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      To those who can’t help

      But love the bad boy–

    

  


  
    
      
        
        my Immortal Beloved–

      

        

      
        –I can only live, either altogether with you or not at all. Yes, I have determined to wander about for so long far away, until I can fly into your arms and call myself quite at home with you, can send my soul enveloped by yours into the realm of spirits–

      

        

      
        L

      

      

      
        
        Ever thine.

        Ever mine.

        Ever ours

      

      

      

      
        
        Ludwig Van Beethoven, 1812

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note From Author

          

        

      

    

    
      This novel is a reimagining of Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre. Within these pages, you’ll find characters and places that are both familiar and yet new.

      

      Most of the writing is my own, although you will find passages echoed throughout that are lifted exactly as Brontë wrote from ink to paper. They are too perfect in their structure and rhythm, and convey an emotion so succinctly that I don’t dare attempt to alter them.

      

      Lord Byron, a major figure in the romantic movement, makes an appearance with his poem The Bride of Abydos as does John Keats’ Give Me Women, Wine, And Snuff. Ever so briefly, Mary Shelley influences these pages with her Frankenstein. I am grateful that when incessant rain kept them indoors for days on end in Lake Geneva, Switzerland, Byron, Shelley and John William Polidori created great works. They have been a great influence on me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Trigger/Content Warnings

          

        

      

    

    
      Years ago, while walking with a friend, I had a visceral reaction when he lifted his hoodie to protect against the cold. My body’s physical response to that innocuous movement was due to trauma.

      Trigger warnings are a necessity for some genres and content and, given that FRAGILE WICKED THINGS is a gothic romance, I feel it’s important to include them. For anyone who needs them, I see you. As for me, hoodies no longer have an effect. We rise above our trauma.

      

      Triggers include:

      
        
        emotional, verbal & physical domestic abuse/violence, child abandonment and abuse

        stillborn birth

        mob riot and lynching

        blood and gore

        violence and murder

        dubious consent

        forced feeding

        physical harm and threats against the main character

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART ONE
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      When I was ten years of age, my mother passed away.

      That summer day began with a sweltering heat but ended with a chill as the Kansas wind swept in. The living room curtains flapped, caught in a violent dance with the swirling air, each trying to overpower the other until Mrs. Reed slammed the window shut. The tattered panels fell, undisturbed by the storm brewing outside. She ran her hands along her arms, shivered, then shut the rest of the windows throughout, each time looking up to the sky at passing clouds obscuring the afternoon sun. I wished she would go away.

      Reverend Reed and his wife had descended on our home, the latter taking over the household, intrusively marching from one room to the next, correcting things that were wrong. She had me move the glasses nearer the sink and organize the cutlery drawer, but she nearly fainted when she spotted the rat poison tucked in a corner of the pantry near the food and insisted it be kept out back in the shed. I wanted to implode. Meal times were unbearable. The Reverend and Mrs. Reed spoke of many things, inconsequential matters to do with weather, church members, gardening, everything except the one thing pertinent to me—at the end of the hall, behind a closed door, my mother lay dying.

      My mother, once a robust and strong woman, withered away in the months leading up to her death, stricken with battle scars against a determined cancer. For the most part, the Reeds kept her away from me in a dark bedroom down the hall from where she used to sleep with Father. Reverend Reed assured me that his wife held her hand when she died, but this was of no consequence to me. It should have been my hand that held hers as life departed from her.

      In the weeks leading up to her death, I kept busy cooking, washing, cleaning, and scrubbing the floors of my mother's sickness to the side of her bed. The vomit would be wiped away using ripped bed sheets and strained into a pot of water, now lukewarm after having sat for an hour. Mrs. Reed would carry hot water in a heavy pail and pour its contents onto the floor. Pieces of vomit fell into the cracks between the floorboards and dropped into the dirt under the house for the ants to devour.

      Father was nowhere to be found, but if I had known then to venture out into the town's place of drink, I would have found him slouched over at the bar, a drink held firmly in his unclean hands. When I was younger, he used to hold my hand. His hands were rough, scored sharply by the tools he used for carpentry. At times he would not notice that they bled, but my mother always thought of such things and cleaned out his wounds before wrapping a bandage around them. But that was before when my father knew how to be a father; a time before my mother's illness with cancer and before my father's illness with the drink. It is a memory from my brief, happy childhood.

      I was born in 1942, eleven months before my father returned from the war a broken man, part of one leg amputated due to gangrene. My mother told me he thought his open wound minor, and he refused treatment until other serious cases were looked at. By the time he dealt with his leg, the damage had been done, and doctors operated on him against his ferocious protests. His screams, once vivid in my mind, are now distant, nearly forgotten. I seem to have a memory of this, although it isn't possible, and the only explanation I can offer is that I must have been connected to my father before I met him.

      I thought of such things as I scrubbed the floor clean, fetched water, and peeled potatoes before dropping them in boiling water. These are the things my mother used to do. I would watch her, learn from her, and help as best I could so that I would one day become a woman and care for my husband and children the way she did hers. Mother's hands were rough from her chores, her smile soft, her laughter gentle, and her words quiet. She knew when to speak and when to remain silent, not only around my father, but Mrs. Reed, too, who would gossip incessantly about other parishioners. Some nights, as I lay in bed, I would hear Mrs. Reed's voice drone on. Behind the closed door, it sounded different from her usual high-pitched pithiness. The Reverend's voice sounded like a musical instrument, compelling parishioners to take notice and comment on his inspiring sermons.

      Mrs. Reed had me send for the doctor, whose home was ten streets from ours in a nicer part of town. The telephone company had disconnected our phone some months before, and, although my mother used to ask the neighbors to make calls, on this particular day, they were not home. I ran across the street and down block after block, passing children my age playing with their dolls as a couple of boys played cops and robbers.

      I bolted up the steps of the front walkway to the doctor's house, tripped and scraped my knee against the concrete. As I raced up the wooden steps of the front porch, Doctor Lloyd came through the screen door, medical bag in hand, having already seen me rush onto his property. He told me to follow him to his car. Moments after I slipped in, he reversed it from his driveway.

      When we arrived back, my mother had already died.

      The Reverend prepared a few words for my mother's soul. Mrs. Reed called on me to come and join them in the room where my mother lay. A deep red damask tablecloth, a wedding present from an aunt I never met, now covered the only mirror in the room. Superstition ruled Mrs. Reed. As a minister's wife, she easily explained how her superstitions could co-exist with her Christian beliefs.

      "The mirror confuses the soul of the recently departed and can become trapped in its reflection, a device set up by the Devil himself. He is known to use trickery to prevent the soul from its rightful reward in heaven, and one must outwit the Devil at his own game."

      She held my hand as we closed our eyes and bowed our heads, listening to Reverend Reed's musical voice, but this time, his voice carried the sound of a baritone oboe. Opening one eye, I saw my mother lay there motionless, seemingly at peace, unlike the battered woman I had seen over the previous two weeks. I wished to pull away the red bedspread that laid over her and keep only the white bedsheet and pillows so that she appeared to be on a cloud.

      Mrs. Reed's hands were soft as she held me against her bosom. She wiped away a tear.

      "What will become of you?" she said before sending me back to my room.

      Later, Reverend and Mrs. Reed walked Doctor Lloyd to the front door where I overheard them speaking about my father, now a widower. They suggested sending Mr. Smythe, who lived down the street, to recover my father from the local bar, but I knew that Mr. Smythe would need help bringing the drunkard home. The conversation turned to the funeral and when they stepped out the door, I couldn't hear what transpired after. Alone in the house with my mother, I wanted nothing more than to hold her hand.

      I peered out my bedroom door and tiptoed towards my mother's bed, but there was no need to tiptoe, as I could not wake her from her peaceful death. The room remained dark; a small candle lit on the night table near her. The light cast a hue on my mother's face, giving her the appearance of a blush on her cheeks.

      The wind rattled against the windowpane, the blinds drawn down. "A storm is coming. I can feel it in my bones," my mother would have said if she could still hear the wind outside.

      The room grew cold now that the fire in the kitchen's hearth had gone out. Situated on the other side of one of the bedroom walls, it provided warmth in this small square room.

      My mother lay with her lips slightly ajar, her skin still warm. At first, I poked her, but when nothing happened, I touched her arm and felt her warmth. She was still my mother, still with me, still in me.

      Leaning closer to her, I wanted to feel her breath on my cheek, for her eyes to open, her lips to smile, to hear her voice again, as if she only played at a pretend death. I ran my fingers along her arm, closer to her hand, but the damask fell from the mirror before I could wrap my tiny hand inside hers. As I looked up, I swear to this day I saw her reflection, a hollow version of her: face white, half-recognizable and half-ghost. A cold wind rushed up to me, suffocating me. Near me, her body twitched. She had come back from the dead!

      I screamed.

      Then, the darkness overcame me, and I dropped to the floor.
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        * * *

      

      When I came to my senses, I found Mrs. Reed hovering over me, the Reverend beside her. In her hands, she held smelling salts that irritated my nose. My head rested on a pillow, but I remained on the floor near my mother's bed.

      "You gave us such a fright," the Reverend said. "Mrs. Reed always carries smelling salt on her person during times like these."

      "Yes, also handy to awaken your father after his drink."

      Mrs. Reed clamped her mouth and turned to her husband. People often gave me strange looks about my father, but I knew where he went most nights.

      "Did you find him?"

      "Mr. Smythe found him along the way. He's made arrangements for you and your mother," the Reverend said.

      "Me?" I said, but no one answered.

      "Why did you scream, child?" asked Mrs. Reed. "It sounded frightful."

      "I wanted to be with my mother. The cloth fell, and I saw her ghost, confused by the mirror just as you described, Mrs. Reed. She tried to touch me."

      My last statement frightened Mrs. Reed for she took in a quickened breath. "From the mirror?"

      "Nonsense," Reverend Reed said. "Don't let my wife's superstitions get the better of you. Go to your room and rest awhile. Mrs. Reed will help you gather your belongings."

      "My belong...," but I didn't finish before Mrs. Reed helped me off the floor and guided me through the kitchen towards my bedroom. Father sat at the table, bent over a steaming cup of coffee. He knew I was in the room with him. I could feel it, but not once did he look up at me. What arrangements could he be making? It appeared to me he made none. Once in my room, I turned back to look at him before Mrs. Reed closed the door behind us.

      "I'm not tired," I told her.

      "Let me help you gather a few things. After the funeral, it's best you stay elsewhere for a while where someone can care for you."

      "My father can."

      Mrs. Reed opened the door to my wardrobe, took out an overnight bag that belonged to my mother and placed items in, commenting more to herself, "Oh, such a pretty dress. No pink? The clothes are plain and dreary, plain like you. Poor, plain Jane."

      I hated her at that moment. Mrs. Reed didn't say anything I hadn't heard before. But with my mother gone and my father having abandoned me, I unleashed a fury on her.

      "Put my things back!"

      Mrs. Reed's shoulders fell slightly, and her voice grew softer when she spoke. "This is a difficult time for you, child, but you must not stay here after the funeral."

      "I won't go!" I reached for my plain Jane dress, made in a dusty rose fabric by my mother, and pulled at it, but Mrs. Reed would not let go. "Give it!"

      "Calm down, child."

      Again, I pulled until I heard a rip. The sound made us both stop. I examined the tear at the seam, and a wave of anger grew inside me so much so that when I reached out again, I dug my nails into Mrs. Reed's skin. She let out a terrible scream that brought the men. My father's hands grabbed me by the shoulders and threw me to my bed. Reverend Reed stood by his wife, inspecting her wounds.

      "Look at my arm. She scratched me, the mad cat. This is why she must go."

      "She just lost her mother, and I lost my wife." My father had spoken so little since his return, and I jumped on the opportunity to plead my case and threw my arms around his waist.

      "Please don't send me away, Daddy. I'm sorry I scratched Mrs. Reed. Please let me stay. I can take care of you."

      My father looked to the Reverend and then to Mrs. Reed as if my statement made sense. Yes, I can take care of him. I know how to sew a little, boil potatoes, launder and make his coffee strong and black, just as he likes it. I'll keep smelling salts about the house for when he comes home and succumbs to the drink.

      But I knew that I had lost when he shook himself free from me and left the room without looking into my eyes.
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        * * *

      

      After the burial, a few women from church descended on my mother's tiny kitchen and chatted away as they prepared food and drinks. I sat rooted to a spot near the hearth, silent, then trembled, helpless against the looks they gave me. Their whispering surrounded me and grew louder by the moment. They touched things that didn't belong to them, wiped counters and swept the dirt from the floor. They were erasing her. I stood, clenched my fist, then loosened it and wandered into the living room. How strange to call it a living room with my father in it. He sat in my mother's chair, drink in hand, and when Mrs. Stephenson passed by, she took the glass from him and replaced it with lemonade in one swoop. I'm certain Father hadn't noticed.

      I drifted to some men gathered in a corner of the room and caught snippets of their conversation. Their presence annoyed me. I wanted them all out: the women from my mother's kitchen, the men from my living room, and my father from my mother's chair.

      "...no, no, no Eisenhower is the right man for the job," said one man in a striped bow tie.

      "He'll clean house and take care of the Soviet spies in the Truman administration, that's for sure," offered another man.

      I stepped into their circle unnoticed. "Why not a woman?" I cleared my dry throat. "They run households."

      The group fell silent. Then they laughed with one another at the thought of a woman understanding difficult matters like balancing budgets and defending itself against an ideology meant to destroy American liberties. Talk of communism enthralled the group, and they all agreed it to be the greatest evil to affect America since Hitler. I moved away from them and retired to my room, shut my door, and waited.

      Time wasted away as I lay on my bed looking out the window to my neighbor's magnolia tree. My mother loved that tree. I wished to plant one over her gravesite, but when I suggested it earlier that day, I received harsh 'shushes.'

      A bird flew to the nest perched on the tree. Through the open window, I could hear tiny chirps and squawks of her young and watched as they pecked at remnants of what may have been a worm. For a moment, I felt happy at the wondrous sight of Mother Nature caring for their young, of the cycle of life, of how the worm's death meant the baby birds would live. Then I wondered, if the mother bird dropped dead, what would happen to her babies? Surely, no one would care for them, and day after day, I would find another baby bird that had fallen and died. No, they needed their mother.

      As the day wore on, a relative calm consumed the house. Three or four people remained, and I heard them as they cleaned. Glasses clinked in the kitchen sink, and the harsh bristle of the broom swept the floor on the other side of my bedroom door.

      Someone knocked at the front door. I heard a muffled 'welcome' followed by a harsh male voice. Maybe it was some lost uncle I knew nothing of? But it couldn't be since my only uncle had left his family destitute, and my mother's sister had no money to make the trek across the country from Vermont.

      Mrs. Reed rapped lightly on my door and entered without waiting for a response. "Get your bag and come with me," she said, the incident from yesterday now forgiven.

      I slid off my bed and grabbed my carrier bag, which Mrs. Reed took from me. She followed me out into the living room where I found my father as before, sitting in my mother's chair, still clutching a glass of lemonade.

      The Reverend stood by a man I did not recognize. "This is Mr. Brocklehurst, Jane," he said.

      I approached the giant man, staring up into his large nostrils. I knew I was expected to say, "How do you do, Mr. Brocklehurst?" but instead, I wanted to call him Mr. Brockleworst for being the worst-looking man I'd ever laid eyes on. He had too much facial hair, wayward eyebrows and prominent teeth, sharp like a wolf. His grim lips turned upwards with effort, forced into an unnatural state. I sympathized with him, having given many false smiles myself. Had he known very little happiness as well?

      "She's smaller than a normal girl her age," Mr. Brocklehurst said, looking me over in obvious disappointment at my stature. He must be used to giants. "Plain looking. And are you a good girl?"

      "Usually," Mrs. Reed answered, "when she's not tearing at someone's arm." Earlier, I had mistaken the gentleness in her voice as a note of forgiveness. Weariness is what it had been.

      "I'm sure we can all understand given her situation, dear wife. Jane, Mr. Brocklehurst runs a home for young girls like yourself, and he will care for you until your father gets…better and sends for you. Academically, I know you'll find her brilliant."

      "My father is better now," I said, looking at the shell of a man sitting motionless. "Daddy?" I turned my attention back to Mr. Brocklehurst.

      "Let's get going. We have an hour's drive ahead of us," he said.

      "Someone made a mistake, Mr. Brockle..." Worst. Worst. Worst. "...hurst. I'm staying here."

      Mrs. Reed let out a limp sound of exasperation. Mr. Brocklehurst looked over to the Reverend, then to my father who stared at a knot in the oak floor, his hands trembling.

      "Well?" Mr. Brocklehurst said.

      Finally, my father looked at him. "Take her." His words tore into my heart, ripped it wide open, exposing the innards of a sad little girl.

      "No! I won't go! Please don't make me go. I can make dinner for you when you come home. I have time after school to cook and clean. I'll do my homework after supper."

      My father ignored my pleas. He then refused to look at me; his eyes darted elsewhere. His hands grew white as they tightened around the arms of the chair until finally, he stood, gave one final look to Mr. Brocklehurst, and hobbled away, leaving by the back kitchen door. The screen swung loudly behind him, and he disappeared into the night.

      I had no one now.

      "Get your belongings," said Mr. Brocklehurst.

      I had no one except for this hairy beast of a man. What followed could not have been me, but my anger behaving in a manner without my consent. I kicked and screamed among shouts of "wicked child" and "naughty girls burn for eternity," the latter from Mrs. Reed. This betrayal boiled up in me, and I resented having had kind thoughts about her, even though it was only once or twice.

      "You are a witch who talks about others and gets into things you have no business in. Because you have no children of your own!"

      Every word I spoke came out as an offense to her and Mr. Brockleworst. I didn't know then what I now understand—my hurt was not caused by them or the man who walked out the back door but by my mother, whose death changed my life forever and set me on a path of such unkindness at Lowood Orphanage, where Mr. Brocklehurst would take me.

      My madness exhausted me, and I fell to the floor, heaving. No one said a word. At last, the house grew silent, and even the rage that had been swallowing me now subsided into a calm.

      "I will go with you, Mr. Brocklehurst," I said. "I have no home now."
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      Night fell. We journeyed past a landscape of maple and birch trees bordering a winding, isolated road; a blast of chilly air blew in through the cracked window behind me. Looking up, I sought out the Man on the Moon and found him, smile stretched from side to side. Could it be an omen that good things would happen going forward? Or he may have been laughing at me. Soon, his smile became obscured; the clouds hung low and heavy in the sky. Rain was imminent, but it came sooner than I had anticipated. We drove into a storm. The heavy rain pounded the windshield. The headlights illuminated only a few yards ahead, and with the car windows becoming misty, Mr. Brocklehurst slowed down. He leaned forward, wiping the windshield in large circles with his hands, then flicked the wetness from his fingers. I turned to the window beside me, lifted my hand and wrote my name.

      "Stop that," he said as I finished writing the 'N'.

      A sign, 'Lowood Institute for Girls,' came into view, but I was to go to a home, not an institution. The driveway that led to the property was bumpy, and twice the car fell hard into a deep hole, splashing muddy water up against the sides. Mr. Brocklehurst parked, and I stepped onto an unkempt walkway, weeds protruding from the cracks. The large two-story building stood in darkness and was not like a home at all; it looked dreary and ominous, its front door desperately needed paint, the grey brick dirty from years of neglect, and in the attic were three gabled windows. Someone pulled a curtain back, startling me. I sensed their eyes on me and I had listened to enough frightening stories to know ghosts can move inanimate objects. I had yet to set foot inside and, already unnerved, muttered a prayer under my breath.

      Mr. Brocklehurst handed me my bag and told me to go in. I tried the door handle.

      "It sticks. Give it a good, hard shove."

      I tried again, putting more strength into it, and the door gave way, almost throwing me in. The entrance may have been grand and inviting once, but now the staircase banister appeared nicked, and a musty odor lay heavy on me. The silence that filled the home seemed full of despair and heartache.

      I followed Mr. Brocklehurst into a small, wood-paneled library off the entrance. Most of the bookshelves lay empty. The roaring fire welcomed me on this cold, wet night. Placing my bag on the floor near me, I held out my chilled fingers to its warmth, staring at them until my eyes tricked me into thinking they had caught fire.

      "You can thank Mrs. Temple for that fire. She had it ready for my arrival. Mrs. Temple is the girls' caregiver. In all, we have seventy-four fine young ladies, or at least they will be fine young ladies once we've finished with them. Of course, some do get adopted."

      "I won't get adopted."

      "Are you that disagreeable, child?"

      "My father won't leave me here."

      Mr. Brocklehurst ignored my last statement, scratched the inside of his ear, and then thumped his dirty finger on a book sitting on his desk.

      "Reverend Reed said you're a bright girl. What have you read?"

      "The Secret Garden. Anne of Green Gables."

      "And you read these as part of your school curriculum? They seem too advanced."

      "No, sir, by myself at home."

      He huffed a little at my response that I didn't dare mention I read A Tree Grows in Brooklyn.

      "You'll discover soon enough that you must conform to the teachings at Lowood and don't take it upon yourself to look beyond what is acceptable."

      I wanted to ask, "Acceptable to whom?" but a knock on the library door interrupted me. A slender woman entered, her hair pulled back in a bun, her clothes a uniform of a brown skirt and white-buttoned shirt. She seemed plainer than I had been, and I felt an immediate affinity for her.

      "Ah, there you are, Mrs. Temple. Jane, you will be taken up to your room. Dismissed."

      Belongings in hand, I followed Mrs. Temple out the door and up the stairs. Along the staircase were photos of many girls lined up four rows deep with arms limp at their sides, not a smile between them, and eyes devoid of happiness. On either side stood older women, their teachers, some not that much older than the eldest girls themselves. The first photo was taken in 1921, and the number of girls grew with each year.

      Mrs. Temple led me down a corridor at the top of the stairs, past several doors until she opened one at the end. About twenty girls, ages seven to seventeen, were snuggled in their beds, their heads following me as I walked past. Four wards housed the building's two upper floors. In the middle of the room stood a table where three older girls were seated, textbooks open in front of them, pencils in hand.

      "It's late girls. Put your books away and off to bed," Mrs. Temple said.

      A girl with dark, straggly hair slammed her book closed and walked past me, eyeing me as she got into bed. One by one, the bedside lamps were extinguished down the long row of beds, the older girls being the last to turn theirs off.

      Mrs. Temple stopped and put her hand to her forehead.

      "Silly me. Jane, would you like something to eat?"

      "No, thank you. I'm not hungry," I lied.

      She guided me to the end of the row, to the bed closest to the window, and then turned the blanket down. As I approached her, she smiled at me.

      "From now on, you'll be responsible for making your bed. Tomorrow, I'll have one of the older girls explain what is required of you. For tonight, just get some sleep."

      When I retired into the lumpy bed, Mrs. Temple turned off the lamp beside me. I could see her silhouette in the moon's light as she walked down the aisle between the rows of beds and shushed a girl before closing the door behind her. I counted sheep to help me fall asleep. I got to ninety-two.

      Odd dreams entered my head, understandable as I had buried my mother earlier that day and then found myself in a new place, sharing a bedroom with strangers. My mind, furious at me for exhausting it, retaliated with unusual, dark dreams, placing me in a library I didn't recognize. I took furtive steps towards a door cracked ajar. A flickering light from a lamp streamed through the opening, and I set my palm on the cold wood. My breath abated, my heart raced, and when I finally pushed aside the door, a demon came at me, fangs clamped on my neck, sinking deeper into my flesh. I awoke in terror, panting and sweating. Someone leaned over one of the girls a few beds over, and I stared, waiting for my eyes to adjust in the darkness. The creature! He had followed me out of my nightmare. I sat up, lifted the blanket and swung my feet over the side of the bed. The creature did not see me as I edged towards it and remained hunched over the blond girl, mouth on her neck. Still, I reached out with my hand to touch it, to see if it was real when suddenly it turned to me. I awoke with a startle. The clanging sound of a morning bell followed.

      The girls began to rustle, pulled back their bedspreads and whispered to one another. No one looked at me except for the straggly-haired one, and I turned away. I walked to a wardrobe beside me that bared my name, Jane E., on a piece of paper held up by tape, pulled out a charcoal uniform too big for my tiny frame, and hid behind the open door to dress. Next, I carried my toiletry bag into the bathroom and waited for a free sink, which took some time. I brushed my teeth and stared into the sink, never looking at the girls around me who still hadn't spoken a word to the invisible girl.

      "Hurry girls. Jane, you're late. It's time for breakfast." Mrs. Temple stood at the entrance to the bathroom.

      Famished, I ran into the ward, tossed my toiletry bag on my bed and caught up to the other girls. Downstairs, next to the kitchen, we ate in a dark and gloomy room where plastic covered many windows, and I couldn't tell the time of day. There were five communal tables, one table for each ward and another, a little smaller, for the teachers and caretakers. Mrs. Temple hushed some of the older girls. Other women entered. One was short, round and congenial looking, and I would later learn her name, Miss Smith. The second woman, tall with hair dark like a raven, had puffy eyes as though she had been crying all night. That was Miss Miller. Miss Smith stood and led the girls in a hymn I did not know but pretended to mouth the words anyway. My head tilted down so no one would notice.

      “Samantha, lead us in prayer." Miss Smith said.

      The older girl with the scraggly hair stood. "Bless us, Father, for this food we are about to eat, the beds provided, the clothes we wear, and the shelter over our heads. Amen." Samantha sat down, but when Miss Smith cleared her throat, she stood again. "And for the kindness of Mr. and Mrs. Brocklehurst." The last bit didn't sound sincere to me, and I wondered, since God could tell too, would He still honor the prayer?

      Two servants entered carrying trays of toast, eggs, and tea for the teachers. I hoped for buttered bread as it would have been a luxury I didn't have at home, but when the servants were finished with the teachers, they came out with bowls for the girls, placing them at one end of the table for us to pass along.

      "The porridge is burnt. Again," said the blond girl sitting opposite me. I remembered her from the night before when the creature in my dream hunched over her.

      When the girls ate, I noted each girl would dip their spoons into the porridge and bring it to their lips, wincing as they swallowed. It tasted horrid! Did the servants know? Did the teachers know? They must have; otherwise, they'd have also been eating porridge. Mrs. Temple looked around as the girls ate, leaned into Miss Smith sitting beside her, and spoke. They both shook their heads in a disapproving manner.

      After breakfast, we walked along the main floor corridor to various classrooms, but when the girls scattered into different rooms, I stood there, not knowing whom to follow. Miss Smith stood at the entranceway of one and beckoned me in. I obeyed, entering with all eyes on me. Finally, I sat at an empty desk in the front row. The first lesson of the day began with history, followed by mathematics and literature before lunchtime. It wasn't much better than breakfast and consisted of bread and cheese. Although nothing had been burnt, the bread was stale, and the girls dipped it into their water glasses to soften each bite.

      French lessons followed, then geography, and music, but without instruments. We each unraveled a large piece of parchment with piano keys drawn on and had to make do with only thirty keys. I'm not sure how we were expected to learn, but our teacher occasionally allowed one of the girls to practice on her piano, which sat near the window.

      "It's out of tune," the same blond girl from breakfast whispered to me; otherwise, I would not have known.

      "I'm Jane," I whispered back.

      "Helen."

      That began my truest friendship at Lowood.
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        * * *

      

      The Christmas season had come to Lowood, and even Mr. Brocklehurst's impending visit couldn't thwart the girls' good cheer. The younger ones fitted popcorn on thread to decorate the tree, but not without first stuffing bits into their mouth. The older girls sat near the warm blaze of the fire, braiding hair, then adorned it by fashioning ribbons from the Christmas decorations. The faint smell of pine infiltrated the living room. Miss Smith smiled and hummed, content in teaching her girls to bake her specialty—a layered cake topped with buttercream icing—and made especially for Mr. Brocklehurst, his wife and boys, who stopped by for afternoon tea on Christmas Day. The purpose for the visit, I ascertained, was for his family to congratulate Mr. Brocklehurst on his fine Christian act of caring for orphans and troubled girls.

      Being the most recent girl, Miss Smith thought I should serve the tea and sweets to show Mr. Brocklehurst how well-behaved I could be. The prospect didn't appeal to me until Miss Smith promised leftover cake, but I feared there would be none when I looked at the younger Brocklehursts. The twin boys looked to be my age but heavy; Benjamin had a freckled face that read like a map to some hidden treasure, while Samuel's complexion remained unblemished. Mrs. Brocklehurst, tall and thin, had wisps of grey hair that framed her face. She looked rather ordinary, and I imagined I would look like her when I grew up.

      Miss Smith asked that I bring the tray of cake, tea, milk, and honey to the boys while she served the Brocklehursts and Mrs. Temple, who had joined them. At first, I entered the room clumsily, rattling the teacups, but I got my footing and balanced the tray. Mrs. Temple tensed and didn't relax her shoulders until I placed the tray on a table between where the boys sat. They dived into the slices of cake.

      "Manners!" their mother reminded them.

      Benjamin looked at the slice on his brother's plate, then back at his own. "Samuel took the larger piece."

      "Did not."

      "Did so."

      "Boys," Mr. Brocklehurst said with no sternness in his voice. I was not accustomed to his casual response. The adults paid no further attention to the boys, but I caught one growl at the other.

      "You're the young girl my husband picked up from Wakefield, oh no, from Liberal. Jane, isn't it?"

      "Yes, Ma'am."

      "She had no manners when we first met. You have learned to behave now that you're at Lowood, have you not?" Mr. Brocklehurst said.

      I turned to Mrs. Temple, who nodded her head in the affirmative. "Yes, Mr. Brocklehurst," I said.

      "Very good," he said.

      "Mother, may I have another slice of cake?" Samuel asked.

      "Me, too," said Benjamin.

      "Yes, dears. Jane?" Mrs. Brocklehurst saw me as nothing more than a servant girl.

      "Yes, Ma'am."

      In the kitchen, Miss Smith cut two slices so large that only crumbs were left. Suddenly, I felt angry at their greed. It seemed to me they had done nothing to deserve the first two slices, and now they were to get the rest. Miss Smith licked icing from her fingers, and when I looked down at the slice, I noticed an imprint where she had handled it.

      "Go on," she said.

      Back in I went, but a ferociousness grew in my empty belly. I passed the Christmas tree with its wrapped presents beneath, each with our names engraved on small cards as a show of pleasantry. Happiness at Lowood was about as real as the empty Christmas boxes under the tree.

      The twins grabbed for their slices. Benjamin hesitated as he examined his cake and then looked at me. He pursed his lips together. "She had some of my cake. I saw how she looked at it before. She dipped her dirty little finger in my icing and ate it."

      All looked at me.

      "Jane, did you?" Mrs. Temple asked.

      "No...no…I didn't," I stammered, but to Mr. Brocklehurst this meant a clear indication of my guilt.

      "I'm sure it was an accident," their mother said.

      "That's not the point, is it? When asked a direct question, this young girl lied," Mr. Brocklehurst said.

      Immediately, Mrs. Brocklehurst looked down to her lap. A blush sprang to her face, and she spoke no further. I defended myself and said a few words, but they came out as a mumble.

      "Speak up, girl!"

      "I didn't lie," I repeated louder.

      "I'm sure it's as Mrs. Brocklehurst suggested. An accident occurred, and Jane didn't realize..."

      "Mrs. Temple, I find your intrusion in this matter troublesome. Lowood is a place for girls to be groomed into clever and good ladies, just as my mother foresaw when she started this home."

      "Yes, Mr. Brocklehurst."

      "Yet you insist on defending her character."

      "She's just a child."

      "A child, yes, who must learn respect and obedience." Mr. Brocklehurst put down his teacup and glared at Mrs. Temple, the wolf rearing its true self. "Respect and obedience, I suppose, are not things that can be taught by you."

      I was no longer the subject of his attack. Mr. Brocklehurst grew darker, his voice louder, and as he pushed himself forward in his chair, the button on his jacket strained. In comparison, Mrs. Temple seemed to shrink in size, her spirit breaking as she stared at the floor.

      When she did finally speak, her voice cracked. "I'm not sure..."

      "Are we running a home for the girls to live in a life of luxury and indulgence, governed by their whims and wants? We sent Ike to clean house in Washington, and now I'm afraid my own house is out of order with these...these..." Mr. Brocklehurst was at a loss until he sputtered out, "communist ways."

      Mrs. Temple's mouth fell open at the great offense. "If anything, I bring order to this house with good Christian values."

      Silencing the conversation, Mr. Brocklehurst waved his hand in Mrs. Temple's general direction to dismiss her. Mrs. Temple had bested him. I smiled at her victory, which led to my downfall as his eyes fell on me.

      "I see that you feed their bodies but starve their immortal souls. Are you amused by this, Jane?"

      If I answered no, it would be a lie, and I never told lies, but if I spoke the truth, it would lead to consequences. "Yes, sir."

      Mr. Brocklehurst looked to Mrs. Temple at once, then stood over me and pointed his finger in my face. So infuriated was he that he spat out his words. "This is why there are rules in this house, Mrs. Temple. So that we don't have disagreeable ladies at Lowood."

      He grabbed me, his large hand around my small arm where he could touch index finger to thumb, and pulled me out of the room. Mrs. Temple and Mrs. Brocklehurst gasped and followed as he dragged me up the stairs, down the corridor, and into my ward. Some girls sat around the communal table, their textbooks and notebooks opened. All looked at me, relief on their faces that it wasn't them. Mrs. Temple entered the room, but Mrs. Brocklehurst held herself back in the doorway.

      "Bring me that stool," he told an older girl. When she returned with it, he said, "Stand on it."

      At first, I thought he had spoken to the older girl, then realized he had addressed me. I did as I was instructed, but a darkness grew inside me. I struggled for control, taking measured breaths. Mr. Brocklehurst stared at me; his grey eyes colorless against his reddened face. I had to look away, and my eyes rested on Helen, who stared at me, eyes wide. Then she smiled as if to pass me some of her courage. I knew then that I would endure whatever cruelty Mr. Brockleworst had in store for me and remain stoic.

      "This girl is a liar—a girl of weak character. The Reeds warned me of a darkness well inside her, and you should all take my warning. Watch her closely for she will lie, cheat, and bring dishonor to Lowood. She will contaminate the pure and on such a Holy day, I will not allow her to. She is to stand here until after the girls have eaten their Christmas dinners."

      "She's a child. It's much too harsh a punishment," Mrs. Temple said.

      "She will do as I say, and you will see to it. Is that understood, Mrs. Temple?"

      Silence followed, and she looked down for a few seconds before whispering, "Yes." This seemed to satisfy Mr. Brockleworst, who looked straight at me. He let out a "humph" and walked out of the room.

      I remained on the stool while the girls looked on, believing me a liar, a cheater, and an impure person. My character had been attacked, and I did nothing to defend myself. I endured that lie at Lowood and hoped it did not represent the world outside and that justice reigned.
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      A storm rattled the windows during the night and I tossed about, pulled the blanket up to my chin for warmth, shivering under its thinness. Exhaustion overtook me, but I heard scraping against glass somewhere in the distance. I looked at the window and saw them in the semi-darkness—fingers! They were dark, pointy, and crooked, and cast a shadow inside the room. I ducked underneath the bedspread for safety. "If I don't look at them, they will go away," I whispered the mantra repeatedly, gasping for breath in between.

      Silence quieted me, and after much consideration, I lifted the bedspread. The fingers were gone, having abandoned their resolve to frighten me. My breath returned to normal; the exhale visible in the cold room. I crept out of bed towards the window and in the sliver of moonlight, I could see nothing there. Edging closer, I peered beyond the window frame—the fingers were still there! I jumped back. What if it tried to open the window? The lock had been left open, and I could reach over, turn the knob and run back to my bed, but when I stepped forward, I realized they weren't fingers but a small tree branch, naked from the winter months. Relief overcame me, and I let out a little laugh. How stupid of me to let myself be frightened by this old house.

      The full moon lit the snowy grounds below. The trees swayed in the wind, and I could see a figure, part man, part creature, behind them. He'd returned. He dared to turn my way, his face hidden under his cloaked hood. Then he moved away, dragging the body of a young blond girl behind him. Helen.

      A bell rang. A desperate gasp for air escaped me, shattering my nightmare, only I awoke to discover myself in another.

      Hours dragged into days, which became weeks, and weeks became months. Soon, I found myself two years older and still at Lowood. During that time, I received three letters from my father, written in a hand I did not recognize and in a sweet language I did not know. The words danced on the page to a musical tune. I knew the Reverend wrote those letters, but I longed for it to be my father, to show that he did love me enough to write.

      After dinner one spring night, some of the girls sat in the living room, sipping tea, knitting, or idly flipping pages of textbooks. Helen sat near me, looking a little pale and staring at a page of a book. When I asked her if she felt well, she returned a small smile. I never told her what I knew, what I had seen all those nights when the creature tormented her. Helen would tell me I had a wild imagination.

      We heard the sound of a vehicle pull into the driveway, which was familiar because of Mr. Brocklehurst's rattling engine. The car door slammed. Heavy footsteps pounded the gravel, followed by the muffled sounds of Mr. Brocklehurst speaking to a woman. He drowned her out, eventually silencing her.

      The front door flew open, and Mrs. Temple entered, eyes averted, with Mr. Brocklehurst behind her. He whispered something to her, then went into his office, and shut the door on her. Mrs. Temple stood there for a moment, head down, the nape of her neck exposed under her hair that gathered into a tiny bun. Her shoulders sunk, and she sniffled, wiping her eyes before turning to face us. What could Mr. Brockleworst have said to her to upset her so? She pulled her shoulders back, trying to compose herself before entering the room, but they seemed to sink again when her eyes fell on me. Her voice almost broke when she spoke to me. "Jane, Mr. Brocklehurst would like to have a word with you."

      I nodded and smiled to assure her that I would be fine with Mr. Brocklehurst, that he couldn't harm me any more than he already had. Mrs. Temple held my hand, something I thought odd. Although she had always been kind to the girls, she was never affectionate to the point of physical touch. Her hand felt soft, warm and pleasing, like my mother's. Mrs. Temple took a deep breath, then led me to Mr. Brocklehurst's office, knocking on the heavy, wooden door.

      "Come in," he called. Mr. Brocklehurst sat at his desk, looking over some papers and waved for me to sit
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