behind our cottage on the outskirts of Highgate House, I considered whether or not to cry. The strawberries I had gathered were crushed under my apron, painting me with sweet gore. I pored over the best stratagems to gain my mother’s undivided attention perennially in those days – back when I believed I might be merely naughty, fit to be punished in the here and not the hereafter.

				As it happened, my mother had been well all day. We had navigated no weeping, no laudanum, no gnawing at already-bleeding fingernails; she was teasing and coaxing, snatching my hand up as she wondered whether we might cover some biscuits with berries and fresh honey and host an impromptu picnic.

				Therefore, I saw no need to cry. Instead, I stuck out my tongue at the offending root and gulped down the swelling at the back of my throat.

				‘I’m fine,’ I told her, ‘though my wrist is sore.’

				Smiling from where she sat on a quilted blanket beneath our cascading willow, she called, ‘Come here then, and let me see.’

				My mother was French. She spoke to me often in that language, and I found this flattering; she directed her native tongue at no one else unless she desired to illustrate their ignorance. She seemed to me unpredictable and glimmering as a butterfly, one worthy of being collected and displayed under glass. I was proud of her; I belonged to her. She noticed me when no one else bothered, and I could make her laugh when she could bear no one else.

				Ma mère studied my wrist, brushed the specks of juice and flesh from my pinafore, and directed a dry look in my eyes.

				‘It is not very serious,’ she declared lightly in French. ‘Not even to a spun-sugar little girl.’

				‘It hurts,’ I insisted, thinking, It may have been better to cry after all.

				‘Then it is most profoundly serious to me,’ she proclaimed, again in French, and proceeded to kiss me until I was helpless with giggling.

				‘And I lost all the berries.’

				‘But consider – there is no harm done. We shall go and gather more. After all, have you anything of consequence to do?’

				The answer was no; there was nothing of consequence to do, as this garden party took place at midnight under a wan, watchful moon. Having spent my entire life in my mother’s company, I thought nothing amiss herein, though I was vexed I had not seen the root which had tripped me. Surely other little girls donned lace-trimmed frocks and enjoyed picnics featuring trifle and tea cakes, sitting with their mothers under the jewel-strewn canopy of starlight, never dreaming of sleep until the cold dew threatened and we began to shiver.

				Do they not? I would anxiously ask myself.

				It is relevant that my beloved mother, Anne-Laure Steele, was detested throughout our familial estate, and for two sound reasons. First, as I mentioned, she was – tragically and irrevocably – French. Second, my mother was beautiful.

				I do not mean beautiful in the conventional, insipid fashion; I mean that my mother was actually beautiful, bizarrely so, in the ghostly, wide-gazed sense. She possessed a determined square chin, a chin I share, so that she always looked stubborn even when meekness was selling at a premium. Her hair was dark with a brick-red sheen and her almond-shaped eyes were framed beneath by pretty caverns; her wrists had thin scars like pearlescent bracelets which I did not then understand.

				At times she screamed under the indifferent moon in French for my dead father. At others she refused to budge from the bed until, groaning at the slanting afternoon light, she allowed our combined cook and housemaid, Agatha, to ply her with tea.

				What’s the matter, Mamma? I would ask softly. Now I am grown, I comprehend her answers far better than I did then.

				Only that yesterday was so very, very long.

				Only that my eyes are tired and nothing in the new novel I thought I’d like so well means as much to me as I imagined it would.

				Only that I cannot think of a useful occupation, and when I do, the task daunts me, and so cannot attempt it anyhow, sweet one.

				Never could I predict when her smile would blaze forth again, nor earn enough of the feathery kisses she would drop to my brow inexplicably – as if I was worthy of them for no reason at all.

				In short, my mother and I – two friendly monsters – found each other lovely and hoped daily that others would find us so as well.

				They did not.

				I shall explain how I embarked upon a life of infamy, but first what my mother told me regarding my inheritance.

				When I was six years old, my mother announced in French, in August, in the shade-dappled garden, ‘One day you will have everything, chérie, even the main house. It all belonged to your father and will always be yours – there are documents to this effect despite the fact inheritance for girls is always a highly complicated matter. Meanwhile, our cottage may be poor and plain, but you understand the many difficulties.’

				I did not fully understand the many difficulties, though I assumed my aunt and cousin, who lived in the estate proper, did so because they were haughty and wanted the entire pile of mossy stonework, complete with dour servants and tapestries hanging sombre as funeral shrouds, to themselves. Neither did I think our cottage, with its mullioned glass and its roaring fireplaces and its cheery bay windows, was either poor or plain. I did, however, understand particular difficulties, ones regarding how well we got on with our relations.

				‘You see the way your aunt looks at me – you know we cannot live at the main house. Here we are safe and warm and friendly and ourselves,’ she added fretfully, worrying at the cuticle upon her left thumb as her eyes pooled.

				‘Je déteste la maison principale,’ I announced.

				Passing her my ever-ready kerchief, I dried her tears. I plucked wild sorrel to sprinkle over our fish supper and told everyone who would listen – which amounted only to my mother and frayed, friendly Agatha – Let us always live just as we please, for I love you both.

				Such was not to be.

				My aunt, Mrs Patience Barbary – mother of Edwin Barbary – was, like my mother, a widow. She had been wed to Mr Richard Barbary; Mr Richard Barbary was the half brother of my own father, Jonathan Steele, whose claim to Highgate House was entire and never called into question in my presence. I presumed that our Barbary kinfolk resided with us due to financial necessity, as my aunt could not under any circumstances be accused of enjoying our company.

				In fact, one of our visits to the main house, shortly after my ninth birthday, centred around just such a discussion.

				‘It is so very kind of you to have us for tea,’ Anne-Laure Steele said, her smile glinting subtly. ‘I have said often to Jane that she should better familiarise herself with the Steele estate – after all, she will live here when she is grown, and mon Dieu, to think what mismanagement could occur if she did not know its – I think, in English – intricacies?’

				Aunt Patience was a sturdy woman wearing perennial mourning black, though she never otherwise appeared to regret her lack of spouse. Perhaps she was mourning something else entirely: her lost youth, for example, or the heathens in darkest Africa who perished in ignorance of Christ.

				Certainly my uncle Richard was never mentioned nor seemed he much missed, which I found curious since his portraits were scattered throughout the house – a wedding watercolour from a friend in the drawing room, an oil study of a distinguished man of business in the library. Uncle Richard had owned a set of defined, almost pouting lips, an arched brow with a tuft of dark hair, and something rakish in his eyes made him seem more dashing than I imagined ‘men of business’ ought to look – ants all walking very fast with their heads down, a row of indistinguishable umbrellas. I thought, had I known him, I should have liked him. I wondered what possessed him to marry Aunt Patience, of all people.

				Thankfully, Patience Barbary was blessed with a face ensuring that conjugal affronts would not happen twice, which did her tremendous credit – or at least, she always threw beauty in the teeth, as it were, of my own mamma, who smiled frigidly following such ripostes. Aunt Patience had a very wide frog’s visage with a ruddy complexion and lips like a seam in stone-masonry.

				‘So much time passed in our great Empire.’ Aunt Patience sighed following my mother’s uncertainty over vocabulary. ‘And despite that, such a terrible facility with our language. I ask you, is this a proper example to set for the – as you would have it – future mistress of Highgate House?’

				‘It might not be,’ my mother replied with snow lacing her tone, ‘but I am not often invited to practise your tongue.’

				‘Oh!’ my aunt mused. ‘That must be very vexing.’

				I yearned to leap to my mother’s defence, but sat there helplessly dumb, for my aunt hated me only marginally less than she did my mother. After all, I was awkward and gangly, possessed only of my mamma’s too-thin neck and too-thoughtful expressions. My eyes were likewise catlike – voluptuous, in truth – but the plainest of ordinary cedar browns in colour. My mother ought to have done better by me, I thought on occasion. Her own irides were a strange, distant topaz like shards of frozen honey.

				I never blamed my father, Jonathan Steele, for my shortcomings. I never expected anything of him – not remembering him – and thus could not expect more of him.

				‘Aimes-tu ton gâteau?’ my mother asked me next.

				‘Ce n’est pas très bien, Maman.’

				Aunt Patience simmered beneath her widow’s weeds; she supposed the French language a threat and, in retrospect, she may have been correct.

				‘Pauvre petite,’1 my mother commiserated.

				
					1 Translation: ‘Do you like your cake?’ ‘It isn’t very good, Mamma.’ ‘Poor little dear.’

				

				Mamma and Aunt Patience embarked upon a resounding and communicative silence, and I felt Cousin Edwin’s eyes on me like a set of hot pinpricks; when the adults abandoned decorum in favour of spitting false compliments and heartfelt censures at each other, he launched his offensive.

				‘I’ve a new bow and arrows I should show you, Jane,’ he murmured.

				For a child’s tones, Edwin’s were weirdly insinuating. The quick bloom of instinctual camaraderie always withered upon the instant I recalled what my cousin was actually like. Meanwhile, I wanted to test his new bow very much indeed – only sans Edwin or, better still, with a different Edwin altogether.

				My cousin was four years my elder, thirteen at the time. Our relationship had always been peculiar, but as of 1837, it had begun to take on a darker cast. I do not mean only on his behalf – I alternately ignored and engaged him, and was brought to task for this capriciousness by every adult in our household. I let them assume me fickle rather than snobbish when actually I was both. Granted, I needed him; he was closer my own age than anyone, and he seemed nigh drowning for my attention when no one else save my mother noticed that I breathed their cast-off air.

				Edwin, on the other hand, was what his mother considered a model child; he was brown-haired and red-faced and sheepdog simple. He chewed upon his bottom lip perennially, as if afraid it might go suddenly missing.

				‘Have you seen the new mare yet?’ he inquired next. ‘We might take a drive in the trap tomorrow.’

				I maintained silence. On the last occasion we had shared a drive in the trap, the candied aroma of clover in our noses, Edwin had parted his trouser front and shown me the flesh resting like a grubworm within the cotton, asking whether I knew what it was used for. (I do now; I did not then.) Other than gaping dumbly as he returned the twitching apparatus to its confines, I elected to ignore the incident. Cousin Edwin was approximately as perspicacious as my collection of feathers, which made my own cleverness feel embarrassingly like cheating. It shamed me to disdain him so when he was my elder, and when the thick cords of childhood proximity knotted us so tightly to each other.

				Just before arriving home, he had asked whether I wished to touch it next time we were in the woods, and I laughed myself insensible as his flushed face darkened to violet.

				‘You are a wicked thing to ignore your own kin so, Jane,’ Edwin persisted.

				Kin, kin, kin was ever his anthem: as if we were more than related, as if we were kindred. When I failed to cooperate, he stared as if I were a puzzle to be solved. My dawning fear was that he might think I was in fact a puzzle – inanimate, insensible. Though I no longer presume to have a conscience, I have never once lacked feelings.

				‘But perhaps you are only glum. I know! Will you play a game with me after tea?’

				Games were a favourite of my mother’s, and of mine – and though I was wary of my cousin, I was not afraid of him. He adored me.

				‘What sort of game?’

				‘Trading secrets,’ he rasped. ‘I’ve loads and loads. Awful ones. You must have some of your own. It’ll be a lark to exchange them.’

				Considering my stockpile of secrets, I found myself reluctant.

				I tell Agatha every night I’ll say my prayers, but ever since I skipped them and nothing happened six months ago, I don’t.

				I tried my mother’s laudanum once because she said it made everything better, and I was ill and lied about it.

				My kitten scratched me and I was so angry that I let it outside, and afterwards it never came home and I feel sick in my belly every time I imagine my kitten shivering in the dark, cold woods.

				I did not want Edwin to know any of these things.

				‘Fiddle! You aren’t sharp enough to know any secrets worth having,’ I scoffed instead, pushing crumbs around my plate.

				Edwin was painfully aware of his own slowness, and hot blood crawled up his cheeks. I nearly apologised then and there, knowing it was what a good girl would do and feeling magnanimous, but then he rose from the table. The adults, still merrily loathing each other over the gilt rims of their teacups, paid us no mind.

				‘Of course I do,’ he growled under his breath. ‘For instance, are you ashamed that your mother is no better than a parasite?’

				My mouth fell open as I gaped at my cousin.

				‘Oh, yes. Or don’t you hear any gossip? Doesn’t anyone come to visit you?’

				This was a cruel blow. ‘You know that they don’t. No one ever does.’

				‘Why not, Jane? I’ve always wondered.’

				‘Because we are kept like cattle on our own land!’ I cried, smashing my fist heedlessly against a butter plate.

				When the porcelain flew through the air and shattered upon the hardwood, my cousin’s face reflected stupid dismay. My mother’s was equally startled, but approving; I had only been repeating something she slurred once during a very bad night indeed.

				Aunt Patience’s face practically split with the immensity of her delight, as it is no unpleasant thing when an enemy proves one’s own point gratis.

				‘I invite you for tea and this is the way your . . . your inexcusable daughter behaves?’ she protested shrilly. ‘I should beat the temper out of her if I were you, and lose no time about it. There is nothing like a stout piece of hickory for the prevention of unseemly habits.’

				My mother stood and smoothed her light cotton dress as if she had pressing obligations elsewhere. ‘My inexcusable daughter is bright and high-spirited.’

				‘No, she is a coy little minx whose sly ways will lead her to a bad end if you fail to correct her.’

				‘And what is your child?’ Mrs Steele hissed, throwing down her napkin. ‘An overfed dunce? Jane does not suffer by comparison, I assure you. We will not trouble you here again.’

				‘You will not be welcome here again,’ Aunt Patience spat. ‘I must offer you my congratulations, Anne-Laure. To so completely cut yourself off from polite society, and then to offend the one person who graciously allows you to sit at the same table – what an extraordinary effort on your part. Very well, I shall oblige both our tastes. If you cannot control that harpy you call a daughter, do keep entirely to your residence in future. I certainly shall to mine.’

				My mother’s defiance crumbled, leaving a wistful look. Aunt Patience’s plodding nature would have been forgivable had she been clever or kind, I decided; but as she was common and gloating, I hated her and would hate her forever.

				Mamma softly pulled her fingers into small fists.

				‘Please in future recall my daughter’s rights, all of her rights, or you will regret it,’ Mrs Steele ordered, giving the table a single nod.

				She departed without a glance behind her. Mamma often stormed away so, however – ferocious exits were decidedly her style, so I remained to assess what damage we had wrought this time.

				Aunt Patience, though purple and fairly vibrating with rage, managed to say, ‘Would you care for more cake, Edwin and Jane?’

				‘I goaded her, Mummy. I’m sorry for what I said before,’ Edwin added to me, his tooth clenching his lip. He wore a stiff collar that afternoon, I recall, above a brown waistcoat and maroon jacket, and his neck bulged obscenely from its confines.

				‘That’s all right, Edwin. Thank you for tea, Aunt Patience.’ Like most children, I loathed nothing more than embarrassing myself, and the sight of the fragmented china was making me physically ill. I rose from the table. ‘I had better . . . Goodbye, then.’

				Aunt Patience’s eyes burnt into me as I departed.

				I went to the stables that evening, where I could visit the docile mares and peer into their soft liquid eyes, and I could stop thinking about my cousin. Thinking about Edwin was a private class in self-loathing: I hated myself for indulging his mulish attraction, yet it had been a tidal pull for me over years of reluctant camaraderie.

				Flattery, I have found, is a great treat for those born innately selfish.

				For the hundredth time, the thousandth time, I stood listening to soft whinnies like lullabies, pressing my cheek against sinewy necks; whether the horses at Highgate House liked me or my sugar cubes I have no notion, but they never glowered, nor warned me I teetered upon the hair-thin tightrope of eternal damnation. Smelling sweet hay and their rich, bristly coats always calmed me – and I calmed them in turn, for a particularly fidgety colt often stilled in my presence.

				My thoughts drifted from the horses to the uses I might make of them. I daydreamed of riding to an apple-blossom meadow where my mother and I should do nothing save eat and laugh; I envisioned charging into war, the heads of Aunt Patience and Edwin lying at my feet.

				Mamma and I never took more than a light supper in the springtime, and following a departure as precipitous as the one she had just executed, I knew that she would lock herself away with her novels and tonics, and thus I stayed out until the wind began to nip through the slats in the great stable door and the horses’ snuffles quieted under my caresses . . . never realising until the following day, in fact, that I had been left entirely, permanently alone.

				The ominous liquorice aroma of spilt tincture of opium drenched our cottage when I arrived home at eight o’clock. I learnt my mother had retired to bed at seven, which was unfortunate timing, as I never saw her again. Our servant, Agatha, found her the next morning, still and cold in her bed, marble eyes directed at the window.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER TWO

				What a consternation of soul was mine that dreary
afternoon! How all my brain was in tumult, and all my heart in insurrection!

				‘You cannot attend,’ Aunt Patience explained in a strained drone for the third time. ‘You are far too hysterical to appear in pub—’

				‘Please, oh, please – I won’t say a word, won’t make a sound!’

				‘Gracious, child, show a little restraint!’ my aunt cried. ‘Pray for her soul, and accept God’s will. It is a hard thing to lose your mother so suddenly, but many others have lived to tell the tale.’

				I took the news that I would not be allowed at my mother’s funeral precisely as well as I took the news of her inexplicable death. Skilful knives had carved the heart out of me, leaving me empty save for the sick, unsteady fear flickering in my bones telling me alone, all alone. I could not claw my way out of the horror of it. I screamed for my mother on the first day; sobbed for her on the second; and on the third, the day of her funeral, sat numbly in an armchair with my eyes pulsing hellfire red – that is, until my aunt Patience arrived. Being forbidden to attend Mamma’s funeral felt as if I were spitting on her grave, and questions swarmed through my pate like worms through an apple.

				What will they do with me now that she has gone? Assurances that I would always reside at Highgate House now seemed reliable as quicksand.

				How did my mother come to die at all? She had taken a sudden bad turn, according to Agatha; Aunt Patience muttered of fits.

				Why should I not see her put in the ground? Both agreed I should not be present, but neither would explain the reason.

				I fell to my knees, tearing at my aunt’s stiff black skirts.

				‘Don’t bury Mamma without me there,’ I begged. ‘However much you might have hated her, hate me still, please don’t do this. I won’t survive it.’

				‘Have you no control over your passions?’ Aunt Patience’s toadlike face was ashen. ‘I ask for your own sake, you unprincipled animal. You will come to a bad end if—’

				‘I don’t care what end I come to, only let me—’

				‘That is a monstrous thing to say,’ she cried, and then slapped me across the cheek.

				Falling sideways, gasping, I clutched at the place where my skin throbbed and my teeth rang. Her slap was painful, but her visible disgust far worse.

				‘I’m sorry,’ I whispered, reaching for her wrist with my other hand. ‘Please, just—’

				My aunt recoiled, striding towards the hall. ‘The situation is a hard one, Jane, but what you ask is impossible. Try to calm yourself. God sends comfort to the meek and the chaste, whilst the passionate inflict agonies upon themselves.’

				Aunt Patience stopped – hand splayed on her broad belly, eyes frozen into hailstones.

				‘You are very like her, are you not,’ she whispered. ‘The bitter fruit of a poisonous tree.’

				The front door clicked shut.

				Grief until then had bound me in spider’s silk and drained me with her pinchers. Afterwards, however, I wanted to inflict exquisite agonies upon Aunt Patience; and had I been informed that a few weeks later, I would serve her the deepest cut imaginable, I am not certain that I would not have smiled.

				Morbidity has always been a close companion of mine. Hours were spent meditating on my lost kitten and all the ways it could have (must have) died because of my inflamed temper. My late father was the source of infinite questions – was my slender, sloping nose like his since it was not like my mother’s? After Mamma died, however, I thought of nothing save her lonesomeness under the earth; and when I did think of her in paradise, I next thought, but they’ll never allow me into heaven, and so I still will never see her again.

				There are doubtless worse hobbies than meditating upon your dead mother, but nobody has ever suggested one to me.

				Agatha knelt with me in the garret a week after the funeral, because I wanted to go through my mother’s trunk. For seven days, life had been a sickening seesaw between fear that calamity would befall me and the desire calamity would take me already and have done with it. Now I wanted to touch Mamma’s gowns and her gloves and her letters, as if I might combine them in a spell to summon her; even today, if witchcraft existed by means of toadstools and tinkers’ thumbs to bring her back, I should do so in an instant.

				‘Well, ’ere we are,’ Agatha said in her broad rasp as she drew out an iron key.

				Our servant, Agatha, who trudged about with wisps of blond hair falling in her squinting eyes, spoke entirely in platitudes. She was my sole comfort throughout that hellish week; hot broth mixed with sherry and soothing pats on the cheek are greatly cheering, even to juvenile she-devils.

				The lock clicked open and I surged to plunder the trunk’s contents. We had a pair of tapers, but the light was dim and ghostly, and when my seeking fingers struck lace, I hardly knew what I held.

				‘Ah, what ’ave we ’ere?’ Agatha rumbled from my right.

				‘Mamma’s summer parasol,’ I recognised as I lifted it.

				‘Aye, Miss Jane, and what a parasol.’

				There was no refuting this, so I drew out more relics – men’s cracked reading spectacles, a beige carryall. We went on until I was so sated with untrimmed hats and books of pressed flowers that I scarce noted I held a pair of empty laudanum bottles.

				Agatha placidly took them away. ‘Now, Miss Jane, them’s in the past, them is, over and emptied, so you just put ’em clean out o’ yer mind.’

				I supposed Agatha meant Mamma was no longer ill, so I nodded. Diving into the trunk once more, I emerged with a lock of nut-brown hair very like mine woven into a small lover’s knot and pressed under silver-framed glass. I had seen it before, when it sat on Mamma’s mantelpiece, but it had long since vanished.

				‘This was my father’s. Were they married long before he died, Agatha?’

				‘Not as long as yer mum would’ve liked, poor dear.’

				‘Cousin Edwin told me she was no better than a parasite,’ I whispered.

				‘Now, Miss Jane,’ Agatha growled kindly, ‘there’s sorts as you can trust to speak plain, and there’s sorts as will say whatsoever suits. And if those two kinds o’ folks were only obvious, wi’ signs or marks o’ Cain or the like, a heap o’ trouble would be saved.’

				A worm of guilt stirred in my gut. I had lied to her that very morning, when I said I would take buttered porridge and then dumped it by the pond so as not to worry her.

				Lying has always come as easy for me as breathing.

				‘Did my father prefer living at the cottage too?’

				‘Bless you, he never lived ’ere after marrying yer mum. They met in Paris, where Mr Steele dun banking – I figure he preferred being wheresoever she was.’

				My head fell upon her burly shoulder. Agatha smelled of lye and the mutton she had been stewing, and just when I was too exhausted to contemplate getting my weakened legs under me and leaving the darkening garret, I pulled something I had never seen before from the trunk.

				It was a letter – one in my mother’s elegant Parisian script with its bold downstrokes like a battle standard being planted. It read:

				Rue M——,
2nd Arrondissement,

				SUNDAY

				Dear Mr Sneeves,

				Pardon, s’il vous plaît, for my writing in haste, but I can hardly shift a muscle for the grief now oppressing me: my J—— has expired finally. The doctors could do nothing, and I am desolate. Doubtless your legal efforts upon my behalf and that of my daughter have been heroic, but in the absence of my husband, I must confirm our complete readiness for relocation to Highgate House. Si ce n’est pas indiscret, as my beloved J—— was ever a faithful client of yours, I request an immediate audience, for every second may prove invaluable. And please return this letter with your reply, as I live in horror our plans will be anticipated by those who would prevent us.

				Veuillez agréer mes salutations
empressées,
Mrs Anne-Laure Steele

				At first I had imagined that the letter was two pages, but it was kept together with the reply in a crabbed male English hand:

				Rue du R——,
1st Arrondissement,

				SUNDAY

				Chère Mme S——,

				My most heartfelt condolences upon behalf of the firm. 
Mr S—— was a highly valued patron of Sneeves, Swansea, and Turner. I await your arrival and assure you that the documents have already been drawn up to the late lamented Mr S——’s satisfaction.

				Humbly,
Cyrus Sneeves, Esq.

				I could only understand that these documents referred to my eventual ownership of Highgate House; puzzled, I passed them to Agatha, who carefully folded both letters together again and returned them to the trunk.

				‘Well, that weren’t what I’d been expecting.’ Agatha’s squinting eyes narrowed further.

				‘My mother wrote that when my father died?’

				‘A wise hen always sees her chicks are looked after. Now, there’s pickled ’erring and toast to be had. Your mother’s things seem to ’earten you, and this trunk will be ’ere tomorrow, and the day after that.’

				Agatha was again strictly correct, but mistaken in her accidental assumption that I would be present.

				‘Did you ever meet my father, Agatha?’ I questioned as she shut the trunk and heaved herself upright.

				‘Why, bless your ’eart, Miss Steele, what a question.’ Agatha tsked fondly and trudged downstairs.

				Infants own memories, perhaps, but by the time I was nine, hazy visions of Jonathan Steele were locked away like mementoes in a safe to which I knew not the combination. The bread crumbs I had gathered into his portrait scarce made a crust, let alone a meal.

				Your father was un homme magnifique, and his eyes were the brown of sweet chocolate just as yours are, and he never stopped thinking of ways to make us safe, from my mother.

				’E was as good a man as any, and no worse than some, from Agatha.

				Don’t speak of him, for God’s sake, from Aunt Patience.

				Now I knew he was a banker in Paris with an English solicitor friend my mother trusted; I imagined Jonathan Steele a positive hero of finance with sweeping moustaches, who had rescued my mother from penury with a flourish of his fancifully enormous pen.

				‘How did he meet Mamma?’ I called from the top of the creaking garret stairs.

				‘You’ll use up all your chatter and be clean out o’ words, and then ’owever shall we pass the time, Miss Jane?’ Agatha chided, beckoning.

				I wondered over the unsettling notion of words running dry. My footsteps as I followed her made no more sound than the virtuous dead, fast asleep beneath their coverlets of stone.

				Slowly, I recovered my appetite – and concurrently, my keen interest in rebellion.

				My aunt Patience thought girls ought to be decorative. Indeed, Jane Eyre tucks herself away in a curtained alcove at the beginning of her saga, and thus at least attempts docility.

				I was not a fictional orphan but a real one, however. Waking in the full blaze of the May afternoons, I would eat nothing save brown bread and butter for lunch, and the steaming milk soup Agatha made with sweet almonds, eggs, and cinnamon for my tea. My ugly – dare I say French – opinion of Aunt Patience kept her away temporarily, and the rest of the time I spoke low nonsense to the horses or slunk through the woods where the marsh grasses swooned into the embrace of the pond. In the stables, I could allow the stink of manure and clean sweat to calm me as I brushed my last remaining confidants; but in the forest, my musings turned darkly fantastical.

				I will set fire to the main house, and then they will be sorry they made Mamma unhappy.

				I will run away to Paris, where I will be awake only when the stars shine through the window and the boulevards are empty.

				I will find my mother’s grave and live there off dew and nectar.

				True peace did not visit me; but at times, an edgy calm like falling asleep after a nightmare descended when I lost myself in melancholy.

				At times, I suspected I was not alone.

				As the days passed, my sense of being watched increased. Agatha gave me free rein apart from unlocking Mamma’s trunk every evening and packing satchels of apples for me to carry to the stables; she would never spy on me, I felt certain. The gardener was a wizened old thing, and the grooms paid me as little mind as did the servants at the main house. Patience Barbary thought the out-of-doors a treacherous bridge meant to convey her from one civilised structure to another.

				Still I caught glimpses of another creature there in the trees, one with round eyes and a predator’s hungry stare; but by the time I understood that I was the prey, my fate had already been sealed.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER THREE

				I was a precocious actress in her eyes: she sincerely looked on me as a compound of virulent passions, mean spirit, and dangerous duplicity.

				Invitations to the main house were rebuffed in the rudest manner I could think of: silence. Even adults who are frightened of children come to their senses sooner or later, however, and in early June, I opened a missive demanding I appear before Mrs Patience Barbary at five o’clock for tea. When I entered the drawing room, I discovered that three people awaited me instead of two.

				Aunt Patience presided over the ivory-and-green-striped settee, an expression of foregone success staining her froggish mouth. The fact that her full widow’s weeds looked no different after my mother’s death (how could they have?) made me long to slit wounds in the taffeta. Edwin, lips already faintly dusted with sugar from the lemon cakes, offered me a polite smile.

				In that instant, I knew – as I think I had suspected – that Edwin had been the one spying upon me.

				‘Jane, this is Mr Vesalius Munt of Lowan Bridge School. Mr Munt, this is my niece, Jane.’

				Doubtless the reader has heard cautionary reports of granite-eyed patriarchs who run schools for profit and, shall we say, misrepresent their amenities? You are partly prepared for what is to come, then. Mr Munt was clad head to toe in black; his forehead was high, his sable boots neatly polished, and his mien sober. Here Mr Munt’s superficial resemblance to fiction ended.

				First, he seemed highly intelligent. He watched those around him closely; this was not a man who ignored the way I settled as far as I could from my aunt, nor who would remark upon it until the observation suited his interests.

				Second, Mr Vesalius Munt was handsome. He was aged somewhere between forty and fifty, but the map of his face – from thoughtful wrinkles to clear grey eyes to slender chin – suggested naturally benevolent inclinations and announced his regret at his self-imposed sternness of character.

				Third, he was a tyrant, which returns us to the more familiar literary archetypes. He was a great whopping unrepentant tyrant, and he enjoyed the vocation, its artistry – I could see it in his perfectly disarranged black hair and his humbly clasped hands. I thought, with a squirming stomach, that here was a man who would set a snake over hot coals simply to watch it writhe.

				‘Miss Jane Steele,’ he greeted me. ‘You have been orphaned within the month, I am sorry to hear. God’s ways are inscrutable, but trust in Him nevertheless brings light to the darkest of valleys.’

				My aunt primly tucked her chin within her neck. ‘She is a clever enough girl, only mannerless and stubborn, Mr Munt. Her intelligence needs moulding into humility and her character into an orderly Christian one.’

				‘Then I won’t remind you of my mother any longer?’ I hissed.

				Aunt Patience whipped out a glint of lacquered wood and began fanning herself with black lace. She wanted something between us, even if a scrap of cobwebby cloth.

				Mr Munt’s gaze flickered between us like stage swords, all shine and speed and subtle games. ‘Your aunt has informed me that your mother was . . . troubled,’ he said with tremendous care. ‘It is not unusual for the children of lunatics to—’

				‘Mamma was not a lunatic!’ I cried, aghast.

				‘No indeed,’ seconded Edwin in a fawning manner which sickened me.

				‘Her constitution was delicate.’ My aunt sounded like the teeth were being pried from her head. ‘Artists are often highly strung.’

				‘Art is a curse,’ Vesalius Munt agreed, shifting on the hard cane chair. ‘An infection eating away at godly reserves of abnegation, chastity, and meekness. Show me a contented artist, Mrs Barbary, and I will show you a dabbler – a pretender, a drudge. True artists belong to a miserable race. Jane, they tell me that your passions are strange ones, and your upbringing . . . eccentric. I run a school, you see, and your aunt thinks you would make an excellent pupil there.’

				The word school provoked the first sensation other than dull misery I had felt since before I could recall. Mamma had been at boarding school as a girl, in the south of France. On holidays they walked to the glimmering seashore, where pebbles clattered under their slippers and the sea spray chased them shrieking with laughter back to the dunes. She learnt both dancing and painting there.

				Going to school already seemed adventurous, but my fingers tingled when I realised it would also be imitative of my mother.

				Remembering our cottage, however, I was swiftly anchored back to Highgate House; how could I leave everything familiar when I was already so lost? Fear leached the happy nerves away.

				Additionally, I was an artful little liar, and what befell artful little liars at school?

				‘I should rather not go,’ I whispered.

				Aunt Patience snapped her fan.

				‘To send me away with a stranger—’

				‘Mr Munt will make you useful, as orphaned children must—’

				‘Don’t banish me,’ I pleaded, standing.

				‘The matter is settled.’

				‘It is not either!’ I shouted in most unchildlike fashion.

				Aunt Patience thrust her heaving bosom forward. ‘You horrid puppet, only listen to reason for once. You must find a vocation, or—’

				‘I own Highgate House!’ I cried. ‘Mamma told me so. You’re only saying this to me because you hated her.’

				‘I am saying this to you because you must become productive. And if you knew how good I was to your mother after all the suffering she caused, you would drop to your knees and beg my forgiveness.’

				Is that what I must do, then? My lips were quivering, my guts knotted. Humiliate myself so I might keep what belongs to me?

				‘Is flattery what you’re after?’ I hissed. ‘But of course, that’s why you loathed poor Mamma so – she was exquisite, and you were never flattered a day in your life.’

				Sulphurous silence spread throughout the parlour. Mr Munt studied me so intently he made my neck prickle, and Cousin Edwin gazed in a horrified stupor, his breaths straining his waistcoat buttons. Aunt Patience only smiled, a smile like a gate slamming closed and locking.

				‘I didn’t mean that,’ I choked out. ‘Truly. But I want to remain here with . . . with everything I have left of her.’

				‘As well you should. Mummy, you can’t send her away!’ Edwin protested. ‘Jane is my only playmate.’

				Aunt Patience said, in much too babying a tone for a lad of thirteen, ‘There now, my sweet, soon your tutor will have taught you all he knows and you yourself will go to school and find splendid new companions.’

				‘No,’ Edwin moaned, burying his face in his hands. ‘No, I will miss her, you can’t. It isn’t fair.’

				‘Quite touching to see such devotion in young relations.’ Mr Munt’s stately wrinkles creased approvingly, and he brushed imaginary dust from the knee of his trousers. ‘It gives me every hope that Jane is indeed redeemable, to have inspired such affection.’

				Finding none of these observations complimentary and growing steadily more unnerved by Vesalius Munt, whose silvery eyes seemed coins at the bottom of a too-deep pool, I edged towards the door.

				‘Where do you think you are going, my dear little girl?’ Mr Munt asked, kindness seeping from his tone like blood from a gash.

				‘I cannot stay for tea.’ A noose was tightening round my throat.

				‘Now, Jane,’ Mr Munt purred, rising. ‘You are only proving your dear aunt’s point by acting so irrationally. Come here, allow me to examine you, determine your strengths, and perhaps we shall yet find a place for you at Lowan Bridge School.’

				I was off like a hare; my aunt looked after me in unfeigned alarm, and Edwin gave a small wail.

				Mr Munt, I saw as I glanced behind, meditated on me with his dashing black head cocked: the look of a man who has spied a hill and vowed to crest it, for no reason other than to see what lies upon the other side.

				When I returned to Highgate House many years thereafter, I viewed the ravine again, and felt as distant from it as a child does looking at a terrible cave in a picture book. Thus I can describe it as my twenty-four-year-old self perfectly rationally. Our cottage stood at the edge of the woods, with the sweet brown duck pond lying to the west of us. If one passed the pond, the forest which bordered our property gave way to a ridge and thence to a sharp declivity like a small crevasse populated by violet monkshood and sharp wild grasses.

				I felt Mr Munt’s eyes searing the back of my skull long after my escape was accomplished, so I repaired to the woods.

				My curls stuck to my brow when I reached the trees, glued by means of animal fear to my skin, and I smeared them back. We had pinned two braids like a crown atop my head, but several strands had bolted and I must have looked a malicious dryad there, surrounded by leaf and bracken. Light slanted through the branches as if it possessed physical weight that evening, making prison bars of shadows and penitents’ benches of fallen trees. Wandering, I calmed myself.

				I should not go to Lowan Bridge with Mr Munt.

				I need not go to Lowan Bridge with Mr Munt.

				I will not go to Lowan Bridge with Mr Munt.

				‘Are you hurt, Jane?’

				Too frightened to shriek, I spun about with my hand clapped over my mouth. Cousin Edwin stood ten feet away from me, a cautious grin pasted over his face, the sort people who are terrible with horses (as I am not) think will calm skittish beasts.

				‘What do you mean?’ I gasped.

				Edwin came no closer, but pointed his index finger. His dull hair was half-lit and half-hid in the shade of a crooked branch; he seemed a stitched-together creature from a puppet pageant, the sort in which spouses are beaten within an inch of their lives.

				‘You’re bleeding.’ He began to walk again.

				Looking down, I saw that I had scratched my arm upon a bramble without noticing. A trace of blood wept from the shallow gouge.

				‘Here,’ Cousin Edwin said when he had reached me.

				He breathed harder as he wound his handkerchief over my arm: round and round, binding the cut, forehead beetling in concentration. Edwin smelled of lemon cake and the faintly old aroma he always carried, as if he had been born in a bed of camphor and cheese rinds.

				‘I won’t let them,’ he announced. ‘I hate that she thought to send you to school. I am the man of this house, and you shall stay here with us, Jane. Don’t be afraid.’

				I watched him tie off the cloth – like a bandage, yes, and like a silken slave’s cuff, and like the collar at the end of a leash.

				‘I’m not afraid.’

				Edwin glanced up, pale green eyes glowing. ‘You were afraid – of that horrid Mr Munt. You needn’t be. He won’t take you away from us.’

				Edwin plucked a leaf from my hair and placed the memento in his trouser pocket – a habit I had never liked, but never thought quite so pitiful.

				‘Did you forgive me?’ He rocked on his heels. ‘About the secrets game – we’ve hardly spoken since. I was only repeating something rude I heard Cook say. Your mother was too beautiful to avoid cruel gossip, don’t you think? Shake hands?’

				Edwin’s pudgy hand thrust before my face. I shook; for an idiot, he was clever to perceive that complimenting my late mother would work miracles.

				Instead of letting go my hand, he pulled me closer.

				‘Do you want to know what my favourite secret is?’ he breathed into the space between my eyes.

				I swallowed. If I said no, he would rage, pout, fume for days, so I angled my head. He put his rosy mouth to my ear.

				‘The time in the trap when I showed you, and you never screamed. You’re every bit as bad as I am. You liked it.’

				He drew back fractionally. His grip tightened, and whilst I searched for words to tell him that no, opening his trousers had not been a bond between us and that screaming clearly ought to have occurred to me, he chewed his underlip until it was scarlet.

				Then he grinned brightly.

				‘You’re not screaming now either.’

				‘Let go of my arm,’ I ordered.

				The breeze sent kindly fingertips through our hair, jays calling from their shadowy canopies, and now I was frightened – mortally – of the woods which were leaf curtained and the birds which could not help me with whatever strange sort of trouble this was.

				Edwin did not let go. ‘Let’s start a new game.’

				‘Stop it, I tell you. What game?’ I demanded.

				‘I want to know what the inside of your mouth tastes like.’ Cousin Edwin leant down.

				I struck him as hard as I could across the face, and he was startled enough to let go, and I had not known until then what it meant to run.

				The light shone brighter, and the wind picked up, and I had just burst through the trees in the direction of civilisation when Edwin caught me. We both tumbled to the ground and I swiped at him, shouting his name and Stop and he laughed easily and pinned my wrists to the earth at the top of the ravine where the twigs pricked my back and the sky seemed a great billowing, purpling tent above the looming forest.

				His lips met my neck; his tongue shoved at my mouth. I kicked and kicked, limbs transforming into weapons even as my heart churned pure black fear through my veins. Edwin pinned me with his weight and he had transformed too now, hard where he ground against my thigh, red where my fist had stung his cheek, and My body isn’t working, nothing is working, I thought, so I used something else.

				‘I’ll tell this time,’ I spat as I struggled. ‘I’ll tell everyone.’

				His piggish look of glee dimmed. ‘No, you won’t. You’re a knowing little jezebel just like your mother, Mummy always tells me so.’

				‘What do you mean?’

				‘I mean that you like it.’

				‘I’ll tell her we both like it,’ I lied coldly, falling limp. ‘Then she’ll send me away forever. Get off.’

				Edwin retreated – biting his mouth, straightening his clothing. When he took in my bedraggled state, he grew agitated, reaching into thin air as I brushed myself off with unsteady fingers.

				‘It was only a game,’ he offered. ‘I never meant to – I would never hurt you. I’m sorry, Jane.’

				My wrists were bruised, my back scraped, my sleeve torn, my heart unbroken but dirtied, as if he had pulled it through the mud. Walking a few paces away, Edwin retrieved something from the ground. It was his pocket handkerchief, which had fallen from my arm, and he passed it back to me as if giving girls pocket handkerchiefs could atone for any offence under the sun.

				‘Jane, will you be my friend again?’

				Rage poured from scalp to sole at this request.

				‘We were never friends,’ I lied, and – preparing to run once more – I shoved his chest as hard as I could.

				The rock he staggered back upon was loose under his footing; it set off a tiny slide into the ravine, a hushed skidding of granite and dead bracken. That accidents happen is a universal principle – and perhaps the only universal principle worth mentioning, for it governs an enormous percentage of our daily lives.

				That my entire being, every last ounce of me, had been put into that violent push, however, is undeniable.

				When I peered over the top of the short decline and met Edwin’s eyes as he sucked in his last breaths with a broken spine and a look of pure disappointment, I did nothing to aid or comfort him.

				I walked away.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				CHAPTER FOUR

				‘Do you know where the wicked go after death?’

				‘They go to hell,’ was my ready and orthodox answer . . .

				‘What must you do to avoid it?’

				I deliberated a moment; my answer, when it did come, was objectionable: ‘I must keep in good health, and not die.’

				Edwin is dead, I thought.

				Perhaps he only fainted.

				You killed him, you idiot, I thought next, and giggled, and stumbled under star-scarred skies.

				I fell to my knees and would have screamed then had I the air to do so, but all I could manage was gasps through a throat which had shrunk to the breadth of a hay wisp. My fists clutched the sod as if the planet were trying to buck me off and, after a few harrowing seconds, a whimper escaped and the tears came flooding.

				That night, I learnt that horror could not physically kill me; wave after wave crashed over my head without my drowning, and yet . . . I think that I would rather die than experience such overwhelming wrongness ever again.

				Curling onto my side on the lawn – visible peripherally to the cottage but not to the main house – I sobbed for an hour or more. When the torrent was a trickle, I passed a sleeve over my eyes and sat up. The sun had sunk well below the tops of the elms, and whether it would ever rise again, I could not have said. In the mire of my misery and confusion, three thoughts emerged:

				You really are as wicked as everyone says.

				Shame spread like a pox over my skin.

				Mamma isn’t here to help you, and now you will be hanged.

				Like all children, I had read the Newgate Calendar raptly, that ostensibly educational account of gruesome violations enacted by the law upon ne’er-do-wells within Newgate Prison. No one embarks upon a life of mayhem because hanging (or drawing and quartering, or slow death by pressing, come to that) sounds like a pleasant Saturday afternoon lark, but parents in those days still supposed the illustrations highly effective deterrents, and I had devoured Edwin’s copy. I cried a little longer. A vague shape I knew to be Agatha floated past amber-lit windowpanes.

				You are going to have to lie like the very devil to live through this.

				Having no stock of tears left, I plotted my escape with hollow bones and shaking fingers.

				‘You’ve said it all out plain once, Miss Jane, so I knows as ye can say it all out plain twice,’ Agatha declared the next morning. She sat on our burgundy settee, one arm around my waist.

				My return to the cottage had been a lightning storm: searing flashes of you’ve killed Edwin interrupted a savage downpour of lies. They poured from my mouth, flooding my throat. When the falsehoods had been exhausted, Agatha had said, pulling the coverlet over my head, There, there, poor girl. Nothing like this lasts forever, for ye’ll ken
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