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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
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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.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      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 down. "That will be all, Mrs. Temple."

      "It's best that I stay."

      "Your presence won't change Jane's situation."

      What situation could that be?

      "Jane, I'll be right outside," she told me before leaving.

      I felt awkward sitting in the chair opposite Mr. Brocklehurst, my feet not yet touching the floor. I had the urge to swing them but knew he would disapprove of my impropriety, of which, according to him, I had a great deal of. At least I excelled at something.

      He remained silent and continued to peruse his papers, leaving me to wait in silence as though my presence bothered him. The clock tick-tocked. A mound of paper was stacked high in his in-tray, the key to his filing cabinet sat next to it, and a kerchief of blotted ink lay crumpled nearby. I stared at the numbers on the big, black phone and wondered whom I would call if allowed—Helen—only that would be absurd because she sat in the next room. Quite by accident, I let out a sigh.

      Mr. Brocklehurst looked at me and removed his glasses, cleaning them as he leaned back in his chair. "Do I bore you, Jane?"

      "No, Mr. Brocklehurst."

      "Are you happy here?"

      This question surprised me. While I believed he had no interest in an answer, did he not see Lowood as a prison for poor girls?

      "No, sir."

      Mr. Brocklehurst clenched his jaw, put his glasses back on and stared at me, the better to see me with, as the fairytale went. "Insolent reply from an insolent girl. Your two years here at Lowood have been wasteful. I have tried as much as I could to mold you into an agreeable young woman, but all is lost. You have proven to be a liar and a cheater, yet it is your character that displeases me most. You have been ungrateful for all the goodness provided to you."

      "There's no goodness here, Mr. Brocklehurst."

      "Is that so? No goodness from the kind Christian folk who sponsor Lowood's Sunday tea? I know this about you, Jane E. You have no heart as you cannot show goodwill and love towards others. That is why people find it so hard to love you."

      "My mother loved me."

      "And your father?"

      "He did too…once. He'll bring me home soon."

      Mr. Brocklehurst became quiet and looked down at his papers again, the fight in him worn down. I had won. I was unaccustomed to winning against a brute like him. Once my father sent for me, I would no longer be under Mr. Brocklehurst's control. I knew then why he had called me into his office and what the papers were before him. Tossed somewhere in the pile on his desk, lay a letter from my father asking for my return home and promising a brand-new life.

      It was not too late for happiness.

      Mr. Brocklehurst held a typewritten letter in his hand. My father would never type a letter, but maybe he had hired a lawyer who typed this formal request that I be released from Lowood and returned to my loving father. I could barely contain the excitement building within me. I wanted to shout, to jump on Mr. Brocklehurst's desk; no, to dance on it and kick the papers about. I was going home.

      "I'm afraid I received word about your father. A policeman found him early one morning, lying off the shoulder of a road. The cold didn't wake him, so they hospitalized him for pneumonia. He succumbed to it two days ago. Reverend Reed is arranging the funeral service for the third of April."

      "That's today."

      "Yes, Mrs. Reed felt there was no need for you to attend, and I must agree with her. That life is behind you."

      Something grabbed at me, choking me, seizing my every breath. A heat rose within me, through the veins, pumping itself up, up, up my throat and lashed out of my mouth. My body shook, ungovernable to the point of frenzy, as I yelled at Mr. Brocklehurst and Mrs. Reed, even though she wasn't there.

      "Mrs. Reed, you are horrible! Horrible! And Mr. Brocklehurst, you're a wolf! You're the worst of them all."

      Mrs. Temple ran in, threw her arms around me and tried to calm me, but to no avail. She wrapped her hand around me to hold me back, but my arms kept flailing against the desk, reaching for Mr. Brocklehurst.

      "Hold that girl, Mrs. Temple! You are a wicked girl. This darkness has always been with you. Mrs. Reed warned me."

      My feet were free and kicked out straight ahead, aiming for his shin, but I found the wooden leg of the desk instead. The rage I felt overpowered the pain from the kick. My stubbed toe throbbed in my thin black boots. A cold air crept in through holes underneath. Finally, Mrs. Temple threw herself on top, forcing me to the floor so that she could better hold me down. By then, I had caused such a commotion that Miss Smith came running, pushing aside the girls who had gathered by the entranceway to Mr. Brocklehurst's office.

      Mrs. Temple now had re-enforcement as more hands reached around me, sometimes scratching my skin. In the struggle that ensued, they knocked my head to the cold oak floor by accident. Thump. Thump. As they held me down, I banged my head against the floor with purpose, causing pain to another part of my body, any part of my body would do as long as it wasn't my heart anymore.

      A hand found its way under my head, offering itself as a cushion to prevent further abuse. But I only found another way to harm myself.

      Someone cried. It sounded like Helen.

      Someone screamed. It sounded like me.
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        * * *

      

      Lowood did not destroy me in the end, but often I wished for death. I would imagine my tombstone, chipped by time, stained by moss and inscribed, "Here lies Jane E., unlovable, unconscionable, dishonorable. A liar in life. Doomed in death." The Dark Angel did come to Lowood but did not come for me.

      Over the six years I spent at Lowood, my struggles lessened as I grew to understand that silence was my savior. Helen had taught me to quell my feelings to survive the brutality in our lives. Sometimes, the repression numbed me, and I became apprehensive about how it had transformed me. Nonetheless, I accepted the life lesson to deaden myself.

      Helen was about to turn eighteen and would have to leave Lowood. Mrs. Temple contacted the family of a woman from her church who was willing to take Helen in, and, in return, she would help with their twins. They lived far away in Sitka, Alaska, a place I had never heard of but had been in the papers that summer since being granted statehood. I dreaded the thought of Lowood without her.

      As her departure date grew nearer, Helen became quieter. Her face was pale, her blond hair had lost its luster and her lips cracked and bled. Helen took to her bed one afternoon, complaining of a headache and stiff neck, and so I sat in the living room, escaping in a book about a young girl living on a horse ranch. Near me, two older girls each held one side of a book while a third peered over their shoulders. Giggling ensued, and I turned to them. I stared hard to show how perturbed I was and didn't understand the fuss over that Russian's Lolita. I returned to my book and read until my stomach growled, reminding me that the little food I had earlier wouldn't carry me through to dinner. My small frame grew taller over the years, and Miss Smith referred to me as "all skin and bones." All the girls were. Mr. Brocklehurst took to calling us "frail" and "naturally small," as if we were all related, genetically predetermined to be tiny in stature, when the truth was that we were half-starved. Starvation led to many illnesses; some days, it felt like our bodies would crumble into tiny fragments.

      The following morning, I gathered a small bunch of black-eyed Susans. I hated the flower. It had been placed on my mother's coffin, but Helen favored it. When I went to find her in our ward, I discovered her still in bed, complaining of a headache and chills, and she covered herself under three weathered blankets. She shivered, and I retrieved my blanket from my bed, which was moth-eaten and rough to the touch. I placed this on top of the others and asked Helen if she wanted me to get Mrs. Temple.

      Helen turned to me. Her hair was wet and matted to her sweaty forehead; her breathing became labored and she whispered something inaudible. I leaned closer and asked her to repeat it, but she became silent. Heat flushed my face when I rested my cheek on her forehead. She struggled to speak; her eyes stared at me, her mouth opened, but no words came out. Helen let out a low mournful sound, then retched, and soon the bile erupted, throwing the sickness all over herself. I rolled her over to her side, just as I had done years earlier with my mother, so she didn't choke on her vomit. She moaned when I rolled her, and I grabbed a pillow from the next bed, placing it behind her to keep her in that position.

      "Helen? Helen?"

      She sobbed. I stood there, stared at her helplessly, and then ran for Mrs. Temple.
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        * * *

      

      The hospital smelled of the disinfectant that Mrs. Reed had used to clean out my mother's room. It choked me. Helen had been wheeled into an emergency room, and we waited outside in the corridor, distraught and watched the doctors and nurses hurry as they worked on her. She was still alive. A nurse closed the door on us.

      We stood in the corridor together. Mrs. Temple clasped her hands around mine, stared straight ahead, and whispered a prayer. I determined to do the same—to pray a powerful prayer so full of emotion, honesty, and purity that it would be answered.

      "Dear God," I began, "please don't take her from me."

      A moment later, the smell of disinfectant violated my nostrils again, scattering my thoughts of Helen. The sounds were endless—the click-clack of a woman's heels echoed somewhere down the corridor, a tray dropped to the floor, and a telephone rang.

      "How is she?" I heard Mrs. Temple ask Dr. Bates when he had come to us.

      "We've given her some penicillin. Her symptoms appear to be related to meningitis, but we're unsure if it's bacterial or viral. Time will tell if the medication is working."

      "May we see her?" I blurted.

      "One at a time."

      Mrs. Temple went in first, sat by Helen's bedside, and held her hand, her lips moving to a rhythmic prayer. I settled into a chair, and a warmth overtook me, calming me and reassuring me that my friend would be fine. I closed my eyes for a moment and awoke when Mrs. Temple placed a blanket around me.

      "Her fever is breaking. You're tired. I shouldn't have brought you here."

      "I'd rather be with Helen. Can I see her now?"

      Mrs. Temple shook her head and smiled. "Be quick."

      Helen was propped up on pillows. Color had returned to her face, and her breathing sounded better, although not quite normal. The floor creaked when I approached her, but the sound didn't wake her. My powerful prayer worked, overcoming me with joy. I caressed her hand before placing mine into hers, the warmth of it waking her from her sleep. Her eyes flickered and stared at me, and I could tell by her smile that she recognized me.

      "I didn't mean to wake you."

      "What time is it?"

      "Past midnight. Oh, Helen, you scared me." I threw my arms around her, pressed my cheek against her face, and kissed her forehead countless times. Then I pulled back and knelt in the chair by her bed. "I thought I had lost you."

      "I heard the angels call my name, and I was close to the gate of happiness and peace, but now I'm back."

      "Mrs. Temple called you. I’m sure it was her voice you heard."

      "I'm tired, Jane. Stay with me while I sleep?"

      Without hesitation, I sprang from the chair and slid onto the bed near her, placing an arm around my dear, sweet Helen. "As long as you promise to be with me. I can't lose you, too," I said before exhaustion overtook us both, and we slumbered.

      I awoke in a jolt and found myself back in the chair out in the corridor. It was the middle of the night with no one about, not even behind the nurse's station. All appeared quiet. The wall clock's second hand ticked loudly; the overhead lights flickered; the sound of an electrical wire somewhere far off whirred. Again, the smell of disinfectant hit my senses, and finally, down some ways, I saw the backside of a cleaner as he strained a mop in a bucket and wiped the floor, leaving behind bloody streaks.

      I turned to Helen's room and saw Mrs. Temple leaning over her, making some horrible sound. Was she crying? Could Helen be dead? I stood up and darted inside. A slurping sound, strangely familiar, echoed in the room. The silhouette hunched over Helen was not tall and slim like Mrs. Temple but relatively short and wore darker clothing, with a putrid smell emanating from him.

      "Hello?" I whispered.

      His back tensed, and he lifted his head at the sound of my voice.

      "Is she all right?"

      Stepping closer, I still couldn't see much in the dimmed room. He didn't answer, his body motionless. He turned—the creature from my nightmares at Lowood had followed me here. I had never seen his face before—his sharp, protruding teeth, blackened eyes, pale skin and blood dripping down his chin. He lashed out and grabbed me. Blood splattered on my shirt—Helen's blood.

      I screamed. I awoke to find Mrs. Temple holding my arm, tears welling in her eyes as she pulled me from Helen's bed. The people in white coats had come back, moving about Helen, speaking in rapid sentences.

      "It's 105, doctor," a nurse said.

      Mrs. Temple held me tight. I didn't understand what had happened. I had been speaking to Helen only moments earlier. Her fever had come down. Now, doctors worked on her in a frenzied state until their movements slowed, the intensity lost. Helen must be safe again and responding to the medicine. Convinced that my friend was well, I smiled at Mrs. Temple, but her crumpled look made me question my assessment. A nurse placed a blanket over Helen's face; the image would remain indelibly in my mind.

      I shouldn't have given her that cursed black-eyed Susan.
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        * * *

      

      The remaining two years at Lowood were spent alone—a time filled with chores, schoolwork and volunteering at the hospital. Dr. Bates recommended me, and not once did he reprimand me, call me a liar or punish me in front of others. Mr. Brocklehurst spent less time at Lowood, proof that sometimes God does answer the prayers of "insufferable young girls." There were days when I would sit in the garden and pretend to have a conversation with Helen, but after a while, Miss Smith became worried, so I stopped.

      The nightmares ended after Helen passed away. The creature had tortured me those many years until it got what it wanted: to annihilate me by taking what mattered most. It won. The beast now controlled me, and I swore never to hope for happiness again.

      Annihilate—from the Latin word "annihilatus" meaning to be "reduced to nothing." A forceful word, full of strength and destruction. I was nothing.

      Oh, what power you hold over me, dark creature. But why did you take my Helen away and not me? Even then, I knew the answer—I feared death more than I feared my terrible life at Lowood, while Helen welcomed it.

      "Jane, is all your grief cried away?" said Mrs. Temple.

      "It's long gone," I assured her.

      After Helen's death, Mrs. Temple worried about me for a long time and kept me busy tidying up her classroom, running errands and helping to organize the next day's lesson. She had me carry science books to Miss Miller's class, who was learning subatomic particles in physics. I half-listened as I piled the books on a shelf, wondering if Helen was made up of tiny dust particles and if she had disintegrated like that dog on Sputnik. I became one particle, barely visible to the human eye.

      My invisibility didn't spare me at the hospital, where the nurses were rude, shouting orders and having me do the chores they would rather not do. Many times, I found myself on my hands and knees, wiping vomit or laundering the soiled bed sheets. When a death occurred, the nurses sent me to clean the room. They said I didn't fear death, but that wasn't true. I knew death wouldn't come for me.

      I carried clean bed sheets to prepare a room and passed a janitor who squeezed soapy water from a mop into a bucket. He looked up, eyes dark and bored, staring past me. Around his neck, a gold cross swung back and forth as he mopped. I wasn't Catholic, but I wondered if it worked. Did the crucifix keep evil away? Maybe it protected him against the Dark Angel that roamed the corridors.

      "Jane, please come see me after your shift." Dr. Bates startled me.

      I nodded in his direction and began to worry. Was I not doing a good job? Did one of the nurses complain? Did a patient? Since my time at Lowood neared its end, I had hoped that my volunteer job would turn into a real one. My thoughts raced while my hands worked, automatically tucking the corners over the mattress and folding a blanket, leaving it at the foot of the bed. I looked over my handiwork—everything in its place, tidy. I feared it would be my last day.

      Dr. Bates' office was tiny and stark, with a metal desk and disorderly piles of paper. He removed a stack of folders from a chair and motioned for me to sit down. Once I settled in, he said, "Mrs. Temple tells me you're nearing eighteen, and soon you'll be leaving Lowood."

      "Yes, doctor. I planned to speak to you about getting a job."

      "Excellent. A colleague from back home has a patient, an elderly woman who needs a caregiver beginning next week. It pays $175 a month plus room and board. Does this interest you?"

      "I'll be living with her?"

      "Yes, but I'm assured that Thornfield Hall is a grand mansion with plenty of space."

      "Is it that big house outside of town?"

      "No," he said. "Thornfield Hall is in New Orleans, on the outskirts. I'm told it's quiet there. The home belongs to Mr. Edward Rochester; you will care for his grandmother. What should I tell them?"

      I had never been to New Orleans or outside Kansas. Reading about exotic lands like India and China and funny-sounding places like Bora Bora, it had never occurred to me that I could one day see the world. The unknown frightened me, but how could I not move forward and welcome the new life being offered?

      Mrs. Temple had been my lone solace at Lowood, but she, too, moved on. She met a man who sold insurance for a living and they planned a fall wedding. Happiness had found her again years after the war that made her a widow and left her childless. With her gone, any hope of Lowood being a home would go with her. This left me with an emptiness.

      Courage. All I knew existed within the walls of Lowood. But my soul cried out for liberty.

      "Tell them I would be happy to accept."
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      A thick plume of exhaust puffed up from the engine as the train steadily approached the station, and when it arrived with a great roar in all the tumult of the depot, it looked decidedly unglamorous, covered in filth and soot all along its length. I stood on the concrete platform, operating in slow motion, checking my ticket countless times, verifying the date and time, while men, women and children sped past me, a blur of color and a babble of voices. A couple, carrying a large bag between them, crossed my path, bumping me, and the man let out a muffled apology without looking at me.

      When I boarded, I flagged down a middle-aged porter, his black beard streaked with grey, as he hurried past me down the narrow corridor. He glanced at my ticket, adjusted his cap, sweat trickling downwards in a crooked path to his left cheek, then pointed to the next car and rushed off. The tiny windows along the corridor were closed, the stifling heat suffocating me. I stopped to lean against one of the windows, undid the top button of my blouse, and let out a breath.  Then, I walked unsteadily to the common area of the following car and sat near an open window. A breeze cooled me, the sensation calming, and then I worried about what direction the train would travel. What if going backwards made me sick? As I debated whether to move to the adjacent seat, a family sat beside me, making the decision for me. There were four of them: a little boy, his parents and his grandmother. The mother sat in front of me, picked up her child and placed him on her lap. They smiled, and I acknowledged them with a polite nod, but the young boy stared at me and then spoke to his mother in a foreign language that sounded like German.

      The train whistled and jerked, thrusting me forward as it accelerated out of the station. The city stockyards flew by, then the Frye General Store, where I often went to buy items like mending kits, soap, toothpaste and gum for Lowood. White houses with brown crooked fences whipped past: Lord of Mercy Church, where Pastor John presided; the lumber yard, where men were loading up their trucks. Finally, there came unending farmland. We had left Kansas behind. I would never return.

      The man near me tore at a bag of peanuts, cracked open the shells and handed the nuts one by one to his son, who ate them, making loud crunching sounds. The boy leaned his head against his mother's chest and stared out the window, his image reflected on the glass, eyes blinking among the backdrop of trees. He, too, became mesmerized by the scenery of farmers’ fields in bucolic settings and red brick schoolhouses swarming with children. We traveled past Brookhaven, Magnolia, Independence, and some small places that could barely be called towns. Hours later, as the boy slept in his mother's arms, we crossed a river. The water made its way to a lake; cars sped past on the overpass to the east, and finally, we came to Lake Pontchartrain along the Gulf Coast. A bridge crossed over it, leading to the city.

      New Orleans. My excitement swelled. My heart pounded, and my knuckles whitened from clasping my sweaty hands together. At first, the landscape was littered with a smattering of buildings, then transformed into a dense one of compacted neighborhoods—apartments with clotheslines that hung off balconies, people loitering outside storefronts, and cars that sped past them on the roads. I had heard it described as nothing more than a fishbowl beneath the water level.

      The train stopped with a long screech, and I reached for my carryall, the one I had taken to Lowood, my life packed away in a small, ordinary bag with my name and the words "Thornfield Hall" dangling on a card. Strangers hustled and bustled through the station; some looked around as if searching for a loved one, but that loved one wasn't me, and soon they would be hugging lost family members. Others were alone, but, unlike me, they moved with purpose. I stood so perfectly still that I became almost invisible. Where were they all going? Why did I travel so far, thinking I could create a new life for myself? The thought overwhelmed me, my breath shortened, and I plopped down on a wooden bench.

      Someone was to fetch me, but I could see no one approaching me. I waited, staring at a mural with four panels, each depicting a different era in the history of New Orleans—men with top hats playing cards, slaves working the fields, a soldier with bayonet in hand, men before a firing squad. On another wall, a poster advertised that a singer named Ella Fitzgerald would play a venue in the French Quarter. Ella. What a beautiful name, not plain sounding at all but ladylike.

      "Miss Jane E?" someone said.

      I looked up to find a man staring at me, holding a crumpled sheet of paper. I nodded.

      "Bin flashing this here sign for forty-five damn minutes. That all you bring with you?" He pointed to the carryall at my feet.

      "Yes."

      He scooped it up and walked away, turned back and said, "Well, come on then. I ain't got all day."

      That was my abrupt welcome to New Orleans.

      I followed him out onto a loud and busy street. Drivers honked at a vagrant sauntering on the roadway. Street trolleys squeaked past. Shoppers jostled along with bags—I devoured every bit of the chaos. The street was called Loyola, and I liked its name. New Orleans promised to be loyal.

      My driver placed my bag in the trunk of a black convertible, seated himself behind the giant steering wheel and looked at me as I stood outside, waiting. "Aincha gettin' in?"

      I got in, and off we went, driving so quickly past the street signs I barely made out "Canal Street" and "Storyville." Lincoln's Department Store advertised an "Amazing Sale" in big, red lettering. The pungent smell of boiled crawfish smacked my senses, and I covered my nose as we steered past the market where city dwellers loitered about in their office clothes, picking up fresh fish and vegetables. To my right stood Hotel Mackenzie. To my left, Le Grand Hotel. New Orleans was a vibrant place where people came from all over America to make a home. Its population swelled in numbers, a welcoming place for newcomers, except for me, who was being carried away.

      "You have a nice car, Mr..." I shouted over the sound of wind and cars whizzing past us on the freeway.

      "Ain't mine," he shouted back.

      "What is it?"

      "Caddy." The name didn't register, so he answered again. "Cadillac. It belongs to Rochester, but he's out of town, so I took it for a spin. The name's Buddy."

      "I'm looking forward to meeting the Rochesters. Are they good people to work for?"

      "You'll see," he said and turned on the radio, raising the volume in a gesture to silence me. Strands of hair lashed at my cheek. I pulled a clip from my purse and wound my hair into a bun to tame it, checking out my image in the sideview mirror. Behind me, New Orleans grew smaller in the distance.

      The area was a farming community, flat and isolated, much like Lowood had been. Ahead stood a stone wall, about three or four feet tall, with the plaque "Thornfield Hall," but I could see nothing beyond the trees lined up against the road. Buddy swerved the car into the driveway, the back wheels spinning on the gravel, kicking up dust. I braced myself against the dashboard, and he grinned. If he meant to frighten me, he succeeded, but I said nothing and stared ahead.

      A canopy of giant oak trees covered the driveway, branches reaching over to barely touch one another like a crisscross of bayonets. Later, I would learn of the post-Civil War home's history but the planting of those oak trees predated the home by one hundred years.

      Stone columns encircled the classic Greek-revival two-story home; black window shutters set off the house's white color; two verandas wrapped around the building on each level. It was a grand home, but as we drove up, I noticed the cracked, flaking paint of the black shutters, the yellowing of the white brick and the uncultivated Japanese azaleas. To one side of the house sat a barn, the hee-hawing of horses emanating from within.

      "They have horses." I didn't mean this to come out as a statement, telling Buddy something he already knew.

      "Rochester loves to ride."

      For the second time, I noticed he had dropped the preface "Mr.," yet I couldn't tell if it was from a closeness he felt to his employer or as a sign of disrespect. I suspected the latter.

      As we stopped before the house, the main door flung open, and a short, stout Black woman hurried to us. Her eyebrows raised as she looked at Buddy.

      "Buddy, you gone and took this car when you know Mr. Rochester doesn't like anybody messing with it. You were supposed to drive the ole pickup."

      Buddy ignored her at first and slammed the car door behind him while I quietly closed mine. Standing on the drive next to her, I worried that I was in trouble too, but the woman didn't bother with me. Instead, she followed Buddy to the back of the car as he grabbed my luggage from the trunk and handed it to me. All the while she berated him. Finally, he had his fill.

      "Rochester's outta town. A good wash and he won't know nothin'."

      "Mr. Rochester left me in charge..."

      "Yeah, yeah, yeah." Buddy drove the car to the garage next to the barn.

      "Mr. Rochester sees everything. That I know," she said to no one in particular. She then wheeled herself towards me and smiled, all tension from the argument gone. "Well, now. You’re younger than I expected. Everybody calls me Auntie Fairfax. Let’s get you settled before you meet Mizzez Cousins. You must be starved." Grabbing the bag from me, she motioned for me to follow her into the house.

      "Is Mrs. Cousins Mr. Rochester's grandmother?"

      Auntie hesitated a moment, looked down at the ground and mumbled, "Yes, his grandmother."

      Lowood had no Black students, and there were few in Liberal, where I lived with my parents, making Auntie the first Black person I had spoken with. I stared at the folds on the back of her neck, the shine of her sweat, and listened as she huffed down the hall, ushering me into the kitchen. There, Auntie took leftovers from the icebox, cut some bread and put cold turkey slices between them. The teakettle whistled, and she poured the boiling water into a cup, spilling some on the counter. She motioned for me to sit down, served me the lunch plate, and then plopped into a chair opposite me, her chest heaving. My arrival at Thornfield Hall had differed from that dark, wet night when I had arrived at Lowood, that I took it in faith as a sign of good things to come.

      "Miss Jane, you been to Nawlins before?"

      I shook my head and swallowed the piece of dry bread in my mouth, wishing for water but making do with the hot tea. I detected a slight accent. Her vernacular was sometimes similar to Buddy’s and yet not. "Are you the housekeeper?"

      "Yes, though Thornfield Hall looks a bit run down lately. I’ve been takin’ care of Mr. Rochester for some forty-five years now."

      "Oh," I said, mulling it over. "If I remember correctly, you wrote in your letter that Mr. Rochester is in his thirties."

      Auntie got up from her chair, picked up a washcloth, and wiped down a clean counter, her back to me. "I took care of his father before him," she said.

      "The senior Mr. Rochester lives here, too?"

      She stopped in mid-wipe; her shoulders tensed before she spoke. "It's best not to ask too many questions." Her voice sounded somber, but when she looked at me, she chuckled to show me she wasn't serious. My uneasiness wasn't soothed, and I felt like a stupid girl. Of course, asking many questions wasn't polite, especially in someone's home. This I had learned at Lowood—to keep quiet and observe, to hide away—and I swore never to forget my lessons again.

      After lunch, Auntie escorted me up the oak staircase, stopping to take a deep breath. We continued, reached the landing, and walked along a corridor with several closed doors. She pointed to a set of double doors.

      "That’s Mizzez's room. You’re at the end."

      My room was apart from the others at the darkest end of the corridor. There were two doors next to each other, and when I jumped ahead of Auntie and reached for the first handle, I found it locked.

      "That’s not yours," she spat out.

      My mistake was a small one, and her tone astonished me.

      "You mustn’t go there. This here is you," Auntie said, pointing to the other door and left me.

      The room was furnished with a queen-sized bed, a dresser and mismatched night tables, and a reading chair nestled near the fireplace. I let out an incredulous gasp at having my own bathroom and fiddled with the taps, gawking at the hot water pouring out. Later, as I ran my fingers across the layer of dust on the bookcase, I guessed that it had been a long time since someone had stayed there. The shelves were lined with hardcover books, bringing to mind Auntie's letter I had received two weeks prior advising me that Mrs. Cousins liked to be read to. Auntie asked if I could read. Had I not responded by letter, she would have heard my joyous "yes."

      Rochester (much to my chagrin, I picked up Buddy's habit of dropping the "Mr.") went out of town several days a month, and my arrival coincided with his absence. He was to return the following day, but in the meantime, I would meet Mrs. Cousins that afternoon. When the clock struck four, I grabbed a book from the shelf, clutched it to my waist and ambled down to her room. I knocked, too loudly it seemed, and was taken aback by the high spirit of the female voice that invited me in. Mrs. Cousins sat upright in her bed, her grey hair cascading in braids on either side, her smile pleasant, her freckled hands shaking. She was not the frail elderly woman I had envisioned. Her bedroom was larger than mine, the four-poster bed carved in a foreign land with markings of palm trees, mountains and long-legged men and women carrying bundles on their heads. There were three other doors on the opposite side of the room. Beside her on a night table were portraits of men, some in black and white, some sepia-tinged, with a strong resemblance between the men.

      "Jane, come closer so I can have a look."

      I stepped closer. Throughout my childhood, I had been made to stand as people examined me, commenting on my tiny frame and plainness.

      "Lovely girl," she said.

      "Lovely" had never been used to describe me. "Plain" was the description most often attributed to my appearance, and once I overheard Mr. Brocklehurst tell Mrs. Temple he thought I lacked "refinement." She pointed out I had many fine qualities, and although I strained to eavesdrop on their conversation some more, she never went on to list them. Still, if I was deficient in physical attractiveness, I certainly made up for it in intelligence.

      "Sit by me."

      "Would you like me to read to you, Mrs. Cousins?"

      "Not now, but I'm delighted to have someone who can read to me. My eyes get very tired. Auntie will only read recipes and tabloid magazines. Edward will only read poetry and nothing else. He's a romantic. I'd like to get to know you. How old are you, Jane?"

      "Eighteen."

      "Have you any family?"

      "Orphaned, Mrs. Cousins."

      "No relations at all? No husband, I understand."

      "I have an aunt and uncle, but I've never met them. I'm alone."

      The spark on her face disappeared for a moment. Her eyes drifted away, lost in another place, another time, and a sadness came over her. Then, she smiled and reached out for my hand.

      "We have much in common. I, too, was orphaned, but not alone. I can tell by your eyes that you are clever. I'm correct, am I not?"

      This made me blush. No one had ever called me lovely or considered me clever, and even though I believed myself more intelligent than most of the girls at Lowood, I would never admit it.

      "Edward will return tomorrow, and you'll meet him then. I must warn you—he can be somewhat...well, how should I word it?... Put off."

      I wasn't sure if she meant he’d be put off by me, or the reverse.

      "By Edward, do you mean Mr. Rochester, your grandson?" I asked, now that she had mentioned the name a second time. This seemed to take her by surprise, and she looked at me strangely, tilting her head.

      "Grandson? Yes, I suppose I can see that. You were informed that he travels for business several days each month? He's always weary before he leaves but returns energized and happy, full of life." Here, her voice trailed off. "Yes, my grandson. That's what it's come to. Pick up that picture," she said, pointing to a photo on her bed table. A young woman I assumed was Catherine, sat in a chair beside a man, his arm wrapped over her shoulder. I surmised he was her husband, Mr. Cousins. They appeared happy, and I could tell that they were to have a child, a daughter who would marry a Rochester and give birth to Edward, I presumed. I reached for it.

      "Not that one. The one behind it," she said. The man in that photo seemed to be in his mid-thirties and posed next to the Cadillac, which Buddy had driven me in earlier.

      "That's Edward. The car was a birthday present from him. He thought I'd enjoy the wind in my hair." Here, she ran a hand across her braid. "I don't know what he was thinking, but he's much younger now."

      "He's handsome, like your husband. I can see the resemblance."

      "Yes, my husband." She became silent at the mention of him, and naturally, I assumed he was dead. "Speak to Auntie about my schedule, and I insist you call me Catherine. Oh, and dear, Edward will be quite hard on you but don't take it personally. He expects me to be well cared for, and I'm afraid he doesn't always behave around strangers."

      I took my leave of her, happy to have such an agreeable employer and curious about this Edward.
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      Long past dinner, Auntie continued instructing me on my job—I had to mark how Catherine's health progressed, what, when and how much she ate, how many hours a day she slept and other details I didn't think were important. She was elderly, but from what I could tell, not sick at all, but rather lonely.

      Auntie lived in a cottage at the edge of the Rochesters' land; two housekeepers arrived when the sun rose and left before it went down. Buddy was a hired hand responsible for Rochester's horses and attended to other matters as they developed, which scattered his work schedule. For the most part, Auntie took care of Rochester, but in what manner remained unclear to me.

      It was near nine in the evening when I decided to orient myself with the property by going for a walk, starting from the main house and setting out for Auntie's, her porch light acting as a beacon. Auntie told me Thornfield had a maze, and when I strolled by it, I didn't dare go in for fear I'd lose myself in the twilight. Without Theseus by my side, how could I destroy the Minotaur in his labyrinth?

      When I began my walk, it was light enough to see, but as I progressed, a grey-blue mist enveloped me and soon became so dense that the light ahead of me disappeared. I spun around to head back, but no light from the mansion was discernible in that fog. Still, I marched forward, certain I traveled in the right direction, but I soon doubted myself and turned around again. I couldn't tell north from south, nor could I swear if I was near the main house, the driveway or the road. I had seen the moon when I first began my walk, but now the mist had masked it, too.

      I grew agitated. After some time, I suspected I walked in a circle. Leaning against a weeping willow tree, I rested to catch my breath and shivered when a breeze swept past me, swinging the overhanging leaves. Again, I ventured out into the unknown, determined to make my way back, but the foliage devoured me, intent on keeping me, toying with my growing fear. The countryside grew quiet. Then something rustled a bush near me, and I jumped from fright. A strange noise followed, like a gallop. Was I near the horses? I couldn't have been since I had set out on one side of the house and would have had to cross the driveway to get to the other side.

      Quickly, I moved forward and stepped onto the path of a great beast who threw his legs out at me and uttered a neigh. There followed a thud on the ground as something fell from the beast, but I knew my childish imagination got the better of me and that it was a horse I had frightened. A moan came from the darkness, low to the ground. The something that fell was someone.

      "Buddy? Buddy, is that you?" I asked.

      "Get back here," a voice with a distinct British accent yelled at the horse fleeing into the darkness. "Who's there? Who are you?"

      "Jane E." I squinted through the mist but could not make out the man's features.

      "What are you doing here?"

      "I'm a caregiver for Mrs. Cou..."

      "I mean, at this time of night, you stupid girl. I could have killed you, or worse, you could have injured my horse."

      "I...I got lost. And why are you riding a horse on a night like tonight with a fog this thick?"

      The question blurted out, sounding more like an accusation than anything else, which I didn't mean to do. How stubborn of me to argue with a stranger, lost in a fog with no others around. He took a step towards me, and I, one back. No doubt I could outrun him if needed, but when he stepped out from the shadows and stood three feet away, I found myself gazing at Edward Rochester. He was more handsome in person than in the portrait, although his character made him undesirable and the anger in his voice disconcerting.

      "I wished to ride when I returned from...Damn it, I don't answer to you."

      It was rare for me to hear that language and even rarer for it to be spoken to me in such anger. He glared and ran his eyes over me, but I couldn't tell what he thought—if he was contemplating ending my employment or punishing me for my insolence. He tore off his jacket and held it to me. "Here, you're cold."

      "I'm fine," I said between chattering teeth.

      "Take it, or you'll catch pneumonia, and I'll need to hire another who will no doubt be more presentable and agreeable."

      Thus ended my cordial time at Thornfield. I grabbed the jacket from him, put my arms through the sleeves in a hurry and walked past him.

      "Where are you going now?"

      "To the house."

      "This way," he said, wandering in the opposite direction.

      "How can you tell? I can't see a thing in this fog."

      "I see everything."

      We walked mostly in silence. Every so often, he muttered something about his horse, which had not returned. When we were a short distance from the house, the fog dissipated, clearing the way home. A neigh sounded behind us and, as if in a dream, the horse galloped out from the blackness. Rochester smiled, called out, "There you are, girl," and went to her, whispered in her ear, stroked her glistening coat, then led her towards the stables, disappearing into the darkness.

      "Who are you speaking to?" Auntie asked when I entered the main home.

      "Mr. Rochester has returned."

      "He’ll be up to see Mizzez then. I better tell her he’s back early.”

      Auntie ascended the staircase at a slow pace, lifting one foot and then the other to the same step before continuing. Although she wasn't much younger than Catherine, she worked all day to care for them. I followed her upstairs and continued past her as she entered Catherine's room. I could hear Catherine's excitement at the news of Rochester's early return.

      Near ten at night, I wasn't in the mood for bed and walked out onto my bedroom balcony. The wind gave me a slight chill, and I buttoned Rochester's jacket around me, lifting the collar to shield my neck. When I looked to the grounds, I found Rochester staring at me just like the creature in my nightmare had done all those years before. A shiver shot through my body. I was grown-up and no longer afraid of make-believe creatures in fairy tales, yet he unnerved me. I returned inside, shut the door, and drew the heavy drape panels together to change into my nightgown. Plain, white and long, it was a standard Lowood issue.

      Muffled voices carried from the corridor towards my room, one male. They came from Catherine's room, and I was puzzled over who she spoke to; Rochester remained outside, and Buddy had left hours earlier. I slid from my room and tiptoed to Catherine's, whose door stood ajar. There was Rochester, but how could he have come up the steps so quickly when he was outside my window a moment before? His back to me, he knelt by his grandmother's bed, held her hand and enquired about her health, which prompted her to smile.

      "My dear Edward, I'm fine now that Jane has arrived."

      "That plain girl? I've had the pleasure of meeting her."

      I couldn't see the expression on his face, but I knew he was being facetious. It was wrong to eavesdrop, yet curiosity got the better of me.

      "Edward, be pleasant. She's moved in to care for me."

      "I see what this is, Catherine. I knew the moment I saw her in the field."

      It was strange to hear him call his grandmother by her first name.

      "She's here for me."

      He started at this and became annoyed. "For you, yes. You persuaded me to get a caregiver, but I assumed it would be a middle-aged, heavyset, hairy beast of a woman. And here I return home to find a plain, young child..."

      "She's eighteen, not a child."

      "Fine. Plain, young woman. Catherine, I know you. I know how you think." He reached out and touched her cheek, pressing the palm of his hand against her wrinkles as she leaned into it.

      "You'll see I'm right, Edward. You need her."

      He stood and paced about her bed, his body tense, and waved his hands. "There is no replacement for you."

      "My time is ending."

      He rushed to her on the other side of the bed, presenting me with a clear view of him, a pained expression on his face, his eyes soft and brows arched. "It doesn't have to be," he whispered, as if to tempt her.

      "No, Edward. I didn't when I was young and beautiful. I'm not going to at this age. Look at me. I've grown old." Rochester tilted his head down towards her breast and leaned into her while she cradled him, stroking his hair, fingering a curl. Suddenly, I felt uncomfortable by my voyeurism, my intrusion into this intimate scene.

      Rochester shifted his head. His eyes flickered and were upon me, glowering at me for the invasion. I gasped, stepped back into the corridor and its darkness, and headed for my room. Rochester suddenly appeared between myself and my bedroom door. He pressed me up against the door frame, frightening me with his violence and quickness, making me feel like that frightened little girl I used to be who wet the bed, too afraid to walk down the corridor to the bathroom for fear of the creature.

      "You were eavesdropping."

      "I'm sorry. I wasn't. I was checking up on Mrs. Cousins." The words jumbled out in quick succession. My breaths were deep and fast, and I told myself it was because I was frightened. But I had never had a man stand that close to me, press his body up against mine. I felt the sensation of drowning in him, his presence all around me.

      One of his hands clasped my wrist, and his other held me at my waist, cold hands against my warm, bare skin. Or did I imagine him against my nakedness, owing in part to my flimsy nightgown, owing the other part to my cloistered life? Again, I gasped for air as he advanced towards me. His eyes were darker than most, and the longer I stared into them, the deeper I fell into that eternal abyss. I swayed a little. That made him smirk.

      "You fear me."

      "I do not," I lied.

      "There is much to fear."

      Rochester then let go, leaving me unsteady on my feet, and I had to lean against the doorjamb. He walked back to Catherine's room, never once looking back.
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      For weeks, I awoke to tires crackling on gravel and gears screeching before the old '47 pickup slid to a stop and its squeaky doors opened and slammed shut. It was Lis and Katya who trudged to the house and entered. The maids were sisters. The older one had gone grey at too young an age; the younger had eyes so light they were almost transparent like glass, and she carried a look of disenchantment to her gaze, of failure and, much worse, acceptance of that failure. They kept to themselves, said little to me and spoke in Russian, the words lazily dragging out of them as they wiped down the furniture, whacked the carpets and curtains and washed dishes. By day's end, before the sun had set, they were gone.

      Buddy was fired for taking Rochester's Cadillac instead of the old pickup truck. He argued with Auntie and begged to speak to Rochester, but she told him Rochester never changed his mind. No one visited the house, as though the outside world couldn't penetrate the walls surrounding Thornfield, and I fell into the rhythm of monotony.

      Some days, I found time to myself and hid in my room, sitting on a chair by an open window. A breeze swept through. The floors above me creaked, then moments later, creaked again, soft at first and then louder. I looked up and listened. Silence. That first time I had heard it, I wasn't sure if it was the house settling or footsteps until it happened again. At first, the noises scared me; on occasion, music played, sometimes followed by the sound of furniture dragged across the floor, but when I asked Auntie about it one day, she told me some workmen were repairing a portion of the roof. I accepted her explanation, even though I never saw workmen. The sounds continued. Squirrels, she explained another time, had gotten in through the original hole in the roof, and now the hired men were working on getting them out. Before long, I realized Auntie was a terrible liar.

      Early on, I discovered Catherine's inner clock was backwards, asleep most days and up most nights. I could hear her chatting with Rochester. Their voices reverberated from downstairs in different keys, his lyrical and hers soft. Some nights, when I awoke to get a glass of water from the kitchen, I saw them in the drawing room. Catherine stretched out on a chaise by the fire, while Rochester read to her in the semidarkness. There they would sit until the fire that had blazed earlier in the evening now hissed then popped, withering away to nothing more than glowing embers. By then, it was one, sometimes two o'clock in the morning, and once, when Catherine drifted off to sleep, I saw Rochester brush away the hair from her face, examining her, outlining her eyelids and cheekbones with his finger. He would then scoop his grandmother in his arms, effortless and gentle, and carry her upstairs to her room, where he would disappear with her.

      For many nights, I watched them, writing in my "Catherine Journal," detailing her days and nights, administering her pills, preparing late snacks of prunes and raisins for her, and sometimes sneaking her a few nuts that I would soften in water.

      It proved difficult to stay out of Rochester's way since he spent much time with Catherine. Most nights, he excused me and sent me to my room, and, like an obedient daughter, I obeyed. There, at the small desk in my room, I wrote lengthy letters to Mrs. Temple about my new life, my new friends, and how I had found happiness, but as I wrote this, I knew it to be a lie. Still, I reread the letter and signed my name to it, then the pen tip broke and ink blotted on the paper, bleeding through to the other side. I dabbed at it with my finger, then pressed a tissue to it and waved the paper to air dry. I had not been careful and touched my finger to my sleeve, leaving a blue stain. My other hand fumbled as it undid the buttons, pulling it off. I washed my shirt in the sink basin, rubbing hand soap on the ink before it stained. I worked hard at it, rubbing the cloth until nearly white and hung it on the shower rod.

      There was a knock on the door, and Auntie told me Rochester had summoned me to the drawing room. This alarmed me. I looked down at myself, half-undressed, and threw on a dark brown dress I used to wear to church while at Lowood.

      In the drawing room, Catherine sat in a chair, a blanket over her legs, while Rochester stood by the fire, his back to me, hands clasped behind him. The wind howled outside; a storm was coming.

      "You called for me, Mr. Rochester?"

      He spun around to face me. "I most definitely did not." The words blurted out of him as though what I had said sounded preposterous. He then picked up the blackened poker from a stand and stabbed the logs in the fireplace with such force it was as if he were killing something.

      "I rang for you. Sit on the sofa there, Jane," Catherine said, pointing. "Edward, stop playing with the fire and sit beside her."

      Rochester turned to Catherine, and his mouth fell open and twisted. He was prepared to argue but stopped and replaced the poker on its stand. He fell onto the sofa next to me with such a heaviness that I jumped, and then he turned his body away from me, legs crossed.

      "Edward, pass the book to Jane for her to read."

      The book in question sat on the oval mahogany table next to him, and he handed it to me, but when I took it from him, he grasped the book tighter, like a child made to give up a favorite toy. His behavior was absurd. I then yanked the book from him, opening it to a page with "Edward F. Rochester, 1905" written in a beautiful hand. I turned to the title page, "A Collection of Poems by Byron," slammed the book shut, and inspected the creased spine, confirming that it was indeed Byron's poetry I had to read aloud. Having never mastered poetry, the very thought unnerved me, and I saw a glint in his eyes as though this was a test that should please him if I failed. I took a deep breath, cracked open the book and flipped from one poem to another, contemplating which to read, flustered by all the choices. Was there one well-known poem considered superior, and would I make a fool of myself if I picked a lesser one?

      "Shall I make a suggestion? The Bride of Abydos," he said.

      My discomfort abated, and I felt grateful to Rochester for alleviating my anxiety. Yes, a poem about a bride would be a happy one, and I turned to the correct page.

      "The Bride of Abydos," I began. "Canto The First.

      
        
        
        Know ye the land where the cypress and myrtle

        Are emblems of deeds that are done in their clime?

        Where the rage of the vulture, the love of the turtle,

        Now melt into sorrow, now madden to crime?"

      

      

      

      Byron flowed out of me—a lyrical song, a love story, an appreciation for words—and I continued reading to his poem's rhythmic beat.

      
        
        
        "Where the citron and olive are fairest of fruit,

        And the voice of the nightingale never is mute;

        Where the tints of the earth, and the hues of the sky,

        In color though varied, in beauty may vie,

        And the purple of Ocean is deepest in dye;

        Where the virgins are soft as the roses they twine,

        And all, save the spirit of man, is divine⁠—

        Tis the clime of the East—'tis the land of the Sun⁠—

        Can he smile on such deeds as his children have done?

        Oh! wild as the accents of lovers' farewell

        Are the hearts which they bear, and the tales which they tell."

      

      

      

      The story of Giaffir proved not so difficult to follow, about a father who rebuked his son, but then the story of vengeance took an unexpected turn when the brother swore love for his sister, and she returned it, mourning a life without him. My reading slowed, and I stammered even when I hesitated. Incest. Now I understood why Rochester had picked this poem; he had meant to embarrass me. My audience remained silent while I struggled, and then I feigned the light was insufficient for me to carry on, but Rochester turned on another lamp.

      In the Second Canto, the two lovers meet again. Another turn was happy for Selim, who revealed he wasn't Zoleika's brother. Subconsciously, I let out a sigh, my anxiety subsiding with the turn of events, but my comfort just wouldn't do for Rochester, and he stopped me from reading further.

      "Shall I pick up from here tomorrow night?" I asked.

      "Jane, you love poetry?" Catherine said.

      "I never thought so before tonight, but yes, I suppose I do."

      "Seems you've found a companion to share in your love of poetry, Edward."

      Rochester fidgeted in his seat, picking at a loose thread on the fabric of the sofa. "Catherine, would you like a drink?" he said.

      "Sherry."

      "Jane?"

      His offer surprised me. "I don't drink."

      "Of course, you don't," he said.

      Rochester acted as though I had rebuffed him. At the liquor cabinet, he slammed bottles and glasses down on the top tray, poured sherry into a small glass then poured a golden liquid from another bottle into two glasses. He slid the bottle into his jacket pocket and carried the glasses over, smiling as he handed Catherine her sherry, but by the time he approached me, his smile disappeared. I hesitated before taking the drink he held out to me, our fingers brushing, and I brought the glass up to my nose.

      "Scotch," he said before he put the bottle down on the table, sat down and took a big swig from his drink. I sipped mine; the strength of it kicked at the back of my throat, making me cough and choke. Rochester smiled into his drink, sloshing it about. Outside, lightning flashed.

      "Are you all right, dear? You don't need to drink that," Catherine said.

      "I'm fine." The squeakiness in my voice said otherwise. I cradled the glass in my hand as if I meant to drink it later as if I could drink from it again.

      "You love poetry," Rochester said with a hint of doubt in his voice. "Is it all poetry or just love poems?" He gave me no time to respond before continuing. "Let me tell you of a love story. At the turn of the century, there were these Belgian twins, Maarten and Antoine, identical in every way, their looks, their mannerisms, all the way to their very thoughts and core. Born deaf, they were inseparable, never married, no children and they spent their adult life as they had their childhood—with an unbreakable link between them. They lived together and made a home in their tiny apartment.

      "Then a doctor broke the news to them—within months, they'd be blind. They knew that would leave them dependent, living out the rest of their lives in an institution and the thought of never seeing each other again left them so distraught. The morning began as many others had: they drank coffee at their table in their bare kitchen, put jam on their dry bread, washed the dishes and tidied up. They laid out their Sunday best on their beds, and helped each other slip on the clothes, each tying the necktie of the other, straightening their jackets and they went out into the village, past their cobbling business, past the baker where they'd purchase their day-old bread, past the market. They crossed the bridge halfway, stepped over the railing and, hand in hand, jumped to their deaths into the raging water below."

      My fingers wiped at a tear before it had a chance to run down my cheek, but I could feel my lips quivering. The story left me heavy-hearted, which I supposed had been Rochester's intention. By then, the rain pounded at the windows and the rooftop.

      "Ah, so you don't care for all love stories—only those with happy endings. Tell me about Lowood."

      His request shook my melancholic state.  "There's not much to tell."

      "Were you not raised there? How did you end up there?" His questions came at me in rapid succession.

      "My mother had died, and my father...took ill. No one could care for me, so I was sent away, remaining there until my arrival here."

      "Did your father not love you to see you returned to him when he healed?"

      "Edward! Jane, don't take his cruelty personally. He has painful thoughts that harass him."

      Rochester scrutinized Catherine, bit his lip, and sat on the edge of the sofa as though ready to pounce if she spoke further on the subject.

      "He loved me. I know he did. He died sometime after I arrived at Lowood." My answer seemed to affect Rochester's countenance, his shoulders fell and he retreated back into his seat.

      "Orphaned. I do apologize," he whispered. Rochester poured himself another drink, this time filling up his glass even more.

      "Despite your tragedy, you've grown into a good lady, Jane. You've been a wonderful companion to me these past weeks. A kind caregiver. I am thankful for her, Edward."

      "Don't trouble yourself to give her character," Rochester said. "I shall judge for myself. Are you well-read?"

      "Yes, sir."

      "Do you play?"

      "Play at what?"

      "Not at what, you silly..." he stopped and glanced at Catherine, then ran his fingers through his hair, tussling it. "Do you play an instrument? Or sing? You must be accomplished at something."

      "No."

      "You have no accomplishments?"

      "No, Mr. Rochester, I don't sing. I don't play any instruments. And I most certainly don't play at embarrassing others."

      "Easily offended, then? What are your views on marriage? Would you like to marry Miss Jane E.?" he said.

      "Possibly, one day, if..." My voice trailed off as I thought of the possibility of my marrying. Whom would I marry? Other than Rochester and Buddy, I had met no other men here and would consider neither suitable.

      "If what, dear?" Catherine said.

      "If you were to meet someone who asks you, I suppose you would agree to it," Rochester said.

      "No, it wouldn't be that simple. He would have to be the object of such strong affection to make me happy in domestic life and marriage. And, I should hope, he would make me laugh."

      "Happiness is what you seek then?"

      "Happiness is what we all seek, Mr. Rochester."

      "And you're sure you'll find happiness in marriage, serving your husband?"

      "No, sir. I'll find happiness in a marriage that will liberate me from servitude. To treat me as...as..."

      "An equal," Rochester finished, a smile on his face.

      "I didn't say that." I tried to undo what I had said, afraid my views were far too modern for my employers.

      "No, it's what you meant, dear. A marriage of equals," Catherine said, looking at Rochester. "That's exactly how I would describe my marriage."

      "And have you been introduced to society?" Rochester said.

      Peace was not to be had that night as Rochester seemed to have something to prove. Each time I rose above his questioning, each time Catherine pointed out my resolve, he would follow with yet another question meant to humiliate me and define my status.

      "No, sir."

      "You weren't introduced to society or prepared for marriage. Then what did you do at Lowood?" he said with a hint of unkindness to his voice.

      "I attended class and church. Sometimes, I went into town with Mrs. Temple."

      "A nun's life, is that it?" he said, glancing over my brown dress, its modesty defining me in his eyes. "Someone who leads a dull life can only be considered dull themselves. You see, Catherine. I have formed my own opinion of your Jane."

      "And what opinion has Jane formed of you?" Catherine asked.

      This brought a sly smile to Rochester's face and he let out a derisive huff. "Don't hold back," he told me, but there was no way the anger inside me could be held back. Outside, thunder rumbled.

      "I've lived a sheltered life, and I suppose to a man in your position, with your travel and riches, you would find it dull. Don't confuse my misfortune with a lack of character, Mr. Rochester. Most definitely not you, when you have displayed yourself to be a bully, and I find your very nature to be ungentlemanly and intolerable. It is your character that displeases me most."

      A breath escaped me. I turned from him to get away from his stares and took a gulp from my drink, shutting my eyes tight as the liquid burned inside me. Not able to remain there any longer, I stood up, but when I arrived at the door, found myself halted by the sound of clapping. I knew it was Rochester.

      "She's done well, Edward," Catherine said.

      "Your little protégé," he answered. To him, I was no longer in the room. "Still, I believe she follows convention."

      "No, she defies convention. She has a rebellious nature to her, one you will witness as she matures. Know this, Edward, she will affect you."

      "She will not."

      When I turned back to look at Catherine, she smiled at me. "He doth protest too much, methinks."

      I stood there, dumbfounded. What began as a wonderful night had ended unpleasant, but I could expect nothing else from Rochester who had despised me from the moment we met, for reasons unknown. There we were at a standstill, both Catherine and Rochester acting as though they'd each won at some game they were playing, with rules I didn't understand. I was merely a pawn of small stature and lesser value.

      The doorbell rang.

      "I'll get it," I said in a hurry to escape. The hour was late, and the weather was too dangerous to travel in. I was quite surprised to open the door to a Black man carrying a satchel. He looked to be a few years older than me, and he wore a rusty brown jacket with a turned-up collar and a hat on his head to protect against the rain.

      "Excuse me for the late hour, Miss, but the bus was behind schedule. My name is Thomas Fairfax. Is my grandmother here? I checked at her house at the end of the road, but there was no answer."

      "Auntie? She's your grandmother?"

      "Yeah, that's what people call her." He stood there, staring at me and I at him. He had Auntie's eyes, but the rest of his face belonged to someone else.

      "I'm sorry, yes, of course. She must be working late tonight. Come in."

      Thomas stepped inside, looked up at the crystal chandelier hanging over the entranceway, then at the painting of two women strolling arm in arm through a garden, and let out a whistle as he put down his bag.

      "Who is it, Jane?" Catherine called from the drawing room.

      "Someone's here to see Auntie, Mrs. Cous...Catherine. I'll take him into the kitchen."

      Auntie had heard the doorbell and wandered over, wringing a tea towel. When she saw Thomas, her mouth fell open, her eyes widened, and she opened her arms to him. Other than Mrs. Temple, I doubted anyone would be as happy to see me should I show up unannounced. Then Auntie's expression changed from happiness to fear as she grasped his face between her hands, inspected it, and knitted her eyebrows.

      "Is something wrong?" said Auntie.

      "No, Granny. I only came to surprise you."

      Rochester appeared in the doorway then and looked Thomas over. "Who did you say is here, Jane?"

      Auntie moved forward, stepping in front of her grandson and looked at Rochester with a hint of anxiety. "It's my gran baby, Mr. Rochester. He’s staying over, but he’ll be leaving at first light."

      "Don't be silly, Auntie. He can stay for as long as he wants," Rochester said, but his tone made it seem less hospitable and more a demand. "Does that suit you...?"

      "Thomas, sir. And yeah, it suits me just fine."

      "Well, you must be starved. I know I am. Auntie, why don't you take him into the kitchen and fix him something to eat."

      Auntie stared at Rochester, breathing deeply. "Yes, sir. Follow me," she told Thomas, but as she started to walk away, she looked back hard at Rochester.

      Back in my room, I paced about, thinking over what had transpired earlier, pieces of conversation repeated in my head. Things came to me then of what I should have said, wanted to say, and hadn't. As I tried to sleep, these thoughts lingered in my mind, marred by a fitful slumber full of nightmares broken by the storm raging outside. Rochester was suffocating me in this house, and sometimes I thought it worse than Lowood. I awoke panting, mouth gasping for air, my body sweating, my gown wet with perspiration.

      I threw the sheets off, rested momentarily and then walked to the balcony door. The handle was cold to the touch, more frigid than usual for this late October night, and the moment I opened it, lightning flashed—and there she stood, illuminated—a red-haired woman with long, curly hair. Her skin appeared porcelain, her eyes a magnificent blue and her lips ruby red. She was beautiful.

      Her appearance startled me at first. I hadn’t been told of any other guest at Thornfield, and when I was about to ask her name, she pounced on me and thrust me back against the balcony door. She snapped my head back with such vicious force that the glass pane behind me cracked, and I tasted blood in my mouth. I had bitten my tongue. My breath came in heavy pants, and my eyes stung with tears.

      With her body pressed firmly against mine, I was paralyzed beneath her hold. Overcome with fear, I could not scream. A whimper escaped me. I felt dampness in the back of my head where it stung with pain.

      Her fiery hair tickled my face while her tongue reached out to lick my neck, moving in tiny circles, delicately making her way to my breasts. She inhaled me and let out little moans in between her gentle kisses. Tears blurred my vision. A laugh escaped her, yet it sounded so far away, projected out as though coming from the grounds below. Her lips pressed hard against mine, and her tongue darted in, licking up the blood from inside my mouth.

      She pulled back from me, and when she opened her mouth, I saw her teeth were jagged and sharp. Finally, I screamed. This time, it was I who startled her, and she jumped over the wrought iron railing to the ground below and scurried off like an animal, losing herself among the oak trees. Terrified, I ran back into my room, locked the balcony door, and turned to find Rochester standing in my room. Shaken, I nearly screamed again.

      "What is it?" he said.

      "There's someone out there. A red-haired woman. She jumped down and went into the woods."

      Rochester didn’t move. His nose wrinkled. "You’re bleeding."

      I reached out to pat the back of my head and pulled my hand away, blood smeared on my fingers. How did he know?

      "Stay with Catherine," he said. "Lock the doors. I'll take a look outside."

      In Catherine's room, I locked the door behind me, searched for a weapon and found that the poker would do.

      "What is it, Jane?" Catherine sat up in bed, startled by the commotion I had caused.

      “Someone was on my balcony." One door in Catherine's room led to her bathroom, another to her closet, and the third to an unknown location. "Where does that door lead to?"

      "The attic." Although I knew the woman had run into the woods, I could not assume she was alone, and it was possible that a threat lay behind that door.

      "Where's Edward?" said Catherine.

      "He went into the woods after her."

      "Her?"

      "Yes, a red-haired woman with sharp teeth and when I screamed, she scampered away like an animal."

      Catherine fell silent and looked down at her hands, turning them over.

      I wasn’t sure what I had come across. The red-haired woman looked no different from the creatures in my childhood nightmares, except they hadn’t been real, and I always awoke, albeit with the gut-wrenching belief that their existence was undeniable. This time, I had been wide awake. Still, I wanted to reassure Catherine. "Don't be afraid. I'm sure she's long gone."

      "I thought I dreamt her all those years ago."

      I stared at Catherine, worried this would traumatize her.

      "Edward. Edward," she whispered.

      Someone was at the door, twisting the doorknob and pushing against it. I held my breath, hands tightening around the metal in my hands.

      "Open the door." It was Rochester. When I let him in, he spoke and kept his gaze on me. "There was no one there, Jane. It must have been a nightmare at this late hour."

      "I was awake. I had awoken from a...."

      "Nightmare?" Rochester lifted an eyebrow and looked at me as though I had made his point for him.

      "No, the nightmare woke me up, and when I went onto the balcony, I found something horrible outside my room." I thrust my bloody palm at him. "Look, she hurt me."

      He flinched at the sight of my blood and turned away. I could tell Rochester didn't believe me; I knew it sounded outrageous and easier to accept that I had dreamt the whole thing, and I even began to question myself, believing that my nightmares followed me from Lowood. Did I bang my head against my headboard, causing injury to myself?

      "I'm sorry," I mumbled as I left Catherine's room, but before the door closed behind me, I overheard her.

      "I remember a red-haired woman when I was a child. She frightened me."

      "Blanche is gone. You're safe now, Catherine."

      "Is Jane safe?"
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      A few days after the horrific encounter with the redheaded creature on my balcony, and early in the morning, there came a strong pounding on my door. It was Rochester—I felt his vexation in every bang of his fist, an acerbic rhythm of "wake up, stupid girl, wake up."

      "Yes," I called out, but it wasn't an invitation to come in. Rochester bounded in any way, unperturbed, as I pulled the blanket up to my chin in great shock and embarrassment.

      "Catherine's medication needs to be filled," he said, speaking rapidly. "Here are directions to the pharmacy and the keys to the Cadillac."

      "I can't drive," I protested. He looked at me oddly. "I…I don't know how to drive. Can Auntie...?"

      "It's not Auntie's job; she doesn't drive either. That's why I hired Buddy."

      "You fired him."

      "Don't you think I bloody well know that! Damn it!" Whenever he grew angry, his British accent became pronounced, other times, there appeared to be just a hint of it. Rochester was peculiar; he had fired his only driver but remained unprepared to be without transport. Why didn't he fetch the medication himself?

      Lis and Katya weren’t expected in, so I couldn’t suggest he wait for them. "Driving wasn't one of the requirements," I offered as an explanation.

      "The what?"

      "It wasn't one of the requirements for the job otherwise, I would have told..."

      He walked out of the room before I could finish, leaving my door wide open, and called for Auntie from the top step. "Is your grandson still at your house?"

      "He’s here, Mr. Rochester. I’m making him something to eat," Auntie responded from below.

      "Thomas, get up here." It wasn't only me that Rochester was rude to, but when Thomas arrived at the second floor straight away, Rochester's voice simmered down. "Do you drive?"

      "I sure do, Mr. Rochester," Thomas said.

      "Catherine's medication needs to be refilled. Here are directions to the pharmacy and my keys. Jane!"

      "Yes." By then, I hid behind my door, struggling to get my bathrobe on.

      "Get dressed. Thomas, take her with you. And teach her to drive afterwards." Rochester returned to Catherine's room.

      Thomas stared at me and I wondered if he felt as I did about the way in which Rochester treated us. He jingled the keys at me, a smile on his face. No, he didn't.

      I was surprised Rochester gave us the Cadillac, given that he had fired Buddy over it. Then I ascertained he didn’t terminate Buddy over the car. Auntie said he was hard to get along with, but I was unclear if she meant Rochester or Buddy.

      Once we returned from the pharmacy and gave Catherine her medicine, it was time for my lesson, and I slid across to the driver's seat. Thomas had me arrange the side and rearview mirrors to suit my height, then had me adjust the seat so I could reach the brake on the left side and the gas pedal on the right. I pumped the brake, then the gas, in response to his shouts of "gas-brake-brake-gas-gas," shifting the order to keep me on my toes. "Gas-brake-check-your-blind-spot-brake-indicate." I practiced and practiced, yet still hadn't put the car in motion.

      "Think you're ready?" I looked at him, bit my lip and told him no. "Too bad. Mr. Rochester wants you to learn. Let's start her up."

      I turned the key, put my foot on the brake, and shifted the gear into drive, but when I lifted my foot, the car lurched forward. I slammed my foot on the brake, sending Thomas crashing into the dash.

      "I'm sorry."

      "Don't worry about me," he said, rubbing his head. "And don't look at me. Pay attention to what's ahead of you. Now take your foot off the brake and onto the gas pedal. Feel the power of the car under you."

      That was the problem—I feared the power under me. Hours later, I learned how much power I could control, amazed by the freedom I felt as my hands grasped the throbbing steering wheel as we flew on a main road.

      Thomas spoke as I drove. He grew up in Chicago, as did his mother, Auntie's daughter, whom she had sent up north for her sister to raise. When I asked him why, Thomas offered a vague explanation that he had no doubt heard from his mother—it was meant to be temporary as Auntie had a new job working long hours for the Rochesters. No one suspected that "temporary" would turn into decades.

      Within the following week, Rochester offered Thomas a permanent position replacing Buddy, then disappeared as he did each month. He would leave at nightfall and return two or three days later, before sunrise. I never dared to ask where he went. Besides, his absence meant peace for me at Thornfield Hall and I spent the time with Catherine, Auntie, and sometimes Thomas, who I looked forward to seeing the most. No matter how preoccupied, no matter the situation, he always seemed pleased to see me. His eyes reflected an image of myself that I had never seen before, and I liked it.

      Not only did Thomas drive, but he cleaned the horses' barn and trimmed the magnolia trees and cherry blossoms. I went out of my way to be where Thomas worked, figuring out ahead of time where he'd be so that I could be there beforehand. When he broke for lunch, there I sat at the kitchen table. When he worked outside the barn, there I stood on my balcony, a pretense of surprise on my face when I found him waving at me from below. It was all very silly really, but I couldn't help myself. During one of these schemes of mine, I came across Thomas and Auntie in the kitchen. Peering from a corner, I watched their faces as they listened to a radio broadcast, the host's voice dry, and tired.

      "…expecting mounting protests after June's defeat by the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit. Earlier Judge Wright had delayed the implementation of his desegregation order until November 14 when the Orleans Parish School…"

      Thomas clicked off the radio. Auntie's face tensed, and her eyes widened. Although Thomas tried to hide his concern with a smile, I knew Auntie was justified in her fears.

      "It isn't safe here for you," Auntie said.

      "Granny, I'm not some ignorant Northerner. I know what the South's like. 'Stay away from white men,' well, Mr. Rochester's the only white man here and I don't have to fear him."

      "I sent your mama away for a reason. She’s my only baby," Auntie pleaded. "I won't lose you. I won't let everything I work hard for fall apart."

      "Nothing's falling apart."

      "You don't see. Don't understand what I’m talking about." Auntie shook her head and began to cry, inconsolable even with her grandson's arms wrapped around her, nor by his soothing voice. Thomas rocked her from side to side while she leaned into him, her short frame dwarfed in his. "I gave my soul to the black-eyed devil."
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      There came the crash of porcelain smashing on the hardwood floor in Catherine's room. I rushed and found her unconscious beside the remains of a shattered teacup. I telephoned Dr. Gardner, and then, though it was the middle of the night, Thomas came to help me carry her to her bed. I covered her frail body with a heavy, woolen blanket and, because I didn't know what else to do, sat on the edge of the bed holding her hand, pressing a cold, wet cloth to her face. Rochester was away on business and if she died, I would have robbed him of this moment just as Mrs. Reed had done to me when my mother died.

      Catherine stirred as the doctor arrived. After inquiring about what had happened, he told Thomas and me to leave. I waited in a chair outside Catherine's room while Thomas leaned against the wall, periodically looking at me. His mouth would open to say something but then close without a word, and we remained silent. The grandfather clock in the hall ticked loudly, and the house creaked. There came heavy breathing as Auntie, in her night clothes, rushed up the stairs.

      "I saw the doctor's car in the drive," she said between breaths when she reached us. "You should have woken me."

      "Don't be rushing about and get all worked up, Granny." Thomas helped her to a chair. "I don't want to worry about you, too."

      Auntie nodded, took deep, wheezing breaths and then pulled out a handkerchief, coughing harshly into it. Downstairs, the front door burst open with a bang.

      "Catherine!" Rochester shouted. Soon, he sprinted up the stairs, and when he saw us in the corridor, he abruptly stopped. It was me he stared at with those black eyes, now softened, vulnerable, and his mouth dropped open, then twisted in anguish. He turned from me, ran past us into Catherine's room, and stopped and leaned heavily against the bedroom doorjamb.

      "I saw your car and I..." Rochester said to the doctor.

      "She's fine, stubborn, but fine. I'm taking her to the hospital to run some tests, but she refused to leave without first seeing you," the doctor replied.

      "Edward, I'm feeling better. It was a little dizzy spell."

      We let out a collective breath at the sound of Catherine's voice; then she called for me. I hastened into her room and there she lay, pale and weak, attempting to convince Rochester of her well-being. Dr. Gardner told Rochester to take her to his car, then asked me further questions about Catherine's medications—did she take them as prescribed, to which I assured him that I administered the pills myself. While the doctor spoke, I regarded Rochester with Catherine, the way he caressed her hand and the way they whispered to one another rather intimately when he lifted her, carrying her to the doctor's car. No one else noticed these little gestures; not the doctor preoccupied with packing up his belongings, not Thomas who was busy carrying Catherine's overnight bag to the car trunk, and not Auntie who cleaned up the mess of the broken teacup.

      As we stood by the car in the drive, early morning sunlight peeked through the tips of the oak trees, casting a hazy, blue cloud. Rochester's announcement that he wouldn't go to the hospital and would instead send me was surprising.  His eyes turned up to the approaching sunrise, and he disappeared into the house.

      The smell of disinfectant was rampant; the stark white walls and ripped upholstered waiting room chairs were familiar; the sick and the dying were comforting. I spent the remainder of the day at the hospital until the doctor sent me home, keeping Catherine for further tests.

      By the time I returned to Thornfield, night had fallen and I hadn't eaten all day, which left me lethargic. It was in this state that Rochester found me in the front hall when I had entered. He began to say something then stopped and looked down. I understood he thought something terrible had happened to Catherine, and I assured him she was fine. She had to remain at the hospital for a short time.

      "I'm going to her," he said, stepping past me in haste. He stopped and turned to me, his posture not in its usual proud stance; his shoulders sank, and he spoke softly. "Jane, you won’t always feel so self-conscious in my presence. I know how I make you feel. I'm not a fool."

      "I never thought you a fool, Mr. Rochester." The words spoken were only somewhat truthful, but my face betrayed me, and he caught a passing expression.

      "Bad-tempered then? Unfriendly?"

      "And arrogant." The words escaped my mouth.

      He smiled then, and his eyes weren't the black abyss I had known before. They captivated me.

      "Can I assume you've forgiven me for my atrocious behavior up to this point? Perhaps we can work towards a friendship of sorts. Let’s begin with you calling me by my first name."

      "That pleases me...Edward." A slight smile crept to my face.

      He gazed at me and moved closer, his lips mere inches from mine. His hand reached out behind me, undid the clip that clasped my hair, and let my long layers cascade about my face and neck. He played with my hair, twisting a strand around his finger, and said, "Don't be so wound up."
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        * * *

      

      Although the doctors found nothing troubling with Catherine's health, they adjusted her medication and recommended she continue with her bed rest. Catherine made Rochester promise not to go away again, and since the relationship between us improved, I was pleased that he would be around more. His manner towards me relaxed, and when I walked into a room, his face didn't scowl as it used to, so I wanted to escape him less. He called on me often, requesting that I join them in the drawing room. I suspected this newfound friendship pleased Catherine.

      By the end of November, the days were shorter and colder. While I mourned the loss of the sun, Rochester seemed content in his nocturnal bliss. One evening, the cold was unbearable. The fire lay dying, but I had no more timber by the fireside to keep it going throughout the night and would have to rely on the extra blankets kept in the hall closet. The heavy door squeaked as I pulled on it, the musty, mothball smell hitting my nostrils, the wool blanket rough to the touch but warm. I carried it back towards my room, half dragging it on the floor.

      The sound of a car door stopped me. When I looked out the window toward the driveway at the back of the house, I saw a woman exit a taxi. Even stranger, Auntie met her at that ridiculous hour. At first, I thought she was a nurse and wondered why they hadn't called me. Together, they entered the house through the back door, but only one set of footsteps walked up the back stairwell.

      "Hello?" the stranger called out. Finally, she reached the top and stepped into the corridor. She had her coat flung over her arm, her sweater was tight and off one shoulder,  and she wore a red scarf tied around her neck. Her clothes looked worn and cheap like someone's cast off. No, she wasn't a nurse. I remained invisible to her in the darkness, but the moon's ray illuminated her, and I scrutinized her every movement. She went to the door always kept under lock and key, the same one I had been warned about countless times, and held the knob in her hand. To my surprise, she pushed it wide open.

      "Hello?" she called out again, but her demeanor changed when she looked in. Her body relaxed, her timidity now gone, replaced with a cockiness. "There you are." She giggled.

      The door closed behind her, her stilettos clanking up the steps to the attic above, from which I would sometimes hear noises throughout the day. I snuck into my room, laid the blanket on my bed, and got underneath, shivering under the weight of the wool. My chattering drowned out the noises usually reserved for daytime.

      Laughter came down through the bathroom pipes and into my room, as did music and footsteps, but when the record player came to a stop, there was absolute silence. For a moment, I could hear only the sound of the wind whistling against my window, but then the whistling became a moan—a woman's moan. When I heard a man's grunt mingle with the woman's, I ran to shut my bathroom door to deaden the sounds. It was no use.

      I lay there for hours, listening, lost in my private torment, until the stilettoed footsteps came back down the staircase. She stumbled against the door, then fumbled with the handle a few times before it creaked open and, in a flash, I stood, peering out at her through a slight crack in my door. Her hair and clothes were disheveled, and she dragged her coat behind her as she walked forward unsteadily. She yanked at her red scarf until it fell off, revealing blood smeared on her neck, and then dabbed at the sweat on her pale cheek.

      "There’s a taxi to take you home," Auntie said, her voice startling me.

      I closed my door, crept back into bed, and pulled the covers over me. Still, I couldn't quell the memory of the music, her squeals of delight, groans and whimpering. I knew what transpired in their drunken stupor and can only assume their impairment led to an accident that left her bleeding. I despised her for coming into Thornfield Hall with her obscene behavior and cheap perfume, for disrespecting Catherine in her own home, and for affecting a recent friendship between Rochester and myself. The pattern repeated the following two nights, each time a different woman but the same cheap look and potent perfume. One smelled of fried chicken. And each time, the women stumbled down the stairs after a night fueled by alcohol and sex.

      I wish he hadn’t promised Catherine he wouldn’t go away again, fearing she’d have a relapse in his absence. Now I understood why Rochester traveled each month and what he did during that time that wasn't "business" related, as Auntie told me. He was a man. At his age, with his status, he should have been looking for a wife. It wasn't any concern of mine, yet why did I feel I’d been spurned? My reaction astounded me, forcing me to reconsider how I saw Rochester in relation to me.

      As the day wore on, I thought of nothing else, and although time was supposed to offer clarity, it did nothing of the sort. The more I replayed the sounds, the more it incensed me; the more I questioned it, the more I realized how foolish I was to think Rochester thought anything of me other than as his grandmother's caregiver. I was poor, uneducated beyond high school and inexperienced in all matters relating to life, yet knowledgeable in all matters relating to death and unhappiness. There lay the truth, and I had to admit that in my silliness, I sought out his simple acts of kindness and took pleasure whenever he called on me to read poetry to them. Culpability lay with me, and I knew it was not wise to believe I belonged in their world.

      Byron! The poetry interfered with my good judgment and eliminated all reason. It was those nights by the fire, being treated as one of their fine friends, as a bright young lady, by Rochester enquiring as to my thoughts on current matters. Not once did he make me feel inadequate. On the contrary, he made me feel as though he sought me out as much for his pleasure as for my benefit. Now he slept all day, tired from his nights of excessive indulgence, and then he'd meet Catherine for dinner. I wondered if he cared about the shame he brought into her home.

      The following night, Catherine remained in her room, and I had been summoned to join Rochester in the dining room. Auntie told me he didn't wish to dine alone. 'Then get one of his whores,' I felt like telling Auntie, but I would never utter such a word and to judge them as I did merely because I was taught that brought me shame. I could have pretended to have a headache to avoid him, yet part of me desired to see him. Still, I decided to change into a plain outfit, wrapped my hair into a bun, a hairpin holding it in place, and examined myself in the mirror. I looked nothing like his women. When I entered the dining room, he smiled, but soon afterwards, his smile diminished, and his bottom lip pushed forward into an expression of annoyance.

      "You've put your hair back up. I liked it down."

      "It gets in the way," I said as I sat at the table near him where a plate was set. Picking up the fork and knife, I played with my food, pushing it around on the plate. I felt his eyes on me.

      "How was your day, Jane?"

      "Uneventful."

      "That's an odd way to describe it. Uneventful, implying that Thornfield is usually full of events." There he was, playing games, pretending not to be aware of the goings-on during the nights, unconcerned about my feelings. I remained quiet. "I had hoped—albeit undeservedly—that we had come to an understanding, forgiveness for my earlier behavior towards you. Over these last weeks, I thought I had redeemed myself in your eyes."

      "For your earlier behavior, yes, but I can't..."

      "Can't what?"

      "Can't condone your behavior of the last three nights." Why did I say three, revealing I kept count?

      "I haven't seen you for the past three nights. I've been...away from Thornfield."

      "You think me a fool, Mr. Rochester?"

      "Ah, we're back to Mr. now, are we? What has happened, Jane, that angers you?"

      When I looked at him, I was confounded by his expression—or rather lack thereof—no color on his face betrayed his emotion or consciousness of guilt.

      "Did you see something? Or perhaps you heard something?"

      It appeared that he cross-questioned me, and I knew I shouldn't answer him with the truth, but my anger never subsided that day and only grew in Rochester's presence. "I saw the woman, several women over the past few nights, as they ascended into the attic where you waited for them."

      Finally, it appeared on his face, still not an expression of guilt but defensiveness. "Spying. And what would you have me do? Go without? There are things about me you don't understand."

      "You bring shame to your grandmother's house."

      He ground his teeth and sat in silence, his fork clanging against the dinner plate as he dropped it. Some hated thought seemed to have him in its grip, and he glared at me with disgust, either at my behavior or at his own. He wrestled with great passion, but momentarily, it subsided, and his shoulders fell a little. I knew he was no longer angry at me.

      "My dear Jane, you act as though I brought shame to you. That couldn't be possible. That would be an act of jealousy, and one would need to love first. Jane, you have never been in love, which is one of your shortcomings."

      My eyes met his at that moment, and I could not mask my emotions as he could.

      "I'm well aware of my defects," he continued. "My past is always with me—my horrible deeds, all those I've wronged and brought pain and suffering to. They haunt me here at Thornfield. You saw one of my ghosts some weeks ago. I envy you, your peace of mind, your clean conscience, your unpolluted memory. No, Jane, you are not in love with me. You can only love a good man; believe me when I say that is not me. Something in you has shifted to make me into what you desire, someone you are fond of. Jane, I am not what women dream about. I am the creature in little girl's nightmares."
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      Thornfield Hall was aflutter with excitement, with more activity than I had seen there before. The floors were scrubbed, the silver polished, carpets and curtains beat, yet Lis and Katya promptly left at four each day, pushing unfinished chores to the next day. Decorating the Christmas tree fell to me, and Catherine had me rummage through boxes for things to put on it. Each time I pulled out an ornament, her face lit up as she recalled when her late husband, Edward, had presented it to her. The holiday season brought joy to Thornfield.

      All that preparation, Auntie confessed, was for the Roths, who had been invited to Christmas dinner. A smugness in Auntie's voice led me to believe the Roths had invited themselves. The widow had two daughters: Isabelle, who married a year beforehand, and India, who was readily available to any appropriate suitor. Auntie laughed as she worked a cloth around the silver cutlery, engaging in gossip about Mrs. Roth, who had often entertained the thought of a marriage between Rochester and India.

      "His heart belongs elsewhere," Auntie explained. To whom? I wanted to know, but I bit my tongue. "She’s a beauty, charming even, but not too bright. Not Mr. Rochester’s kind of bright." Here, she looked at me, eyebrows knotted. "She isn't as bright as you either, Miss Jane. That matters none to menfolk as long as she’s nice to look at. And, oh." Auntie let out a whistle. "She can sing, too. Got a nice voice, and she does this little dance." She snapped her fingers and shook her hips, and I laughed along with her even though I felt envious of this woman I hadn't met. "India" sounded like a Southern Belle I had read about in novels. Oh, how I wished I had been named after a country! "Mizzez Cousins wants you to be there, too. Best you wear your nicest dress."

      This brought fear and anxiety in me. Back in my room, I agonized over what to wear. My brown dress hung in the closet, my "Sunday best" at Lowood, the one I'd worn countless times in the company of Rochester and Catherine. It would not do. Anguish consumed me when I entered my room that I hadn't noticed the box on my bed, wrapped in a red satin ribbon. Not accustomed to receiving gifts, I shook as I unraveled the ribbon, then lifted the lid. An envelope lay on the tissue, and I ran my finger across my name embossed on it, ripped it open and pulled out the card. It read:

      
        
        Jane,

        My behavior of late is inexcusable. Still, I can't help but wonder, can the gracious lady forgive one who seeks it?

        Love,

        Edward

      

      

      I felt unsteady on my feet and sat on the edge of my bed, studying the note, preoccupied with the word "love." Did he mean it in a way people sign their letters with "best" or "sincerely?" Was he so accustomed to toying with a woman's emotion that it formed a standard signature for him? Or did he mean to demonstrate his affection after that horrible dinner we shared a month ago? I had spoken little to him afterwards.

      Pulling back the tissue, I uncovered an ivory-colored evening gown. When I held it against me, its length fell to the floor. It was sleeveless with a V-neck, the bodice embroidered with silk lilies of the valley and roses, ribbons, seed pearls, and an unadorned skirt. Tucked in the corner of the box sat a pair of satin shoes.

      This was a fairy tale, and I was unaccustomed to happy endings. Then I remembered what followed Cinderella’s discovery of her magical ball gown: her evil stepsisters ripping her dress off. Something terrible would follow.
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        * * *

      

      On the way to the drawing room, Catherine, walking with a cane now, greeted me, telling the woman beside her how lovely I looked. The woman, Mrs. Roth, dressed in black and wearing too much rouge and lipstick, was cordial enough when we were introduced, but I could see her glance over me, wondering who I could be. Was I one of the E.'s of Charleston? Or perhaps of the Manhattan E.'s? I shook my head and looked away afraid the magic of the evening would disappear once they found me out.

      Rochester's eyes fell on me, and mine on him. My breath caught for he had never looked at me like that with an expression of surprising wonderment. He had angered me a month ago, but now I felt different towards him and our relationship and considered his gift a step forward. Had I forgotten all his faults? No, but then he would reveal something about himself and show kindness, and often, I worried about the demons that haunted him. I hoped, no, I knew, that despite his former faults of morality, he was a man of principle and integrity and desired to be a better man. I felt the flash of embarrassment on my face and looked away, breaking the bond between us, wondering if the others had noticed.

      Catherine introduced me to Isabelle and her rather boorish husband, Lewellyn. Unlike her mother, Isabelle wore very little makeup, her eyes were small, her lips thin and while she wasn't considered beautiful, I thought she could have done better than the man standing beside her with his broad nose and bushy eyebrows. I'm cruel in my description of him, and I must admit there was something in his countenance that reminded me of Mr. Brocklehurst. Then I found myself immediately drawn to the beautiful woman sitting in an armchair next to Rochester who I knew must be India. She looked at me, just as her mother had done earlier and she sat up a little straighter in her chair, a little stiffer and continued to stare. Rochester motioned me over.

      "Miss India Roth, may I introduce you to Miss Jane E., Catherine's caregiver," Rochester said.

      India's face lit up at the word "caregiver," and her body relaxed; I understood that any thought of competition from me had been eliminated. At first, Rochester's introduction confused me, but then I understood he did so to avert a public display of his affection towards me when nothing was certain between us. But when dinnertime arrived, it was India he escorted into the dining room, followed by Isabelle and her husband, Catherine with Mrs. Roth, leaving me to enter on my own. Rochester pulled the chair out for India and pushed it in as she sat down. Then, he took the chair next to her, avoiding my direction.

      "Jane, sit next to Edward. I insist on it being boy, girl, boy." Here, Catherine stopped mid-sentence and looked around the table. "Oh, not enough boys."

      We took our seats, India and myself to either side of Rochester, Lewellyn next to me, Isabelle by him, and Catherine and Mrs. Roth sat opposite. I had never seen the table prepared as it had been that night, with the finest china and polished silverware, but the sheer number of pieces worried me—who needs that many forks in one meal? Isabelle took a cloth napkin and placed it on her husband's lap before putting one on hers. I envisioned doing the same for Rochester and imagining the look of surprise on their faces made me smirk.

      "Do share, Jane," India said, catching me by surprise.

      "Oh, it was just a silly thought...something amusing that happened earlier today."

      India then focused her attention on Rochester, discussing matters I knew nothing about and people I didn't know. She showed no interest in what I had to say; her intention was only to point out my inappropriateness. For a while, I said nothing more to anyone.

      The appetizer was a panko-crusted eggplant topped with crabmeat and smoked tomato hollandaise and although I had watched it prepared earlier in the kitchen, I didn't bother to consider how to eat it. I stared at the forks to the side of my plate. Deep in conversation, no one had picked up their forks yet either.

      "Is there something wrong, Jane? You're not eating," India said.

      Rochester turned to me and picked up the fork farthest on the outside without hesitation.

      "Everything is fine," I said, picking up the appropriate fork.

      The courses continued to be served, and the wine was poured by staff hired for the evening. Lis and Katya were offered the extra hours but both adamantly turned down the offer. Rochester spent most of the dinner in deep conversation with India; Mrs. Roth looked on and commented to Catherine about a 'desired' coupling. At one point, India spoke to her mother in what resembled perfect French, for she said it fluently and with all manner of pride. It seemed to me that one of her greatest achievements was taking pleasure in showing off.

      Isabelle, on the other hand, appeared quiet with softer features, not an extrovert like her younger sister. She listened as her husband spoke with such earnestness about his college days and I wondered if she only pretended to enjoy his stories.

      "...of course, some Wellesley girls were there also. Do you remember that Izzy girl?"

      "I was there that night, but we hadn't met yet. I wasn't with your party."

      "Oh, yes, that's right. That was the night I was set up on a blind date with that awful girl from your school."

      "Eva something." Isabelle's eyebrows knotted as she tried to remember.

      "More like Eva Nobody. Her father owned a hardware store somewhere in the Midwest, and a friend thought her a good match for me."

      "He owned a few stores. They were successful," Isabelle said in a low voice.

      I had seen this before, another Christmas long ago when I met Mrs. Brocklehurst.

      "You went to Wellesley? What did you study?" I asked.

      Isabelle looked at me and blushed, but she seemed happy that I should ask her. "Art mostly and English literature. Some law."

      "It must have been an incredible experience to walk the grounds of a place full of great knowledge. What employment did that degree provide?" I said.

      "Her most important job, taking care of me!" Lewellyn joked.

      Too engrossed in the topic, I didn't pick up on the cue. "Well, what did you want to do? What did you want to become?"

      Isabelle sat quietly for a moment, then she said, "I pictured myself working at a gallery in New York."

      "I miss New York. Remember when we lived there, Edward?" Catherine said, and he nodded.

      "Do you work for a gallery here in New Orleans?" I wanted to know so much that I never stopped with the questions. She shook her head. "You should try," I blurted. "With your education, I'm sure they'd hire you. We've only just met, but I'm a good judge of character, and I know you'd excel at it."

      "And where did you study, Jane?" India asked me.

      "Lowood," I said in a faint voice.

      "I never heard of it. Where is the college exactly?"

      "It's not a college. Lowood is a school...just a school."

      "I assumed with your enthusiasm over my sister's education, that you'd be, well, more like one of us. Not educated? Yet Edward hired you," said India.

      "Catherine hired her." Rochester corrected her, taking no credit for my employment.

      "Public education? Oh, dear. At least you weren't subjected to what those poor children have been going through of late. Appalling. I can't condone the desegregation of the schools. Why, it could lead to interracial marriages," India said.

      "I quite agree," Mrs. Roth said. "What is your view, Edward?"

      Rochester shifted in his chair, and looked first at Catherine and then the others. "The African race is a rubber ball. The harder you dash it to the ground, the higher it will rise.'"

      India looked at him with a quizzical stare.

      "African Proverb," Rochester explained, which seemed to exasperate India—her mouth fell open and she became flustered.

      "Good God, what kind of school did you attend to pick up African proverbs?" Lewellyn said with a laugh.

      "Life," Rochester said.

      "When I was ten, we were caught in a most hateful riot. It frightened me. Do you remember that, Edward?" Catherine said.

      Her words concerned me. I wondered if she was becoming forgetful and whom she thought she spoke to when she asked Rochester that question. He never answered, but didn't correct her either. An awkward silence fell, which India filled by drawing everyone's attention back to me.

      "Well, Jane, educated or not, you must have some talents that you can show us afterwards. Do you play?"

      "I assure you she does not," Rochester answered for me, which annoyed me.

      I was confused by his behavior that night—how he could bestow an act of kindness on me, ask for forgiveness, and then ignore me in the presence of everyone. His flirtation with me may have been meaningless, and tonight he illustrated that if he chose someone to marry, it would be someone like India.

      "Please don't speak for me, Mr. Rochester." This caught him off guard, and he stared at me. At least I had his attention. "I don't play any instrument, sing, or paint. My talents are compassion, patience, and selflessness, qualities required to care for people."

      "I quite agree," Catherine said.

      "Such are the qualities of a nun," Rochester said. "I wonder if it is a religious habit you'd feel more comfortable in rather than that dress. I'm afraid you're turning a hue of red, Jane."

      His comment hurt me to my core, and made me feel like a child playing dress-up for the adults. I took a short breath and fought back tears. "Does my embarrassment amuse you, Mr. Rochester?"

      His mouth fell open but no words escaped him. He turned away to avoid looking me in the eye as I did him. "Not at all. Again, I must apologize for my behavior."

      "I seem to bring out the worst in you."

      Rochester turned to me then and whispered so that I alone could hear. "It is I who brings out the worst in myself, having sacrificed my soul at the devil's altar."

      His eyes penetrated mine, and I saw something in them that concerned me, something that tormented him. But those were the last words of any significance he spoke to me that night. What followed was talk for the sake of politeness without having to say anything of any importance. The Roths were about to embark on a trip to Europe in the new year, although I wasn't sure why they were going since they didn't seem to have enjoyed their last trip abroad. Everything had been "dreadful" according to Lewellyn, from the lack of society down to the food. Europeans lacked hospitality and couldn't be compared to the Southern one, Lewellyn opined. Having read much about Europe, I knew many details about the continent, and I was sure that nowhere had it ever been described as "dreadful." Not the food, not the wine, not the art.

      Having tuned out Lewellyn, my interest wasn’t piqued until he was halfway through a sentence. "…they’re sisters, twins actually, and no one has seen them for quite some time. Disappeared on their eighteenth birthdays."

      "Oh, how dreadful," said India.

      Lewellyn continued, "Of course, the police don’t suspect foul play. There were signs of an animal attack. Quite gruesome. Their blood-stained personal belongings were scatter about by the roadside,  but no bodies."

      Rochester turned to Lewellyn. "Animal attack?"

      "Oh, no more talk of such ghastly stories," Mrs. Roth said.

      "Why do they suspect an animal attack if there are no bodies? What have the police found?" Rochester seemed determined to get answers.

      Lewellyn ignored his mother-in-law, saying, "Turns out, they’re not the only ones to have disappeared. There was a similar disappearance outside Jackson, Mississippi involving a married coup⁠—"

      "—Oh, heavens, no more," Mrs. Roth said, louder this time. "Let’s only speak of pleasant things."

      Rochester fidgeted in his chair, and a shadow came over his face. He was lost in his thoughts and didn’t hear India speak to him.

      "Are you attending the New Year's Eve Masquerade Ball?" I overheard her ask Rochester a second time.

      "I don't dance," he said without looking her way.

      "Catherine, help me persuade your grandson to attend. It will be a grand affair. The Greers are going and you know they only appear at balls of a certain stature," Mrs. Roth said.

      "Why, I think it's a wonderful idea, Edward," Catherine said.

      "Balls bore me."

      "They never used to," Catherine continued. "I insist you be there, Edward, as Jane's escort."

      This upset India and her mother, who turned to one another; Mrs. Roth pushed out her lower lip.

      "That's a wonderful idea, although I do hope Jane doesn't feel out of place in society," India said.

      The wicked stepsister tore off my dress, exposing my true self.

      Later, when we returned to the drawing room, India played the piano with Rochester. Lewellyn said something nonsensical to Catherine, who had her eyes closed, but that didn't stop him from talking. I sat near Isabelle and Mrs. Roth. Isabelle tried to include me in the conversation, but Mrs. Roth had a knack for turning the dialogue to matters I knew nothing about.

      When I overheard Rochester offer India a tour of his study, I politely excused myself, saying that I needed fresh air, although I don't think anyone heard me. It had been warmer earlier in the day, but the temperature had dropped to a mere 48 degrees that evening, colder than usual. I wrapped my coat over my gown and fled.

      Outside was dark, but I could see my way among the grand oak trees with Thornfield Hall lit up. The ground crunched under my feet. From across the way, I heard the horses and wandered over to the stable. When I opened the wooden gate, I noticed a small light on, and since I heard no one, I assumed Thomas had left it on from earlier in the day. Loulou, Rochester's favorite horse, looked at me and pulled back; her way of telling me to go away. She could feel her own master's disappointment in me, too. I tried whispering to her as I had seen Rochester do countless times, but the horse refused to listen and turned away from me.

      Then I heard it—a woman's sigh followed by a giggle. There was the sound of shuffling, and then I realized the horses were dragging hay with their hooves. Did I imagine the giggle?

      "Hello," I said, barely above a whisper, my voice trapped in my throat.

      I took a step closer to an empty stall. Suddenly I saw movement through the black iron rods of the stall—Rochester was with India. He hadn't shown her his study after all and brought her out here in seclusion so they could⁠—

      She giggled again—India stood up against the wall in the corner; Rochester had himself pressed against her, holding her with one breast exposed. He kissed her lips, and her cheeks and licked his way down to her neck. I let out a gasp.

      "Who's there?" Rochester asked in anger and turned. His eyes darkened when they landed on me.

      I ran out, headed straight towards the grand oak trees and stumbled as I reached the other side of the drive. Rochester followed me, but I wanted nothing to do with him. I couldn't bear the thought of seeing him again and I hid in the maze. I pressed myself into a bush, wanting to hide away from the world. I listened to the sound of my own breathing. After a while, I stepped out and started to make my way back to the house, but somewhere I took a wrong turn and couldn't find my way out. I thought I had entered into the maze a short distance, but each time I went around a corner, there was yet another dead end. I felt as Theseus did when the moon had cast its light on him, exposing bones and skulls littering his path, bloodstains splattered all about. My imagination was cruel, deceiving me into believing my own path was bloodstained. Where had I put my ball of string to help guide me back out?

      I traveled in circles, going deeper inside. The light from the house operated as a shining beacon, yet each time I headed towards it, I was confronted by another wall as though the maze rearranged itself with me in it. Running from one dead end to another, the walls closed in on me, and I began to panic. Turning a corner, I ran smack into the creature who dwelled in the labyrinth—with the monstrous head of a bull and the body of a man—the Minotaur. He made a sound as he moved towards me and although he was a monster through no fault of his own, I knew in his ferociousness that he would devour me, body and soul. I let out a scream as he grabbed me, hysterical to his touch.

      "Stop it!" Rochester said.

      I became quiet at the sound of his voice. "How did you find me?"

      "I saw you come in here and knew you'd get lost. Are you all right?"

      "I was frightened. I thought you were...Yes, I'm fine." It was silly of me to be frightened by the statue of the Minotaur. How could I believe the monster was capable of coming to life?

      He looked at me and spoke with a softness in his voice. "Jane, my—." He stopped, bit his lip, then pulled back, jaw clenched; all manner of curtness had returned. "Follow me. From behind the Minotaur, there's an easy way out, one left turn, the remaining all right until you find yourself out of this hell."
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      Thomas’s head disappeared. He bent over the engine of Rochester's car parked in the drive and, from where I stood, it appeared the hood gobbled him up. He tinkered about for some time, straightened, and wiped his hands with a cloth he had tucked in his back pocket, then slammed the hood down.

      "Hey," he said.

      "Hey," I said, staring at him. He wore a heavy pullover with grease stains across the front and a tear along the seam.

      "Want something?"

      I nodded.

      "Do you want me to guess?" he said, eyebrows raised.

      "I'm sorry. I...I'm going to the ball next week," I said.

      "That uppity thang? Guess it's not really a black-and-white affair." He grinned. "Come on, spit it out." He leaned against the car as he worked the cloth against his palm, rubbing the grease from his hand.

      "Do you know how to dance?"

      "Sure. The Hand Jive. The Stroll. I know a little West Coast Swing. Got some Cha Cha in me too. Why?"

      "I don't know how to dance. Will you teach me?"

      He looked at his watch. "It's about that time. Come on."

      I followed him through the back door, past the kitchen, and into the living room, where he threw open the drapes to let the sunlight in. After opening the armoire doors, he turned the television set on and fiddled with the dial and antennae until he found what he was looking for. He then set the channel to a program called American Bandstand.

      "Take your coat off. This is going to make you sweat. See, where I'm from in Chicago, in my neighborhood, there are the true masters. We're too cool for Hollywood though and they have America watch these young people in Philadelphia instead. They took our moves. See kids nowadays don't want to dance like their parents did back in their day."

      I stared at the black and white screen, at the young men in suits and young women in sweater sets and flat shoes. They moved together, boy with girl, sometimes girl with girl, their moves methodical.

      "See those two there," Thomas said, pointing to a couple twisting back and forth on the dance floor. "Chubby Checker's The Twist. Great move. Cool song."

      When the show ended, Thomas turned off the television and picked up a record. He blew on it, held it by its edge between his fingers, and placed it on the player. Static broke through the silence in the room and then came the music.

      "Lesson the first, The Twist." Thomas stood with his feet apart, his right foot forward and shifted his weight from right leg to left as he twisted. I mimicked him, but not to his satisfaction and he sighed, grabbed my arms that were stiff to my side, bending them at the elbow. "Twist your waist, like you're unscrewing a bottle cap. Now lean forward." I must have looked foolish and Thomas corrected me often, but after a lot of practice, he finally said, "You got it."

      We moved on, and he taught me a hipper rendition of the swing dance, in which we tap-stepped to the beat of the rock 'n' roll sound.

      "Give me your hand."

      I held it out and he took it into his, wrapping his large hands around mine. They were not soft but pleasant to touch.

      "Push off with one hand, drift away from me and count one, two, three, four. Now walk towards me. Count five, six."

      Whenever I returned to him, our bodies brushing, a sensation came over me. My heart raced and I wondered if he could hear it. The last person I danced with was Helen when we were both so young, but dancing back then at Lowood was never freeing. Thomas made me feel I could do anything.

      We spent days learning one dance move after another. Auntie would stick her head in now and again, and call Thomas away, sending him into town to pick up groceries. The next day, she sent him out for a different reason. I practiced in the privacy of my room, dancing before a mirror, but without the record player belting out the beat, I looked foolish. Dancing, Thomas told me, had less to do with dance steps and more to do with passion. I only had dance steps to contend with.

      On the eve of the ball, Thomas had me request some personal time, and I met him by the garage after dinner. We were going to dance. He sat in Rochester's rusted-out Ford, primping his hair and adjusting the rearview mirror to get a better angle. When he saw me, he leaned over to open the door, but he must have noticed the look on my face. He jumped out, ran around to the passenger side, and held the door for me. He flashed a grin.

      Twenty minutes later, we were heading down a dark, isolated road. He pointed out the bayou, but when Thomas said it, he stretched out the "you" part, making it sound like slang rather than a real word. He enjoyed picking up a word here and there that were indigenous to "N'awlins."

      The truck slowed. Thomas pumped the gas. It made a strange grinding noise and then jerked forward. We continued traveling outside the city limits on a road deep into the woods.

      Around a bend, an old brick building came into view, and soon, music could be heard as we pulled up, stopping at the end of a long line of parked cars. I turned to Thomas and bit my lip, anxious about what I'd find inside.

      "It looks like a busy night," he said. "I'll get the door." He hopped out from his side. "Now, don't be nervous, and remember what I taught you," he said as we walked along the dirt road to the dance hall.

      "Hey, Chicago." A tall Black man leaned against a railing near the entrance, and smiled at Thomas, but when he saw me pull up alongside him, his smile disappeared. He stood straight, towering over me. "This ain't cool, Chicago."

      "Don't worry about it. She works for the Rochesters. Besides, who's going tell she's here?"

      The man looked from Thomas to me, stepped aside, and let me in. Candles on each table illuminated the dark, smokey, and cavernous club. My eyes watered from the cigarette smoke. A band played on stage, and in the corner beside stacks of vinyl stood a man Thomas referred to as the "selector."

      The women wore pencil skirts, kitten heels and fitted sweaters, the men tucked their shirts into their belted pants, a thin tie around their necks. I wore my white shirt with old jeans that Thomas insisted I roll up above my ankles. It was the best I could do. He took my coat, tossed it on the back of a chair, and we sat down at an empty table.

      "Now watch and learn while I get you a drink."

      I watched. I learned. A couple did the Cha Cha, the woman moved to the Latin music with fierce rhythm, her body let go, oblivious to onlookers like myself. She had passion. I contemplated leaving before disappointing Thomas because I was certain I’d be an embarrassment.

      A man stepped onto center stage. Wild applause followed. He brought a trumpet to his lips and played as a madman, barely stopping for breath, belting out great brassy sounds with an emotional intensity. His notes varied, first he played at breakneck speed, paused, then surprised us with long, high notes. He drove the audience wild, the beat entered me, the passion filled me, the complexity of the rhythm astounded me. The trumpet player wiped the sweat from his forehead, teased the audience with his comical nature and left the stage amid ferocious applause and pleas for more.

      Thomas sat back down beside me, put cola and beer bottles on the table. He took a swig of his beer and pointed to the dancers that he thought were the best. He grabbed my hand and dragged me onto the floor. "Show time."

      The men and women formed two lines, facing each other, and Thomas placed me opposite him.

      "What is this?" I asked.

      "Strolling."

      The first couple strolled down the line, executing their own dance steps, paving the way for the next couple. Some gyrated down, enthused by the wild cheers of others. One dancer walked on his hands.

      "Our turn." Thomas reached out and held my hand as we strolled, performing a freestyle dance move as we made our way down. The line was long and the song ended before my time came up again.

      The music slowed, men and women reached out to one another; the women placed their arms around the men, legs entwined as they grooved together. Thomas looked to the dancers around us, and I thought he would suggest we sit, but then he grabbed my hand and put it on his shoulder; his arm reached around me, and he told me to sway closer. We did the moves without all the grinding and gyrating. I tried not to look at the others; all arms and legs and bodies twisted together like Titian's painting of Diana and Actaeon, but when I looked at Thomas, I found him staring at me. We swayed to the music, our bodies fitting together. He held one arm around my waist, tight, the other hung casually to his side. I had never been that close to a man before and it gave me a strange, warm feeling. A shortness of breath. A quickened heartbeat. I had felt this way before with Rochester.

      I pulled myself away, telling Thomas I was thirsty and smiled so that he wouldn't sense the truth. It wasn't long after we returned to our table that some friends came and spoke to Thomas, but I couldn't hear above the loud music. Thomas hadn’t been in New Orleans long but making friends came easy to him. He introduced them by their nicknames—Easy, Sly and just plain Alan, then their girlfriends joined us and we crowded around the small table, pulling chairs up from all around. Sly managed to light the cigarette dangling from his dry lips and open a whiskey bottle at the same time. The bottle passed around, from Sly to Alan to his girlfriend, who then gave it to me. It was automatic for me to reach for it, but she didn't let go, her lips formed into an "o" when she realized her mistake. There was a shift in atmosphere, and Sly said I didn't have to drink from it. I brought the bottle to my lips and drank.
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      Thomas dropped me off past midnight. I hummed a tune as I turned the key in the door and entered the dark entranceway with a little twirl; the exuberance of the evening possessed me. Never had I experienced such freedom, and it had been a while since I felt joy, the true kind that comes with learning something new about yourself.

      "Jane." Rochester's voice startled me. He called me into the drawing room where he sat in a wing chair, his back to me so I couldn't see his face. The fireplace before him blazed and crackled, its glow illuminated the drink in his hand. "You're home late. It's not an appropriate hour for a lady."

      Tempted to say something clever about the nights he kept and the women he kept them with, I bit my tongue and said nothing instead.

      "Were you with Thomas?"

      Oh, how the tables have turned. "Yes. Catherine gave me the evening off."

      "What were you doing at this late hour?"

      "Dancing."

      "Dancing?" He stood to face me, and a shudder jolted through my body. On his face, he wore a black horned mask with a nefarious smile permanently etched on it. He swayed a little from the drink. "With Thomas?"

      I nodded my head.

      "Oh, that's grand."

      I turned away. "Please take that off. It's hideous in the dark."

      He moved close to me, and I looked at him, staring at that wicked smile taunting me.

      "I'm a demon in human form. I don't belong in your world," Rochester said, his voice low yet powerful.

      "Please, stop," I said.

      "Is it the mask you fear or me?"

      "I'm not afraid of you."

      He leaned in, took a gentle sniff, and whispered into my ear. "I can smell your fear. How do you think I found you in the maze that night?"

      "I can smell your drink, Mr. Rochester."

      He pulled back. "I've had plenty. Plenty of scotch. Plenty of time in which to drink it. Waiting for you to return home so that I could give you this."

      Rochester gestured with his hand to the sofa. A red satin ballgown was haphazardly discarded atop the remnants of a gift box, the cardboard ripped to shreds in anger. Rochester lifted the mask, unveiling his face, twisted in agony. "I waited, but you were with him tonight."

      "He was teaching me to dance, for you, for the ball tomorrow."

      "Show me."

      "I can't."

      "Why?"

      "Do you mean to embarrass me like some circus monkey for your amusement?"

      Rochester's face softened and his demeanor lost its aggression. "No," he said.

      The clock struck one, and Rochester grew quiet. He looked around, confused by his surroundings, then sat down at the piano, and hummed along as he played a few keys. He stopped midway, struggling to strike the correct key, and continued with a melancholic melody.

      "Will you sit next to me? I could teach you to play. Every woman should be accomplished. Catherine played every day since the age of five. For seventy-five years, I heard her, and now there's silence."

      I had grown accustomed to the inaccuracies Catherine made from time to time, but this I considered strange. Surely, he meant he’d been listening to Catherine play since he was a child and not the duration of her life.

      I sat on the bench next to him. "You're heartbroken, Mr. Rochester. Her playing used to comfort you when you were a child and now..."

      "I'm losing her, Jane. I'm losing my Catherine."

      I understood his torment, that when Catherine passed away, he would become orphaned like me. It wasn't right to be alone, and although Rochester's motivations weren't always clear, I knew his greatest burden was watching someone he loved die.

      "Teach me to play," I said to lift him from the despair I found him in.

      "Now?"

      "Just a few notes. The night is young."

      "The night is always young. Lesson the first."

      Rochester took my hand into his and spread my fingers across a number of keys. He was cold to the touch but gentle. Playing alongside me, he showed me the correct fingering, and how to count and while I fumbled and laughed, an unexpected thing happened. Rochester laughed too.

      When the clock struck two, I said, "I should go."

      Rochester jumped up, folded the dress, and handed it to me. "Good night," he said.

      "Good night."

      He leaned forward, his face inches from mine, his thumb stroking my lips, turned his head and kissed my cheek. "Thank you for entertaining a drunken fool."

      I turned away, unable to suppress the flush to my cheeks and the smile on my lips.

      By the time I reached my bedroom, I was exhausted and fumbled with the door handle until it gave. In the darkness, I placed the dress on my bed and tossed my coat next to it. Something stirred—a figure sat on the chair by the foot of my bed. I gasped and, in a flash, turned on the switch, hoping that the ghostly image would disappear at the first sign of light.

      "Auntie! You gave me such a fright."

      She sat there motionless, quiet, too quiet that I thought for a moment her dead. A strange sound came from her. She had been crying.

      "I’ve been caring for the Rochesters going on forty-five years since my own baby girl was small. It was just me taking care of my baby. Mr. Rochester offered me a job, so I took it. The money was good, but I didn't know. I didn't know it was the devil I made a deal with. He wore a mask to hide his true face. No, I didn't know. I was planning to leave, but Mr. Rochester...It was too late, I sold my soul, but it wasn’t too late for my baby girl. I sent her away to my sister in Chicago, so she raised her and kept her away from this place. And oh, Lord, then he shows up here." She turned her face upwards, pleading with the Lord above and then looked down, shaking her head from side to side. "Lord. Oh Lord, Jesus." Auntie stopped crying, took a deep breath and looked straight at me, penetrating me. "My grandbaby stays here because of you. Leave this place, and reason with my boy to go back to Chicago. Save his soul. It isn't safe here. For neither of you."
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      I came undone. For days leading up to the ball, my nerves were on edge and, incapable of eating, I had lost weight. The moment Rochester and I stepped into the entranceway at the ball, I excused myself and hurried to the ladies' room. The attendant, an older woman with wavy hair and silver-framed glasses, opened up her sewing kit, assuring me she'd tighten the strap that had come loose. The red dress was slightly off the shoulder, but a strap along the inside kept the short sleeves from falling too low down my arms. She pinned me, and as I stared at my image reflected in the mirror, I couldn’t recognize myself.

      When the attendant had finished, I lifted the white-feathered mask to my face. Just breathe. Deep. First in. Then out. I found Rochester waiting for me in the corridor.

      "Are you all right?" he said.

      "Nervous."

      "Come. I won't leave your side." He gave me his arm and led me to the grand ballroom.

      The New Year's Eve ball was held at the Old Dance Hall in the center of town. Rooted deep within the history of New Orleans' high society, it had been reinvigorated by the women's auxiliary a few years before. The hall, paneled in a mahogany wood, housed several tables and chairs where people gathered, chatted, drank and adjusted their masks. Did they know I pretended to be upper class, costumed to look like them? Oh, how I wish Catherine had been there that night, but she had been too ill to attend.

      Rochester sat us down on a settee, our eyes squarely fixed on the ladies and gentlemen in a multitude of colored masks swaying to the music. Only they weren't dancing the way Thomas taught me. I feared I would be a disappointment to Rochester, but when I looked at him, I noticed he rubbed the sweat from his hands, and I could have sworn he appeared more nervous than me.

      "I'm glad you wore a different mask."

      "Catherine didn't like the other one either. You women are peculiar."

      We fell into a silence, a comfortable one, not awkward as though we felt the need to fill up the air with unnecessary dialogue. Fragmented sentences reached me; snippets of a conversation about a young woman I didn't know and her upcoming nuptials to a young man I didn't know; another about a new dress shop that had opened in town.

      "Can I get you something?"

      "No, thank you, Mr. Rochester."

      "May I ask a favor of you? Will you call me Edward like you used to?"

      I let out a little laugh, relaxed for the first time that evening, which wasn't the usual outcome in Rochester’s presence. My smile vanished when I caught two masked women staring in our direction and when they lowered their masks, I snatched a glimpse of India's stare and her mother's too-rouged lips.

      "Didn't Mrs. Roth want you to take her daughter to the ball?"

      "Mrs. Roth doesn't want me near India."

      "I suppose your little conquest cost you the opportunity of her hand in marriage?" I couldn't believe my forthrightness, but I had to know if he still considered India.

      "As I thought it would." He smiled, and I grasped his meaning. He had meant to present himself in such a dishonorable manner that Mrs. Roth would stop pushing her daughter on him.

      Still, I wanted to continue the conversation, to hear from him again that he didn't care for her. "Yet, I thought with her education, she would make a suitable wife for you."

      "Suitable wife? Educated, yes. That woman can quote from a book yet not have an opinion of her own. When she speaks, it illustrates her poor mind and barren heart. She is not original. There is an absence of passion about her, except towards my bank account. No, she is not suitable for me. None of them are. These women here are interested in my money and my stature in society, but if they caught a glimpse of my true self..." He fell silent.

      "What is your true self, Edward?"

      Rochester looked at me, then removed his mask. "Do you find me handsome?"

      I paused, the effect of which had him squirm a little. "Yes, when you're kind."

      "This is not my true face."

      "You are a mystery, Edward."

      "Do you like mysteries?"

      "Isn't life full of mysteries?"

      Rochester leaned in and gave me a mischievous smile. "If we travel down that hallway towards the library, we'll find an old woman who will entertain us with our fortunes. Unless you don't believe in the mystical."

      "Well, it depends. Does she have a crystal ball?" I asked.

      "Shall we see?"

      Rochester took me by my hand and steered me down a path towards my future, although truth be told, I didn't believe in any of it. The staff at Lowood were superstitious, and I looked at it as nothing more than nonsense. We waited out in the hallway for our turn. Giggling and shrieking came from behind the library door, and after what seemed like ten minutes, the door burst open, and three young women ran out, masks in hand. Two were twins, and the other looked nothing like them. The sisters sank breathless into chairs as three men gathered, wanting details. The fortune teller knew every detail about them, they claimed. She even named the men they would marry, but when their escorts asked for the names, the sisters giggled and told them they only had initials and telling them would serve no purpose.

      Our turn arrived, and I grabbed Rochester's hand, pulling him along with me into the room, but when the fortune teller saw him, her face darkened. She shuddered and asked him to leave. My giddiness subsided. "I prefer he stay."

      "The lady requires protection," Rochester joked.

      "Yes, she does," the old woman said, her gaze directly on Rochester. "I am Madame Rousseau. Remove your masks. Both of you."

      Once the masks were off, I made a face at Rochester, lifted my eyebrows and smiled at the psychic's serious tone. We sat opposite her, and she grabbed my hand, hesitated, and spoke to me in a deep whisper.

      "I look into one's true soul," she explained. "Understand there are things that will be revealed you may not want to be disclosed in front of others."

      The reaction from the twins and the old woman, who had played the part so well up to that point, made me reconsider. Maybe she could see into the future. Her audacity unnerved me, but when I looked at her costumed turban and outrageous makeup, I realized she meant to put on a show. She could no more tell the future than I could.

      "My destiny is not predetermined," I told her. "Ready."

      She took my hand into both of hers, thumbing the lines of my palm. "You suffered a great loss as a child. A parent, no parents. Not much love in your life. Loneliness. You learned to suppress any passion that you had. But that's your past, which may or may not be repeated. There will be a change in your employment. I can see you have a quick mind that will take you on new adventures. I suppose you'd want to know about your love line. All the young ladies want to know. You're in love."

      My face flushed.

      "It must be me," Rochester quipped.

      "I assure you, Mr. Rochester, you are not the object of my affection," I teased.

      "Ah, but she is right. You are in love. With whom?" said Rochester with no lightness in his voice.

      "Shhh," the old woman said.

      Rochester raised his eyebrows at me, feigning an injury at being reprimanded.

      "This man you love...you cannot unlove."

      "He must be my soulmate then if I can't unlove him."

      The fortune teller then yanked my hand closer to her, squeezed tighter and spoke, her speech guttural. "There is darkness."

      "You speak in riddles. Tell me. Is there darkness in my future?"

      "Yes. And here. Death follows you."

      I tried pulling my hand away to stop her from seeing more, but she held on fast.

      "Leave this place," she said.

      "That's enough!" Rochester grabbed her and pushed her off me.

      I breathed hard, frightened by the fortune, my face hot. Then the fortune teller turned to Rochester, her eyes squinted, her lips twisted.

      "You're cold. I can't see you. Why can't I read your future?"

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "Slow down," Rochester said.

      I gulped down the scotch he had given me but ignored him. The liquid steadied my nerves.  "She knew things." The words blurted out.

      "She knew nothing. She has the ability to read body language and will say things to make you believe she knows more than she does. It is a sham to entertain us," he said.

      "Her words unnerved me, especially after Auntie told me to leave this place."

      Rochester turned to me, jaw clenched. "When?"

      "Last night."

      "Tell me everything she told you," he said in haste.

      "Auntie said it wasn't safe for me here. She's worried that I've been spending too much time with her grandson and that the tension in New Orleans lately is not conducive to a…friendship like ours."

      "She's right. Should Thomas be at the wrong place with you, Jane, I won't be able to protect him. People here don't see the world the way we do."

      "No, they don't." I liked that he said "we."

      "I should send him away," Rochester said.

      My eyes darted to him, and at first, I opened my mouth in protest, but I thought better of it. Thomas was from the North and didn't know what to expect here, but I knew better—Kansas was no different. I wanted him to stay out of selfishness so I wouldn't be alone.

      "Jane…Jane." I looked at Rochester after the second time he called my name.

      "Yes."

      "I want you…" He hesitated, eyebrows knotted, and he opened his mouth to say something, but no words came out. Finally, he said "…to dance with me. Give me your hand."

      We fastened our masks and joined the others on the dance floor. I felt giddy as I waited for the band to begin. When the music finally started, it wasn't a dance that I knew. Rochester noticed me waver.

      "What's wrong?" he said.

      "I don't know how to dance to this."

      "Didn't Thomas teach you to waltz?" I shook my head. "Then what did he...Never mind. Face me." Rochester placed his right hand on my waist, circling around my back and extended his left to his side, elbow bent, palm facing out. We grasped hands. "Now put your left hand on my right shoulder. Follow my lead, except do the opposite."

      Well, that was clear.

      Rochester stepped forward, but I moved back too late. He slid his left foot until his feet were together, then stepped back, as I moved forward. We danced to the music as it rose and fell, our bodies moving to its beat around the dance floor. Each time I looked down at our feet, I would stumble.

      "Don't look down. Follow me. Feel me, Jane."

      I leaned into him and let him guide me, let myself go, and gave myself to him. Dancers spun around, their movements blurred in the background behind him while I stared deep into his eyes, under his spell.

      A door flung open. We glided past onto the wraparound stone verandah, the cold hit me at first, then subsided. Rochester spun me, faster and faster, traveling the length of the porch, past windows and doors, around corners. I tilted my head back which gave me the sensation of free-falling. The scotch affected me for nothing seemed right—the background moved at an inhumanly quick pace.

      I no longer felt the ground, a cold breeze swept beneath my feet. Rochester spun me faster still. I felt confused and the sheer sensation made me dizzy. Something was not right, but as quickly as we had found ourselves outside, we were back inside, in a different room devoid of people. He held me tight, lowered me onto the sofa until I felt my head rest on a pillow and I waited for the scenery to stop spinning. Rochester leaned close to me.

      "Edward," I whispered.

      "Catherine." His body moved in a continual motion towards me, but I flung my hand up to his chest to stop him.

      "I'm Jane."
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      "Mr. Rochester!" Auntie screamed, running towards our car, a ghostly image of her plump body caught by the illumination of the headlights.

      Rochester slammed on the brakes and rushed to Auntie. Moments later, I had caught up.

      "Is it Catherine?" Rochester said.

      "She’s fine. Thomas is with her. Mizzez said there is a wild beast out here."

      "Did Thomas check?"

      "No sir, I won’t let my grandbaby come out here. There’s an awful sound coming from the stables. Something got in there with the horses, Mr. Rochester."

      We stared at the stable in silence, the pounding of my heart drowned out all other sounds. Rochester turned to me and lifted his finger to his lips, indicating silence. Nothing stirred inside, and I believed whatever had been there earlier, must have escaped, but then the hysterical neighing of the horses broke through the silence. Mixed in with their cries lay something else, something deeper, louder, hungrier.

      "Jane, take Auntie inside," Rochester said.

      Auntie stepped ahead of me, steering towards the house, and when I looked back to Rochester, I saw him rush to the stable. The house door flung open, and there stood Thomas with a rifle in his hand.

      "Get inside," he said and hurried towards the stable.

      "Thomas, get back," Auntie pleaded.

      I struggled to force her inside, but she fought me off and flung me aside. Thomas ignored her pleas and headed off, gun aimed towards the stables, while I set off after Auntie, but I remained helpless against her. Then, she stopped fighting and stood still. It went quiet again. Rochester and Thomas also stopped, and I could see Thomas lowering the gun. In an instant, a veil of fog drifted in and covered the grounds turning everything we could see only moments before into shapes and shadows and, eventually, obscured our view of the men. Auntie became agitated.

      A shriek sounded from the stables, then another and another until it grew into a monstrous growl. Did the creature that lurked in the center of the maze escape? As unexpected as the horrifying sounds began, they ended suddenly. Auntie and I stepped forward until we were on the driveway in front of the car. Its headlights shone through the mist.

      "My boy!" Auntie called out.

      We saw nothing in the thick fog.

      "Stay here," I said.

      After letting go of Auntie, I went into the fog, each step forward slower than the last. I turned back to Auntie, but she disappeared. A heavy fog surrounded me, obscuring all visibility, and my breathing grew rapidly. Ahead of me, I could make out only shapes and shadows, darting this way and that, moving towards me. I called out to Rochester and Thomas, but no one answered. A mist was only water, but a heaviness bore down on me, pressing on my shoulders, and I felt long, bony fingers around my neck, squeezing me. I struggled against it; a claw scratched me, and I let out a scream. My cries were drowned out by demoniac laughter—low, suppressed, deep and uttered next to me. With the mist now more intense, nothing appeared near me that I could see, but I felt it there in the fog with me.

      A beast ran past me, its hooves pounded the ground with such force that it knocked down the creature next to me. Auntie screamed. Then something thumped.

      "Auntie! Auntie! Are you all right?" I said.

      No answer. I ran back in the direction I had come from; the headlights gleaming through the mist. Auntie lay on the ground, a horrible gash to her neck, blood gushing out. Rochester's horse stood next to her. Auntie moaned.

      "Edward! Thomas! It came out here. Auntie's hurt."

      I rested her head on my lap and tore fabric from my skirt, pressing it against her neck wound. Within moments, it was soaked in blood. Her heartbeat weakened, her breathing short and rapid. Footsteps came towards me and when I looked up, I saw Thomas and Rochester.

      "Granny?" Thomas said. His body went limp as he knelt next to her.

      Rochester shoved me aside, pulled off his bow tie and held it against Auntie's neck to stop the bleeding. "Jane, run inside, lock the door and call for an ambulance. Then stay with Catherine," Rochester said.

      By the time I had finished placing the emergency phone call and ran upstairs, I found Catherine sitting in the dark by the window, her hand pressed against the glass.

      "I was right to worry about the beast. Did you see it?"

      "No, not directly. The creature attacked us. Maybe it was a wolf."

      "A wolf? Are you sure? The grounds are inhabited by ghosts—Rochester's ghosts. He swears his wife and child followed him here and sometimes I see it when I look into his eyes; black, empty."

      The simple task of breathing became suddenly difficult, unnatural to me somehow. Rochester had a wife and child who were taken from him. Everything about him had been realized—the darkness that controlled him, his unhappiness and his combative behavior toward me. Catherine brought me here, and forced us together, in the hope that I could make him forget, or at least bring some happiness into his miserable life. Who was I to do such a thing when happiness escaped me always?

      "They torture him," Catherine continued, "just as she does. I used to believe it wasn't true, just his imagination, his guilty conscience for surviving whatever took them away, but then you saw her that night outside your window, the beast with the red hair. I heard her laughter tonight. She's coming for me, Jane. She wants what is hers. She crossed an ocean to find him."

      "Whom do you speak of?"

      A red light flashed against Catherine's silhouette, and the sound of a siren grew louder. "I've made a terrible mistake. It's not safe for you here, Jane."
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      Two weeks after the accident that left Auntie immobile, having suffered a spinal injury, she still hadn't spoken a word. Her doctor could find no physical explanation for the muteness and mused it could be due to trauma, but that was beyond his level of expertise. He sent for an expert from a nearby hospital, but an appointment had yet to be confirmed. I spent two hours a day at Charity Hospital, sharing the responsibility of caring for Auntie with Thomas. Away from Thornfield, society functioned in a conventional state, the hospital being no different with its segregated wards, separate food services, and often I received looks of disdain from one of the white nurses. Thomas and I had to edit our friendship in public. I was there on behalf of Rochester to care for a servant he considered family.

      Rochester never went to the hospital all the days I went, and when I wondered about this out loud, Thomas explained Rochester took care of the hospital bill and brought experts from other cities to examine Auntie, so he knew Rochester cared about his grandmother. It was clear to me then that Rochester remained desperate for a happy outcome and that, just as death followed me, it did him. Could this be the hospital that Rochester's wife and child were brought to—after what exactly? A car accident? If Rochester drove the car that night, did he relive the accident, choosing a different action for a different outcome?

      It was mere speculation on my part, pushed to the compartment of my brain that gave too much consideration to Rochester. It was natural to have my mind wander while my body went through the tedious task of feeding Auntie mushy peas, the kind a mother would give her baby and, just like a baby, Auntie spit it out. Holding the spoon to her lips, I wiped away the excess, tapping it into the bowl and turned to Thomas, shoulders sunken, head to my side in a plea for help.

      "Granny, it's dessert you want, ain't it? Puree blueberry pie. Mmm mmm, I can just taste how good it is." Thomas brought a non-existent spoon to his mouth, took a bite of the imaginary blueberry pie, smiled and patted his stomach. Auntie looked away and tears sprung to her eyes. "Oh, come on, Granny. I know you're a stubborn, feisty old woman, but you have to eat to keep up your strength."

      "Maybe she has an upset stomach. She doesn't usually give us a hard time," I said.

      "No, not like she does, Mr. Rochester."

      "Mr. Rochester?" I asked.

      Both Auntie's eyes and mine widened at the mere mention of Rochester's name—mine in surprise that Rochester had been there at all, but in hers, I saw terror. Her lips trembled and she opened her mouth, a dry mumble escaping in what had been her first attempt at speech.

      "Keep trying, Granny."

      Auntie's face contorted with exertion. Her lips and tongue pushed to get a word out, but nothing came, and she gave up.

      "Let's keep talking, maybe that'll get her going. Rochester comes every night and says she needs him because the skeletal staff can't do enough for her. He tries feeding her, but she never takes it. He reads to her but I don't think she likes what he's reading because she gets all agitated. I think it's good, getting her worked up like that. Maybe you'll get so angry at Mr. Rochester that you'll say something, huh, Granny?"

      "I didn't realize he had been here," I said.

      "He said he wants to take care of Auntie the way she took care of him. That Mr. Rochester, well, he's an honorable man, still paying me even though I spend most of my time here."

      There were many contradictions to Rochester; a brute to me at times, yet warm when it pleased him, loving and compassionate to Auntie. Thomas mistook my look of sheer shock for uneasiness.

      "I'm not taking advantage of Mr. Rochester," he said.

      "I never thought that. It's just that...well, as you said, he's an honorable man."

      My affection towards Thomas bewildered me as did my feelings towards Rochester. One proved an impossibility. The other led to uncertainty. Thomas was a good man, consistent in his treatment of me and others, while I never knew where I stood with Rochester. Still, I remained drawn to him despite his darkness. The wall clock ticked past dinnertime. It would be hours before Rochester would show and, without confessing the truth about my extended stay, I told Thomas I'd keep him company in the meantime.

      Auntie drifted off to sleep, sometimes rousing fitfully from what must have been a nightmare. I confided to Thomas about my childhood nightmares, hesitating before I told him about that night I saw the red-haired woman outside my window. Then, I blurted out, “I could have sworn I felt her there the night Auntie was hurt, that it had been the same woman out in the barn and then by my side, trying to suffocate me. She would have succeeded had Rochester's horse…" Here I stopped, realizing that although the horse saved me from that mysterious creature, it was responsible for his grandmother's injury.

      "I'm sorry. I wasn't thinking," I said.

      We sat in silence.

      "You ever been to Chicago?" he said.

      I shook my head from side to side.

      Chicago was far bigger than New Orleans, Thomas went on to tell me. Blacks migrated from the south, and others came from the rest of the world, settling in New York City and then traveling there. He spoke about the commuter rail lines, The Black Belt, and the development of high rises that housed working-class families and the poor. He spoke of Richard Wright, jazz music, and the bakery on State Street with the best sticky buns. He knew so much about his home. Sometimes, I felt like a visitor or a foreigner wherever I went.

      Thomas regaled me with the accounts of his life growing up in Chicago, how he used to skip school with his high school running buddy and hang out in a pool hall until his mother went out looking for him, and she'd "whoop" his behind. He made me laugh with his imitation of his mother, and then I caught myself and quieted down, not wishing to wake Auntie. Then, I noticed Rochester standing by the door. He looked first at me, then Thomas, and his body went rigid.

      "Jane, I wasn't expecting to find you here. Catherine is alone. You should go."

      "Yes, Mr. Rochester," I said.

      "I didn't mean for you to go, Jane. Thomas, you need a break from the hospital. Have yourself a proper meal at Thornfield and a change of clothes."

      It was not right to send Thomas away and let me stay, but it would also have been wrong to mistake it for a suggestion.

      Thomas looked down at his feet, nodded his head and finally stood. "I suppose a break is welcomed. I'll see you later, Jane."

      Rochester sat in Thomas’s chair the moment he left. "You two were laughing earlier. What was amusing?" Rochester said.

      "Thomas was telling me about his youth."

      "His youth? He's in his early twenties. He's still in his youth. "

      "He told me you're caring for Auntie, ensuring she sees the best doctors."

      "I'm caring for her the way she always did me."

      "That's rather kind, Edward."

      "I'm working on new talents—compassion, patience and selflessness. I understand these to be great qualities you admire. I'm afraid I've made you blush."

      I turned away; concealing smiles from him had become a habit of late and regarded it as nothing more than a schoolgirl crush. Not sure what to do next, I busied myself with the unnecessary task of placing a blanket over Auntie, which I'm sure looked absurd as she already had a heavy blanket over her.

      "Jane, I implore you to tell me what you're thinking."

      I shook my head. "Nothing."

      "I doubt a moment goes by that you're not thinking of something. You may be quiet, but thoughts race in your mind."

      "I'd be too embarrassed to tell you."

      "Is it about me, then? I could tell by your smile that I was correct. Shall I share my thoughts? I must tell you how grateful I am that you came to Thornfield, that despite my being a brute at times, I've come to understand Catherine was right to bring you here."

      A hand grabbed me, but when I realized it wasn't Rochester's, I looked down in surprise to find Auntie holding my wrist. Auntie's body shuddered, her face marked by an expression of horror and determination, her lips contorted, trying to release something. The sounds she sputtered were incoherent.

      Then she uttered, "Devil." Her pupils rolled back, her mouth fell open, and her breathing stopped.

      "Auntie! Auntie!" I shook her.

      "Quick, get a doctor," Rochester said.

      I ran down the hall, turned a corner, and, finding no doctor, pleaded for a nurse. Moments later, I returned with her. Rochester stood over Auntie, and a memory from my childhood flashed—the image of the creature hovering over Helen shook me. The nurse brushed past me, and when Rochester lowered Auntie’s eyelids, I knew she was gone. He turned to me. There was a darkness in him.
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      Auntie was buried at Saint Louis cemetery among the Catholics and voodoo worshippers, the former slaves and politicians, the wealthy pioneers and voodoo priestesses. Many were entombed in vaults, known as City of the Dead, owing to the density of the tombs that looked like a sprawling, urban city. The funeral procession traveled along the disjointed alleys and passed several tombs ranging from white to tan, yellow to terracotta and rich grays. Scores were in a ruinous state. Bricks crumbled, weathered and aged. Death surrounded me.

      "My friend is gone," Catherine had cried at the burial, placing a flower on Auntie's grave next to the bouquet Thomas and his mother had put down. Catherine hugged him, and we turned away, leaving him and other family members alone with Auntie. I assisted Catherine who walked with her cane, and struggled to guide her along the alleys, lost among dead ends and retraced my steps for a way out. Rochester did not attend.

      Auntie's daughter and other family members came down from Chicago, and when they returned home a few short days afterwards, it was without Thomas. The previous night, I overheard Rochester speaking to Catherine about a new "handler," at least that's the word he had used to describe the strange responsibilities Auntie had. So, he offered Thomas a job at a considerable wage. In the end, what Auntie feared the most—that Thomas would stay at Thornfield—became a matter of cause and effect; Auntie's death led to the opportunity for Thomas to stay. And all that she had warned me against was forgotten.

      January turned into February, and February into March. The frozen ground soon became a mud pit as an early rainy season began, and, with branches still bare, Thornfield appeared gloomier in its isolation. Thomas spent more time with Rochester and less time with me, and I began to notice a change in him. It seemed subtle at first. He spoke less, grew colder, and finally when I caught him avoiding me, I knew things would never be as they once were. Thomas went out of town without mentioning anything to me, something he would have shared in the past. The reason for his absence remained a secret as did the date of his return. Catherine's health deteriorated, and she took to her room where Rochester joined her constantly, and she requested no visitors be allowed at Thornfield. Lis and Katya were the only people I saw each week. I felt so alone.

      My days were spent reading to Catherine, preparing her meals, administering her medicine and cataloguing her decline in a journal. She spoke of me staying on after she died, that there would always be a place for me at Thornfield if I wanted it and oh, how she wished I would stay because evil would no longer visit Thornfield. On some days, when she had the energy, she dictated letters to me and sent me off to post them straight away. Even in her worsening state, she preoccupied herself with the New Orleans Women's Auxiliary, who were in the midst of planning a fundraiser.

      On an evening when Catherine had fallen asleep early while I read to her, Rochester requested that I meet him in the drawing room. The fire in the hearth blazed and crackled. Rochester sat near it, reading and pointed for me to take the empty chair opposite, which I did. A book of poetry lay open on the small mahogany side table next to me, and I reached for it, flipping through the pages before settling on one. My attraction to the strange Rochester, his darkness and light, no longer unnerved me, and I found myself at ease with my heart. This was quite a change from Lowood that had taught me one thing: to quell my passion and my thirst for happiness. Sitting near Rochester by the fire, in a somewhat domestic situation, made me happy.

      "I see a change in you, Miss Jane E."

      "And I in you."

      Rochester crossed his legs, closed the book he was reading, and placed it on his thigh. "Are you happy here, Jane? Will you stay when…?" Rochester didn't finish the thought, and I understood why. We were in a waiting game, waiting for Catherine to worsen, waiting for Catherine to let go, but I felt Rochester would be unable to release her.

      "I have no desire to leave."

      Uncrossing his legs, he leaned forward, looked at me in a serious manner and said, "I wonder, would you answer the same if you knew my darkness?"

      Here, I knew he spoke of his loss, of his family, and I had already assumed that he felt somehow responsible for their deaths and couldn't forgive himself. Reaching out, I took his hand in mine. "I understand your darkness."

      "One day, it will be tested, and only then will I know for certain."

      I squeezed his hand to reassure him that I would pass that test when the day came and let go, each of us returning to our reading. "I nearly forgot, your grandmother asked that I attend the fundraiser tomorrow night in her absence. Will you be attending?"

      Rochester looked up from his book and knotted his eyebrows, considering it for a moment. "Tomorrow night? No, I'm previously engaged. The fundraiser usually runs quite late, and with Thomas away for the next two days, I don't feel comfortable having you drive back from New Orleans late at night. I'll arrange for you to stay at a hotel."

      The matter settled, and I had a room arranged for myself the following night. At least now I knew when Thomas would return to Thornfield. I checked into the hotel at noon and had no time to unpack, unwind or explore as I had to meet the New Orleans Women's Auxiliary board members. I was already late, and Shirley, the young pregnant woman to whom I was assigned, sighed when I introduced myself to her. She barked orders and ticked items off sheets of paper on her clipboard, then, after misplacing it, began to heave. I sat her down, poured her a glass of water and noticed her clipboard on the table, peeking out from under a tablecloth. I didn't dare tell her I had put it there. Most of the manual work was done by hotel staff, Black women in waiting uniforms of navy blue with white collars. Shirley had no trouble speaking to the older Black men like they were children; it appeared she felt they were incapable of understanding how she wanted the tables set up. Each time I sat to take a five-minute break, her eyes were on me, and she would shake her head, reminding me that I was a poor substitute for Catherine.

      Guests began to trickle in for the dinner and silent auction; ladies walked arm in arm while their spouses trailed behind, their spring coats flung over in their husbands' arms. The scents of gardenia and lilies filled the room, and each time Shirley passed by a bouquet on the front hall table by the entrance, she would let out a half sneeze. I saw so much from that front hall table since I had been relegated to the more mundane tasks like checking names off the guest list, ensuring every auction item had a functioning pen and pointing out the ladies' room. Before long, my feet ached, and I slid off my shoes, stretching out my legs that were hidden under the table.

      "You must be Jane. E. I make it my business to get to know everyone in our circle."

      I looked up from my guest list at a man hunched over me, leaning against the table with a hat in his hand. He looked to be in his mid-50s, his hair greased back, his mustache unkempt, and he appeared to be alone and not a husband to any of the women at the auxiliary. The man spoke quickly, like a salesman at a carnival passing through town. He wore a suit of poor-quality and a flashy tie, and constantly wiped the sweat from his forehead.

      "Name's Sydney Story," he said. His hand stretched out towards me.

      I shook it with a polite yet guarded, "How do you do."

      "My, you're young, not beautiful like the rest of them, but you have a certain amount of innocence to ya. I can see the interest in that sweet little girl look ya got going on theres. You caused a disruption to my business there for a time you did. Had to make other arrangements." He spoke the last statement in a hushed tone, looked over his shoulder and tugged at his shirt collar. I didn't know who he thought I was, but obviously, a mistake had been made.

      "I'm sorry, Mr. Story, I don't see your name on the list."

      "List?" Here, he looked over his shoulder a second time. "Baby, I'm on everyone's private list."

      "I'll check again, Mr. Story." Another thorough check came up with the same empty result. I looked around to get out of the conversation, spotting Shirley slumped in a chair, fanning herself. Holding my finger up, I tried to get her attention, but she never looked my way and continued to fan herself. Before I could say anything, he began talking again.

      "If that's the guest list for this women's thing here, I ain't on it. Nah, I was just over at the bar, waiting for one of my girls to come down, you see. Private party upstairs, you know." He winked at me, and I wanted to yell at him, No, I don't know what you mean.

      "I just came from Thornfield, dropped off another...colleague, I did." He hesitated before continuing. "Business meetin' with Rochester, you know. He's been liking variety for years now, slowed down once he got an in-house type, though I gotta say, lookin' at you, no one would ever guess the kinky things he does to you."

      I stood up, horrified, bumping against the table and knocked over the Silent Auction sign.

      "Please understand, Mr. Story, that I don't know what it is you are referring to. You are not on the guest list, and I suggest you return to the bar from which you came."

      I could tell by the way he looked at me that he wasn't sure whether to believe me or not, and finally, he acquiesced and returned to his barstool, waving a finger at the bartender for a drink. I didn't know him, but by then, I understood what he did. I had heard about men like him and the women he consorted with, the women he employed and the men who associated with them. He said he had dropped off a "colleague" at Thornfield, but it couldn't be true. Still, it could explain why Rochester wanted me to stay in the city for the night.

      My breathing came in shallow gasps, and I had to sit down before I fell. The room spun, and the heat was unbearable. When a volunteer came to my aid with a glass of water, I told her I had to rest in my hotel room.

      I twisted my sweaty feet back into my shoes and stumbled a little on the way to the elevator. Then, once nearly there, I changed my mind and darted out to the street. Flagging down a taxi, I jumped into the back seat, giving the driver the address of Thornfield Hall.

      The long drive gave me time to think about what I would do and say once I got there. What was it that I thought I would do? Enter the attic unannounced and catch him with this woman? He made no promise to me; without question, I was no one other than his grandmother's caretaker. But I did question it. He asked me to stay when she passed on. No, it had been Catherine who first asked me to stay. When he wondered about my happiness and willingness to stay, he meant as an employee. He had just lost Auntie; of course, it made sense that he feared losing another. I had to be sure. If I saw with my own eyes, I would have my answer.

      When I arrived, Thornfield was quiet. Most lights were turned off except for a few in the hallway below and on the second floor. I traveled through the kitchen at the back of the house, taking the rear staircase to avoid passing Catherine's room. I crept up the steps, aware of my breathing. I stopped and listened when I reached the top of the second floor. There was no sound, no squeal of pleasure, no music. Nothing.

      Still, my hand wrapped itself around the doorknob leading to the attic, and as I held it ajar, I stopped to listen. Silence. The staircase was dark except for a small light that flickered at the top. I took one step at a time, sweeping my hand against the wall for balance as I ascended the dark, narrow staircase. A floorboard creaked under my foot. I stopped to see if someone heard or if there would be some movement upstairs in response, but there wasn't any. I continued and reached the top step. The flicker I had seen earlier shone down an even narrower corridor, guiding me, tempting me to follow. I dared not call out anyone's name—not the red-haired creature, Minotaur, or Rochester.

      As I edged closer to the light, I could discern things—a half-missing floorboard, gold paint on the corridor wall, a second set of stairs to my right that led down, a sign for me to escape. But I had to know the secret of Thornfield Hall.

      There came a strange sound, a sucking one that became a loud gurgle. I moved forward, looking into the room, shifting my eyes towards the sound still hidden from view behind a wall. From where I stood, I could see the room appeared almost bare, a record player sat on a small, round table, a chair next to it and then the foot of the wrought iron bed came into view. On the bed was a woman, Sydney's woman, lying naked as if in a trance, staring up at the ceiling. Its arms were around her; not the arms of the red-haired monster, or the Minotaur, but the creature from my youth, from my nightmares at Lowood, sucking on her neck, its mouth drawing in blood and a small amount trickled down towards her breast.

      The creature stopped and looked at me with those dark, familiar eyes. My eyes widened in terror, my mouth filled with bile and, leaning against the wall, too weak to stand on my own, I vomited a small amount. I wiped the remnants from my lips and looked back into those dark eyes that belonged to Rochester.

      I ran away down the corridor, veering to the right and then left, knocking myself against the wall. Coming across that second set of stairs, I ran down them to escape. My steps were too quick, and I stumbled, my foot twisting underneath. I fell down the last remaining steps, tumbling until I crashed against a door. I had to get my bearings but had no time as I could hear Rochester in the attic charging after me. My hands fumbled for the doorknob, and I turned it, pulling the door towards me, but it wouldn't open. I tried repeatedly. It wouldn't give, so I pushed and flung myself onto the floor of a room—Catherine's. She sat at her desk, pen in hand, a small light illuminating her desk surface and stared at me in surprise.

      "Jane, are you hurt?"

      I stood, limping toward her. "We have to leave. Now!" I reached out to grab her, to force her to leave with me, but she was stubborn and wouldn't move. I could hear him coming down the stairs. "Leave this place with me. Edward's a monster!"

      I held her by her arm, her frailty enough that I could force her with me, but when I looked at her, I saw her face lacked horror or surprise, and it dawned on me that she already knew. I pulled away from her as I grasped this thought, my mind filled with memories of the past few months—overhearing Catherine tell Rochester that he needs me, being called Catherine's little protégé. I grappled with the thought of being her replacement.

      Within moments, Rochester stood by the open attic door, blood smeared on his face and shirt. His hand grasped the door handle and there was such darkness in his eyes. Despite the pain in my foot, I bolted towards the fireplace, grabbed a poker and held it mid-air, prepared to stake him in his heart. He didn't move, and I couldn't, frozen by a fear deep within me. I knew in an instant he could jump me and tear me to pieces, sucking the life out, and, although it had not been much of a life, it was mine, and I would fight for it.

      Rochester flung himself at me, knocking the poker from my hand and held me against the wall, hands around my neck to throttle me. We wrestled, my strength unequal to his force, and I felt ill-prepared for a fight with a monster. He would not use his hands to choke the life out of me, but rather the teeth he bared, sharp and jagged. Was this how I would die? My body weakened in his arms.

      "You stand at the mouth of hell. Now you see my true self," Rochester said.

      "Stop it!" Catherine shouted, grabbing at Rochester's hands.

      "Demon," I spat out at him.

      This should have angered him; things as they were should have escalated, but instead, he quieted and pulled his hands away from me. Catherine fell back, weak from her attempt to stop Rochester, and he grabbed her and sat her down at the foot of her bed.

      "She saw me. I can't let her go." Rochester told Catherine.

      "Nonsense. When she entered the attic, you felt her presence, but you let her find you so it would come to this. Can't let her go? My dear Edward, it's her choice."

      "She knows what I am!"

      "And now we will see which way she will turn, just as I had a choice. Leave us, please, Edward. Send the woman home." Neither Rochester nor I moved. "Now, Edward."

      Rochester turned to me, tightened his hands in a fist and left, slamming the door shut behind him so hard that it bounced open again as he trudged up the steps into the attic.

      "Jane, come near me." Catherine lay back on her bed, and although I agreed to move closer, I grabbed the poker again, the only defense I had against such a monster should he return.

      "I had hoped that when the time came, I could have shown you, in some other way, what the darkness is that he carries, for you to understand where it comes from so you can learn to love him as I do."

      "I could never love that monster."

      "He's not a monster. Not anymore. He found his humanity long ago, and I helped him escape the darkness. My time is almost up. That's why he needs you, Jane, to remain in the light. Come closer so I don't have to speak too loudly. Let me tell you a story of a heroic Edward."
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      When I was five years of age, I witnessed my mother's murder.

      That's an awful and extreme place to start a story, but there it is nonetheless. I suppose the appropriate way to begin is to say I was born in England in 1880 and lived in London. Not knowing my father, my mother raised me alone. I had a younger brother, but he passed away like many children did. His life was squeezed out of him. Vaccinations for smallpox were reserved for the wealthy at the time.

      We avoided the workhouses, instead staying in a one-room apartment where the kitchen's flame sat near our bed, and we had to worry about fire, not just in our room but from those around us. There wasn't much food, and most days, we had to be content with dry bread that we dipped in unclean water. My mother worked as a laundress, and customers didn't always pay; other times, they couldn't spend more than a shilling for her hard labor. We fell on hard times often, but my mother managed to put something on the table for us to eat. Sometimes we didn't have enough firewood to keep warm. It became worse, much worse when we were evicted from our room and pushed out onto the street to beg. Although I was a child at the time, people still didn't take pity on me and would respond in a gruff manner to my mother. Winter approached, and for the first time, I saw fear in my mother's eyes and sorrow because she couldn't care for me.

      We knocked on many doors looking for work, my mother begging to do any menial task as long as it would provide for us and we didn't require much. On good days, people took pity on us and gave us something, anything, but most of our days were filled with hunger and cold and weariness.

      We walked along the River Thames, past a chapel and houses that leaned close together, so close that they allowed for hidden nooks and crannies. We would stay there until a homeowner found us and threatened us, throwing rocks our way. One night, the wind whistled past us as we cowered in a doorway of an abandoned building. We couldn't find our way in, which would have eased our situation. The cold ate away at my toes.

      People shuffled up and down the alleyway, either on their way home or trying to find shelter. As time passed, fewer people were about. Those who had a home to go to knew better than to stay on the streets at night.

      "Stamp yer feet to keep warm," my mother said.

      I made such a noise tapping in the cold of that alleyway, the sound of which traveled down towards an unwelcome evil.

      "There you be!" A man jumped out of the darkness at us. I screamed.

      "Leave us," my mother said.

      He stood there and I heard another voice call out to him, asking him what he'd found. Then there were two men upon us. The first man had no front teeth, and above was a large, broken nose, no doubt due to a brawl or two. The second man had all his teeth, but they were blackened, his clothes unwashed, and his fingernails sooty; he probably had some work recently shoveling coal. My mother didn't like the way they looked at us and hid me behind her.

      "Please, we are poor and 'ave nothin."

      "Knows what kind hides in alleys," the coal man said, smiling.

      "We seekin' shelter is all," my mother said.

      The men laughed. I had begun to cry.

      "Stop yer snivelin'. Where's yer purse at?"

      "I 'ave no money. Can't yer see us starvin'?"

      The first man grabbed at my mother's small purse wrapped around her wrist, but she wouldn't let go. Finally, the man pulled at it until the string ripped. He peered inside, disappointed to find a sixpence. In anger, he grabbed my mother, and asked her where she'd hidden her money while his hands roamed over her body, and in her struggle, she kicked and scratched him. He jumped back, touched his hand to the wound above his eye and stared at the blood on his fingers.

      "You li’l wench!"

      The coal man stood behind her and put his dirty hand over her mouth. She sunk her teeth into his fingers until he screamed and let go.

      "Yer a bad 'un," the coal man said.

      He had a look in his eye—one of rage, of desire, of resolve—and I remained so focused on his eyes that I paid little attention to the glint he held in his hand until he brought it towards my mother and sliced open her throat. She reached up with both hands to close the great wound to her neck, but the blood gushed out, and she fell to her knees, producing gurgling sounds as she hit the ground with a thump.

      "Mama," I cried.

      The men turned my way, descending on me as I stepped back into the shadows, pressing myself against the building so I could disappear into it. The murderous fiend held the bloodied knife up, and his smile widened. The other grabbed me, and knocked my head against the brick wall, rendering me semi-conscious as I dropped to the ground.

      By all accounts, I should not have survived that night. My eyes opened and shut, fighting against the loss of consciousness. When I opened them again, struggling, I saw the men standing near me, bent over, reaching out to me to do harm. Behind them, a figure rose out from the steamy alleyway, and one of the men disappeared, ripped right out from where he had been standing. His nails dug into the ground as he was dragged away, his cries piercing the night. Whatever took him growled and tore at the man as he screamed out vile things to the creature. The coal man picked up a copper pipe and swung it over his head to strike at the beast, but when he swung his arm, it stopped firm in mid-air by the creature. The coal man was then lifted high in the air and thrown across the way; the animal pounced on him.

      I closed my eyes. In the distance, I heard the screams of the man being torn to shreds. My mother hadn't screamed. My mother. Where could she be? I opened my eyes in search of her, but my head hurt when I tried to move it. I shifted a bit until I found her figure slumped over on the ground. I wanted to call out, but couldn't do that either. Where did the animal go and would it come for me next?

      The attackers were dead, and the creature now approached me from the darkness. It stood over me and something dropped on me, landing on my forehead, and when I wiped it away, I stared at the blood smeared on my hand. Blackness overshadowed me. The creature bent over and scooped me up in its arms. Something handled me, lifting me up to safety, gently, in a most tender fashion. In the darkness, I could not see the creature's face. It bounced me up and down as it walked the rest of the alleyway and put me into a carriage. Someone else there helped it, then shut the door. I heard footsteps climb onto the driver's bench seat to steer the horses and we were off.

      The carriage hurried down the streets of London, jostling me to alertness. The windows were covered in heavy, black fabric, so I could not see out. I swayed against the creature's chest, its arm still around me to keep me close and support me in a sitting position. I placed the palm of my hand against its chest and waited for the rise and fall of its breath. The wait was long, and I closed my eyes, giving in to exhaustion.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke with a start from a frightful nightmare and, with my throat sore, could not call out to my mother. Twisting the blanket tight in my hands, I curled up on the sofa. I didn't know where I was. The room was large with pointed arches, a two-story high fan-vaulted ceiling and a fireplace near me shaped like a tomb. Light from several gas lamps illuminated the faces of noblemen and noblewomen in paintings, the flames flickered, inflicting a distortion on their faces, making them out to look like creatures. Each time I turned to another painting, I stared at another horrific image and gasped. My head ached and when I tried to lift myself up, the room spun and my head fell back onto a pillow.

      A door opened and slammed shut in another room, followed by voices in the corridor just outside the room where I lay in. A man and woman argued. Her voice was harsh and the coldness to her sound filled me with terror, while his words revealed his exasperation. They moved into the room and she was so engrossed in the argument, that she didn't notice me. She had brought a coldness into the room that sent a shiver through my body when only moments before the temperature had been warm. Now I could see my breath. The woman held a riding stick in her left hand, tore her hat from atop her red hair, tossed it on a chair, and brought her hand high in the air and whipped the stick down hard on the hat. The wood whizzed through the air several times and she didn't stop until the hat lay there crumpled. Overcome by fear, I shut my eyes, pretending to sleep.

      "What do you have there, Edward?" Her voice had calmed down, a hint of intrigue in her question and her satin gown rustled as she approached me. "Is she for me?"

      "The poor girl just lost her mother," said the man she had called Edward.

      "She's alone then? No one's going to miss you." She sang the last bit to me. There was a breeze near me as she bent over, and then a coldness came over my body when the blanket lifted from my tiny frame. Despite her closeness, I couldn't detect her breath, and on my cheek, felt the flicker of her tongue. Her dress rustled some more, and she let out a wail as she was yanked away from me, no doubt at the hands of Edward.

      "No harm is to come to her," he said.

      The red-haired woman laughed. "My, my, my, such a heroic gesture. Or does Edward want the little plaything all to himself? What is it you want, love? Another child like when you were one of them?" The sweetness in her voice disappeared, replaced by a deep hunger when she said, "She smells delicious."

      A crash echoed in the room. Something was knocked over and rattled to the floor. My eyes flew open. Edward held the woman against a wall and, in the darkness, it appeared they were high off the floor and her feet swung below her skirt, but I attributed the illusion to my head injury.

      "I should have left you where I found you," he said.

      "Walled up alive in that nunnery? Leave me there to be quiet and unmolested?"

      "Twasn't a nunnery! I dare to imagine what you offered the guard who allowed you out at night."

      "Yes, you found me and were so rapt in my beauty that you couldn't wait to do all sorts of nasty things with me. Oh, my love, I want to do bad things with you."

      "Go near her and I will tear out your heart."

      "I can smell them on you. Who did you kill tonight? Was it her parents? Did they fight back decently or cowardly like so many of them?"

      "Leave," Edward said.

      "Their blood is still pumping in you. Let me lick the blood from your face, from your hands."

      The woman bent towards him, her tongue out and he let go of her, releasing her to the floor below and she landed with a thud. "Give me just a taste. Shall I beg for it?" she said.

      The woman, her red hair now in disarray, crawled along the floor towards him as he stood by an upturned side table. A demoniac laugh rumbled in her belly and escaped through her throat. She stopped on her hands and knees in front of him and looked up with a girl-like innocence, a daughter pleading not to be spanked for her impudence. Then she threw herself backwards and spread her legs open, running her hands along her body as she writhed on the floor. Her hand disappeared under her petticoat and she moaned.

      "Did they plead for their lives? Tell me how you killed them. Tell me what they tasted like. My Darkness, you're back."

      Edward remained motionless, not engaging in her behavior.

      "The girl tastes like strawberries," she said.

      In a rage, Edward grabbed her by the wrists, and she fought back, kicking and screaming as he dragged her out of the room. A door slammed shut and the woman pounded on it, demanding to be let in. Her voice strained, pained then angry and after some time had passed, things quieted down and she was gone. I was safe again. Edward returned and caught me with my eyes open.

      "You're awake now, child. What did you see?"

      "I was asleep until I heard a door slam and a woman yelling to be let in."

      He nodded his head, and I could tell that he seemed satisfied with my answer. Then he moved closer to me and brought up a chair for me to sit in. "Have you no kin?" he asked.

      "Just my mother. She…" I couldn't bring myself to say the words that I knew were true.

      He remained deep in thought and quiet for a moment and finally said, "You will go to the orphanage then. They will care for you." Turning his head towards the door where he tossed out the red-haired woman, he said, "It isn't safe here."

      I reached out, placing my tiny hand over his. "Your hands are cold. Sit closer to the fire."

      Edward turned to stare at the fire and, after a moment, stood, gathered me up, and carried me to the carriage, where the driver, who I would later come to know as Giovanni, lay waiting. After the ordeal with the red-haired woman, I supposed Edward hurried to get me out. Although I didn't want to stay where I'd be in danger, I didn't want to leave him either. He had saved my life. There was now a bond.

      Edward pulled back the black velvet curtains of the carriage so I could look at the stars. They reminded me of how small I was, how insignificant, and, what's more, of how they watched over me. We pulled away from Edward's estate and I looked up at the gargoyles on the roof that were carved in stone, grotesquely looking down at me. The winged savages had four sharp teeth, all visible in their wicked smile, and one turned its head in my direction, his gaze following the carriage as we drove away.

      I was to go to an orphanage where they would care for me and I would be safe, but when we pulled onto a rocky roadway, I noticed a dilapidated building. The paint was stripped on the door and windows, the grounds were not maintained and it had a foreboding manner to it in the darkness. A dog barked at the carriage as we pulled up, his fur scraggly, his body so thin I could make out his ribs. Giovanni ignored the dog and banged the brass knocker. In a short time, a woman in a nightcap and gown came to the door with a lit candle and shooed away the dog.

      "Wha' you wan?" Her harsh words were addressed to Giovanni, but when she saw the design of the ornate five-glass carriage, her manner changed and her face softened in embarrassment.

      "Lord Rochester has a girl for you," Giovanni said.

      I pulled away from Edward and resisted at first, sure that if he saw my fear, he would change his mind. Instead, he held my hand and guided me out of the carriage and into the home. We followed the old woman up a set of stairs, down a corridor and into a room where at least thirty girls lay sleeping. The room was dark and dank, a broken glass window the cause of the cold, and the unlit fireplace had no sign of firewood. The young girls shivered under their threadbare blankets.

      The old woman told me to follow her to a spare bed closest to the broken window and I did so, counting each step as if walking to my death. She pulled back a blanket, the mattress was yellowed, the stuffing inside pricked out and it lacked a pillow. Sleeping in the alleyway was worse, colder, harder, but at least I had my mother. I knew no one would care for me here. A quick succession of steps came towards me from behind and then hands scooped me up into the air, placing me on Edward's hip. He carried me out.

      But Jane, why do you cry? Oh dear, you're thinking of your own miserable childhood. You see how Edward can be kind, to refuse to leave me in that terrible place. Me, who was nothing to him. Instead, he took me back to his home, settled me into my own room where I slept in a real bed and, placing a blanket over me, sat next to me. He raised his hand to his chin, leaned forward and finally spoke for the first time since we had left the orphanage.

      "Since you have no family," he began, "and I have no family, you will stay with me."

      We lived there quite happily, with me as his ward, Edward as my guardian, and Giovanni as his handler. Yes, quite happily—for a time.
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      Over the following weeks, I saw little of my guardian and spent most of my time with Giovanni and Mathilda, my governess. I hated Mathilda. Her German accent was hard, and every word she spoke sounded crude, even something as simple as "time for bed." She also had the ability to end most of her sentences with a question mark. Every answer she said to me was "nicht" "May I go?" "Nicht." "May I have a break?" "Nicht," I swear Edward hired her for her meanness. He worried I would become spoiled under his care. However, I did love her way of slathering butter on everything. I didn’t know where Giovanni came from other than he didn’t sound like me. He had dark, wavy hair, olive skin and an odd way of cursing to himself when he thought I wasn't within hearing. I learned he was Italian, from Sicily, or as he liked to put it, "the ball the rest of Italy kicks."

      Days were busy with school work, painting, piano and singing lessons. Play was reserved for the evenings, and after some time had passed, Edward made himself available and would teach me games and children's songs I had never heard before. Sometimes, we created our games with rules that suited us, and, on occasion, when we had Mathilda or Giovanni join us, we would leave them out of the rules that were beneficial to us alone. Giovanni stomped off once after losing his handful of nuts to me.

      One evening, we played hide-and-seek, and I sought shelter behind the grandfather clock on the upper story of the drawing room. Edward would never look for me there, knowing I feared being alone in that darkened corner. Edward’s boot hit the wooden floor as he entered the room below.

      "Catherine," he said. "I know you're in here somewhere."

      He pulled at the heavy curtain but found no one hiding there. He then stepped aside to check behind the piano—still nothing. I put my hand up over my mouth to stifle a giggle. Edward stood quiet for a moment, took a deep breath and appeared uneasy. Then I felt that cold sensation I had felt the first night I arrived at the estate.

      "I said never to return here," Edward said to no one in that empty room. The flame in the fireplace cast a most gruesome image on him. He was darker than I was used to, menacing, and it frightened me.

      "Please."

      I heard a woman's voice from somewhere in the room beneath. I shifted myself from behind the grandfather clock to get a better look. Finally, I saw the red-haired woman as she flung herself on the floor before Edward, hands clasped together, pleading.

      "Please do not send me back out there. They will kill me!" she said.

      "Who?"

      "These men, they followed me. They'll be here soon."

      "You are a murderous fiend, and if those men have come for justice, then that is what they shall have," said Edward.

      "No! I did as you had asked. I left you alone. I fed off animals, some forest ones, but when I became too weary to hunt, I killed farm animals which brought me too close to them. Someone saw me, and they set their dogs after me. I have no place to turn. Please, I beg of you. For months now, I've been living as you wanted, have taken no human life, living a repentant existence. I ask for mercy," she said, her voice strained.

      "Mercy?" The request seemed to be a heavy burden on Edward that it brought him down to his knees. He reached out to her, hands clasping her shoulders. "Do you speak the truth? Are you repentant?"

      "I am," she said.

      He shook his head. "How can I believe you?"

      "Look at me, Edward. My eyes reveal my true nature."

      Edward wiped away wisps of her hair that had fallen forward, masking her face.

      "Your true nature," he said, almost in a whisper, his anger diminishing.

      "Much of the darkness has subsided. I am as you once found me—your angel by the water’s edge."

      "My angel, yes, I remember now. You were an innocent before you met with the unfortunate circumstance of crossing paths with me." After hesitating, he continued, "This is all my doing. It should be I who asks for forgiveness, Blanche." Edward stood, raising her alongside him until she stood too. "Go to the west side of my property. There, you will find a small creek, cross it, travel two hundred meters, and you will come to a cave. Hide there, and once they are gone, I will come for you."

      "We mustn't stay here any longer. Flee this place with me. We can make a new beginning in Prague, hide amongst them. No one will be the wiser."

      Barking dogs sounded in the distance.

      "Go now," he said, opening one of the windows and pushing her out. She turned to him.

      "You give me your word. You will come for me?"

      "You have my word," he said.

      With the red-haired woman gone, Edward called out for Giovanni, who quickly responded.

      "Yes, sir," Giovanni said upon entering the room.

      "Ready a trunk for myself and Catherine straight away. Arrange for us to go abroad."

      My heart was heavy with the anguish of living in Prague with this murderess.

      "To where, sir?"

      Edward hesitated, then said, "America."

      The dogs were close, sniffing at the front door of the estate. Someone knocked.

      "See to the arrangements. I will take care of whoever is at the door," Edward told Giovanni.

      I slipped out from my hiding place and tiptoed to the other side of the grandfather clock, where I stood by the railing overlooking the front entrance. Three men entered, visibly upset.

      "Lord Rochester," a tall man with a rather long moustache said. "I would like to introduce you to Charles Merrill and Lewis Channing."

      "Why this unexpected visit, gentlemen?" Edward said.

      The tall man leaned towards Edward. "This matter requires your urgent attention. Several farmers in the surrounding villages have found their animals dead. At first, they believed it a wolf attack, but as of late, there have been many unexplained and gruesome deaths of farmers and others in isolation." Here, he paused for good measure before continuing. "The other day, a young boy witnessed something. He claims to have seen not an animal, but a creature rip apart his father and drain him of his blood."

      "A Vampyre," Charles explained in a hushed tone.

      Edward stood there in silence, staring at them. A smile appeared on his face as a burst of laughter escaped him. "Is this why you've come? To make me into a fool with your ridiculous story?"

      "It's true, Lord Rochester. I've seen her myself," said Lewis. Outside, I could hear the dogs bark and scratch at the front door. "Shut those dogs up!" Lewis yelled to someone outside.

      "Her? The creature is a woman?" said Edward.

      "Yes, a red-haired she-devil. We've been tracking her from a few villages over until our hunting dogs lost her scent on your property. We've come to warn you and ask for permission to scour your home. It will take a moment for our dogs..."

      "Gentlemen!" Edward said harshly. "This game of yours has gone on long enough and I'm afraid I've no tolerance left for such ridiculous matters."

      "I thought so, too, Lord Rochester, when these men first approached me with such stories. Stuart Cunningham and I accompanied them one evening to entertain ourselves, and what we saw was not folklore. We came upon her one evening, expecting to uncover the truth about this astonishing story. We were ill-prepared, unaware of the possible danger and in our negligence, Stuart lost his life, another victim of hers. Had I not seen it with my own eyes, well, even seeing it remains unbelievable. She tore into him with her bare hands and ripped open his neck with sharp teeth. Next, she turned on us and had Lewis and Charles not been armed with crosses and holy water, we would have become victims ourselves."

      "She is wreaking havoc from village to village. I had heard rumors of this sort happening in other parts of Europe, but of course, I suspected it had more to do with ancient folklore that keeps such a strong hold on uneducated peasants. I never imagined..." Lewis trailed off.

      "She is alone, this red-haired Vampyre?" Edward asked.

      "We have witnessed no other. Do you think it possible there are others like her?"

      "Dear God," Charles said.

      "Then we must act at once. Destroy her," the tall one said.

      "How do you mean to kill her?" said Edward.

      "We were approached by a holy order originating from Romania. They are centuries old, call themselves The Men Of Psalms, and they have enlightened us. Mr. Merrill and Mr. Channing have recently joined the order with me. We have in our possession wooden stakes, crosses, holy water and guns. The hunting dogs can pick up the demon's scent again."

      "Yes, I'm sure the scent of the demon is strong here, and the dogs will no doubt pick it up. You say you chased her here? She must be afraid then if she's running, hiding out. Yes, go ahead, check my home, check my premises, but if you gentlemen will excuse me, I have a young ward to consider, and it is best we leave the home at once until this creature is destroyed."

      "Thank you, Lord Rochester."

      The men were almost out the door when Edward stopped them. "Gentlemen, it just occurred to me where you should look first. A small creek runs along the west side of my acreage. If she crossed the water, that may explain why the dogs lost her scent. There is a cave nearby with one entrance. If she did seek shelter, you could trap her in there, light her on fire...for all I care."

      The men nodded at this news and set out, yelling at the dogs as they struggled to get inside.

      I crawled along the upper floor to avoid being seen, then down a dark corridor, stealth-like. In the dark, I couldn't see the way to my bedroom, but I knew I would come to it as long as I continued in a straight line. Instead, I crashed headfirst against something.

      "Catherine," Edward said, looking down at me. "Playtime is over. Go to your room. We're leaving."

      How did he get there so quickly if, moments before, he was at the front door?

      Later, when we finally piled into the carriage, our belongings tucked away above, Edward and I looked back at the estate. It had been a true home for me, and I wondered what lay ahead. I continued to look back, but Edward grew tired, turned, and stared ahead, quiet and forlorn. He held my hand.

      In the distance, we heard the incessant barking of the dogs. The wind carried the men's horrendous screams across to us. Then, the crack of a gunshot. An animal growled, then whimpered. I turned back one last time to see a fire had started near the creek.

      The murderess was dead.
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        * * *

      

      It was still night when we arrived at a hotel in London; I nestled into one bedroom of the suite, and Edward took the other. He had been quiet for most of the ride and at the hotel. Still, he helped me ready for bed, tucked me in, and kissed me on the forehead. When he closed the door to my bedroom, darkness settled in, and although I could see nothing, my eyes were wide open, unable to sleep. Edward and Giovanni whispered on the other side of my bedroom door. In the end, exhaustion overcame me, and my mind filled with thoughts of Mathilda; we left in such a hurry that I didn't have an opportunity to say bye to my miserable governess.

      The next morning, I was surprised no one woke me and crept out of bed, swinging my favorite doll, Clara, in my hand while I took a peek outside my door. Finding no one about, I skipped to Edward's bedroom, ran in, and jumped into his high bed. He wasn't there either. I called out to him, and when I received no response, I called for Giovanni next. I was alone. Edward's bed felt cold; the bedding had not been disturbed, and I realized he hadn't slept there all night. Curled in his bed, I flung the blanket over me, hiding away from the rest of the world. I turned to thoughts of America, a place I had read about and never imagined I would be visiting. The trip over would be long and arduous, but I knew I would be taken care of; as long as Edward was there, I felt safe.

      Giovanni bounded into Edward's room, interrupting my peaceful existence and said to gather my things. We had to leave. When I asked him about Edward, he told me he was already on the boat, preparing our room and sent Giovanni to fetch me. I dressed in a hurry, brushed my hair and teeth, and then gathered a few of my personal things: Clara, a bit of candy I always kept in my pocket, and a picture book.

      Later that morning, Giovanni left me alone on the dock as he went about the business of collecting our trunks, shouting orders at the young men who carried our belongings onto the ship, cursing when one man said he "didn't take no orders from no gypsy.” I walked away from them, from their shouting and shoving and stared in awe at the steamship, its smoking chimneys and multitude of tiny windows with countless eyes looking back at me. I had heard the people around me refer to the boat as "she," and there, against the stark white paint, was her name, Clara. A good omen, I thought.

      "Caterina. Caterina."

      Giovanni scooped me into his arms, but it wasn't the same as when Edward held me; Giovanni was rougher and detached. He carried me aboard the ship, past the throngs of people lined up on the deck, waving to family and friends below on solid ground. He whisked me away down a corridor and into a room, where he dropped me to the floor and waited until our belongings arrived. I looked around the small, empty room.

      "Where is Mr. Rochester?" I asked.

      Giovanni never answered and told me to be still and lay down and take a nap, and when I told him I wasn't tired, he ignored me and said he had to take care of something. I wasn't allowed to leave the room, he told me, so I had better get some rest. Then he left me alone for hours. I had thought Edward would arrive shortly, but by the time the ship sailed, I became worried. What if he missed the boat? Or worse. What if she got him? I knew that couldn't be true because the men who had arrived the night before had killed the red-haired murderess, and I needn't worry any longer.

      Lunchtime was spent in my room with Giovanni. Again, I inquired after Edward and given the same response; he was busy taking care of things, and I would see him later that evening at suppertime. When the supper hour arrived, I found myself alone again and waited long past the appropriate hour for dinner until I heard Giovanni shuffling about outside the door. I sat up in bed, ready to give him an earful about my hunger, but when the door opened, Edward stood there. I ran to him and threw my arms about him, catching him off guard, for I wanted to show him how much I had missed him, hoping he would never leave me again.

      "Where were you?" I asked.

      "I had some things to take care of for our new life in America."

      "Where are we going?"

      "A place called New Orleans. It's warmer than England. Very little rain."

      "Sounds lovely. And what of the sun? Is it warm and bright all day long?"

      He hesitated and withdrew into his thoughts. "The sun will keep you warm and safe. That is why I chose it as our new home. We must go now to the dining room."

      I held Edward's hands with both of mine and as we walked down the corridor, he would lift me and swing me with one hand. I thought him to be so very strong. During dinner, we spoke of our new life in this southern part of America, where people spoke English and French, and I would be exposed to strange customs, lively music, and even stranger food. I assured him my palate would welcome it. While I chatted nonstop, I couldn't help but notice Edward looking at the table next to us, eavesdropping on the man asking a waiter if he had seen his wife who was more than an hour late. The waiter offered to send someone to their room, but the husband waved the idea away, saying he'd already done that to find the room empty. He seemed more annoyed than worried and gave the waiter his order with precise instructions on handling his steak. Several times, I had to speak louder to draw Edward's attention away from the man, and whenever he returned his eyes to me, he would smile. The children at the other tables spoke little, if at all.

      "Where have you been?" I overheard the man ask as a woman approached his table. She held a kerchief to her neck.

      "I was in our suite," she said, sitting down.

      "I sent someone to check the room, but there was no answer. I checked myself to be sure."

      "I had fallen asleep. It's strange. I was on my way here earlier when something happened."

      "What?" the husband said.

      "I'm not sure. I don't recall. The next thing I remember, I was stumbling back to our room. I feel rather weak, Victor." A clenched kerchief in hand, she dropped her arm onto the table, and her hand flew open, exposing a bloody cloth.

      "You're pale. My God, you're bleeding. Did you fall?"

      "I'm not sure."

      The husband signaled to a waiter and asked to have his wife see a doctor at once. While her husband took care of matters, the wife looked over at our table, unfocused at first, then squinted her eyes and when she noticed Edward, she stared at him. She opened her mouth to say something to Edward, but then he turned to me at once.

      "Let's dance,” he said.

      With the band in full swing on the dance floor, I stepped onto Edward's feet. He carried me across and spun me around faster until I felt like I flew through the air. My laughter was contagious, and others looked on in pure delight at us.

      I never tired of the journey, and Giovanni entertained me during the day when Edward was off "taking care of business." It was a magical place for me, but I believe Giovanni took ill, reacting to the boat's motion on the water; he appeared quite sallow and carried a bag for his sickness. At times, I found him sleeping in a lounge chair. All my nights were spent with Edward, beginning with dinner, followed by dancing and then he tucked me into bed every night. In the morning when I had awoken, I always found myself alone and Edward's bed not slept in. This continued for the nine-day journey it took from England before arriving in New York in the evening.

      First, we saw the lights on land and, as we grew closer, more lights sparkled in the darkness, welcoming us to this new country that would become our home. I shivered from the cold breeze, and Edward removed his jacket to wrap around me. It smelled of him.

      "Then you'll be cold," I told him as he placed the jacket around me.

      "I'll be fine. It's you I worry about."

      "What's that place called?"

      "New York City. It's an island."

      "Like home."

      "Yes, like home, but smaller."

      "Is New Orleans far away?"

      "Quite far away. We'll stay here a while before traveling south. Would you like that?"

      We stayed for several weeks. It was a great, huge city, but I was used to large cities full of people coming and going, always in a hurry to get somewhere from somewhere else. People never rested or stopped except in the park where Giovanni took me. It was warmer than London and didn't rain as much.

      We traveled by train from New York to New Orleans, making several stops—Philadelphia, Washington, Charlotte, and Atlanta. Everything went by quickly; the cities blended in after a while, the familiar sound of the train connecting one city to the next. Edward would order large bowls of spaghetti for me wherever we went, as that was my favorite. I think he quite enjoyed watching me eat. Edward was by my side in the evenings, but I spent my days with Giovanni.

      The ride from the train station to the home was long and difficult, the roads winding and bumpy, at certain times, even steep. A tiny lamp illuminated a small portion of the dusty road, and I couldn't see beyond it. I shifted into Edward's arms, too tired from looking into the darkness.

      Finally, we came to our new home in the south, a place called Thornfield Hall in New Orleans, renamed after Edward's manse in England. It took years to build, and the previous owner faced bankruptcy. The man had barely moved in by the time the sale was made to Edward for a good sum. He promised I would love it, although he hadn't seen it himself before our arrival except in the details provided to him by an agent.

      He nudged me awake as the carriage pulled into a private driveway and whispered in my ear. "We're home, Catherine."

      I looked up as we passed under a canopy of giant oak trees, standing at attention now that their master had arrived home. Thornfield was large and beautiful, well kept, unlike now. The previous owner had numerous servants to care for the property, but Edward had reduced the number to the fewest necessary.

      The home was not as large as our previous one, but I could tell it would be a happier place. Even in the darkness, I could make out the stark whiteness of the home and columns against the black shutters. The veranda stretched from one side to the other, and Edward reported that it went around the house and that I could do what I liked there.

      "Will we stay here long?" I asked.

      “Yes, until you've grown into a fine young lady and find yourself a handsome man to marry," he said.

      The carriage stopped. Edward stepped down, turned to me and scooped me into his arms, swinging me high into the air and then down to the ground. The large door looked heavy, but he easily opened it. We entered into a well-lit entrance, and I remembered an aroma from the moment I entered the house—a bouquet of cut flowers had been placed on a table, the flowers an array of magnolia and cherry blossoms, Louisiana irises and Angel's Trumpets. Those were my favorite, but they were dumped in the trash once our housekeeper realized they had been brought into the house by accident; they were poisonous if ingested and a threat to a small child such as myself.

      These walls became our home, filled with joyful parties and people. Edward hated it all, but he did it for me, to introduce me to society so that I would be accepted. Days were filled with learning French, piano, dance, painting, and literature, but Edward became a little disappointed in me, saying I could do better. Now, I will admit to being a bit lazy as a child, and he was correct in believing I could have done better. Still, I was happy and cared for and loved by my guardian. Thornfield was a happier place back then, but it was all about to change.
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      By March of 1891, ten was a distant memory and Thornfield Hall played host to a week-long celebration in honor of my eleventh birthday. Each day held an event more spectacular than the last—gifts were delivered daily, friends arrived in party clothes, and musicians played incessantly—culminating in a secretive final event, but Edward refused to give further information, wary not to spoil the surprise. I begged and pleaded, but for once, didn't get my way as I often did with him.

      "Will there be other people?" I asked during dinner one evening. He smiled and did not answer.

      "Scrumptious sweets?" I asked when he tucked me into bed. He smiled and whispered, "Good night."

      "May I have a new dress?" I asked early one morning while we sat in the living room..

      The drapery was pulled together, the fabric so thick that sunlight didn't dare come in. In the darkness, I slipped a piece of candy from my pocket into my mouth. It tasted of strawberry, but I must have made some horrific sucking sound because Edward asked if it was appropriate to eat candy for breakfast, and he did so without looking up once from the newspaper he read.

      In the dining room, Giovanni rattled some dishes as he set the table for breakfast. A loud crash sounded, followed by a curse word in Italian. I stared at Edward, who hid behind his newspaper. I squinted my eyes at him, burning a hole into the paper, and repeated my question.

      "You have plenty of dresses," said Edward.

      “Children’s dresses. I’m older now and wiser," I added, remembering a story about a wise, old woman.

      Edward put down his paper, and folded it in half, going over the crease a second time. "In what sense are you wiser? Pray, do tell."

      "You're mocking me," I said, arms crossed over my chest. I turned away from him and huffed, slumping back in my chair, sure my indignation would teach him a lesson.

      "I see it does not mean maturity," he said, pushing his face against mine as he tickled me.

      "Stop." The giggles slipped out with ease, which seemed to please my guardian. "St...stop," I pleaded between breaths, spitting out my candy by accident. Edward let go of me once I fell off my chair, falling on the old, musty carpet that, in all likelihood, had been there since the house was first built more than one hundred years before. I had landed with a loud thud.

      "Are you hurt, Catherine?" Edward said.

      I wasn't, but I pretended to be, holding my elbow in discomfort. He reached underneath me and led me to the sofa, where he sat me down and surrounded me with pillows to comfort me.

      "Is there something I can get you to ease the pain?"

      I winced at the nonexistent stab of pain, then motioned with my finger for him to come closer, the pain preventing me from speaking in a normal tone.

      "A new dress," I mumbled.

      "Such an actress! Would it please my Catherine to know I placed an order months ago?"

      "Yes, yes, yes," I said. “Did you really?"

      "The answer is a wholehearted yes." He shouted the last word so that it resonated in the room, bouncing off the walls. "But first..."

      "I know. First breakfast, then piano and a boring afternoon just waiting for tonight. Oh, I can't stand it."

      "Piano, Catherine. And patience, though I don't know how you can practice any when I give in to your every whim. Spoiled is how I've raised you, much to the sorrow of your future husband."

      "I'm staying with you forever."

      "Oh no, Catherine, one day you will meet a man and fall in love. Don't scrunch up your nose like that. What I tell you is true. You will join him in matrimony, and he will whisk you away to a foreign land, far away from me."

      "You look sad," I said, leaning towards him and placing my hand on his cheek. "I won't leave you. We'll live at Thornfield so that you won't ever be alone."

      "Oh, what a pitying look you give me," Edward said.

      "I know your secret."

      Edward stared; his face aghast as his mouth dropped open. His eyes searched my face for meaning. "What do you know? What have you seen?" he said in rapid staccato.

      "I make you happy," I told him.

      His shoulders fell from relief.

      "When you're by yourself, you're a grumpy old man. A monster," I added, "like in that bedtime story you read to me where the man became a monster because he was unloved as a child."

      Edward quieted.

      "I'm only teasing. You're not a monster. And I love you from the moment I wake in the morning until the moment my head rests on my pillow."

      "And what of the time in between, from pillow to wakefulness?"

      I shrugged my shoulders, unable to provide an answer.

      He said, "Let's go to breakfast, and then I'll go to bed. I worked all last night and must replenish my energy for tonight."
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      My dress was shipped from the most fashionable atelier in Paris, made from the finest silks with an overlay of lace around the shoulders and bodice. Cream in color, it came with a matching cape in a yellow underlay to be worn in reverse. Even to this day, I remember the feel of it, the way the tissue crinkled when I took it out of its box, the way it cascaded down to my feet. The dress fit perfectly, but I remember being disappointed that I didn't get new shoes to go with it. I gave one final twirl in the mirror before running to hug Edward, skipping down the steps two at a time, but halfway down, Edward stopped me.

      "Catherine, stop. You'll slip and fall. Then I'll have to bury you in that dress."

      "Mr. Morbid," I said as I greeted him at the bottom of the stairwell, taking the arm he held out to me.

      "Shall we go, Miss Cousins?"

      Outside the front entrance, Giovanni sat perched high on the driver's bench of Edward's carriage which had been brought over from England several years before. Everyone in New Orleans recognized Edward's yellow and gold phaeton; it had four large wheels, was light in its construction and fast. In those days, it was a sporty way for a young man of means to travel.

      Edward lifted me in, and we set off down the drive. Dusk had settled in over the landscape. A cold wind blew through my ringlets. March was frightfully cold, and Edward placed a blanket over me. He insisted he wasn't cold when I tried to share part with him. We turned onto the main road in front of Thornfield, heading towards New Orleans, passing trees, farms, a local church and more trees. We were going at such a slow pace, that I could have counted the leaves on each branch of every tree we passed. I pleaded to go faster.

      "Just a little," Edward instructed Giovanni, who shook the reigns.

      The flame from the side lanterns flickered, and although the road had emptied of travelers, we still had to be careful since visibility was limited to a few yards ahead.

      Still, I pleaded, "Faster. Faster."

      "The road ahead is clear, Giovanni," said Edward.

      "How can you tell?" I asked him as I couldn't see a thing in the dark.

      "Trust me. I would never put you in any danger."

      Along the road towards New Orleans, we sped passed farm after farm, creeks, barns and farther along, fishing huts, but when we came upon a general store, Edward had Giovanni slow down.

      "That will have to do for now," Edward said.

      After the excitement was over, I settled into the carriage. It had been some time since we had last been to the city. Some of the roadways were wide enough that small trees lined the middle. We traveled along the tracks that carried horse-drawn trolleys. Along the way, I read signs—McGhee's Shoe Store, Finn's Inn, Milo's Tavern—and up ahead lay the way to the cemetery. We passed a new, three-story building constructed in white marble.

      "Does someone live in that fancy house?" I asked.

      Edward laughed. "It's a clubhouse."

      "I want to join."

      "Gentlemen only, I'm afraid."

      "Does Giovanni belong to it?"

      "No, there's a hefty price to pay to be part of this clubhouse."

      "Are you allowed?"

      "Yes."

      "What happens there?" I asked.

      "We play cards, hold business meetings, dine with city councilors. All matters that would bore your pretty little head." He shook my head about a little so that my curls danced. I was about to tell him I'd enjoy the dining part when the carriage turned a corner and came to a sudden stop.

      "Giovanni, what's the matter?" Edward said.

      "Up ahead, sir. A mob."

      Edward stood in the carriage for a better view, then sat back down, placed an arm around me, and held me closer. I leaned to the side to see for myself. In the darkness, I made out the crowd waving firearms and lit torches. The smell of burning timber wafted to my nose, the firelight illuminated the mob, and there, on the lampposts, I could see the figures of people. At first, I wondered how they had climbed to that odd place and what they were standing on, but soon, I noticed the figures swing. They were dead. The cheers from the crowd were deafening. Edward's hand shot up to cover my eyes.

      "Turn around. Do it now!" Edward said.

      Giovanni turned the horses around, back the way we came and sped down the roadway, escaping the danger. Edward removed his hand, but his body remained tense even though we were safe from the deafening crowd. From behind us came the sound of running horses, hooves pounding the road faster than our carriage could travel. Two men on horses chased us, forcing us to a complete stop, but it wasn't until then that I noticed their police uniforms.

      "What's the meaning of this?" Edward demanded.

      "Mr. Rochester, I thought I had recognized your carriage, sir," said one of them. "A mob broke out this morning near the Parish jail; we haven't yet contained it. Try Peter Street and clear out. It's far too dangerous for the little one."

      The policemen spun their horses around, the animals digging in their hooves, fighting to avoid returning to the crowd. Their wide-eyed look of fear pleaded with me for help, but their riders only dug their spurs into them. They ran off in the direction of the mob.

      "Do as they said, Giovanni," said Edward.

      We turned into a street, a few people scattered about, running towards the safety of houses, others peered from their windows high above, I'm sure just as frightened as we were, wondering when the mob would turn down their street, bringing with them death and destruction. We traveled farther along, heard doors slam shut, the whimpering of people cowering in the dark and then, after some distance, a few came out from the shadows of doorways and lined the roadway, sauntering over to the middle as we passed by, staring.

      "Don't stop, Giovanni," Edward said.

      Our pace quickened, but more men emerged from the darkness, surrounding the carriage and frightening our horses. We were forced to slow down. As we continued forward, one man appeared and headed towards us, staring at Giovanni.

      "Dagoes!" he said. His yell beckoned others to come.

      Giovanni struggled with the reins, keeping the horses at a steady but quick pace. Soon, one horse was up on its hind legs; the other turned sideways, and the carriage halted. A man leapt at me from below, and I let out a scream. Another man argued to let us go, that I was merely a child, but the gathering mob wouldn't listen to reason. Edward swiped at the man who had frightened me with such ferocity and precision that his throat ripped open, and blood poured from it. The man fell back into the crowd. For a moment, the other men froze and looked at their friend writhing in the street, holding his neck, but then they, too, jumped onto the carriage, and they, too, fell back into the crowd, bloody and torn apart. I saw a darkness in Edward's eyes as he fought off the men, protecting me from the danger. I couldn't stop screaming and hid under the blanket. If I couldn't see them, they couldn't see me.

      Edward was no longer next to me. When I looked up from under the blanket, I saw him jump onto the driver's seat next to Giovanni, grab the reins from him, overpower the horses, and guide us away from the mob.

      Outside the city limits, Edward stopped and returned to the seat beside me, where I lay crying. He nestled me under the blanket and into his arms, promised me that we were safe, out of the reaches of that dangerous mob and that no harm would come to me with him near. Still, I cried the rest of the way home.

      Edward slept in my room that night in a chair by my bed. At times, sleep would overcome me, but that night, instead of dreaming about candy and cake, I had nightmares. The lynch mob with torches melded into images of my mother's murderers. Each time I awoke screaming, Edward was there, wiping away the sweat from my forehead, whispering that I was safe.

      When I awoke the following day, Edward was still by me reading from a Louisiana paper. When I asked him for details about what had happened, he put the paper down and looked at me. He was silent at first, but then his voice softened. "I've sheltered you for too long, Catherine. It's time you learn what the world is like."

      Edward returned to the newspaper and read aloud an article about the lynching of eleven men of Italian descent who had been acquitted of murdering the New Orleans Police Chief. The acquittal came amidst allegations of jury tampering, which eventually proved unfounded. The newspaper condoned the mob-led lynching because the "swarthy criminals" had escaped justice, and now justice had been meted out. That's how people saw it at the time. Even now, some folks don't understand.

      Death, which began my life with Edward, followed us from London to New Orleans, and I could no longer look at life there with the same innocent eyes. I knew better, although I wanted to shout to Edward that I preferred to remain in the dark, to be isolated and ignorant, not to know what I had learned—that the world was full of monsters in human form.
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      After that terrible night, Edward sent me away. I was devastated to be abandoned as I was, but he said I was better off at a boarding school in upstate New York than to remain there. He promised it would be for a short time, but months turned into years. I spent every Christmas and summer at Thornfield, but the emotional distance between us seemed greater than the physical one. I worried he regretted being my guardian and grew tired of my spoiled ways. I wrote often, but he responded with one letter for every three of mine. Still, I couldn’t wait for school to end so that I could return home.

      And return, I did.  With my studies now completed, I returned to Thornfield Hall as a young woman, and despite the years away, it was still home.

      An orange hue rose in the distance, over the hills and treetops where Thornfield's property ended and the farm next door began. The clouds, white most times, absorbed the orange color, dark at first and then brightening as each moment passed. Birds chirped to signal they were waking up too, and little squirrels shook tree branches, running from one oak tree to the next, leaves swaying as they passed. The air grew cold on that particular late spring morning. Sunlight peeked between the leaves, spotting the tree trunks with brilliance. I noticed all these details as I waited, anxious for Edward's return, who had gone away on business the three nights prior, as he always did—three nights once a month, Edward disappeared.

      For years, this was Edward's pattern, and when I was little, it worried me, fearing that he would never return. Return he always did. Growing up, I became used to his ways and never gave them much consideration, except on that morning. Not only was it the day of the Grand Ball, an affair I had anticipated for many years, but I had been home for good for three days. Surely, he could have changed his business trip to welcome me home, but his absence worried me. Now that I was eighteen with school behind me, was my life with Edward over?

      Hooves pounded the drive at full force, speeding along the narrow path between the oak trees, racing towards the main house. Edward arrived home. I flew away from my window, down the steps, and threw open the front door. The carriage stopped close to the door, and Edward rushed in, holding his coat over his head and pushing me out of his way. He banged the door shut, leaning his shoulder against it.

      "You're late. I was afraid you had forgotten," I said.

      Edward looked down at me with a look of surprise that I had been standing there at all. He straightened, his arm limp at his side, the coat touching the floor. "Welcome home. I would never forget tonight of all nights," he said.

      His response was rather perfunctory and made me wonder if indeed I was welcomed, but I kept my concerns to myself. It had been so long since we last spoke and last saw one another that I expected more of a homecoming.

      "Come, sit in the drawing room with me so you can rest up. You're agitated running in as you did."

      I led him into the darkened room. He sat by the unlit fire and threw his winter coat, which was too heavy for the weather, on a nearby chair. Picking up the blue coat, I fingered a small hole where it had been seared, and poked my finger through to show him. "Oh, Edward, please tell me you weren't smoking."

      "Indeed, I was. Awful habit."

      "Yet you persist." I ran my hands along the rest of the coat, flipping it inside out and inspecting the lining. "Look, there are several more holes in your coat, and large ones, too. Now that I’m home to stay, I can take care of you."

      "Forget about my coat and put it down. Sit near me."

      I sat on the floor by his feet like I used to as a child. He was unusually quiet and didn't even look at me, staring at the fireplace clean and emptied of ashes.

      "Is there something wrong? What kept you?" I said.

      He remained silent at first, stroked my hair absentmindedly and mumbled an answer. "I'm tired, Catherine. Let me sleep."

      Edward's hand stopped mid-stroke, his finger twisting a few strands of my hair. When I looked up at him, I found his eyes closed. That would not do, I had decided. Not only was there no homecoming for me which left me sorely disappointed, but I worried about the Grand Ball. He couldn't fall asleep in that uncomfortable chair; otherwise, he'd complain of aches and pains when he awoke and be at risk of not attending the ball. And I couldn’t go without Edward as my presenter. Oh, how I prayed that he wouldn't let me down.

      "Edward," I whispered. "Mr. Rochester," I said louder. "You shouldn't sleep here."

      Nudging him became futile. He was exhausted, so I leapt to my feet, went to the window, and threw open the heavy drapery to let the sun in. Edward cried out and threw himself onto the floor, crawling about to his coat which he threw over himself.

      "Close it!" The barbarous sound in his voice shook me; its savagery was notably different from the Edward I knew. Pulling the curtains closed, I peered into the darkness at Edward, motionless on the floor. My breath came out in spasms. I crept towards him and threw my miserable self into his arms, crying, apologizing for my shameful behavior. However, I didn't understand at the time what I had done wrong.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A young woman stared back at me, her hair shiny, cheeks rosy, lips stained with a touch of red. I sucked in a breath, and my hand flung to my stomach where the butterflies wouldn't give me one moment of peace. More lipstick. No, any more and people would mistake me for a harlot. Shoes. I had nearly forgotten to put on my shoes. What a sight I would have been at the ball when they called my name and I trotted out in bare feet! Excitement mounted at the idea of being introduced to society where I would join the likes of Patti Lacroix, who came out the previous year and was already engaged. I obsessed over meeting a handsome gentlemen caller or several who would keep my dance card full, entertain me with stories of their travels and talk incessantly about themselves. I would remain polite, nod when required, smile when initiated and accept every offer to swoop along the dance floor.

      The heels of my shoes were low so as not to embarrass any of the shorter gentlemen callers; my escort, for instance, stood only two inches taller and with my hair swirled on top of my head, I feared appearing like a giant. My escort was the son of a friend of Edward's from the club, a nondescript young man, Charlie, whom I'd met once or twice. He didn't speak much to me on those earlier occasions, and it would have suited me just fine if he remained quiet at the ball.

      The white gloves were difficult to put over my sweaty hands. I wiped them on my bedspread and wiggled my fingers into the gloves. My skirt rustled as I walked down the corridor toward the top of the stairs.

      "Ready, Edward," I called down to the drawing room where he waited.

      "Excellent," he said, venturing out of the room and into the entrance hall. "The sooner we arrive, the sooner we may leave." His top hat and coat had been thrown over a chair by the front door, and he busied himself with them, not once looking at me as I descended the stairs one at a time, careful not to step on the bottom of my dress and trip. My hands were as white as the gloves that covered them, clenched so tight to the railing! When I reached near the bottom, Edward turned to me with an expression I had never seen before. He had fallen silent, his face flushed, his mouth dropped open, and he wouldn't stop staring. I brought a gloved hand to my face in horror.

      "Is there something on my face? A pimple?" I asked, horrified.

      Edward stuttered "no" once he could speak and cleared his throat. "You look..."

      "Beautiful?"

      "Yes. Beautiful," he said. "If the boys don’t behave⁠—"

      "They are men now. Promise me you won’t behave like a brute."

      "We shall see. You’ve grown into…"

      “A young woman. Yes, I know. Now, give me your hand, you silly goose." I giggled.

      Edward composed himself, straightened at attention, and lifted his hand to take mine. He then escorted me down the last step, his thumb caressing the top of my gloved fingers.

      The ride into the city was unusual; every subject I brought up received a silent nod, and I presumed he was preoccupied with whatever had delayed his return. By the time our carriage pulled onto the street of the estate that hosted the Grand Ball, I could see it already in full swing. People gathered on the concrete steps leading to the front entrance: girls in white dresses, boys in black tuxedos, a slew of mothers in colorful ball gowns and uptight fathers in starched shirts and coattails. A cacophony of laughter and music could be heard from outside, and I was so excited to go in that I nearly jumped out of the carriage without waiting for Edward's help.

      The receiving line wasn't very long and Mrs. Christopher stood there, hurriedly getting us in order, calling out our names according to a list she held. I stood in the middle of some girls I knew, giggling often, and then reminded myself that a mature woman didn't behave that way, and I quieted down. I held hands with the girls on either side of me, and each time the name of another girl was called, we squeezed tighter, smiling at the young ladies as they were whisked away. Somehow, a mistake had been made in the order of the line, and all the girls, including the one behind me, had been called, leaving me to stand alone. The flash from a camera blinded me, and I turned away. The delay killed me. I was so nervous I thought I'd faint in front of all of New Orleans, but then I heard my name called. The blindness dissipated, and when I looked up again, Edward stood with his hand held out to guide me along the edge of the dance floor. He stopped when he presented me to my escort, Charlie.

      I remembered to curtsy before Charlie carried me away, and instead of complimenting me, he told me I should remember to call him Charles now that he's a man—twenty and already pompous like his father. I liked him better when he was quiet. What gall he had, insisting that he alone should fill up my dance card, but I pshawed, reminding him that we were not betrothed. The first two dances were reserved for him, and as he clumsily moved me about the dance floor, I spotted Edward. While he stared at me, he didn't notice all the eligible ladies eyeing him. Charlie, sorry, Charles swung me past Edward, and I insisted the next dance belonged to my guardian. At first, Charles was reluctant but then acquiesced and held my hand out to Edward, bowing like a proper gentleman. I giggled at his embarrassing performance once in Edward's arms and out of hearing range from Charles.

      "Did you notice, Mr. Rochester, that several ladies in good standing are trying to gain your attention, yet you do not ask them to dance?"

      "They care not for my ugly face but my pocketbook, Miss Cousins. You should learn this about human nature. Greed is nasty business," said Edward.

      "Nonsense. I find you extremely handsome, Mr. Rochester."

      "Alas, this is not my true face."

      "You are silly sometimes. Swing me faster like you did when I was a little girl."

      "There are too many on the dance floor."

      "Outside then."

      "You'll freeze."

      "Do as I say, or I shall have a terrible time from here on end."

      We snuck out to the patio, where the beat of the music could be heard. Edward spun me until I felt as though I was free-falling, but he couldn't possibly swing me at such a speed. Yet that is what it felt like—this incredible sensation of a force lifting me through the air, carrying me on the wind. My giggles seemed far off, removed from me in this dizzying dance that made my stomach sicken, the sensation no longer pleasurable.

      "Stop!" I said.

      We stopped. Edward held me against him, my chest heaving against his unaffected by the exertion. He held me tight, and as I stared into his eyes, I noticed they weren't as dark as they used to be. His hair was no longer the color of a raven but somewhat lighter.

      "I’d forgotten what pleasure you bring into my life, how you keep me from the darkness. I’ve not been myself with you away," Edward said. He drew his face to me, his lips close to mine, and then he stopped.

      I shivered and pulled away.

      Edward let go. "You're cold. I should bring you back in before you catch your death."

      "And you, yours," I said.

      "Death has already grappled with me. A great conqueror."

      Over the years, I had noted some odd statements he had made that left me incapable of responding. This was no different. Edward led me back in, where I rested on a settee near the fire, my hands on my lap, and my body twisted at an angle away from Edward. At first, we were quiet, both affected by what had almost transpired between us. It was a moment that confounded me since I believed him about to... No, it was a mere figment of a young woman’s imagination, and I put it out of my mind.

      "Shall I get you something to drink?" Edward said.

      "Yes, thank you."

      Edward quickened to leave me, making his way through the crowd, nodding to several acquaintances, never stopping to speak to anyone, but then the dull Mr. Dowd and his equally dull daughter, Sara, stopped him and held him hostage. Edward was a true gentleman, polite in how he spoke to them, and it wasn't long before the father thought of an excuse to leave the two alone. Sara was not pretty or intelligent and had no friends in that society, as far as I could tell. When I think of it, Sara was shunned by our group, and I was equally guilty of the despicable manner in which we treated her. Yet, Edward spoke to her as if enraptured, her face flushing each time he uttered something. I'm certain he complimented her dress and hair, not to make fun or to be mean. Quite the contrary. What he did was something that had always escaped me up to that moment, the act of benevolence—he performed a small act of kindness towards her. Then, he offered her his hand and led her to the dance floor.

      At that moment, I noticed a stranger with a handsome face staring at me, and when I caught him in the act, he didn't look away from embarrassment; instead, he smiled. I didn't smile back and turned away, pretending to be flabbergasted by his arrogance, remembering the advice from a friend that a proper lady should not engage in destructive behavior. And what type of bad behavior was he engaging in? Flirtation was genuinely inappropriate  unless properly introduced. Yet, I couldn't help myself and glanced over in his general direction, taking in the sights and sounds around him—a young lady in a pink and white striped gown speaking to a girl no older than fourteen, a man with a bushy mustache which kept dipping into his drink, the roar of laughter that came from a group of men. In a very casual manner, I would glance his way. His blonde hair was short and neat, and I hoped to make out the color of his eyes, but I couldn't do so at such a distance. He looked to be of a slight build, shorter than Edward, but then again, most men were.

      He came towards me! I looked about myself, wondering where to turn and whom to speak to. I stood up. Sat back down. Up again, then I took one step forward and walked straight into him.

      "Excuse me," he said. He spoke in a southern accent that sounded polite despite being forward. "I couldn't help but notice your father left you unattended."

      "He's not my father," I blurted out.

      "Brother then?" he said. "Or am I about to hear the unfortunate news that he's your husband?"

      "Husband!" I laughed. "He is…was… my guardian."

      "Well, I noticed you sitting alone, and a pretty girl like you should be on the dance floor. May I have this dance, Mademoiselle?"

      "You speak French?"

      "Un petit peu," he said, his southern accent slipping in. He held out his hand, and I took it, never once taking my eyes off him. Blue. His eyes were a beautiful light blue. While we danced, I felt his frame, strong yet graceful, his voice soft-spoken yet direct with his words. He spun me around, and I laughed out loud, too loud. When I nearly fell back, he grabbed me, holding me, his hands wound tight around my waist. It was such intimacy with a man who hadn't yet given me his name.

      "James Kilbarry, III, of the Carolina Kilbarrys. I'm sure you've heard of us," he said.

      "Oh, yes." Which was the truth. I had heard of the Kilbarry name, but they only had daughters if memory served me correctly.

      "My cousins," James explained. "Let's not speak more of our families. I'd like to know you, Miss Catherine Adele Cousins."

      "How do you know my name?" I asked.

      He laughed at my naivety. "You were introduced at the beginning of the evening."

      I looked down, embarrassed by my silliness, lost my footing, and fell into his arms. However, he remained focused and led while I followed; dancing with him was effortless.

      "Well, this evening has greatly improved. I promised myself from the moment you entered that I would have a dance with you, even if I had to steal one."

      "A thief, Mr. Kilbarry, will not do."

      "What will you have me be, Miss Cousins? Remain as an admirer from afar, when I hope to be much more. A suitor, perhaps?"

      "Perhaps. As you know, Mr. Kilbarry, we need a proper introduction as is customary..."

      "Let's defy custom. You blush at the notion of doing something that differs from the norm." James leaned in close, his musky scent filling my nostrils. I was insatiable. I tilted my head, exposing my neck, a move I had read about in a love story. His breath tickled my neck as he spoke.

      "Meet me tomorrow evening at eight at the St. Louis Cemetery. Look for Boré."

      The dance ended. James bowed and disappeared without an answer, abandoning me in the middle of the dance floor. What a sight I was! A forlorn young girl peering over the heads of the dancers as they paired up for the next dance, spinning around me. I took a step to escape the dance floor but was cut off by a man twirling a woman. I took another step in the opposite direction and was met with more of the same. Suddenly, I became trapped in a swirling sea of white, black, yellow, and purple, unable to find my way to safety or find James. I turned, and there stood Edward, a look of displeasure on his face, his lips taut.

      "It's late," he said. We're leaving." His tone was rather severe, and I didn't wish to risk upsetting him further.

      With our things gathered, Edward and I waited by the front door for our carriage. Never before that night had we had such long stretches of silence.

      "Edward!" a man said as he passed. "I must say, you are aging at an alarmingly slower rate than the rest of us! What is your secret?"

      Edward shook the man's outstretched hand. "Malcolm, my secret is quite embarrassing and no different from what the women do." He leaned in and whispered, "A little bit of honey in the bath water."

      Malcolm's eyes widened in bewilderment. "That's it? I thought it would be something quite salacious, like selling your soul to a she-devil."

      He laughed the way old men his age snigger at their own words, thinking themselves witty, sounding off in a loud chuckle. Malcolm was still laughing when we left him to go home. The ride back was equally awkward, and it became apparent what had caused the anger within Edward. He disapproved of James Kilbarry.

      "Of the Carolina Kilbarrys? They have daughters," he said.

      "Yes, he is their cousin."

      "I know of only one outside of South Carolina. A nasty sort who gambled away the family fortune, wasting it on spirits and women. He had a son."

      "I'm sure you speak of another Kilbarry."

      "I saw you, watched the way you looked at him. It is natural that you should behave in such a manner when a gentleman shows interest, but you mustn't be so public about it. It is not appropriate until you are ready to wed..."

      "But I am ready. You always spoke of it."

      "That was before."

      "Before what?" I reached across for his hand.

      "Before…" His voice faltered and softened, and the words came out slow and calculated. "You've grown into a beautiful young woman, Catherine. I'm not ready to have you leave me, not yet, not now when I need you the most. I wasn’t the man I wished to be all the years you were gone. I’m afraid he’ll return. It’s you that impedes the darkness."

      "You speak of nonsense," I assured him. "Say you’ll be pleased when I wed."

      He withdrew himself from my grasp but kept his black eyes on me. He replied with such wickedness, "I shall wish for blindness."
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      The following night, I waited for James by Boré's tomb as he had asked. It was smaller than I expected for the first mayor of New Orleans; the wrought iron fence rusted, and I ran my fingers along the metal cross built into the gate. A couple strolled by. The woman, dressed in black, leaned against the man, his arm around her in a silent comfort. When they passed me, I felt relieved not to be alone, and I watched them walk away and turn a corner, and then they were gone. A slight wind blew up the bottom of my skirt, swept dirt across the pathway and swirled debris into a corner against another tombstone. Death surrounded me. How moronic a place to meet someone, given my fear, and I wondered why I had ever agreed to such a thing. A twig cracked under the weight of someone's foot, but I still played with the cross, pretending not to know James stood behind me until I felt him brush the back of my dress, and I turned around in a hurry. I let out a pretend scream.

      "Naughty boy. You frightened me," I said, my head down, my lips pouting.

      "Did I really scare you?" There was a hint of excitement to his question.

      It was the first time I had snuck off to meet a boy, the first time I had lied to Edward. I said I was invited to join a New Orleans Women’s Auxiliary branch, a younger group that encouraged charity work. I even made up a name for the charity, but later, I realized my mistake. What if Edward looked into it and found no such charity existed? And then there was poor Giovanni who had to take me into the city. At least I was able to convince him to return home, saying I was certain to get a ride from one of the other members. I’d waited until he rode off before I ducked away. Any amount of guilt I felt was pushed aside the moment I saw James under the light of that full moon. My, he was handsome and to think he had chosen me of all the young girls at the ball.

      James pulled a flower from his inside pocket, and offered it to me and I took it, twirling it in my fingers while we walked along the path. He pointed to various tombstones, giving me a history lesson with each one, entertaining me with elaborate stories that I didn't think were truthful. James teased me, enraptured me, whispered in my ear with talk of things I knew nothing about, and by the time we reached the outskirts of the cemetery on Basin Street, we were on to world affairs and philosophy. He would confuse me, have me question my fundamental beliefs and see the world in a different light.

      Each outing with James grew more difficult to arrange than the last and I ran out of excuses, oh, but what pleasure it was to see him, to be wooed by him, to become one and experience what it felt to be loved. During public events, James would slip love notes and I hid them in my sleeve to open later. I received dozens of them, at the museum, at the teahouse and once he even slipped me a love note while I attended a function held by the New Orleans Women's Auxiliary. I snuck into the ladies' room, sat in a chair by the window and unfolded his letter. James’s words poured out while I read; I could hear him whisper that he desired me, loved me, that all the gods transpired for us to be together as man and wife.

      The secrecy continued for several weeks. Guilt has a funny way of catching up, and I knew the courtship was a betrayal to Edward. Eventually, I made James promise to go to Edward to ask for my hand in marriage, if indeed that was what he desired. I refused to see him again until he fulfilled his promise.

      When the post arrived, I snatched the letters from Giovanni and flipped through them searching for James’s handwriting. Each day led to disappointment and I thought myself a fool for being too earnest and pushing James away. My heart broke to the point that when the post did arrive, I no longer grabbed the letters from Giovanni and moped about the house all day. Sprawled atop the sofa in the drawing room, I swung my foot in the air as it hung over the edge and stared out the window, fingering the fringes on the drape. Giovanni startled me when he cleared his throat, letting me know of his presence. He laid the post down on a small table and walked away, closing the door behind him. My heart raced. My thoughts were all jumbled. Once I could stand it no longer, I went to pick up the letters, flipping through them until I found James’s handwriting. First, I covered the envelope in kisses, then embraced it and, when that wasn't enough, I jumped up and down.

      "Tonight. Edward will read the letter tonight."

      Edward read the post in the evenings after he'd awoken and so I placed the letters on a small table by the fireside where he liked to sit. James’s letter sat on top, then I thought better of it and placed it in the middle. Later in the day, I returned to the letters and fanned them out on a silver tray. It seemed too obvious a display and I shuffled the letters about, eyes closed, then placed them back down, not knowing where James’s  letter lay in the pile.

      Later that evening, I played with my food at the dining table. I picked it up with my fork, pushed it aside, grabbed bread, and picked at it until I had a mound of crumbs on my plate.

      "Catherine, you're not eating," Edward said

      "I'm not hungry. Let's go into the drawing room and sit by the fire."

      "I'm not finished, and we have dessert tonight. A special treat. You don't seem excited."

      "I'm sorry. It's my stomach."

      "Is it upset? Would you rather go to bed?"

      "No! I'm fine." I couldn't well tell him the problem with my stomach was the butterflies fluttering around. I said, "You received a few letters today."

      "I doubt there's anything of interest. Another dinner invitation to another dull evening with…who will it be this time? Mr. and Mrs. Lovell and their unmarried daughters? Or perhaps the Callahans?"

      "Don't you wish to marry?"

      He put his fork down and almost in a whisper said, "I have all I need. Catherine, I..."

      "I'm cold," I said, shivering for effect. I didn't want to speak about the Lovells or the Callahans and wanted to move into the drawing room.

      "Let's sit near the fire," he said.

      Edward placed his napkin on the table and escorted me to the next room. I sat on the settee as he prepared the fire and had it roaring in a short time, but when he sat in the chair by the table, he didn't notice the letters, preoccupied by the flames from the hearth. If I mentioned the letters one more time, I feared he'd know I was up to something. I pulled at a tassel on the pillow next to me, unthreading it from its seam and wrapped it around my finger. Finally, Edward sighed, then reached for the letters, and read the first one and then the second. Was it James’s letter?

      "This is a surprise."

      It was his letter!

      "It is from neither the Lovells nor the Callahans, but the Logans. It appears their daughter has returned from a year-long trip to Europe and they wish to have us for dinner to welcome her back. Do we know of any black magic that can cast a spell to disarm these matchmakers?" Edward said.

      It became unbearable. I had already picked apart one tassel, then moved on to the next, biting my lip throughout the ordeal. The final letter was in his hands. Edward looked at the envelope, knitted his eyebrows as he looked at the return address, and glanced up at me. He tore open the envelope, unfolded the paper, and while he read, his demeanor changed. Sitting forward, Edward grew stiffer, then his hands went limp, and the letter fell to the floor.

      "Is there something wrong?" I said.

      This shook him from his silence and I could see he tried hard to restrain himself. "No. I must go somewhere tonight."

      "I'll have Giovanni bring around the carriage."

      I jumped up to get Giovanni, for the quicker Edward took to the carriage and was on his way, the closer I was to becoming James’s wife. However, when I looked back before leaving the room, I saw Edward crumple the letter and toss it into the fire.

      Two hours had passed since Edward set off in the carriage to see James. Although I had been very clear with James that he should visit Edward at Thornfield to properly ask for my hand in marriage, he didn't like to be told what to do and must have asked Edward to meet at his home.

      I couldn't sit still, so I walked for miles within the confines of my room, from the bed to the window, from the fire to my writing table. For brief moments, I would sit and compose a love letter to my dear, sweet husband, but I thought better of it so that I didn't in some way cast bad luck on my future.

      The front door slammed shut, and then somewhere glass smashed. I ran down the steps to the drawing room, where I found Edward standing near the blazing fire. The remnants of a Scotch bottle were scattered at the foot of the mantle.

      "Edward? What is it?"

      He remained motionless.

      "Edward?"

      Something had gone terribly wrong, and for the first time, I realized there was a possibility that Edward could have said no. Nonsense. Edward would say yes just to please me, as he had done since he first cared for me, providing me with whatever my heart desired. My heart desired nothing more than to be with James.

      "Catherine, we're leaving New Orleans." He paced the floor, not once looking at me. "We'll go back to Europe."

      "Leave this place? This is our home. Our friends are here and people we…love are here."

      "I do not ask for your opinion. We leave at once."

      "No! I won't go with you. What has happened? Where did you go tonight?"

      "It does not concern you."

      "It does. I saw the letter," I said.

      Edward turned to me, the fire casting a red glow across his face. His eyes were dark and piercing, and there was something there I had never recognized before. It terrified me. "Do you know the contents of that letter?" he said, his voice pained.

      "I do."

      "And yet you lied to me, pretended to know nothing about it. Then you know I saw James tonight."

      "Did he request something?"

      "Yes."

      "Did you give him your answer?"

      "Yes."

      The heat from the fire grew unbearable, my breath quickened and I fought for air. "What was your answer?"

      "I will not see you with that boy or any other. At first, I thought him mad to request such a thing when he knew you not. Then, I understood the change in your behavior and your schedule. He confirmed it. A courtship in secret."

      "I kept it secret because I knew it would upset you, and I didn't want to do that without knowing how I felt about him. I love..."

      "Don't!"

      The shout was full of anger and pain, pain that I had created; it distressed me, shaking me from head to foot. I began to sob convulsively at the loss of a life with James and knew I couldn't yield to Edward. When I did speak, it was to express an impetuous wish—that I become James’s wife.

      "I've cared for you all these years, saved you as you have me. We are bound to one another," Edward said.

      "Will you have me endure a life of misery in Europe? To be torn apart from the one I love?"

      "What of the one I love?"

      I turned from him, for I could no longer bear those eyes, but in doing so, he stepped up to me and forced me to look at him. "Please, don't," I said.

      "Catherine, you must know how I feel about you. Since you’ve returned, I…"

      "I don't want to hear it."

      "Would you have me love you in silence?"

      "I would."  The words escaped me. In his eyes were pain and anguish; it was my hand that held the blade penetrating his heart, twisting it mercilessly. His voice and hand quivered; his eyes blazed.

      "You are to share in my solitude. Do you understand?"

      "If you choose to have me torn from him forever, then it is a death to me, terrorizing me with this bond to you. I beg of you, set me free; otherwise, it is a death you impose on me!" I retorted, roused in passion.

      "Catherine, will you hear no reason?" He stood near me and whispered in my ear with a gentleness. "It is you I must have and no other. Say you will be mine. Say it now."

      My actions were slow as I moved away from him towards the door. "Will you force me to stay? Then you become nothing to me. I can never look at you the way a woman looks at her husband," I said.

      "If it's not reason, then perhaps it's violence you will respond to."

      His fury was wrought, and he yielded to it at that moment. Edward crossed the floor and seized my arm, grasping me by my waist. His eyes were black and held me with such a coldness that it frightened me as if he would devour me. His look was no longer that of a man but a hideous creature. There rose a darkness in him, and the Edward I had come to know was gone. I knew that one impetuous move on my part and I would not be able to restrain him; one look of repulsion, of fear, and it would have sealed my doom.

      Still, I knew that the soul could be interpreted through one's eyes, and my eyes rose to his. However, when I looked into his fierce face, I saw no window to his soul, as if my rejection of him had stripped him of his humanity.

      "Please, Edward. Let me go."

      "Never. This monster will have you. Every part of my being demands you: it will be satisfied, or it will take deadly vengeance on its frame," he said and bared his teeth. They were sharp and monstrous, and no amount of pleading could stop him. He bore those teeth into my flesh, tearing me apart, and sucked life away.

      Fear gripped me in its hold, and I whimpered like a child, unable to speak. A moan escaped me, and I fell into an intoxicating sensation, drowning, succumbing to his every whim. His movements became mine. His desires overwhelmed me. Beguiled by this creature, my arms went limp, and my mouth opened again, lips forming an "o." Edward stopped. I fell to the floor with Edward on top of me, the sound of whimpering now a desolate cry, but not my cry. He covered me with gentle kisses. This creature who had devoured my Edward now drowned me in his tears. I held my hand to my neck to stop the blood from flowing.

      "Forgive me," he said.

      His hair tickled my face, and his arms held me tight. His hot breath whispered against me.

      “I could bend her with my finger and thumb, but what good would it do if I tore her apart? If I crushed her? Consider those eyes, the resolute, free thing looking out of it, defying me. Whatever I do with its cage, I cannot get at it—the savage, beautiful creature. Build a prison and my outrage will only let the captive loose; the inmate would escape to heaven before I could call myself possessor of her. Catherine, comfort me. Rescue me from this monster that dominates me."

      Edward lifted me from the floor, placed me on the sofa, shredded a blanket, and wrapped one part of it around my neck. He saw fear on my face, my eyes wide, and my voice silent as guttural cries escaped. I knew then what my Edward was, what he had been all along—a creature of the night that I had read about in gothic tales.

      He leaned over and kissed me on the forehead. "Sleep now."

      Exhaustion overcame me, and I closed my eyes. The next time I opened them was hours later, in the middle of the night. Edward didn't leave my side. He returned to his human form, kneeling near where I lay and stroking my hand.

      "A wife with integrity and intelligence is what I have longed for, unlike the fury I abandoned long ago. I have no right to ask this of you. Catherine, I know what I am, that my sins have damned my soul, yet, I plead for your mercy—will you stay?"

      What unutterable pathos in his voice, yet it was not enough to sway me and I reiterated firmly, "I am going."

      "Withdraw, then. I consent, but remember you leave me here in torment. You are free from the misery that holds me captive."

      Edward turned away. I forced myself to sit up and with all the energy I had, walked to the door and to my freedom. Although I walked with determination, I couldn't help but look back again at Edward, his head hung low. My feet carried me to him and I placed a farewell kiss on his cheek.

      "God keep you from harm—and reward you well for your past kindness to me."

      He grabbed my hand and held it to his chest where the sound of thumping lay absent. "Your love would have been my best reward," he answered.

      Blood rushed to his face; fire flashed in his eyes and he sprang at me, arms held out. I evaded his embrace and left Thornfield behind.
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      One week after leaving Thornfield, James and I set out for South Carolina, where we would be married. James noticed my quietness, how I had reverted somehow into a cocoon, and barely listened to him, wrapped up in solitude, but he mistook it all for nerves over our upcoming nuptials. I said nothing of what had transpired between Edward and myself. Even when James reassured me Edward would one day accept the marriage, I nodded in agreement, pretending that was what preoccupied my mind. Edward's secret remained hidden, and I never revealed to James that the bond between Edward and myself had shattered.

      The wedding was held in a small chapel in Charleston where James had family. No one came to the wedding, and the church caretaker, an elderly man who reminded me of Giovanni, acted as a witness. James wiped the sweat from his brow. His voice cracked when he spoke his vows. His hand shook when he placed the ring, scratched from wear, on my wedding finger. I became enthralled with the fact he was nervous. Afterwards, when he caught me examining the ring, I knew he worried what I thought of it.

      "It was my mother's," he said and held his breath. How terrible for me to think he had bought a pre-owned ring. His mother had been the most important person to him, and he'd been carrying her ring all those years after her death. Now, I was the most important person, and I threw my arms around him. He let out his breath.

      The next day, a congratulatory letter arrived from his aunt with no explanation given for the family’s absence. While I initially thought there was reason for concern, I pushed it aside at the delight of her gift of an apartment and expenses paid for six months—a whole six months! I was flabbergasted. James said she was the kindest of his aunts and knew she would care for her late sister's son.

      The apartment was small, in a building over Sam's Butcher Shop just off Oak Avenue, and somewhat rundown. Still, we decorated it with the few things we could afford: a used table and chairs bought from the local church, a set of drawers purchased on credit from a store a block away, and we were fortunate that the previous tenants left behind a bed. We created a happy home. James apologized that he couldn't give me what I was accustomed to at Thornfield but promised one day he would. For the first time in thirteen years, I didn't need riches.

      When we left New Orleans, I walked away with some savings—an accumulation of birthday and Christmas money over the years—a small amount compared to what Edward had set aside for me. Although we needed it, I refused to take Edward’s money, which sat in my New Orleans bank account. The Kilbarrys were wealthy, and James would provide for us and our future children.

      "My darling, Mrs. Kilbarry," James said one day when he came home and found me in our kitchen. He took out a package wrapped in paper and presented a fresh piece of meat from the butcher shop below.

      "James, that's the second time this week. We need to watch our spending." That was the extent of my management over our finances, something I never had to think about when Edward cared for me and, now that I was a wife, any thought of money lay in my husband's hands.

      James showered me with small gifts, nothing extravagant, but the words he wrote for me in love letters found hidden in the apartment were far greater than gold. I piled them into a wooden box I kept atop the dresser, rereading them, often kissing them before placing them back in. The box sat half full, and after a few months, the letters grew harder to find until, eventually, there were none.

      The gifts of meat dwindled until James stopped bringing them home altogether. There was no more chicken or fish. At the market, I had to sort through the rotten fruits and vegetables, bargaining down old Mrs. Janey until she finally let me have them for almost nothing. I added potatoes to every meal for substance, learned to bake bread, and thinned out soup to make it last longer.

      "There's just potato in this stew," said James, dropping his spoon into his bowl, remnants of soup splashing.

      "I've added carrots and tomatoes." Although there had been less than half a carrot, I was sure to give it all in his portion. Yet, James remained unsatisfied.

      Someone knocked, then an envelope slipped under our door, and footsteps led away. James stared at the envelope, then turned back to his stew, slurping. When he was almost done, I percolated his coffee, searching among chipped mugs for a decent one. The aroma of coffee penetrated the stale apartment air, smelling better than I knew it would taste. Now ready, I poured the coffee into a bluish-grey cup, placed it beside his bowl, picked up the envelope, and put it on the table between us. James stared at a spot on the table. The letter had come from the landlord, the address written in his wife's handwriting slanted backwards to spell Mr. James Kilbarry. We sat there like that for a long time until his daze broke, and James opened the envelope, read the letter and calmly folded it up, tucking it back in. His demeanor didn't reveal the letter's contents, but by then, we had been there eight months, and I knew the rent was overdue. The savings James said he had was enough to cover the two months' rent and carry us for the next while, so I couldn't fathom why James hadn't paid. He took a sip of his coffee, spat it out and flung the mug across the room, shattering the cup. I shuddered from the violence.

      "Tastes like mud," he said and left.

      Five days later, a second letter came from the landlord. And four days after that, a third letter. Each one changed James’s demeanor; he appeared more agitated and worried about the finances. At the beginning of our marriage, he would go out once a week. "Business meeting," he would tell me, but soon, the frequency doubled and tripled. He came home later each time, most times not until the early hours of the morning. There were nights when he passed out drunk on top of me. Other nights, he raged in a drunken stupor, a coiled threat I knew would explode. There were signs. I shut my eyes to all of them.

      With an eviction notice posted on our door and threats of physical violence uttered by James towards the landlord and his family, I went to the bank. He was terrible with money I had come to realize. Moreover, his pride would prevent him from asking me to dip into my savings. Of my own accord, I decided to pay the outstanding bills.

      The chair in the bank manager's office was hard and uncomfortable; I fidgeted with my wedding band as the manager looked over papers. The dark panels on the wall reminded me of Edward's library and the clock on the bookshelf was identical to one back home. Rarely did I think about Thornfield when I had first arrived, but as time went on, memories of my former home were more pressing on my mind. I would yearn for Thornfield, for my life there, for my Edward and then an image of the monster would awaken me from my delusion.

      "Mrs. Kilbarry," the bank manager said, interrupting my thoughts. "You can see from these banknotes that each week, a withdrawal had been made from your account." He handed me the notes, some with inked thumbprints, and James’s signature was at the bottom of each. "The withdrawals increased, as did the amounts," he said.

      "I see. How much is…" I had no breath left to continue, closed my eyes and inhaled. "…left?"

      "I'm afraid nothing. The account was closed by your husband several weeks ago. At that point, there was a nominal amount left. Are you all right, Mrs. Kilbarry? You look ill."

      "I'm feeling rather hot. Please open a window."

      My mouth watered, bile forming from my stomach, escaping through my mouth. I wasn't quick enough to grab for my handkerchief, and by the time the manager passed the wastebasket, I had already made a mess of my clothing. And I had made a mess of my life.
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      The Kilbarry family had lived in their home since long before the Civil War began. Part of the house lay in ruins from artillery firings, the bullet holes in the brick left as a reminder of the time brother took up arms against brother, but the majority of the home had been restored to its original beauty. Mrs. Kilbarry explained its history while we sat on the outdoor patio under an awning, shading us from the brilliant sun. She glossed over her family’s history with slavery. Her hair was graying, her lips stern, and I doubt she smiled or laughed very often, and when she did smile towards me, it appeared strained. The request to meet had come from me.

      "Sugar?" Mrs. Kilbarry asked me while a servant girl younger than myself poured the tea.

      "No, thank you," I said. The young girl nodded, placed a teacup in front of me and left.

      "My husband's father built this cover with his own hands. He was a fine man, smart, both in business and life. A hard worker. As you know, that work ethic didn't pass down to both his sons." She looked up at me, sipping her tea, and I said nothing before she continued. "The Kilbarry name doesn't guarantee you a place in society anymore, unlike when my sister and I married into the family. We had a double wedding, two sisters to two brothers. Oh, it was a fine wedding."

      "I'm proud to be a Kilbarry," I said.

      "Over a Rochester? I hear he owns more land in England than he knows what to do with. Rumor is Mr. Rochester can't name half the businesses he owns because there are far too many."

      "I'm not a Rochester. I was his ward but never a Rochester."

      Mrs. Kilbarry arched one eyebrow. "You may not be a Rochester by blood, but you have access to his money, which would be attractive to many suitors."

      By then, I had already had my suspicions as to why James married me, and the veil of foolery had lifted from my face. I sipped my tea and nibbled on a biscuit, anything to delay discussing my circumstances. Mrs. Kilbarry's hard stares unnerved me.

      Finally, I spoke. "It was rude of me not to have come earlier to thank you in person for the generous wedding gift. I'm quite embarrassed. " My voice fell, and I picked up my cup of tea again. I swallowed a mouthful of the liquid, burning my esophagus. My teacup rattled when I placed it on the saucer.

      "Has James sent you to ask for more money?"

      "No, I've come of my own accord. He doesn't know I'm here. We're in rather a desperate situation. The apartment was paid for until a few months ago and although I had a bit of savings..."

      "You've since learned that he's squandered it? Is that what you are about to tell me? My poor dear. James may be a Kilbarry, but I'm afraid his bad behavior was inherited from his father. The gambling and drinking, not to mention the womanizing."

      I looked at her, horror-stricken, eyes wide and mouth open, and Mrs. Kilbarry's face softened.

      "Did he pluck some poor, unsuspecting child from New Orleans? I suppose he did, with his reputation here in Charleston destroyed, and not one young woman from an upstanding family willing to marry him..."

      "We don't have any money and debtors are knocking on our door almost every day. I don't know what to do. Please tell me what to do," I sobbed. "It's not me I worry about but…" I put the palm of my hand over my stomach.

      Mrs. Kilbarry took pity on me and took hold of my hand. When I reached out, the sleeve of my dress shifted upwards, revealing a red mark on my wrist where James had grabbed me the night before. She held my wound in both her hands.

      "For years I stood by my sister, watched her go through what you're now experiencing. If he's anything like his father, I'm afraid the worst is yet to come. You're his wife now. You must expect nothing from him and he won't disappoint you. Does he know you're with child? Tell him and the abuse will…well. I don't know what to say." Here she let go of my hand, stiffened and sat straight in her chair. "The gift of the apartment happened without my husband's knowledge, who had cut James off from the family purse long ago. You must ask Mr. Rochester to help you now."

      I left her home heartbroken. Yes, there were signs that were beginning to surface within the first few months of the marriage, but to have it confirmed by a family member devastated me. Mrs. Kilbarry's suggestion of turning to Edward had been proposed several times by James and each time he mentioned it, I thought of an excuse as to why I couldn't. Eventually, James reached the conclusion that I somehow schemed with Edward that James not have my money, or as he so often referred to it, his money. He was entitled to it, he would argue. After all, it was Edward's fault that I became accustomed to the finer things in life, a life most men couldn't provide. Sometimes I would speak up and, moments later, would reprimand myself, knowing that Mrs. Kilbarry's words were true—I was his wife now and would have to stand by him.

      Arguments over Edward's money were endless, and then one day, they ceased. James went out night after night, arriving home drunker than the previous evening. He had to have money to do that, and I realized Mrs. Kilbarry must have felt sympathy for my misfortune and found a way to provide for us without her husband's knowledge. I worried about how much she had given James and when it would run out again. Did he at least pay our outstanding bills?

      Night after night, as I lay in bed alone, I cried. Such sadness overwhelmed me that I feared transferring that grief to the child growing in my belly. In that first year of marriage, I had become pregnant. The incident in the bank manager's office was the first of many mornings I found myself sick. James looked at me in an odd way, questioning what I had eaten, if I had some stomach ailment, if I had been to see a doctor. When I told him I was with child, he stared at me, put on his hat and jacket and left. He returned three days later.

      Months passed, and I heard through a neighbor that James’s gambling debt had increased. Sometimes, he would find the money to pay off his debt and then run it back up. One night, while he was getting ready to go out, I tried to uncover how much money his aunt had given him.

      "My aunt? She and my uncle cut me off long ago. Stole my father's inheritance is what they did," James said, staring into his glass of whisky. "I was meant to have a better life than this."

      "Then where did the money come from?"

      He turned and looked at me in a queer way, as though I had asked a stupid question. "Where do you think, Miss Rochester?" When he said "Rochester,” it was with a sneer. He couldn't have. It wasn't possible that he would go to Edward behind my back.

      "What did you tell him?" I asked.

      "He was surprised when I wrote we were living in Charleston. You lied to me when you said you'd been sending him letters each month. He was happy to hear of his prodigal daughter and begged me for more news about you. I don't know what happened between you two the night you left, but I will tell you this, it ends now. Whatever argument you had is forgotten. Rochester's our ticket out of this hell and I mean to use it."

      "What did you tell him?" I repeated.

      "I wrote to Edward to tell him the good news about the baby."

      "Tell me you did no such thing." The words came out barely a whisper and I fell into a chair. The baby kicked me. Was the baby angry at me that I should continue to break Edward's heart? It was already difficult for him that I belonged to another, then to be told I carried that man's child must have destroyed him. Placing my hand on my belly, I tried to calm my baby and later that night, I prayed for a boy. A girl would experience too much hardship in this life.

      When the post arrived, James grabbed it first, shuffling through them until he found Edward's letter and ripped it open, pulled out the money and read the letter. He let out a low whistle. Most times, James went off with both the money and letter, but one morning he left it behind by accident, and I scooped it up without him noticing, hiding it in my pocket. Once he left, I looked out the window to make sure he walked down the block towards Skylar's Tavern, and when he disappeared around the corner, I waited a further five minutes before pulling the letter from my pocket. I read it by the window, comforted by Edward's handwriting and knowing that I touched something once held in his hands. It began "My Dearest Catherine." I could almost hear him say it and I yearned to hear him speak my name again.

      
        
        My Dearest Catherine

        I had hoped you would respond to my many letters. Every day, I pray that you can find it in your heart to forgive me. When I think of your generosity and warmth, I believe—alas, I know—that this will happen one day.

        I long to see you with a child in your arms and I promise to care for you both as I always did you. Honesty forces me to admit I never considered the possibility of watching you bear a child, for reasons you must now understand. How selfish it would have been for me to deny you this great pleasure that once consumed me long ago.

        Return to Thornfield for it is your home and will be home to your husband and child. I will leave New Orleans for England soon and you will see me no more.

        

        Forever yours,

        Edward

      

      

      Forever yours, I repeated the words in a whisper and held the letter close to my heart. How could I have been that enraptured in James to not think clearly? It was evident why James whistled earlier—he could return to New Orleans as master of the manor and secure his rightful place in society, a spot at a proper gambling table, unlike the dingy and precarious back-alley taverns he frequented in Charleston. All of his hard work had paid off and he could reap its rewards.

      I would refuse to go. It was that simple and my mind was made up. What then? Was it really that simple? Could I tell James such a thing and risk his temper? It was true he had not struck me since he discovered the pregnancy, and I suspect it had to do with this plan of his to get money from Edward. Confusion tore at me and it seemed every time I came up with a solution, I realized there were no answers to my troubles. Leave, and I abandon my husband, the father of my child, to raise as a bastard, for that is how society would look upon the situation. Stay and I risk not just my life, but that of my unborn child, forced to beg for scraps again like I used to long ago. How could I give my child the life my mother had given me?

      Time escaped me that day, and James returned earlier than usual. Dinner had not been prepared, and he questioned what I had been doing all day, his voice rising. He hesitated, reconsidered, and spoke softly, holding and kissing me.

      "I had a good day today, a winning day. What do you say we go out for a proper meal, not like the ones you feed me? Oh, don't look offended. You were never taught to keep house. But that will change." James held my face in his hands, looking at me, head tilted. "Are you not curious as to why? Would you like to know what your clever husband has done to secure a future for us and our unborn child? I set about writing a letter to your dear Edward about his atrocious behavior towards his daughter. Now although you may not be of his flesh and blood, you are the only family known to him. I told him straight off that no man can provide for you the way he did and that no man should be expected to. A real father would ensure his daughter has the best of everything. Of course, he scoffed at this."

      "You saw him? In person?"

      "Uh, no, I meant I could imagine him scoffing while I read his letters. He's a deplorable man for not providing for his family, cutting us off from the riches that are too much for one man to enjoy in a thousand lifetimes. Oh, he tried arguing with me, steadfastly holding onto his selfishness, but eventually, my true virtue won out, and he rose to my moral ground. My dear Catherine, tonight we feast, for tomorrow we leave for Thornfield where I will be master of the estate. Why do you look at me with that face? You're white. Are you not pleased? Not good enough for you, is that it?"

      "No, no, it...it's..." I stammered. I could not tell him I knew his grand story a lie and I wondered how many other lies he had told me during our courtship when he impressed upon me that he was of good character.

      "Stop with the stuttering. You don't realize your own good fortune in marrying me, a man who could stand up to that Rochester. Do you think any other husband would have obtained Thornfield for you?" he said.

      "I'm surprised, is all."

      "Surprised? At what? Did you think me unable to provide for my family?"

      "No, I didn't say that. I'm surprised that Edward has offered us Thornfield when he loves it, and I'm afraid there are many memories of him there, that it would always feel like his home, even with him in England."

      The words slipped from my mouth before I had a chance to retrieve them.

      "How did you know he was going to England?" James reached into his coat pocket, hands came out empty of what they were searching for. "Where's the letter?"

      "What letter?"

      "Edward's letter that came with the money this morning. I read it and I thought I had taken it with me."

      "You could have left it somewhere. Retrace your steps..."

      "I read the letter," he remembered, "and placed the letter down on the kitchen table. It's not there anymore. I'll ask you one more time. Where is the letter?"

      "I don't know of any letter. Let's retrace your steps..."

      James tore into our bedroom, tossed things about, and emptied drawers onto the floor. His face reddened, terrifying me.

      I stood in the doorway, speaking in soft tones. "James, I didn't mean to upset you. Let's go out now and celebrate like you wanted. We'll think about Thornfield tomorrow."

      Finding nothing, he looked around the room, his eyes resting on the wardrobe. James threw out my dresses, piling them into a mess on the floor. "I didn't buy you these things. Look at this one." He held in his hand the dress I wore to the ball where I first met James. "Not once did you wear this dress for me since we married. Instead, I had to look at you wearing those drab clothes."

      "Nothing fits me anymore since the pregnancy, and Mrs. Creemore gave me these."

      "What? You're taking second hand clothes from Mrs. Creemore. The Creemores are beneath the Kilbarrys! The letter. Now!"

      If I confessed to having the letter, I feared he would succumb to that great temper of his. Silence held me, and I sank to the floor and turned away from him. In doing so, shunning him the way I did, anger rose within him. James came at me, picked me up roughly from the floor and threw me to the wardrobe, banging me against its open door. I let out a cry.

      "Stop those tears. You're spoiled."

      "You're cruel."

      He laughed at me and my weak attempt to fight back. I tried pushing him off, but he held me tighter, held my wrists in one hand as he slapped me with the other. I warned him that something would happen to the baby, and here he finally stopped hitting me, pushed me so that I stumbled backwards, hit the bed and fell. There I lay, cowering on the floor, hands wrapped about my belly to protect my baby from this monster. He kicked my feet.

      "If anything happens to the baby, you won't survive," he threatened and left, slamming the door behind him.

      I curled up into a ball as much as I could despite my enormous size. James was a beast. I had fled Thornfield and the monster who lived there, that tried to hold me captive within its walls. Yet, as I lay on my bedroom floor, I thought with agony of what I had done, what I had left behind. I envisioned Edward in the drawing room by the fire reading to me, comforting me. I thought of how he had loved me and, despite my betrayal of him, how he loved me still. Closing my eyes, I dreamt of returning to Thornfield, to stay with him, to be his as he had asked. Oh, how I longed to be his again, to hear my name pronounced on his lips, to feel as I did when he held me and danced me around the room. But was it too late? If I left now, would I find him already gone from Thornfield? If the answer was yes, then I would travel to England, that great distance to be with Edward.

      Uncurling myself, I leaned against the bed for support and stood up, took a step, then another and another until I stood at the front door. Opening it, I stepped through and never looked back, not at the decrepit apartment, not at the painful memories of my life there. I carried forward with my one purse and the few coins I had with me. And my letter. I had Edward's letter in the pocket of my dress the entire time James ripped apart my belongings.

      There was no turning back now for me. I fled to Thornfield. I was going home.
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      Most of what little money I had in my purse was spent on a train ticket to New Orleans. I made my way through the aisles, car after car, searching for a window seat that wasn't near a sweaty man, or a crying baby, or a woman who looked like she would bother me with incessant talk about the weather. Finding a window seat that would do at the back of a car, I slid over to it, sat down and closed my eyes, resting my head against the wall behind me. I was going home, where I should never have left. Thornfield felt near; I could smell the scent of the cherry blossoms, hear the distant sound of an occasional carriage on the road, felt the coolness from the shade under the great oak trees. My child would grow up in the same home I did, play on the makeshift swing Edward had fastened for me when I was a child, dig in the dirt next to the barn like I did.

      My stomach growled. Hunger pains were a daily part of my life at the time, but as my belly grew, they became unbearable. How foolish of me to not have brought food for the train ride, but with my mind not in the right frame, I was unprepared for the journey. The crinkling of paper made me open my eyes. A woman across from me had taken out bread for her two small children. The boy sunk his teeth into it, yanking at the hard crust. That morning I had some dry bread for breakfast and a little milk, and then nothing after that. Now it grew dark out, past the supper hour and my stomach growled again, so loud that I thought the family would hear. No one heard my hunger.

      After the long, fatiguing journey, the train pulled into Union Passenger Terminal and a warmth came over me, my hunger forgotten for a brief moment, replaced with the knowledge that I was where I belonged. That burst of energy soon vanished and drearily I walked across the platform, and wound my way down a set of steps through the station that led to the street where I found a carriage nearby. With insufficient funds to pay for the journey to Thornfield, I offered the driver what I had and agreed that he would take me part of the way. Although he was reluctant at first, arguing that he didn't wish to leave a woman in my condition out on the roads at that time of night, he acquiesced and took the money from my hands. When we reached the farthest point my money allowed, he was chivalrous no more, set me down and drove off.

      The road was dark. I used the moon's light to guide me, walking with one foot on the dirt road and another on the grass, straddling it so I knew if I veered off course. My strength was nearly spent, but I would not surrender. After all, I had to consider not myself but my unborn child. The fight to continue was my hardship, and I determined it would not be theirs.

      I skirted fields and hedges, sometimes veering from the road when it became too difficult to differentiate between the thoroughfare and the mossy ground that wet my shoes. Homeless wanderer was what I was when I left Charleston, but I would be homeless no longer once I arrived at Thornfield, comforted in Edward's embrace. Would he have me still? Me who had wounded and abandoned him? I grew hateful in my own eyes—what would I see of myself when I looked into his dark ones. I began to weep and a weakness came over me, inward at first, then extended to my limbs until they seized me and I fell. Delirium had taken over as I was certain I would die on this solitary road. I could not move forward. Fear overpowered me. Not the fear of the night or of being deserted on a sparse road, but of being rejected by Edward with nowhere to turn.

      Forcing myself to stand, I took refuge under a hedge; the silence stilled me and gave me a moment for reflection. My fears were unfounded, stemming from the months of abuse at the hands of my husband—the physical, the belittling, the rage. As long as Edward lived, he would have me and care for my child. I must not linger there in the dark to die as one defeated and so I set out again.

      By the curve in the road, I knew I was miles away from Thornfield, but was the curve the one near the Church or the apple orchard? In the dark, I could not know for certain, and it was possible I was even farther away than I had thought. With each step, my strength failed me. The cold air penetrated my thin dress, and a rumbling in the distance grew nearer. A storm was brewing. I had to get to Thornfield.

      Thwack! A lightning bolt hit at a nearby field, and I jumped to look in that direction. My pace quickened. I rubbed my belly to comfort my baby, then the rain came down, hard, spiking me with its endless needles, turning the ground to mud. My footing unbalanced, I fell over, hitting my head on the ground and laying still for a time as the night wind swept the rain across me. My body shook as I wept in utter anguish. For nearly a year, the gods conspired against me, breaking me down to nothing. Now as a grand finale, it had brought me to a state of inanition.

      The pelting ceased, and the rain sprinkled as if to cleanse me: a rebirth. I rolled to my side, pushed myself onto my feet and carried forward. A pain shot up my left leg from where I had twisted my ankle, but I would not die there in the mud like an animal and trudged through the wetness until I stepped onto a laneway that led to a stone and wrought iron gate with the word "Thornfield." I had made it. I was home.

      My limp slowed me down and although each step pained me, I marched on for I could see a light ahead. Was it the fire burning in the drawing room? Was Edward reading his poetry? Thornfield stood still in the distance when I heard my name carried on the wind. "Catherine," it whispered to me, then more urgent. "Catherine. Catherine. Catherine."

      Edward. He called my name and ran towards me down the drive, moving at such speed. His arms wrapped around me, and his lips kissed my forehead, cheek, and neck until I collapsed in his arms. He fell to the ground with me, on his knees, holding me and kissing me still. He swept the wet hair from my forehead, and a suddenness seized him.

      "Is it you—is it, Catherine? You have come back to me then?"

      "I have."

      Edward swooped me up in his arms as he had that first night he rescued me. He carried me into our home, tracked mud into the foyer and drawing room, and placed me on a chair in front of the fire.

      "You're shivering," he said.

      Edward unbuttoned the top of my dress, stripped my arms of the sleeves and pulled it down until I sat there in my wet undergarments. He unbuttoned that next, hesitated and then continued at a slower pace while I took the clips out of my wet hair, letting it fall and drip down the rest of me. When he had finished with the buttons, Edward held his hand to my face and kissed me. I helped him get me out of the rest of my wet clothes, and he saw my belly. It wasn't as though he didn't know, but I suppose being confronted with it elicited a different reaction.

      Edward looked at me in all my nakedness, stood and walked out of the room. I huddled, having just realized that, like the Emperor, I was naked. I had displeased him, brought my belly to him, as though defiant and insensitive to his particular state. My worst fear had been realized, and I cried a desperate cry.

      "What is it?" Edward had returned and placed a heavy blanket around me.

      "I thought you left me."

      "Never," he said. "You must be hungry. Let me get you something."

      After I ate, Edward spent the rest of the night sitting by my chair, stoking the fire, inquiring if I needed anything. We spoke little, me from weakness and, as for Edward, I suppose he feared angering me and making me go away again. That night, he did not ask about James, as though he never existed, as though he wasn't my husband or the father of my child.

      When the sun crept into our room, its stream of light edging closer to us, Edward carried me upstairs into his bed in a room cloaked in darkness. Unraveling the blanket from me, he stared at my belly, kissed it, held it between his hands, and placed his ear to it, listening. In the dark, he promised he would be a good father and mumbled that he was being given a second chance. Later, much later, I understood it was his family he spoke about, the one he had before he turned.

      Edward climbed into the bed with me, ran his fingers along my nakedness and searched out every part of my body, from my shoulder to my breast, my belly to my legs, and he stopped.

      "What's this?" he asked, examining me further. "There's a mark." I winced when he touched it. "Did he strike you?" Edward looked at me, searching my eyes for an answer, and when I held my hand up to him, he noticed another welt around my wrist. He held my wound in his hands and kissed it. "Did he?" he said.

      I hushed him. "He's gone," I whispered. "Don't talk any more of those days." I dashed away the tears from my eyes. Memories of James were torture to me and, so that Edward would know I was fine, I kissed him on the forehead, his eyelids, his cheeks.

      We made love for the first time.
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        * * *

      

      During my absence, Thornfield had not been cared for. Edward had fired the gardener and the house staff, keeping Giovanni with him. Giovanni confided in me that Edward never left Thornfield while I was gone, not even to go away for his business trips, but with my return, the trips started up again at the same frequency as before. On one particular weekend, not long after I had returned, he left, and Giovanni stayed behind as Edward had instructed. I took advantage of my time alone with Giovanni to find out all I could.

      "He must have traveled to the city occasionally," I said.

      "No," Giovanni insisted. "He never crossed the door of the house except at night. He was like a mad ghost walking outside and in the maze. He got rid of servants and said I have to cook. I said no! He said I have to clean. No! Wash clothes. No! No! No! He wanted no one around, grew savage after he lost the most precious..." Giovanni’s voice trailed off.

      It was heartbreaking to know I had shattered Edward and that I was responsible for him living the life of a hermit, locked away, making Thornfield his coffin.

      "What about business trips?" I asked.

      "No need to go away. They came here to him. The last one, she scratched him. I fought to get her back in the carriage and take her home." Giovanni shook his head, remembering the details.

      "She?"

      Giovanni looked up at me, his face worried, his eyebrows knotted. "The wife of a businessman. She was angry...about the deal her husband entered into." At that point, he mumbled remembering something and left me in a hurry. I was happy he had lied to me, as I was more willing to accept a falsehood than the truth about how Edward survived. Oh, I had suspected, but knowing is something entirely different. Jane, you must understand that these women you’ve seen here, they are aware of his…peculiarities. It’s better for him to compel them during their time here so that they remember little of what transpired.

      With Edward away, Thornfield felt lonely. I did all I could to pass the time—I revisited the classics in the library, enjoyed walks around the grounds, and even persuaded Giovanni to tidy the overgrown maze. Yet, nothing seemed to alleviate my loneliness.

      When Edward did return, he seemed different; he had grown a little distant from me, and I thought it was because of the precarious situation he was in, wondering whether I would leave him again. I assured him I never would as I laid a thousand kisses on him. I kissed him about his face and reached for his hand, and when I went to kiss it, he pulled it away.

      "Edward, you're hurt," I said.

      "It's a small wound."

      "What happened? It looks like a bite."

      "Dog. Yes, a dog bit me."

      "Have you seen a doctor? It could be serious."

      He shrugged my concern off.

      We had begun a new life together. The year ended, but what's more, the start of a new century filled us with thoughts of a new beginning, a rebirth, a future with much promise. We decided to leave Thornfield once our baby turned two. While it upset me to leave our home, I understood we had little choice. Edward was not aging, and friends were beginning to notice. He could keep the charade going for a little longer, but then we would need to move to another city and another a few years after that.

      One evening after dinner, I lay on the sofa while Edward sat on the floor, knees bent, holding cards. He taught me a card game. I've forgotten which one, but I couldn't follow the rules anyway, so I laid down my cards, smiling.

      "You call that a good hand?" said Edward.

      "I had the most terrible teacher. Now, show me what you have?" He laid down his cards. "You cheated," I said.

      "Do you accuse me of cheating simply for winning?"

      "Did you win? I'm not sure you did, except that you say you have. This is all confusing, and I don't know how you men can play such a game night after..." A pain shot through me, and Edward reached out for me, knocking the small table over and scattering our cards to the floor.

      "Catherine, what's wrong?"

      "I felt a sharp pain, but it's gone now. Strange."

      A few minutes passed before I felt the sharp pain again, and a liquid poured out of me. I placed my hand up my skirt, between my legs, and when I pulled it back out, I stared at a bloody palm.

      "Edward!"

      "Giovanni! Go for the doctor!"

      Edward carried me to our bed, and I rolled over to pull open the night table drawer. My face tightened from the pain, and I let out a scream.

      "Tell me what you want," Edward said, and I pointed to the open drawer. He pushed things aside. "What? Tell me what you want." Edward picked up a silver cross that he clutched in both hands against his chest. "It's this that you want." I nodded, and he held it out to me, a glint refracting in the darkness of his eyes that mesmerized me. Then, the burning of flesh distracted me, and I looked down to see his hands smoldering. Grabbing the cross from Edward, I wrapped my fingers around it, prayed for our baby, screamed in pain, writhed on the bed, and begged to push, but Edward pleaded with me to wait for the doctor.

      Giovanni returned with the physician, and his nurse tried to coerce Edward into leaving the room, but he refused. She ran about getting clean sheets, ordered Giovanni to boil water and responded to all of the doctor's instructions. When the doctor told me to push, I did, but he repeated it and told me I had to try harder. Couldn't he understand that I was trying? The nurse moved behind me, sat me upright and whispered into my ear to push. The doctor kept telling me that I wasn't responding. I yanked at my clothes, wet with perspiration and blood, mumbled something they couldn't understand and felt myself being drained, my life slipping away. Edward begged me to push one final time, to find my strength, which he knew I had and with his encouragement, I pushed our baby out of me. My breath heavy, my eyes closed, I rested and waited for a cry. Not a sound came. My eyes shot open. The doctor bent over the lower part of me, holding my baby. The nurse wiped away a tear trickling down her cheek. I turned to Edward, who said nothing.

      "No," I said, dropping the cross from my hand. "I want to hold my baby."

      "Mrs. Rochester, you shouldn't see her," said the doctor.

      "Her? Give me my baby."

      The doctor nodded to the nurse and passed her the bundle that she whisked away into a corner. There, she dropped a cloth into a bowl, squeezed out a rivulet of water, whispered what sounded like a prayer, and then returned with my little girl, clean and wrapped in a blanket. I held and kissed her, smelling her as I lifted her tiny hand with my finger. Girls endure such hardship. My arms collapsed, and I let her go. Then the nurse took her from me in a quick swoop of her arms and walked out with her.

      "Mrs. Rochester," the doctor said, rushing to my side and reaching for my wrist to take my pulse. "Quick, I'll have your man bring the carriage around. She needs a hospital." The doctor ran out, calling for Giovanni.

      Edward fell to his knees beside me, holding on tightly to my hand.

      "I’m dying, Edward."

      "Shhh, conserve your strength. I will not lose you now that I have you."

      "Maybe in death..."

      "Stop. I saved you once. I can save you again, make you like me."

      "No, Edward. I can't." My strength failed me, but damning my soul and living an eternity with such darkness inside me was worse than death. "Promise me," I said. "Promise me that you will never turn me." Edward didn't speak, buried his head into my chest, and touched my neck. "Edward, promise me. It's my decision. You can't make it for me."

      "I can't be without you. You don't know what I was like with you gone. I was empty, and in that emptiness, the darkness had power. The monster will thrive without you here."

      "Don't make me beg for my happiness. Let me have my peace."

      He started at the word "peace." "It's selfish of me to give you this torturous life. I know it. I seek peace, knowing I will never find it. You have my word, Catherine."

      Edward kept his promise. They rushed me to the hospital, where I recovered. Almost. A part of me was gone, never to return. I knew if I were to have a life with Edward, it would be childless. That was the sacrifice I made.

      Weeks later, the post arrived with an unopened letter I had sent James. The "Return to Sender" notice did not surprise me, knowing he would not want to hear from me again. Still, I had to tell him about our daughter. Over the following years, I tried to reach him but never found him and failed to obtain a divorce. At that point, I returned to Cousins, my maiden name that once belonged to my mother. Edward and I never married and, I must admit, defying convention was scandalous and fun. Besides, Edward would have balked at standing in a church with a minister, taking vows before God. God wouldn’t have invited him anyway. Nonetheless, he took care of me. So that I would not feel obligated to remain with him should my feelings change, he set aside quite a substantial amount of money for me that only I could access. That way, I always had financial independence.

      When I was well enough, Edward and I left Thornfield and traveled to New York City, where we stayed for more than ten years. It was glorious; there were many people to hide among as we pretended to be husband and wife. We attended balls and threw parties in our rented townhouse on East 79th Street. Afterwards, we left for Chicago. In 1915, when Giovanni passed away, Edward hired Auntie as his handler. She was young, newly arrived from Jamaica.

      There was talk around that time that America would enter the Great War being fought overseas, and people would speak of nothing else at restaurants, parties, and coffee shops. When we entered the war, not much changed in our lives at first, but then the whispering started, and some began asking if Edward would join. "After all," a smug elderly man said one evening during a card game, "if not for England, at least for America." Some took to calling Edward a coward. We closed our doors then, shut the outside world and swore not to re-enter until the war ended. It wasn't long before it did, and we emerged from our home, but America entered another war—against alcohol.

      We remained in Chicago when prohibition passed and were caught up in a secretive underground of speakeasies, drinking and gambling. It was all good fun at first, but it wasn't long before certain types were found in the hidden party rooms, drinking, smoking cigars, and making deals of a different kind. Those people took over, and it all began to change for me, especially one night when I was at a speakeasy on North Broadway, huddled in a booth with Edward, and Al Capone walked in and sat in the booth next to us. He winked at me. Well, that just terrified me, and I began to reconsider what we were involved in, worried about Edward being arrested. The forged birth certificate he had at the time put him at more than sixty years old, so we had to hurry, get new paperwork and move on.

      By the time we left Chicago, Auntie had a daughter she left behind to be raised by her sister. I didn't go with her when she said goodbye, and she never spoke to me about her decision to work for us. No one else would have paid her what Edward did, so I understood her desire to provide for her daughter from afar.

      To avoid the strictness imposed by prohibition, we headed for Montreal, Canada and began anew. The French language comforted me and reminded me of New Orleans, but it also made me homesick. We then spent years in Europe—Italy, Belgium, France. When the Second World War broke out, we returned home and settled in New York again. Edward gave me as extraordinary a life as he could. Now that I look back, I have no regrets and am grateful for the lifetime that I had with him. Seventy-five years.

      When enough time had passed that no one would remember Edward, we returned to Thornfield. Few friends remained, and they were surprised at how much Edward looked like his namesake grandfather. How sad that's what it looks like at the outset, that he's my grandchild.

      Jane, I brought you here to be with him when I'm gone. My doctor told me little about you, your age and that you were orphaned, and I connected to you before we even met. We're sisters and I know with you here Edward will be happy. Without you...Oh, Jane, think of his misery; think of his wickedness—look at his state when left alone; remember his headlong nature; consider the recklessness following his despair. Please stay. Soothe him. Save him. Love him. Tell him you will be his.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART THREE

          

          
            Jane

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Eighteen

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      During the two hours that Catherine recounted her story, I had wiped tears from my eyes numerous times, unprepared for the emotional hold her words would have on me. Her words evoked a passion deep within me; the idea that this monster could love as he did, and that Catherine chose him above all others unraveled me. I had understood pain and suffering. Still, my life had not been as tortuous or dark as his, and I was sensitive to the great lengths he took to find whatever humanity he had left.

      To my surprise, the poker remained in my hand, but I no longer clenched my fingers around the iron, having slackened them at some point while Catherine spoke. The story had worn her down, and she sent me to my room, but not before pleading with me to spend one more night at Thornfield and reconsider my options. She promised me that I would be well cared for and experience great love, the kind normally reserved for fiction.

      Back in my room, I lay on the bed, recalling every detail of Catherine's story and, touching my fingers to my lips, envisioned a kinder version of Rochester. The fact remained that he never left Catherine at the orphanage as I had been. Oh, how different my life would have been! But was it within me to live my life in pretense, in naiveté of what transpired in the attic, to hear the footsteps of the women after he was done with them? Could I have the hands of a murderer on me again, albeit he did kill to save Catherine? When he held me in the past, sometimes it was in an aggressive manner, other times in tenderness; the way he held me while we danced, wrapping his arm around my waist, touching the small of my back. I longed for him to touch me again, to disrupt my loneliness.

      —No. No, I could not bear it. I must leave Thornfield in the morning.

      There was so much to consider that it brought on a headache. I wet a cloth, placed it on my forehead, and lay down again, closing my eyes. In quiet despair, I concentrated on breathing, freeing myself of all thought. My head cleared and calmed, the recesses of my mind belonged to me alone, and I shunned him.

      Edward. He entered my mind again. I thought of his beautiful features, his voice when he read, and his imposing, strong, masculine figure when he stood near me. Catherine had crossed oceans to be with him, freely giving herself to him. I could, as well. I had chosen to leave a moment ago, but now I was lost again in indecision.

      A crash sounded from Catherine's bedroom. I whipped the cloth from my forehead, threw my legs over the side of my bed and ran down the hall. By the time I had arrived, Edward was already there, picking Catherine up in his arms, the glass from a picture frame shattered by his feet. He carried her to the bed and sat on the edge beside her.

      "Catherine," he said.

      "I'm here, Edward. With you. Always."

      Catherine fell silent, eyes staring at him. He tried at a smile, wiped away hair from her face and kissed her forehead. Edward picked up her hand and held it to his face, but when he let go, her hand dropped. He did this a few more times, and the result was always the same; then, he reached out and, with such gentleness, closed her eyes. My heart broke at Catherine's death, at his sadness, and a muffled cry escaped me. Edward looked at me.

      "Get out!" he said. Edward pounced on me, pushing me out of the room with such force that I fell to the floor, and he locked the door between us.

      During those early morning hours, I sat in the corridor, listening to the wailing on the other side, to his blasphemies and wishes to take away his pain. My body trembled at the crashing sounds from within—the smashing of glass, the turning over of furniture—from Edward wreaking havoc until he collapsed at last, defeated, and the house filled with silence.

      On a bright, sunny day, Catherine was laid to rest. Rochester didn't speak a word and locked himself away in his attic. By then, Thomas had returned from his secretive trip and helped me with the arrangements. Often, I tried reaching out to Rochester, but he never responded. One night, I found Thomas knocking on his door, and after several seconds, the door opened. Thomas disappeared inside. We never spoke of it.

      Many of Catherine’s friends and acquaintances attended the funeral, with the odd person who hadn't known her but wished they had. The one notable absence was Edward, who could not travel in daylight. Word spread of his heartbreak over his grandmother's death, and condolences arrived daily at Thornfield, beautiful cards with words of sympathy, of kindness and a few as awkward as the people who wrote them.

      When the sun set later in the day, I returned to the cemetery with Edward. We traveled down the alleyways, past monuments of loved ones abandoned long ago, past vaults and headstones damaged by moss and lime, inscriptions faded with time. My flashlight illuminated Catherine's marble tomb, and a small wrought iron fence surrounded her crypt. I held the gate open to Edward. The arch above the door was adorned with a crest, and decorative urns stood on either side of the entrance. I pressed my shoulder into the hard, wooden door a few times, then thought better of it and moved aside. In one effortless movement, Edward pushed the door open and walked in, leaving me to follow. It looked different at night, frightening, cold, and filled with intense loneliness. On the east wall sat a small tomb with a stone marked:

      
        
        
        Here lies our darling daughter

        Elizabeth Catherine Rochester

        1900

      

      

      

      Edward leaned against the stone crypt that housed Catherine's coffin, ran his fingers along the crease where the lid met the bottom, then placed his cheek to its cold hardness, caressing the markings of her name engraved deep into the stone. He emitted a long, deep noise of sadness, then shifted the lid a few inches. The sound of grinding reverberated as he pushed some more.

      "Mr. Rochester, please don't. Leave her in peace," I said.

      "Leave. I shall remain here with my Catherine." Those were the first words he had spoken to me in days.

      "I won't leave without you. She didn't bring me to Thornfield to have you bury yourself in a tomb, to impose a harsh punishment like this on yourself." When he looked at me momentarily, I saw a change come over his face as though he agreed with me and would do Catherine's bidding.

      "You have a man's vigorous brain and the heart of a woman—it will not do. You must not be locked away in Thornfield. I free you, Jane, from whatever promise you made to Catherine," he said.

      "I made no promise to her. It's for me that I won't leave you here. I couldn't bear it."

      Edward reached out and touched my cheek, held my face in his hands, and drew me to him. The light in his eyes faded, its sadness palpable and so intense that I shared in his suffering, stifling a cry. Then the spark dissipated, replaced by something resembling death—they became darker, devoid of humanity. He grabbed me by my shoulders and pushed me backwards until I was thrown outside the mausoleum, and I landed on the soft, dewy grass.

      "This is our death," Edward said and, closing the heavy door, locked himself inside and set me free.
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        * * *

      

      The following evening, Rochester still had not returned to Thornfield, and I waited one more night before asking Thomas for help. I traveled down the drive to the home that once belonged to Auntie, where Thomas now lived. As I approached, I found him waiting for me, leaning against the doorjamb, a grin on his face.

      "I've got the kettle on," he said, and I followed him in.

      The home was small and bare, with a green sofa placed in the center of the living room, its middle sunken, and in front of it was a striped woven rug on the white-painted wood floor. Next to the kitchen was a table and two chairs. I had never been in the home when Auntie was alive, and it felt strange being there with her gone. Even stranger was the general awkwardness that still existed between Thomas and myself. For his part, the uneasiness began with Auntie's death. As for me, I built a wall up when I discovered the secret of the creature Thornfield housed. There was no one else to speak to about it, leaving me no choice but to be upfront with Thomas, tell him about Rochester’s secret  while asking him for help to bring him home.

      "Lemon or milk?" Thomas said, placing two teacups on the table we sat at. Then he snapped his fingers. "Forgot I'm out of lemons."

      "Milk is fine," I said, and he poured some into my cup. I stirred the milk with a spoon, and although it blended several seconds later, I kept stirring. Thomas did the same. "Help me bring Rochester home," I blurted out.

      He took the spoon out of his cup and laid it down, then raised his hands to cover his face, leaning his elbows on the table. "I'm not so sure that's a good idea," he said. Then, after removing his hands from his face, he asked, "Why are you doing this?"

      Taking a deep breath, I relayed the events of the night Catherine died, hesitating before revealing what I saw in the attic. And although I had thought he would believe me to be crazy, I had not anticipated what followed.

      "I'm sorry you saw that. You were never supposed to see it," he said.

      Tears flooded my eyes at the betrayal, and he looked away. "You knew what he was all this time?"

      "Not at first, but when my grandmother died, he offered me a job. The money was too good...I learned soon enough what the job entailed," Thomas said, rubbing at his eyes.

      "You were his handler. Did you get the women for him?"

      "They weren't harmed and were paid well. Three women each month, a little from each, to survive. That's not a lot to ask for."

      "You call what he did to them not harmful? I'm going to be sick." Thomas grabbed a pail from under the kitchen sink and put it on the floor in front of me, but I overcame the queasiness. "Am I insane? Because all of this is madness. I wish I had never come to Thornfield."

      "We won't stay here. We can go up north, to New York and start over."

      "We? I don't know what you've become."

      "Please, forgive me. You're right. This place is mad, and we must get as far away as possible. You'll see. Things will be better once we're free from this place. Free from Rochester."

      It was simple to say yes, to leave Thornfield behind, but could that be the answer? I was no longer certain where things stood with Thomas, and now I knew what he did for money. It marked him in my eyes. Still, I couldn’t shake the image of Rochester locking himself away in the tomb with his love. Catherine brought me here to save him, just as she had done. What is it she asked of me? To stay and consider the recklessness that follows Rochester’s despair.

      But who will save me?

      "OK," I said at last. "We'll leave once Rochester returns."

      There it was again, another expression on his face, a shift of the eyes, a turning away of his face. "He's not coming back, Jane."

      "You can't be sure of that."

      "Mr. Rochester knew he wasn't returning. He wanted me to take care of a few things and left you with a great sum of money, so much that you never have to worry about bills. He said the account once belonged to Catherine, but she returned it to him, and now it's yours. He wanted to free you, to give you a life you never thought possible. He said you're brilliant and could go to university. Mr. Rochester wanted all these things for you."

      "He did that?"

      "Jane, he made it clear that you were free to pursue anything. He thought only of your happiness."

      Happiness—that was a strange word to me—so odd that I didn't know what I could possibly do with it. I was free, yet I couldn't help but set about freeing Rochester from his prison.

      It took convincing, but soon, Thomas agreed with me. On the thirtieth night of Rochester's absence, we drove to the cemetery to bring him home. Thomas snuck a bag of blood into his belongings, and I pretended not to notice. Once Rochester was safe at Thornfield, Thomas and I planned to leave for New York City.

      Thomas slid the edge of a crowbar into the crack of the mausoleum door and, after much exertion, propped it open. Standing in utter darkness, I called out to Rochester, but there was no answer, so I pulled the flashlight from my bag, searching for any sign of him. Thomas walked to the small tombstone and read it.

      "They had a daughter?"

      "Yes," I said, then took the light off the small tomb and shone it elsewhere, pointing the light into every dark corner. Still, I could not find him. "Mr. Rochester?"

      Thomas took the flashlight from me and walked farther in, shining the light against every part of the mausoleum so as not to miss Rochester. When he stepped away, the darkness closed in on me, wrapping itself around me with warm comfort. Darkness had always frightened me, but the fear I once had dissipated. I closed my eyes so that I could no longer see the light shining from Thomas’s flashlight, and, in my blindness, I felt Rochester was near. Opening my eyes, I turned, and in the blackness, I could somehow see him crouched on the floor, his back up against a crevice in the corner. A light cast a wider net on us, and then I heard Thomas’s soft footsteps coming up behind me, flashlight in hand. I knelt to Rochester, but he didn't look at me as though neither Thomas nor I were there. Rochester was gone, his body left behind in this motionless shell. I reached out and held his hand.

      "Mr. Rochester. We've come to bring you home," I said.

      His body did not respond, and when I let go of his hand, it fell limp. I turned to Thomas, fearful that we had come too late.

      "Try again," Thomas said.

      I shuffled closer, placed my hands on him and forced him to look up at me. "We've come to take you home. Edward."

      He started at the sound of his name, and his eyes turned to me. "Is it you—is it, Jane? You have come back to me then?"

      "I have."

      Rochester let me help him up, never once taking his eyes off me as I wrapped my arm around his waist and led him out, freeing him from his self-imposed prison. Never had I seen or felt him in this weakened state. He had resigned himself to this death.
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        * * *

      

      It would be weeks before Rochester returned, at least in part, to whom he had been before Catherine's death, no longer hiding away in the attic, no longer lifeless, with a guarantee that he would participate in life at Thornfield. He never spoke of his duration alone in the tomb, though I'm certain it allowed him time for reflection—on his life with Catherine and his life going forward. There were times when I caught him in moments of stillness, a book opened on his lap, a page never turned, and I knew he thought of her.

      Thomas grew impatient, asking when we were to leave, and each time I responded that I didn't know, which invariably led to him questioning whether my loyalty was to him or Rochester. My loyalty was to myself first, but I couldn't leave Rochester until I knew he would be well cared for. We brought someone, a man Thomas had heard about with a shady past, from California to New Orleans, but after questioning him, I sent him away, telling Thomas he was not right to care for Rochester. In frustration, Thomas began another search for a handler and returned to the city, spending a few days more hoping to find someone worthy of my approval.

      Alone, Rochester and I dined together and afterwards, stemming from routine, made our way to the drawing room. He took to reading again, a book of poetry, but that night, I didn't listen to his voice. Instead, I watched him as his lips moved to form the words, as his face expressed the passion in what he read, his features aglow in the firelight.

      "Jane? Is there something wrong?" he said.

      "No, Mr. Roch...Edward."

      "Jane, I know you well enough to understand better. Half-truths should never be spoken."

      "I worry about you. Soon, we must leave, but that isn't possible until we find someone to replace Thomas."

      "Leave? Why should you leave? You came back for me."

      "To free you from that punishment you have fixed yourself to," I said.

      Rochester laid down his book and moved towards me, sitting on the sofa and taking my hand. "For thirty days and nights, I lay still in that tomb, relived my life with Catherine and rejected my life before her. My Catherine is gone. I had hoped that being near her would change things for me, but I grew overwrought with despair and loneliness. My ghosts haunted me there. They called my name, taunted me, and drove me mad until I would shout at them to stop, plead with them to forgive me. Peace is not meant to be mine."

      "You were stricken by your loss," I said.

      "No, it was my child that affected me. The ghosts had worn me down, torn me apart. Their voices wouldn't get out of my head. My daughter pled with me to hold her hand, but I hid from her under the bed because I knew her ghost meant to torture me. She called me in her angelic voice, but I never answered. Imagine a demon trapped by the ghosts it created, held by its sins. A soulless monster cowering in a dark corner, praying for forgiveness, praying to be saved. In that darkness, I heard my name called. Edward. When I came out of that black hole, it was your face I saw; you chased away my ghosts. You came back for me." Here, he looked at me, his face softened, hopeful, but I pulled my hand away.

      "You misunderstand my purpose. It was to return you to Thornfield and stay for a little while until you were settled, but not always. We cannot stay."

      “We? A lifetime is what I seek from you. I see what impedes my happiness, and I’ll send Thomas away," he said, his voice cold.

      I stood to move away from him, but he grabbed me and yanked me back down near him. His hold was aggressive at first, but then it softened, as did his voice when he spoke to me.

      "Jane, I promise you this, you will not regret being mine. If it is a marriage you desire, then I will happily comply to make our union legal."

      "I cannot marry you and become part of you."

      "A part of me you must become. A part of me you already are."

      "If I remain here with you, I will abandon part of myself, which will not do. I seek something else."

      "Love? Is there not enough between us? If not, I promise it will come over time."

      "I scorn your idea of love." I could not help but say that as I rose again and stood before him. "It's a counterfeit sentiment you offer. The thought of saying yes to you makes me shudder and predetermines an early death for me."

      Rochester looked at me fixedly, and I could not tell if he was incensed or surprised, but I suspected it was an injury that I inflicted on him.

      "Please, forgive me. My words were mean-spirited and not at all what I meant. Understand that I cannot stay."

      He sat there, unmoved, in his iron silence, and all I felt was his despair and disappointment that I should not subject myself to him, to his desires; that I resisted being a comfort to him in his loneliness.

      "I scarcely expected to hear you express such things," he said in a gentle tone that drew me to sit back down near him. His gentleness had such a potent force that it broke me down with grief. "Please stay. Let me hear the words 'I will be yours'."

      "I will not be yours."

      "You mean to leave me then?"

      "I do."

      He embraced me. "Do you mean it now?"

      "I do."

      He kissed me on my forehead and cheek. "And now?"

      "I do," I said, extricating myself from his embrace.

      "This is wicked what you do to me. It is not wickedness to love a monster like me who can be gentle and loving. Oh, Jane, think about my horrible life when you are gone; all chance at happiness disappears with you. What am I left with? The memory of my love in this home will diminish; my darkness will grow, and my ghosts will destroy me. Will you not yield?"

      "No."

      "Then you condemn me and all who come into my path." His voice rose, and he stood before me, his face inches from mine, his eyes desperate. Then, when all else failed and gentle tones and reasoning subsided, he tried to coerce me into obedience. He took my hand in his, but I pulled it away. "You will leave me then? I'm to be alone again." He sank back down, landing with a heavy thud on the sofa, and turned away, lost, as I had found him in the mausoleum.

      I could not be held accountable for his happiness, so I walked out of the room, out of Thornfield, and down the drive, wiping at tears as they streamed down. I would stay at Thomas’s house in his absence.

      The following day, Thomas returned with news that he had found a suitable new handler and that I should meet him in New Orleans. However, after the encounter with Rochester, I resolved that we should leave immediately and approved of the man he recommended. Arrangements had been made for him to arrive the following day, and Thomas and I were to pack what few belongings we had.

      Hours later, I went to Thomas’s home, bent on leaving without saying goodbye to Rochester, but he wasn’t home. I waited a good half-hour more before Thomas arrived, looking downtrodden by the front door, lost in his own thoughts. He had not seen me.

      “Thomas?”

      He looked up at me without saying anything.

      “Is something wrong?” He shook his head. “Where were you?” Still he didn’t answer, looked away from me and moved into the kitchen. I followed. "I want to leave at first light," I told him.

      "I'll take you to the train station."

      "What do you mean you'll take me? You're coming with me." A long silence followed. "Thomas?" He turned away, and then I understood without him having to say anything at all. "You're not coming with me." It was meant to be a question but came out as a statement.

      "I'm staying."

      "You were with Rochester just now, weren’t you? Did he offer more money?" Thomas shook his head. "He's doing it to punish me for leaving him. Your grandmother regretted her decision to work for him, and you will, too. Leave this place. Come away with me now." The mention of Auntie grew out of desperation. Had I not felt the agony of abandonment and betrayal, had I thought things through for a moment, I would have understood then what I know now. Thomas sacrificed his own happiness for me. Rochester refused to let us both go and, when presented with the situation by Rochester, Thomas decided that I would be the one to escape Thornfield.

      Finally, his eyes met mine, and he said, "You must leave."

      "Then I'm to be alone again," I said.
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      Horns honked. People yelled. Tires screeched. A cardinal, perched on my windowsill, whistled a sweet, long and complex song, drowning out the New York City noise, but then, stirred by the madness below, began attacking its reflection in the glass. There were times I concurred when driven by the lunacy around me. When I had first arrived, I was hustled and bustled about on the sidewalk; afraid to drive, it took some time before I could conquer the hot and sticky underground, a subway map, torn and creased from refolding, tucked away in my purse. I lived on the Upper West Side because of its proximity to Central Park and the quick jaunt to Columbia, where I would attend in the fall. Pouring over the courses, I settled on literature, history and poetry, picking up a creative writing class as an afterthought when really it most interested me.

      I took a photography course on weekends and purchased a used Nikon F with interchangeable components and accessories. The man at the store counter at the corner of 7th Avenue and 32nd Street sold the camera with a 50mm lens but said I couldn't go wrong in buying a 200mm and, like a fool, I nodded, accepting everything he said as gospel. For the first time, I hung out with people I had met in class. Some were budding photographers. Others were bored wealthy students who had no interest in following their fathers into the world of finance, law, or land development and tossed their trust funds aside without a care in the world. However, I suspect that for many, it would be temporary. They introduced me to their friends who lived in tiny apartments, some with three or more roommates and threw impromptu parties, listened to jazz, drank, smoked cannabis and talked politics. Always politics, and when the topic of race relations came up, as it invariably did, they would look at me like I was one of "them," a Southern Belle who preferred the old ways. I said nothing, absorbed everything around me, every squeal, every rub of a woman's thigh, every cigarette brought to a flame, the smoke swirling about in halos above their heads.

      One night, I said yes to the strange cigarette being passed around, choked the first time I inhaled, and listened with intensity as my friend, Lucille, told me to relax, to take it in and hold. After a third hit—my throat dry, my chest burning, my legs soft as butter—I lay back on a pillow, listening to the music ebb and flow and told them about a Vampyre I knew, how I was attracted to him, to his darkness, even when he terrified me, how one look could grasp me in his unbreakable grip. Out of fear, I ran. Still, I longed for him, for his closeness, his touch, so much so that I would allow him to draw the blood from my veins, to make me an immortal being, a nasty, filthy, soulless creature of the night, in the hopes of being with him.

      I rolled my head to the side and found them staring, listening, mouths gaping open. When I didn't continue, they laughed and said I was too stoned to finish the gothic tale. Lucille, who had far more from the cigarette than I had, picked up with the story.

      Later in the week, I met friends at a coffeehouse on Eighty-eighth Street where they held a performance piece on Ginsberg's Howl, and spent the rest of the evening analyzing it. I didn't know it then since everything was new to me, but things were changing in the country. New York had a vibrancy of its own—chaotic, gritty and fast.

      Still, I thought of Thornfield.

      Of Thomas.

      Of Rochester.

      In the months following my departure from Thornfield, I heard from no one and wrote to no one, swearing to leave that world behind me. I found my rhythm, my beat, and my voice, which was far more colloquial than at Thornfield. I had picked up the jargon of those around me.

      Some nights were spent alone in the apartment with a used typewriter I had picked up from a shop about ten blocks away. I had to haul that heavy machine up five flights of stairs to my place. The "u" dropped lower than the other letters, and the "p" was incomplete, leaving it to look like an "o." I wrote a poem after the Howl reading, but the next morning, when I reread my piece, I crumpled the sheet of paper and swore that poetry was not my thing.

      If Rochester had put down Byron for a moment, maybe he could listen to the sound and rhythm of the poets around him, the obscenities, the harshness of the words. I knew that Rochester lived in the past and would never embrace modernity unless it was an automobile.

      My schedule was terrible; I was up at all hours of the night and slept during the day, but my newfound friends swore I'd get used to it. After returning home exhausted at two o'clock one morning, I dropped into bed on top of the covers without brushing my teeth or washing the makeup off my face. Lucille had taught me how to apply makeup, but I gave up on the fake eyelashes, which always made me look like an insect was devouring my face.

      The phone rang, a loud shrill. I looked at the clock by my bedside—it was almost three in the morning. It rang a second time, then a third before I got up, trudged into the kitchen and picked up the receiver.

      "Hello," I said. A groggy voice escaped me.

      "Is this Jane E.?" I didn't recognize the woman's voice on the line.

      "Yes."

      "I'm calling from Charity Hospital. There was a car accident outside of the city. Mr. Edward Rochester was driving..." She paused, and I clutched the phone closer to my ear. "...he's dead. He didn't suffer. It was instant." How did she know he didn't suffer? Was he dead or unconscious, and when they didn't get a pulse, naturally assumed him dead? "There was another person in the car who was hurt, a Thomas Fairfax Connelly. He keeps asking for you."

      "How serious is it?"

      "There's nothing more we can do for him. He insisted on being brought back to a place outside the city called Thornfield Hall. Do you know of it? He is being provided with around-the-clock nursing care."

      The palms of my hands sweated, and I leaned my head against the wall, slid down until my knees buckled and buried my head into my available hand.

      "Hello? Hello?"

      "Yes, I'm here," I whispered.

      "Will you come? He won’t be with us for long."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The driver and I forged ahead of the storm, desperate to outrun it; lightning fired up the night sky in quick succession, and then large raindrops hit the taxi's windshield. We drove past Thomas’s cottage, all closed up, dark, and sped forward to the lit main house. I paid the driver, grabbed my carryall beside me and stood in the rain, drenched, tired, beaten as I stared at the great house; it was not that long ago that I had found myself in the same situation, admiring it and the ancient oak trees that seemed to devour the drive.

      Crack! The great oak tree closest to the house split in half, struck down by lightning, wounding the immortal tree, its vitality thrown into decay. A branch crashed down, and the sound shook me. Still, I could not move forward into the house. Thornfield had been altered in some way—colder, darker. With its master gone, it ceased to be a home, nothing more than bricks and mortar, and this unnerved me.

      With the front door unlocked, I opened it and stepped inside. The darkness was palpable, filling me with more dread than when I was in the mausoleum with Rochester, locked away with death. Death was everywhere in Thornfield, silencing me, rendering me motionless until my ears perked up to music coming from the drawing room. Its door was ajar, and a light, an orange, flickering glow, cast into the entrance hallway. A fire had been lit, and I could hear someone stoking the logs while, at the same time, the volume of the music raised. I put my bag down and edged closer to the door, trailing a wet path behind me on the tiled foyer floor. There were voices below the strange sound of a distorted electric guitar, music that had never been heard at Thornfield before—loud, aggressive, modern.

      With my fingertips pressed against the door, I pushed it wide open. Music pounded the air around me, obtrusive, the voices incoherent. They were scattered about, creatures with raven hair, sharp fingernails, and dark eyes staring at me, the woman who had disturbed their feeding frenzy. Some returned to the bodies whose blood they sucked from, draining them until their hearts beat no more. Another stood by the record player, flipping through a stack of albums held in his hands, a cigarette dangling from his lips, blood smeared across his undershirt. Elsewhere in the room came the sound of fornication, two, no, three distinct voices writhing and groaning with pleasure.

      Lightning flashed, illuminating the darkened room in strobes.

      A creature sat on the sofa ahead of me, her long red hair glowing against the flame as a log burned, her head tilted towards a man almost lifeless, his eyes wide and motionless. When she turned to look at me, I recognized that porcelain skin, electric blue eyes and red lips, now bloody from sucking on the helpless man. She smiled at me.

      On the other side of her victim sat another creature, his head burrowed into the man's neck while wisps of his raven hair tickled the man's ashen face. The blood gurgled as he sucked it out, a stream trickling down the man's throat while he took his last breath. Then the creature stopped, suddenly alert and turned to me. A chill swept up my back as I stared at Edward Rochester. He was not killed as the messenger had relayed to me, but he was no longer the man I left behind, one that now embraced the darkness of the soulless creature. I opened my mouth, but no words were spoken, all emotion trapped in my throat, expressing feverish sounds. At first, Rochester looked away, staring downwards to the carpet and wiped away the blood from his chin with the backside of his hand, smearing the blood across his cheek. When his eyes returned to mine, the shame that had been there was replaced with contempt, his chin lifted and the corner of his lips tightened and raised to the side.

      "You did come after all," the red-haired woman said.

      My breath was trapped in my throat; I couldn't utter a word, or cry, or scream, and my feet were fixed to where I stood. Another of the creatures grabbed me from behind, wrapped his arms around me and licked my neck.

      "This one's mine," he said.

      My body shook with fear. It was to be then that I would meet an early death.

      "Let her go, Franklin," the she-devil said, and the creature who held me obeyed. "Why she's not beautiful at all. How is it then that you let her tame you, Edward? Make you believe you could be a man, live among them, hiding, when the world is ours for the taking? Bring her to me, Edward."

      Rochester stood. His clothes were modern, jeans dark, his black shirt unbuttoned, exposing the definition of his chest streaked with blood, feet bare. He took a step towards me and I backed away, which brought a smile to his face. Tears sprang to my eyes, and I wanted to look away, but to what? The creatures in the far corner, still writhing in pleasure, in pain? A cry escaped me as he held my face in his hands. He stared deeply, his eyes penetrating me. He swayed to the right. Then the left. Back to the right. I followed. My movements, under compulsion, mimicked his. My eyes never left him, and he brought his face closer to mine and kissed me, gentle at first, then harder and harder still. Rochester thrust his tongue in my mouth. I swallowed the dead man's blood. I fought Rochester off but was powerless against his grabbing hands roaming my body, pulling at my clothes, and biting my lip until it bled.

      A woman cried in ecstasy. Two men groaned.

      A whimper escaped me and I dropped my arms limp to my side. Rochester pulled away and looked at me, brows knotted. No, he would not have me give up and grabbed at me again, but my rage was spent. It was no use. How could I win against them all?

      He pulled away again, the look of disappointment remained on his face. "No fight left? Now you are like me."

      "I could never be like you," I said. "I was heartbroken when I learned of your demise. Now, I wish the lie had been true and that you were dead, Mr. Rochester."

      Rochester started at this but then seemed to change his mind and turned away from me. He walked behind the sofa, leaned over the red-haired creature and thrust his hand down the top of her black dress, stroking her breast, bringing her to moan. "Show me you have spirit left," he told me. "There is nothing more intoxicating than the smell of fear. Running gets the blood pumping faster. Give it a go."

      I turned and sprinted out the front door, feet pounding the wet gravel where I stumbled and almost fell down the drive while rain pelted me. If I could outrun him, perhaps the rain could wash away my scent and save me. Buoyed by this thought, my legs carried me farther, and then I heard him behind me, taking his time, playing with his prey. Thomas’s cottage was near and I ran up the steps, flung the door open, stepped inside and pressed my body against the door, closing it and turned the flimsy lock. I backed away, breath coming in deep spurts, my heart beating against my chest, the taste of the dead man's blood stuck in my dry mouth.

      "Jane."

      I turned, and there, sitting at the kitchen table by the light of a candle, sat Thomas. He looked as surprised to see me as I was to see him. Between his hands, he held a worn-out Bible, its binding split in two.

      "Thomas. What are you doing—?" I stopped. Comprehension was sinking in and the horrible thoughts roaming my mind were trapped in my throat, suffocating me.

      "Jane. Why are you here?" he asked and stared at me before continuing, the expression on my face unable to conceal what I had witnessed. "Please tell me you didn't go to the house." He stood from the kitchen table, took a step towards me and I quickly took a few back.

      "Stay away," I said before uttering what I had finally grasped when I first saw him at the table. "You’re one of them now, aren’t you?"

      "No!" He seemed genuinely horrified by the thought, yet, I no longer knew whom to trust.

      Rochester's footsteps were on the stairs outside, and he threw himself at the door, busting it from its hinges. With Rochester blocking the entryway, my instinct told me to run closer to Thomas.

      "Don't invite him in!" I said.

      Rochester's silhouette stood at the threshold of Auntie's cottage. Behind him, the storm raged on. The oak trees swayed, their branches thrashed by the wind. Lightning flashed, lighting Rochester. He looked down at his feet, unable to move forward, blocked by some invisible force. We were safe. Then I saw the flicker of a fiendish smile upon his face, and he stepped over the threshold.

      "He owns the cottage, Jane," Thomas said.

      Rochester came towards me, and when I found myself backed up against the wall, Thomas stepped in between us.

      "Mr. Rochester, enough! It's Jane."

      Rochester flung Thomas across the room and he landed, head first, against the kitchen table. I gasped at the sight of Thomas unconscious on the wood floor, the overturned table next to him.

      "Thomas." I moved to go to him, but Rochester blocked my way.

      "You cannot pretend you weren't warned. Countless times I asked you to be with me, to keep me from the darkness. Now you will stay," Rochester said.

      "You lied to me! Now I see you for the monster that you are."

      "Yes, a creature of the night that feeds off your kind, sucking the life out." His voice sounded wicked. "When Blanche returned from the dead, I was not the same that had turned her away a century before when I fled Scotland to escape her grasp. When she found me this time, I was ripe to fulfill her every whim, follow her back into the dark, and allow it to devour me. I was glad for it, that I could feel again, feel anything except for the emptiness that was left behind. Such is my nature with Catherine gone."

      He paused and stepped away, and I saw a part of the old Rochester return when he spoke her name. His shoulders sank, and his voice became softer as he continued. "You know nothing about me and nothing about the love of which I am capable. Every atom of your flesh is as dear to me as my own. I'm asking you again to stay with me. Keep me in the light."

      The tone of his voice and the pleading look of his eyes were sincere, still I remained convulsed. "You defiled her memory in the home you shared with her."

      This angered him and he crossed the floor, grabbed me and bared his sharp teeth. I smelled blood on him. "Do you refuse me?" said Rochester.

      "I do."

      "Then you leave me no choice. I will hunt you down relentlessly. It will drive you mad."

      "Being yours will drive me to madness."

      This rejection displeased him and the creature resurfaced, his back stiffened and the blackness returned to his eyes. "Refuse me again and I will unleash an evil on this town the likes of which your eyes have never witnessed. I will massacre first those you love and hold dear, beginning with your dear Thomas. I will search out anyone you've crossed paths with in New York, hunt them, torture them and devour them until you relinquish yourself to me. Every part of my being demands you: it will be satisfied or it will take deadly vengeance on its frame."

      My breath came in quick succession, the room spun, and I fell to the floor on my hands and knees. "You bury me in this coffin you call Thornfield." I sobbed before him, an unbearable pain in my chest that I could not wrench out from my conquered body.

      "I expected a scene of some kind. I would rather you had come and upbraided me with vehemence. Anything but this." Rochester grabbed my hands and placed them on his monstrous face. "Rip out my eyes, injure me, spit on me, anything but the tears of a child. If there must be tears, then shed them on my breast when you pound on me and don't waste them drenching the floor. If you do not return to me the Jane that could save me from my wretchedness, then it will be blood you will weep."

      "There was a time when I would have saved you, when I would have willingly sacrificed myself. You forget I am all too aware of the love you are capable of, but your darkness terrifies me. In the end, that’s what we’re left with. You are a monster."

      "Of the worst kind—one in desperation," he said in a low whisper. Rochester forced me to my feet and, having to drag me against my protest to the door, became frustrated and threw me hard to the floor. "Still, you fight!"

      "You wounded me," I said, holding my hand.

      He paced the room, shaking his head. "Don't speak to me about wounds. Time cannot erase my pain. Even now, when I'm lost in Blanche's darkness, she finds me and calls to me. She won't forgive me."

      "Catherine?"

      "No, not Catherine!" he roared at me. Then, in a trance-like whisper, he said, "My daughter."

      I watched as he held out his hands, gently stroking the head of an imaginary figure, one small in stature, which made me think of a child.

      "Peace is what I want, but she will not let me have it!" Rochester threw himself to the floor near me and reached out to touch me. I fought him, pulling my hand out of his.

      "I was a good man, Jane."

      His words softened me, and I acquiesced, allowing him to hold my hand. It was true; he was once human, and I knew nothing of his life beforehand. Most of what I learned came from Catherine, and although he was already a creature of the night when they met, I could not deny that he expressed love and kindness toward her. His devotion must have come from a benevolent character before this evil made him, yet I stood before him as his adjudicator.

      "I was a good man, Jane," he said again, "content in my simple life. I didn't choose this; the soulless creature was thrust upon me. Crimes have been committed against humanity by my hands. I know the wrong that I've perpetrated; I know how you judge me, I see it when I look at you. Catherine saw me as a man. Blanche, as a monster. I want you to see all of me."
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      I was thirty-six years of age when I died in 1826.

      Buried under my Christian name, Edward Lawrence Dylan, on the farm where I lived with my wife, Meghan, and daughter, Lucy, I remained undisturbed for a short time. Locked in a wooden coffin submerged in the earth, I was reborn from death and had awoken to a newfound sense of power, destruction and, above all, hunger. The man I once was no longer breathed.

      When I was alive, I was a good man, father, husband, a strong farmer who worked tirelessly to provide for my family, in particular, during the cold and dreary winters. Our daughter Lucy was only six years of age, the sole blessing given to my wife and me as she could never bear more children. Each Sunday, we attended St. Sebastian's Parish Church in the village where we prayed and thanked God for our blessings. And each Sunday, when we returned to our farm at midday, we ate whatever we could cobble together, a few scraps of dried, tough meat boiled in a watery stew. My best was never enough. I toiled the earth during the warm months, and when winters brought further hardship, I cared for the few farm animals that helped us survive. Still, nourishment was hard to procure and the milk from one cow was scant. Many nights we went to bed with hunger in our bellies, cold in our bones and in the mornings when we awoke no different, I was struck by the dark circles around my wife's sunken eyes, the sallow complexion of my young child.

      In the evenings, we sat by the fire, my wife immersed in her mending, my daughter on my lap, her head resting on my chest, listening while I read the Bible. Then, I was not well-read or well-versed, and time has almost made me forget, but I had the very nature, the dialect of the farming community that surrounded me: poor, uneducated, and simple in how we lived.

      Lucy was always near me. Sometimes she'd play Catch-Penny with a halfpenny in her hand, but she was never able to bring her hand beneath her elbow with the quickness necessary to catch it. Still, she determined that she would succeed in the game I had taught her.

      One winter night brought a terrible squall; the wind howled, a harsh cold swept in through the cracks around the windows and so shook the glass in its pane that I worried it would break. "Get away from the window, Lucy," I said. "Come by the fire." She remained at the window, bare toes tipped up, a sliver of light from the moon cascading on her blond locks. "What has got you so mesmerized?"

      "Piggie got out," said Lucy.

      "Edward," my wife said with a start.

      "The animals are locked up. I accounted for them all earlier. Lucy, you must be mistaken." She shifted her attention to me, sunk lower so her feet were flat and shook her head.

      "Daddy, there's a man with Piggie."

      Startled, I rushed to the window, pushing Lucy aside When I looked out, I saw our pig near a tree, and I understood how Lucy could have mistaken the tree, barren of leaves, branches arched out like arms, for a man. The pig was to be brought to market the following spring, so I threw on my warmest coat, left the house, and pulled the door closed tight with Meghan pushing on the other side.

      At times, the pure force of the wind held me back, yet I trudged forward, head down, the wind biting at my ears. The animal squealed and grunted, reared itself against the tree moving farther away from me and shook its head in agitation. I grabbed at the makeshift rope tied around his neck, ran my hand along the braid to the end that had been torn to shreds and led the pig back to the shed. The latch of the forged iron hardware was secure. Somehow, I must have forgotten the pig outside. Inside, there was the agitated movement of the animals—the young goat bucked, the two hens flew inside their wired cage, the cow tramped and still the pig squealed, running in circles. We have had rough weather in the past, and they never behaved as strangely as they did on that particular night.

      After sliding the latch across, I yanked at the lock to ensure it would hold. A horrific growl carried on the wind, startling me and with quick steps, I ventured around the shed towards my home looking over my shoulder. Again, the wind blew, and the putrid smell of death infiltrated my nostrils, and I came to a sudden stop. Across the field, some ways not too far ahead, I saw the figure of a man. He swayed side to side as he walked in circles and from the illumination of the moon, I could see he had a cloak wrapped around himself. He appeared to be hurt, hunched over and favoring his left side. I called out to him although I suspected he could not hear me above the whistling wind and stepped closer until I stood but a mere few feet away. The man then collapsed, tugging at the frayed cloak over his peculiar form to safeguard himself against the cold.

      "Is it help that you require?" I asked. His back to me, his head shot up, cocked to one side.

      "Good sir," he said, "I've fallen ill."

      "Come inside and I can provide shelter from the storm. I have a fire."

      "It is not warmth nor shelter that I seek, good sir, but I require sustenance, having become lost in these fields with little around."

      I thought only of the dry bits of bread we had left that would be dipped in milk and eaten the following morning. It was not enough for the three of us, much less a fourth.

      "Come closer and help me,” he said.

      As I approached, a gust of wind swept around us, howling with ferocity, and then blew at my face, robbing me of breath. I fell to my knees near the man and as I reached out for his arm, caught a glimpse of his face. From what I could see, he was not much older than me. When I attempted to pull him up with me, he did not move, and for such a weak man, I felt powerless to lift him.

      Suddenly, he grabbed me around my shoulders, bringing me down to meet him. The blanket fell away, and in the moonlight, I could see the entirety of his face—his skin was pale, his hair was raven, there was a scar across his right cheek, and a darkness in his eyes. The soulless eyes stared at me, his mouth enlarged, and jagged, sharp teeth sank into my neck, the pain unbearable. I had visions of my life until then, the first time I met Meghan when she was a shop-girl at a dry goods store and I purchased items I had no use for; the first time I heard Lucy cry when she entered the world; my first successful harvest that put a feast on the table. The creature tore at my flesh, sucked my blood, and drew out my life's energy. Soon, he would kill me, but with his hands wrapped around me with such strength, I was rendered powerless. My visions were gone, replaced by streams of blood, streaking downwards, obscuring my happy images. Then I felt unimaginable pleasure and let out a moan, let my arms fall limp to the ground, and gave myself to the creature. And then, nothing.

      Darkness. Coldness. Although I could sense it around me, I didn't feel cold.

      I awoke in a wooden coffin, buried not too deep in the ground by gravediggers who had no doubt become tired from the ordeal of digging in the cold. Although there was no light, everything was visible, every nail hammered in, every knot of the wood, every discolored patch. I brought my hands up before me—the once hard, callused farmer's hands were now delicate like an aristocrat's, in place of my heart, there was silence. A great power lay within. I was reborn but did not comprehend the enormity of the monster I had become.

      I clawed my way out from that death, broke apart the wood, scraped at the ground, climbing upwards until my hands broke through and the wind tickled my flesh. Finally, I was free and, when I looked back at the gaping hole I had dug myself out from, I was blinded by the wooden cross over my grave. My arm flew up to cover my eyes, my body turned away from a God who was no longer mine, and when I lowered my hands from my face, I stood facing a home that had once been mine.

      Through the window appeared the flicker of a firelight; smoke emanated from the chimney top. My wife and child were in there, warm but grieving, fed but empty. Who would teach my daughter how to catch a halfpenny now?

      Deep inside me, there was a longing, nothing I had felt before but many times since. When the longing became unbearable, I had no choice but to feed the desire. A small part of me remained shrouded in this darkness, controlled by the beast, and I knew as I stood looking at my wife and child through the window that I was no longer Edward Lawrence Dylan.
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        * * *

      

      My feet pounded the ground of the forest, twigs snapped underfoot, branches whacked at my face, cut through my skin and left streaks of blood. I traveled far from the farm where I had lived, passed many villages—Darlington, Morpeth, Alnwick—and followed the sound of the locomotives on the new railways before heading farther east. Still, I knew by the barking of the dogs that they were close behind. Desperate for escape, I ran through rivers to mask my scent, failing at each attempt as I could not dispose of the dogs or the monster who followed, who demanded to be satisfied, to be my conqueror. Each time I fed and killed, his strength grew, the blood and power securing his position over me. The beast within me roused whole villages, and townspeople would attack, grievously bruising me with stones until I took refuge in the woodlands.

      On the first sign of daylight, my skin burned, my veins blackened, and I was forced to hide in a hollow furrowed deep within the brown moor, wading knee-deep in its dark growth, the crag protecting me from the sun above. In a short time, I understood how to sleep during daylight and travel at night. My sense of vision was impeccable, and I was able to see distances I never could before. Smells were strong. Farm hands reeked of the animals they tended to, the wheat they harvested, and the beer they drank. The women smelled of rosewater dabbed on the hollow of their necks, on the cleavage of their breasts and of the men they were with. The scent I most cherished was fear. The delicious smell of sweat intoxicated me, and when I would corner a young woman in the alley behind a tavern, it seemed I could make time almost stand still, listen to her heart thump loudly, watch her pupils dilate, the hairs of her arms flick up. And the moment I knew she was mine, the moment she was aware of her imminent death that I held in my hands, was the most intoxicating of all. When I sank my teeth into her flesh and drank the life from her, I could feel her heart beating against my own still heart, her blood pulsating into my veins and it brought me back from death.

      The monster was to blame for the dogs who forced me to head north, farther away from civilization and my kind. But it struck me that they were no longer my kind. The dogs long gone, I continued north where the sun wasn't as brilliant, a place where continual rain moistened the ground, soiling my shoes. My funeral suit was already tattered when I was laid to rest, but now it was caked in mud and blood.

      At some point, I had crossed into Scotland. I could hear the ocean waves pound against the cliffs three, maybe four miles away. After a long time, when I was far enough away from the last hamlet I had passed and when I found myself in an area where I knew the population would be thin, I came to rest in a clearing in the forest. I fell to my knees, buried my head in my hands and wept. We know that God is everywhere; we feel His presence, but at that moment, His words were silent, lost to the likes of me, a soulless creature of the night. I begged for mercy, but He could not save what He did not create.

      Not one tie held me to human civilization. Society would have not one kind thought or a good wish for me. I was lost with nowhere to turn and, with day approaching, had dug a grave with my bare hands and buried myself in the dirt. Worms squirmed around me, and insects burrowed. Nature! I will seek her breast and ask for repose. Mother seemed benign and good; I thought She loved me, outcast as I was, and I, who from Man could anticipate only mistrust, rejection, and fear, clung to Her with filial fondness. As I was Her child, I would be Her guest: my Mother would lodge me without money or price. In Her bosom, I was free—from civilization, the monster and the murderous trail I left behind.

      To my delight and dismay, I discovered I could feed off the forest animals and although they did not give me the strength that I desired it was enough to temper the pain and help bring me back, subduing the monster within me, albeit temporarily. For a long time now, I have tried to return to the man I used to be, but I've never been whole. Feeding off the animals sufficed for a period, but then my body weakened, sick with the instinctual cravings the demon desired. I was not rid of him. My solitude was no solitude; my rest was no rest as long as the monster was still with me. I wandered the forest like a lost, starving dog, my strength failing me, making it difficult to trap and kill animals.

      An intense pain shot through my body from my core to the tips of my fingers. My body doubled over, convulsing on the mossy ground while something unknown ripped out my insides.

      "I want to die!" I shouted.

      Even He, who was no longer my Creator, would not take pity on me and release me from my anguish. Over the days and nights that followed, my mumblings became incoherent even to myself. There were moments when I shouted out loud and other times when I whimpered as a child. Days, I remained hidden, and nights I would speak to the darkness believing it would answer and one day, in delirium, it did.

      A voice called out. For a moment, I thought my Creator had not abandoned me after all, that He would not leave me in this world as a beast, a blot upon the earth, from which all men fled.

      "Are you in need of a doctor?"

      I lay on the ground, smiling at the heavens hidden behind the blackness of night, when a face appeared, peering over me, upside down. Had I not been writhing in pain, I would have heard him as his horse galloped through the woods; I would have smelled him from some distance away, smelled the blood that ran through his veins rushing to his heart; would have heard the sound of it racing against his chest and the smell of fear. One beat. Two beats. Three beats. Then there were no more.

      My teeth sunk deeper into his neck, his blood now mine, flowing freely in my veins. No, my Creator had not abandoned me. The dark one who made me was determined that I should not suffer and that I should not wish to die any longer. My prayers were answered.

      The blood. It fed me. It strengthened me. But the real power did not come from that rush. No, it was not in the blood. The kill was where the real power lay. Death fed the darkness.

      The man lay on the ground dead. He was dressed in fine fabrics, his hair light in color and his complexion, once warm and rosy, had lost that hint of youth and natural appearance. Yes, I felt alive again, but now burdened with the weight of despair and remorse pressed against my still heart. When I had run deep into the woods, I swore I would take no life and yet there he lay, his body lifeless at my hands, from my inability to control the beast within me. Truth be told, the beast was me and could never be separated. I had to choose—my life or theirs. I chose Man and swore to never fall again.

      Later in the night, I carried his limp body to his horse and threw him over, his hands flung over his head, swinging as the horse reared away from me. Grabbing hold of the reins, I led the horse astray through the forest until we neared the ocean where I determined to throw his body. A second thought entered my mind. The dead man must have been a Christian, thereby, entitled to receive the grace and sanctification of a proper burial. Who would do it? Certainly not me. Who was I to say a prayer to carry his soul over the threshold into the heavens?

      During that time of questioning, I saw a castle high above the steep cliffs that dropped to the North Sea fifty meters below. Its tower showed signs of cannon bombardment from a different era. I peered over the jagged cliff to the ocean below; its waves struck against the Earth for centuries, forming the rocks. No, this man who made the unfortunate decision to help me would not perish against the rocks lost to the sea.

      I led the horse to a spot twenty meters from the castle and smacked its behind. The animal neighed and ran. A few meters from the stone gatehouse, the body fell with a thud to the ground. The horse, frightened by my striking hand, made such a noise that a rumbling appeared within the castle walls. Voices shouted. Moments later, the gate opened, and men walked out, torches in hand to light their way.

      "Tha's Rochester's' horse," one man shouted. "Master Rochester, where you be?"

      The men called out to him again until, in horror, they found his body on the ground, one leg bent at the knee, arms flung about, and skin devoid of color. One man kneeled by the one they called Rochester and muttered a Christian prayer. Content he would be provided with a proper burial, I turned to leave but stopped when another man called out from inside, his voice weak and shaky. The men begged him not to leave the shelter of his castle, but he disobeyed and stepped out where I could see him. He looked to be in his sixties, clothed in a white robe, feet bare and a servant boy stood near him steadying a candle in his hands. The old man descended the stairs, advanced at a slow pace and groped at the men who stood near him.

      "You called my son's name. Where is he?" His hand tightened on the cloth of the man he held. "My Prodigal Son has returned." Then the old man paused a moment, cocked his head to the side and listened. He lifted his gaze my way and stared in my direction and I feared he could see me hiding behind the tree, but his eyes were cloudy, grayish in color and he could see nothing. His lips parted, a somber look on his face.

      "Take me to him."

      The cowards did not step forward, did not look at the old man and stood mute. The young servant boy took the old man's hand into his, led him to his dead son's body and whispered for him to kneel. His hands, dry and cracked, searched the ground around him, fingers running over leaves and twigs until he found his boy's arm broken in the fall, and what followed was a horrific wail of severe suffering. Soon, a sound emanated from my body and merged with the old man's: the anguished cry of a parent over the loss of a child.
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        * * *

      

      Marred by death and shrouded in darkness, the castle beckoned me to remain, the familiar stench of murder a welcoming companion. While searching for shelter nearby, I uncovered an old, abandoned hovel; the lingering scent of the animals once housed there, undetected by the human nose, wormed its way through my nostrils and down my throat. I fashioned it into a home, gathered straw into a pile to make a bed, and bolted the door from the inside to ensure no one would disturb me while I slept and have daylight pour in. For me, life had become simple and again I hunted animals for sustenance, to carry on one day longer, to temper the creature, but their blood never satisfied me and the pain returned. Yet, it did not devour me as violently as it had before and I began to feel in control for the first time.

      One night, having returned to the hovel after toiling about in the ground chasing a squirrel, I was startled at having been discovered.

      "You there! Ge' off th' land." His voice was gruff and demanding. I had seen the man before when he had bent over the body of the young Rochester to say a few words in prayer. Now, he shouted at me and waved me off, swinging his torch to show me the way, but my feet remained frozen to where I had been standing. He came towards me, threatened me with the fire and became increasingly angry when I did not flinch. Out of breath, he stared at me hard at first, and I could only presume that the darkness in my eyes made him shy away.

      "What's happening?" the old man asked as he approached us, holding a jagged cane while his young servant boy guided him.

      Encouraged by the company, the man said, "A thief hidin' ou' in the cattle barn. Go on, you animal."

      "I am not an animal!" I said.

      "Leave him," the old, blind man said. He turned his head in my direction and reached out his hand, but he was quite some distance away. "You, come near so I may have a look."

      "Go on 'en," the man said, shoving me towards the old man. "You heard 'im. 'e wants a good look atchu."

      The old man reached out his hands, found my face, and ran his fingers over my flesh, feeling for distinguishing features. "You are cold. Are you hungry?"

      "Yes," I answered to the matter of hunger.

      "Come in then and be fed well. Take my hand. I will guide you to the hearth."

      Into the castle he brought me, counted the stone steps in front, turned left, then right into the kitchen where a fire blazed, casting a red light throughout the room. A servant girl prepared a meal of mutton and potatoes on a tin plate, poured out ale from a jug and motioned that I should sit. She was pale and small, her fingernails dirty, her face sallow, her hair made of string. The old man sat at the opposite end of the table from me. I ate hungrily at first but slowed, keeping my eyes on the old man. He wore fine clothes, like that of his son, and although the son's handsomeness did not come from the father, I knew they shared the same good heart.

      "You're from England?" he said.

      "Yes. Outside Sheffield."

      "You're a long way from home. So am I. I was born in London but traveled everywhere, always searching to escape England and her reaches. Here I am, settled in Scotland, far from those I knew." He fell quiet, lost in an old memory and then shook himself free. "You sound youthful."

      "I am an old man of thirt'-six."

      The young servant girl glanced my way, her hard eyes inspecting me as she scrubbed down a blackened pot. A strand of hair fell in front of her eyes, and she wiped it away.

      "Family name?" said the old man.

      "Dylan. Edward Dylan."

      The old man knotted his eyebrows and pursed his lips, considering for a moment if he knew any Dylans. "Dylan. Dylan. I cannot say that I know of them unless you are a relation to…no, no, their family name was not Dylan. Have you family?"

      "My parents are dead, long time now, and I ne'er married." I was struck by the ease at which the lies flowed out.

      "All alone then. I empathize." He gave his cane one good pound against the dirt floor and held up his left hand. "Welcome, Edward Dylan, to my home. I am George Rochester. The castle is not what it once was, aging right alongside me. Miriam!" he shouted for the servant girl, who stopped scrubbing the pot straight away.

      "Yes, sir."

      "Set up a chamber for our guest, the warmer one on the east side."

      Miriam stood still and looked from me to the old man, perplexed but reluctant to speak.

      "Miriam, are you still here?"

      "Do you mean Lord Jonathan's room, sir?"

      He hesitated for several moments. "I do."

      Miriam wiped her hands against a somewhat filthy rag and left.

      George Rochester stood, looked in the general direction where I sat, and held out his hand. "I take my leave and shall see you in the morn." He shuffled away, leaning against his cane, and I hurried to him, stepping in front of him.

      "Mr. Rochester, sir, I thank you and 'ccept your generous offer. You raise me from the dust by this kindness. With your aid, I shall no' be driven from society and its sympathies."

      I reached out to him and offered to be his guide, but he would not hear of it. I stepped aside as he carried on towards the steps, telling me he knew every inch of the castle he used to hide in as a boy and could see more than I ever could.

      Later, Miriam returned to take me to my chambers. We traveled up the stone steps, guided by a small candle in her hands. She didn't speak or look at me, but I was mesmerized by her white skin, the blue of the veins in her neck, and the blood flowing through.

      When we arrived at the room, I turned to her and asked, "Will Lord Jonathan mind?"

      "The Earl's son is dead."

      I feigned surprise. "How terrible."

      "They found him out yonder, by the gate of the castle, chewed up by a wil' animal 'e waz. He had jus' returned."

      "And who is the Earl?"

      "Ay, did he not tell yer? George Rochester 'imself, master of this castle and the lands." She droned on and told me about the Earl's family and history, but I heard nothing and continued to stare at her neck, listening to her heart thump against her chest. She looked at me, her hand sprang to her neck. "Is there somethin' there?" she asked, wiping at her neck. Inside the room, Miriam lit the candle by the bed and then left me alone.

      I sat on the edge of the bed, listening to the waves break against the rocks outside my window. Yes, Mr. Rochester's kindness would not go unnoticed by me and I determined to become the man I longed to be.
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      My time at the Earl's castle was spent laboring to control my hunger and, along with it, the darkness. No longer did I succumb to its power as I once had. No longer did it blind me with pain. I was cared for by the living, by my fellow Man, who welcomed me. I had been without family and the Earl had been without a son.

      I grew quite fond of Miriam but for reasons unknown to her and the other servants. Before the hunger became unbearable, I would feed it a little to temper the pain, to keep it from destroying me and those near me. My voice soothed Miriam. My eyes penetrated her. Although she believed all actions were of her own volition, the truth was she acted on my suggestion. Once each month, and without her knowledge, I would feed from Miriam, take her into my arms and whisper in her ear while I tugged at her clothing in search of a vein. Her blood was pure, virginal, the most intoxicating of them all, but she was not enough and I could not take more without ending her life. So, I alternated between Miriam and the servant boy, taking a little nibble here and there from the other female servants. Having tried the middle-aged men, I found they were horrid, the stench of stale ale always in them; the younger men were too strong and as I did not intend to drain them to their last drop of blood, there was no benefit in risking one of them getting the upper hand. Miriam was sweet and almost perfect, and I became drawn to the females, controlled them, and held them under a spell. They would have no memory of my nightly visits to their chambers.

      That first night with Miriam, I rapped my fingers on her door, playful, and she let me inside. I recited poetry I had read to the Earl, but it was the hard ones she admired the most.

      
        
        
        Give me women, wine, and snuff

        Until I cry out "hold, enough!"

        You may do so sans objection

        Till the day of resurrection;

        For bless, my beard, they aye shall be

        My beloved Trinity.

      

      

      

      Keats was her favorite and she would giggle like the young girl that she was. I would bring her wine, watch her as she turned her eyes downwards, brought her silky lips to the tip of the glass and sip. She had a nervousness in her manner until the wine worked its magic, and she would relax, blink those gorgeous large eyes of hers and face me, hiding a smile behind the wine glass. For a long time, she was my favorite. My time with Miriam was so long ago. I have almost forgotten the rapturous taste of a virgin, how I would sink my teeth into her youthful skin and how the drawing of her blood would bring my sweet Miriam to moan in ecstasy. My memories are playing tricks with me; I can almost smell her virginal scent as though she's here with me as I'm speaking to you.

      The Earl grieved for his son; my presence there made life bearable for him, just as the new life he had given me eased my pain. I was drawn to the light rather than the darkness that pursued me. It was always there, sometimes dormant, and I waited with anxiety for it to be unleashed, dreading its fierceness if it were to escape.

      I was provided with an education—the Earl taught me to read great literature, to articulate using proper speech and regaled me with stories of his adventures across the globe. The details in his stories were so vivid that I felt I was there, traveling alongside him. He dressed me in his dead son's clothes and twice referred to me by his son's Christian name. Each time he recognized his mistake, he fell silent, lost to a memory. The Earl regretted many things, the most painful being the estrangement from his son. It had been years since they last saw one another, and despite numerous letters from his son begging forgiveness for abandoning his father as he had done, the Earl never responded. One day, his vision blurred and worsened over time until an illness blinded him. The end would soon come, and he had nothing to show for his life except an empty castle and empty lands across the United Kingdom. The Earl reached out to his long-lost son, pleaded with him for forgiveness and planned his return. The Earl would have received absolution had his son not had the misfortunate to meet me in the woods.

      Yet, there I was, rewarded for my beastly actions that I embraced wholeheartedly, believing it a second chance. Left alone that night in the woods, I pled for death to take me. Instead, I was given a rebirth.

      There were nights when the Earl's men traveled into the village, drank themselves into oblivion, and did not return until the following morning. The Earl asked me on several occasions if I wished to go with them, but I remained adamant that I did not wish for that, which he took as a sign of good character. Considering my experiences with the villages along my journey, I was not tempted to risk unleashing the demon. I told him I was content to spend evenings by the fire, reading to him, keeping him company when the truth was that while I gave him a second chance with a son, he kept the demon in check.

      This went on for several years until one afternoon, Miriam's screams woke me, and I raced down the dark stone hallway to the Earl's room. He lay in bed, peacefully asleep, but his face was cold to the touch, and the sole heart I heard beating in the room belonged to Miriam.

      "My father is gone," I said. There was a striking pain in my chest, and it was then that I understood that even though I was a creature of the night, I was still capable of love. My heart had been broken.

      It was not possible for me to attend his funeral, even though it was a dreary Scottish day. Villagers thought me heartbroken, that I was too devastated to bury the man they believed was my father. Other than the few servants who were there that night, no one in the village knew the Earl's true son had died and they mistook me as his prodigal son who had returned home.

      The castle had become my home, and I remained for several more years, having inherited all that belonged to the Earl, including his title, as I was his one remaining son. His lands were numerous, spread across Scotland and England, but it was by the North Sea that I remained, spending many nights along the steep cliff while the wind pounded against me and the sea crashed the rocks and spread a foamy mess upon the jagged beach below. I had tried to read Dante and Shakespeare to Miriam, but never did she show interest or understanding. I longed for the companionship of a vigorous brain and over time, I began to resent my father for abandoning me in such a desolate place, far from humanity and from the grace of a lady. The lessons he gave me were meant for an aristocrat, and they had seeped into my skin, destroying the poor farmer I had been. Now I wished to have an intelligent creature by my side, but when I looked around the castle and its nearby village, I found no one who could fill the void.

      One evening, I followed the men into the village and paid for their ale, food and women, entrusting myself not to drink to drunkenness and wake up with the sun beating down on me, burning me alive. The barmaids took turns sitting on my lap, one voluptuous, smelly creature after another and I played along. What a clever boy I thought I was to entertain the men and in all that play I forgot my promise to watch the amount of alcohol I consumed and eventually, my senses left me. My speech slurred, and my head spun. I was not used to ale and succumbed to it in a hurry.

      Another wench sat on my lap, giggling. Strands of hair had loosened from a bun and hung haphazardly down her neck. I leaned in, resting my head against the softness of her bosom, mumbling poetry, but I must have sounded incoherent because she looked down at me, smiled and talked over me. Taking me by my hand, she led me out to the back of the alehouse and said things I will not repeat to avoid embarrassing you, Jane. Despite having fed over the previous three nights, something happened at that very moment. I had been lonely and so tortured since the Earl's death that, for the first time in a long time, the darkness resurfaced. I tore into her neck and she let out a scream, silenced by the songs of the drunken men in the ale house. I could smell her fear, which empowered me; it was easier to feed the monster. Her body now limp, I pulled back to discover what I had done. It horrified me. It had been years since my last kill, and there it was again; the demon had overtaken me.

      I struggled with many thoughts. Rochester's men, the villagers, Miriam—they would all turn on me, they would never see me as separate from the creature and would destroy me, set me afire, find joy in my state of languish. Clarity was needed to determine what my next move would be as I could not be found out, not when my life was seemingly in order. Lifting her heavy body over my shoulder, I ran into the forest. Branches struck my face, leaves brushed my cheeks, and I continued towards the North Sea. By the edge of the cliff, I paused then tossed her body over, hoping she would be swept away to the sea and not mangled against the rocks. The wench's body fell, her arms seemed to reach out to me, and then she disappeared into a watery grave. I was safe.

      I wandered back through the forest, traveling west to an area unknown to me. Exhaustion swept over me and I fell to the ground, wept over what I had done, over the loss of my humanity. I was a poor wretch, lost in a lonely despair and I alone was accountable for giving birth to that monster again, for allowing it to rule my destiny. By taking away the wench's last breath, all my hopes and joys were swept away.

      It was true then—my Creator did indeed detest and spurn me. The reward of my newfound life did not come from Him but from some hellish place where my soul was trapped and tortured. Nothing good could come from the evil I had become.

      A divine sound penetrated the forest. I stopped my sniveling and perked my ears, enchanted by the singing that released me from my darkness. The song was so beautiful that it drew tears of sorrow and delight from my eyes. The voice flowed in a rich cadence and I longed to see this nightingale of the woods. My feet carried me to where the voice had come from, and I hid behind a tree, peering through the branches so as not to interfere with the melody. The nightingale was no bird at all, but a beautiful angel resting by a pond, the moon so enthralled by her that it illuminated her. She had red hair like that of fire and wore a white nightgown, but I could see no more as her back was to me.

      I stepped out from my hiding place and edged closer to her until I stood behind her. It was not until she saw my reflection in the water next to hers that she turned around, startled. She was indeed the most beautiful creature I had ever seen.

      "I mean you no harm," I told her and, believing her to be a Lady, said, "I am Edward Rochester, Lord of the lands by the North Sea."

      She gathered her feet, tucking them underneath her nightgown and shivered. My nightingale tilted her chin down, those large eyes stared at me and finally, her lips parted. "You have traveled quite far then, Lord Rochester."

      "Have I? I had not noticed. May I sit near you?"

      "The forest does not belong to me, my Lord." She glanced past me. "Where's your horse?"

      "It ran off, stranding me here. Do you live nearby?"

      She paused a moment before saying, "My family sent me to the nunnery over that hill. I escape most nights to be alone."

      Her answer made me uncomfortable as I believed I disturbed her. "Apologies. I'll leave you be."

      She laughed, throwing her head back and her ringlets cascaded down her back. "Don't be silly. You can stay. It's the Sisters and the life of the convent I need a reprieve from."

      "I did not mean to interrupt you earlier. I had to see the face of the angel who belonged to that voice. What is your name?"

      "Blanche. Blanche Ingram."

      "A lovely name. You must be a Lady."

      She giggled at my suggestion, but her mannerisms were those of what I imagined a Lady's to be. Truly, I knew no better. I stared at her hands and wondered about their softness. My thoughts consumed me and before I could comprehend what I was doing, I reached out and held her ivory hands in mine. They were softer than Miriam's, whose hands were rough to the touch, scraped by scrubbing, and chapped by water. A heaviness lifted from my heart and her smile filled that emptiness deep within me.

      "You are strange, Lord Rochester. I like strange and have no use for anything ordinary and dull."

      "I shall outlaw ordinary and dullness then," I said in a meek attempt to impress her.

      "Do you have the power to do that?"

      "My power has such strength that it can devour."

      "Hush. Only monsters can devour, and you, my Lord, are no monster. You are a gentleman. A gentle man whose heart I wish to capture."

      She pulled her hand away from mine and placed it on my heart, and I could swear I heard a beat. I pulled her hand away, caressed it in mine, and refused to let go. It was no coincidence that I had encountered this angel in the forest on a night when I had fallen into such despair.

      A lighted torch traveled between the trees some distance away and caught her eye.

      "I am found out and must go." She jumped up in a hurry.

      "Return tomorrow night," I pleaded with her, holding onto her hand so that she could not escape.

      "I mustn't."

      "Please. Be with me."

      "My Lord, I cannot be with you unless it is forever that you speak of." Blanche tried pulling away again.

      "Be with me forever, then. Come tomorrow night and I will reward you with a better life. Say yes and you will save this wretched soul."

      "Yes," she whispered before fleeing into the woods towards the lighted torch.

      Oh, great happiness to have found this red-haired beauty! I felt a sense of renewal, a rebirth of the man I used to be—no, the great man I wished to be. Her touch brought me such joy that I knew she would be my light, and I would not stray again.

      There was a lightness in my step as I traveled back to the castle, sure that there would be a change in my life for the good. It did not matter to me where the blessing came from, as long as I was on the receiving end. So smitten was I that not once did I give thought to the wench I had tossed into the North Sea. How horrible! Even now as I tell you the story, I am disgusted with my actions, but as I said, I want you to know all of me and you must hear the horrid details of my past.

      The next night, I traveled back to the spot where I had met my angel, but she was not there. At first, I thought it was too early. Then, I worried she would not be able to escape the nuns. Finally, I contemplated what I did not wish to—that the young woman had changed her mind and did not want to be with me. The thought devastated me; that I should be alone was unbearable.

      There was a reflection of myself in the pond and although I appeared as any other man, the truth was that I concealed a terrible secret. Maybe she saw the monster inside of me. Maybe they all could. But how could they? When they looked at me, did they not see dark hair like their own? Black eyes the same deep black as their own? Ah, but therein laid the evidence. My eyes were darker and deeper than most. My skin, paler and colder than most. No, I had decided, at last, she chose not to be with me. An angel can never wish for a devil.

      Another creature of the night in my likeness would not deny herself to me. This companion, this perfect companion, must be of the same species as myself, have the same defects, the same hunger and darkness. Shall I do it? Shall I create another like myself, and what if her wickedness desolates the world? Who am I to bring more harm to Mankind?

      Mankind—if they knew the truth of my existence, would they not tear me to pieces and triumph over my defeat? Would they not shun and hate me and do the same to my Blanche, the poor Lady? That would make me miserable and, thereby, make me malicious. That they would harm my love, the thought of which was unbearable, consumed me. Why then should I pity Man more than he pities me?

      Another creature like myself I must create; it will gratify and content me. It is true that we will be monsters, cut off from all the world, but on that account, we will be more attached to one another. I must not be alone. The love of another will destroy the cause of my darkness.

      So, I indulged in dreams of bliss with my Blanche. In her absence, I had decided her fate, yet she was not there to receive it. I buried my face in my hands and contemplated how I had traveled the same road to loneliness again when I was sure that things would be different this time.

      "Are you crying, my Lord?"

      I heard a voice but did not dare look up. "The angel speaks, but it cannot be."

      "Why can it not be?"

      "You could never choose to be with me," I said.

      She sat down next to me. "Is the decision not mine to make, my Lord? For if it is, then I choose to be with you. Forever."

      She touched my shoulder, and I lowered the hands from my face.  "It is truly you," I said.

      "Were you expecting another angel?"

      "There could be no other as perfect as you. I thought you should have time for your decision. I promise you on the seventh night we will be together forever. But if your decision is made, if the outcome is to be the same tonight as it would be on the seventh night, then we need not wait. We can be tied together for an eternity now. Let's waste no more time on the matter."

      "First, I must know. Do you live in a castle?" said Blanche.

      "Yes."

      "With servants?"

      "Yes."

      "Do you love me, my Lord?" she said.

      "I have witnessed no woman with a greater beauty. Your song enchanted me that first night and I have never needed anyone the way I need you now. Yes, my dear Blanche, I love you."

      "You do promise to be kind to me forever? To never become angry like my father once had when I brought him a dead bird. It was small in my hand and I was afraid of it escaping, that I held on too tightly." She squeezed her hands together.

      "An accident," I said.

      "My father did not like it. Often, he is angry with me. Then he sent me here, away from his wrath."

      "Surely, there is no wrath from the nuns."

      "The nuns?" She turned to me as if she knew not what I was speaking of. "Oh yes, the nuns. They are not always kind. My answer is yes and I shall embrace any life you bring to me."

      "Come here, then," I said, drawing her closer. She fit into the curve of my body, joining with me as if we were one. I kissed her on the cheek, nose, and lips, caressing her face the entire time.

      "My love," I whispered into her ear.

      I kissed her neck, followed by a nibble, and finally, I bit her, gentle at first, but then I went in deeper. She let out a whimpering cry and fell into my arms, whispered for more, begged me not to stop and she writhed in ecstasy. There was a sweetness to her, a delectable smell—but pure she was not, which surprised me. Having sampled Miriam, I knew what purity tasted like. I felt the life drain from her body and she went limp in my arms. For hours, I sat by the pond, cradling her and rocking her lifeless body back and forth.
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      Blanche was made into a creature of the night by my hands, conditioned never to leave my side, a companion for life. Still, bliss was not to be mine. My nightingale ceased to sing. My angel struggled with the darkness, with the hunger, and each night, she lay in our bed chamber doubled over and shrieking in excruciating pain. She had become ghastly to me and no longer the face of an angel, but a savage. Blanche would roll back her blue eyes exposing the white of her eyes, her lips swelled and darkened. Oh, great foul. What had I done?

      The servants kept away, leaving food and drink outside our door while I cared for Blanche. It was not difficult to have them believe a scourge was to blame for Blanche's suffering and they stayed away out of fear of catching the affliction. Nights, I scoured the grounds in search of forest animals and offered them to Blanche in an attempt to weaken her passion for human blood with their blood, but she would have none of them. The hunger was too strong and I feared that should I offer her one of the servants, she would suck their life dry.

      I could not comfort her. Finally, she rested in the day when exhaustion overcame her frail frame. During the night, she grew worse, and the quiet in the castle gave way to her screams, the horrendous sounds frightening the servants. To calm her, I held her in my arms and whispered love poems into her ear, but she pushed me away—me who was her Creator, her Salvation. She looked at me with such hatred and sorrow.

      "I want to die!" she said.

      How could I deny her when I myself had begged for deliverance? What I had created, I could destroy, but I rebuffed the thought believing she would overcome this darkness, one I believed could not be as strong as that which lives inside of me since she had never taken a life.

      One night, I traveled again in search of more animals to offer my angel. I knew the outcome would be the same and she would not feed, but I was obligated to try. Hunting had become easy by then and I would wait for the moment to pounce and if they fled, I could travel as swiftly as any animal. The forest was my kingdom, and I had no fear or reason to hide my true self. Alone, I would run through the woods as fast as I could, leap up high to touch branches and feed whenever the urge overcame me. That night, I spent a long time outside the castle and traveled far.

      Later when I returned, I did not find Blanche in our bed chamber where she had been bedridden for weeks. I threw open the window, peering to the grounds below, but nothing had been disturbed. Quickly, I ran down to the lower level, searching from room to room, shouting Blanche's name and slamming doors. I was about to wake the servants when I saw a figure sitting at the table by the unlit hearth. I slid into the darkened room and my eyes pierced through the blackness towards Blanche. Color was again on her cheeks and lips, her hair had regained its brilliance and there was an energy to her I had not seen since before I had turned her. My angel had come back to me. I ran to her, threw myself down at her feet, kissed her hands which I held in my own.

      "My darling, you are well. The sickness has passed."

      "Strength has returned to me, my Lord. I see now the life which you have given me," she said.

      "Do you hate me?"

      "How can I hate you for lifting me out of the hellish despair I was in? I am free now."

      She captivated me with her resonating light, a glow that cascaded from her smiling face. I was so enraptured that, at first, I did not notice Miriam's wash lay twisted and soggy in a basket near the hearth. Nor did I realize, given the fuss I had made searching for Blanche, that not one servant stirred. The castle was still.

      "My Lord, there is a strange look to you."

      "Where are the servants? Miriam?" I asked in a whisper.

      "They are around here somewhere. I saw them earlier." Her eyes flitted away from me.

      "Shall I get Miriam to fill a tub for you?" I said.

      "She already has."

      "Shall I get Miriam to bring you some tea?"

      "She already has."

      "Shall I get Miriam to do as you wish?"

      "She already has."

      My hands tightened around hers. I continued to stare, at first curious, but then anxiety took over me as she brought herself to look at me again. I contemplated her newfound resurrection, the quietness of the castle, and the chores left incomplete. I recoiled from her.

      "What have you done?" I said.

      "What do you think me capable of, my Lord? You created me to be a monster, fed me scraps of squirrels and then refused to have me live in a manner in agreement with my nature."

      "Where are they?" I roared the question to her.

      Her face twisted in anguish and she brought her hands up to her ears. "You promised you'd never be angry with me. I didn't mean to kill the little birdie, just to toy with it a bit, but it could not withstand..."

      "...the torture. The bird was no accident. Miriam? The men?"

      "It was no accident by any means." Blanche put her hands down, and a wicked smile sprang to her face. In a child's voice, she whispered, "Go see."

      Within seconds, I took flight up the stairs, dashing up two, three steps at a time. Behind me, Blanche's laughter followed. When I reached the top, I threw each door open, calling out the servants' names, but no one answered. Finally, I came to the chamber at the end of the hall, put my palm on the door and pushed it open. I found them all—bloodied, lifeless, tortured. Some had been piled atop of one another in a corner; the youngest of the men who had once been my father's guide, had been torn limb by limb and my Miriam—decapitated, her head placed on a pillow on the bed.

      Blanche was not my salvation.

      Somewhere among all that death in the room, I heard someone stir. It was the newest servant, a girl of no more than seventeen, who clung to life and lay near the foot of the bed. I hurried to her side, down on my knees and tore a strip from the bedsheet in an attempt to save her if it wasn’t too late. She looked at me; her body gasped for air, and her eyes pleaded with me for help, but then she looked past me and her eyes widened.

      "I left her for you." I spun around to find Blanche behind me. "How long has it been?" she continued.

      Blanche knelt behind me, wrapped me in her arms, moved her hands down my chest, licked my ear, played with the front of my pants and there I sat, helpless, desperate to feel her touch. Then she reached out towards the girl, wiped her finger along the servant's bloody neck and held it under my nose.

      "Can you smell her? She's pure. It's intoxicating," she said.

      Blanche trapped me in her embrace. I could have freed myself at any time, yet I did not wish to. The girl's smell was sweeter than Miriam's, and I had always stopped with Miriam and the others, I had always retreated before the darkness took over. It was that last moment, that final gasp for air, that remaining drop of blood that gave us the greatest power, the final climax.

      Grabbing Blanche's hand in mine, I thrust her finger into my mouth and sucked the blood clean. I wanted more. I knelt towards the girl, bent over her and stared at those pleading eyes. Reaching up, I covered her eyes with my hand and moved towards the wound on her neck.

      "Yes, my Lord, take her," Blanche shouted in ecstasy, crawling atop of me and my little servant girl, running her hands underneath my shirt to claw at my backside.

      My tongue licked the girl's wound in gentle, circular motions. She whimpered. My teeth ripped into her, her unadulterated blood flowed into me, the girl writhed and moaned, her fear aroused all my senses until I was satiated and she lay there dead.
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      When nightfall next came, I stood with Blanche by the cliffside and we tossed the servants' bodies into the North Sea below. The foamy waves crashed against the rocks, the bodies disappeared into the mist and all evidence of what we had done was swept away. I attempted at some nonsensical sermon for their souls, but Blanche only laughed at me and turned away, heading towards the village. The North Wind came from behind me with a fierce gale capable of throwing me over the cliff to a watery grave. I should not have fought it. Certainly, Mankind would benefit. For a moment I considered floating with the wind, a peaceful journey over the cliff and with any luck, would land on a jagged rock, penetrating my heart and crushing my bones. But I'm a weak creature and chose myself over Mankind. I followed Blanche into the village.

      The servants had satisfied us for some time, but eventually, we searched for others. Each kill met with the same watery grave and each time no words were spoken between Blanche and myself during the rituals by the cliffside. It had become a habit like brushing teeth or combing one's hair, an action given so little thought to. As time went on, I grew worried that the village would notice the missing and, during one of the burials, I broke the silence to share my concern with Blanche.

      "Nonsense."

      Dismissing me had become effortless on her part, and I grew increasingly enraged by the cavalier act. "You know not what it means to be run out by the villagers, their dogs biting at your feet."

      "They cannot harm us."

      "We are not indestructible!"

      To illustrate my point, I picked up a branch that lay on the ground near me, its limb cracked by lightning and held it to her chest, driving the point into her flesh. I had the strength to crack through her sternum and rib cage.

      "This is all it takes," I said, my hand tightening around the branch. I swear there was a moment when I thought I could thrust it deep into her heart.

      She laughed at me and said, "Do it! Murder your love. Live in loneliness again."

      "You were to end my loneliness and my torment, not bring me back to this. We must be careful, and should you continue this way, I fear it will not be safe for either of us." I dropped the branch and turned away from her. In a whisper, I said, "This is not what I wanted."

      "No, but this is what you deserve. Your family..."

      I pounced on her before she could finish, grabbed her by her hair and dragged her towards the castle. She dug her nails into the palms of my hand until she broke skin and blood seeped out, dripping down towards my wrist. Still, I would not let go and held on tight even when she fell to the ground among the twigs and pebbles of the grassy path. Blanche ridiculed me with her demoniac laughter and an uncontrollable anger grew out of me. I pulled her up violently, forcing her back on her feet to show her who held the power and would not have her vocalize my secret back to me.

      Long ago, the castle held prisoners, and often, when I wished to escape others, I would venture into the dungeon, welcoming the quiet solitude it offered me. Now I had another use for it and I pushed Blanche into the cell, held her against the stonewall, shackled the chains around her wrists and ankles, then pulled at the manacles to ensure they would hold. In anger, she shouted profanities and lunged at me, but when she saw I was out of reach, she calmed down, and a smile sprang to her face. She touched her index finger to her lips, licked it playfully with her tongue then thrust it in and out of her mouth. Blanche ripped open her blouse and played with her breasts, then dropped down to her knees.

      "What nasty thing do you wish to do to me, my Lord?" She writhed around on the filthy floor and lifted her skirt. "Beat me. Hurt me. Oh, don't make me beg. Make me scream."

      I looked on in horror and stumbled backwards against the cell bars. "My God, what have I created?"

      Then I bolted from that place, through the forest, and headed west, not resting until I came upon the water where I first met my angel. How could this be happening when she was so innocent, having been educated by the nuns? Yet, when I first tasted her that night, I knew she wasn't pure. I traveled toward the convent and had to see for myself the place she once called home.

      The nunnery was surrounded by a stonewall and, as far as I could tell, had only one gate. There in the gatehouse, I saw a light flicker and could see the outline of a man's body slumped over in a chair, heavy snoring emanating from him. He wore a guardsman's uniform, but it made no sense to me that a convent should have a guard. I stepped into the gatehouse until I stood next to him. A little sniff was all it took to recognize his smell, a scent I had once detected on Blanche.

      Turning from him, I looked to the stone dwelling that did not house the servants of God, but his insane children, some violent in nature. Blanche was but a mere child when she gave the dead bird to her father and I suspected she had been sent there following the incident. Without question, this guard would let Blanche out in exchange for favors, and each night, she returned to the asylum, knowing she had no other life. Along came the great Lord Rochester, with promises of a better life, promises of true love, of eternity and she accepted, although she was not of a sound mind.

      The decision was made then to leave, never to return to the dungeon that held my tormentor captive. I picked up supplies, horses, and a driver from the village and headed south. Blanche was left behind, but she had awoken the beast inside me. I left a trail of death as I traveled from village to village, carefully choosing those who would not be missed.

      I lived the life of a nomad, homeless and alone, weaning myself from my murdering inclinations, which allowed more time in between each kill. But kill I did, never stopping. Each time I felt I was in control of the darkness, I found myself in another ale house, looking at another barmaid, wondering what she would taste like.

      This continued for many years, decades until I grew tired of the traveling and running and settled back home in England to a place called Thornfield Hall, which I had inherited from the Earl. He had spoken fondly of Thornfield but could not bring himself to stay once his wife passed away.

      Life was peaceful there, and I understood why Earl Rochester chose Thornfield as his home for his wife and son. The happiness they felt while living was held captive within the walls of Thornfield. For the first time in many years, I thought I was home.

      One night years later, I returned home to find a disturbance at Thornfield. A bloody trail led from the front door into the hall where several vases had been smashed against the wall, landing on the floor, pieces of glass scattered. The trail led into the drawing room where a fire blazed and empty wine bottles were splayed about the floor. The sofa had been moved to a spot in front of the fireplace, its backside towards me, and a hand popped out over the armrest to pick a bottle up from the floor. The liquid swished as she took a swig. Blanche. She had escaped and found me.

      "It's customary for one to be invited into one's home," I said, sitting in a chair where I had a good view of her.

      "Edward!" She turned to me and flung herself over the armrest, on her belly, legs bent at the knees and her toes pointed up. She was naked. Blanche held the wine bottle out to me. I took a drink then passed it back. "Don't tell me you believe in such folklore. We can cross any threshold. Besides, I knew my lover was impatient to see me. You are happy to see me?" She pointed her face down and pouted.

      "Of course," I said.

      Blanche did not seem to remember the circumstances surrounding how I had left and proceeded to tell me of her woes, confirming that I had been correct in worrying about the villagers and the missing who grew in numbers. A small group searched the woods for them, came across the castle and, surprised to find it empty, were concerned that something was not right. They found Blanche locked away in the dungeon where she spun a tale about a murdering, thieving gang who took the servants and killed them. Offering them a plausible scapegoat, Blanche was safe from their scrutiny. A villager had told her I purchased horses and hired a driver to head south and they considered me lucky to have left the castle before the murderers arrived.

      "And now I'm here," she said, finishing her tale. "Oh, Edward, there's a whole world out there. I've seen things I never thought possible. I've done things so naughty they even surprised me."

      I smiled as she spoke, always weary of what she would do next, wondering why she was at Thornfield. Flipping over on her back, she stretched out on the sofa like a cat and brought her hand to cover her yawn. She stood and came towards me, hand outstretched.

      "To bed," she said and I led her upstairs into my room.

      I could have cast out the devil, but she swore she would not stay long and she kept her word. Every few years, she returned from her travels, regaling me with stories of her conquests, reveling in the gruesome details. I longed to be with her, and she felt this longing. With each return, she brought me a young woman who she would meet on her travels, cunningly separating the young women from their traveling companions. Fools. They believed themselves safe within the walls of a Lord's home, but they were wrong for I had allowed Thornfield to be desecrated. With each departure, it grew harder to return to the light and, oh, how I wanted it, how I wished for peace, how I wished to no longer be a bearer of death.

      One night, I set about to London, searching the immoral parts of the city, waiting for someone I knew would not be missed, when there she was—young Catherine. I had come upon a distressing situation. Two men had killed her mother, and harm would have come to that young girl. I saw in her my own daughter and she awoke something within me, something that had been dormant since I first turned. I swore at that moment that I would protect the young girl.

      When I returned to Thornfield with Catherine, Blanche had returned again. I saw the way she looked at the young child, with such a jealous rage. She looks at you that way too, Jane.

      Catherine and I fled Thornfield. I threw Blanche to the wolves, but somehow, she escaped, fighting her way against the men who were sent out after her. I had seen a fire, heard gunshots and believed her dead, but that was not to be so. I could no more free myself from Blanche than I can my own daughter who haunts me still, who calls my name in the middle of…Never mind that.

      We set out for America from England, where I honored my promise to care for Catherine. I watched her grow from an innocent, sweet child into a good woman. I spoiled her—oh, how I spoiled her! My love could have anything she wished. Catherine had awakened my humanity, and it was easy to control the darkness with her by my side. As long as I was with her, I never killed—almost never.

      Things grew dangerous in New Orleans, so I sent Catherine away when she was a child. While we were apart, she grew into a woman and returned to me as an unrecognizable beauty.  Catherine made me a man and I loved who I was whenever she was near. Thoughts of her marrying and leaving Thornfield scared me and I feared the monster would return. I lay awake most days contemplating what would happen to me. The more I feared this, the more I held onto her, which, eventually drove Catherine away.

      By the time she had run off with James, I realized I had been in love with her. It was more than jealousy. I sensed he was not right for her, however, she could not see him the way I did and she left me. My heart had been ripped out, and for months I was tortured, not caring that the darkness was returning, lost in my despair. The darkness controlled me and twice I drank more than I should have and the killer was back.

      Too much time passed before my Catherine returned to me, destitute and with child and I swore to raise the child as my own, but that was not to be. Some twisted fate was handed to us and we lost our daughter.

      There was something Catherine never knew. When she returned home, she did not speak of her life with James, but she had come back to me all battered, with bruises on her body. When I held her, I sensed where he had struck her. When I made love to her, I sensed that he had beaten her. I went away, deceiving her into believing I was on a business trip, but I had gone to search out her husband, that coward who would strike a woman. When I found him, I wanted to kill him and I let the darkness take over. The darkness wanted something more and I tortured him for hours until he pleaded with me to kill him. I would not release him. He was like Blanche's little bird and succumbed during the torture, leaving me unsatisfied. My promise to keep Catherine out of harm's way was fulfilled.

      The same I promise to you, Jane.

      Understand me. Suppose you were no longer the good, kind girl that you are, that you were pulled from your life by a wretched soulless creature, to be made in his image. Suppose that this crime was committed against you, but you must pay the consequences for it, for eternity; it follows you through life, tainting all your existence. You take measures to obtain relief: unusual measures, but nothing can return you to the life you had beforehand. All hope has quitted you; you wander here and there, seeking rest in exile, happiness in pleasure—I mean a sensual pleasure that leaves you empty still. It dulls you for the time being.

      You search and find in a stranger much of the good and bright qualities you seek and you wish to recommence your life and to spend what remains with this mortal. After a wandering and sinful past; after seeking peace and redemption, can you not now secure this peace? Do you not now deserve it? Do I?

      Thomas remained with me in exchange for your happiness, for your freedom. I was determined that he would not have you. Now I offer you the same. Jane, I want you to have peace. I will let Thomas go. In return, I ask that you stay with me for one year, and in the end, if you wish to go, I will set you free. If you wish to stay, I must make you as I am. Catherine had always refused and now she is gone. I can never be left alone again.
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      A heavy silence followed the end of Rochester's story. He stood and stepped away from me. At that moment, I was at a loss for words, processing his story and contemplating what was being asked of me. His words had affected me, and for the first time, when I looked at Rochester's anguished face, I saw him as Catherine did—to know all his sins and yet not judge him, to be able to cast aside all reason, all sanity and to submit to him willingly. I had Thomas’s freedom to consider. He at least had a life in Chicago with family and friends while I knew no life other than Lowood and Thornfield. Returning to life in New York was not an option as I couldn't fathom the thought of abandoning Thomas to live out the remainder of his life with these monsters. If I stayed, Rochester would guarantee my safety, but the same couldn't be said for Thomas. One year was all that was required to secure freedom for both Thomas and myself.

      "At the end of one year, will you honor your promise to me?" As I said this, I looked into his eyes, and there I saw a glimpse of a promise, a hopefulness that I would agree to his desperate plea. Rochester had offered me a choice, free will, just as Catherine had had.

      "I give you my word, Jane. Is your answer to be yes?"

      "You will guarantee Thomas's safety out of Thornfield and beyond?"

      "Yes."

      "Then, yes. I will stay for one year. Leave me here with Thomas. When he is set off safely, I will join you at the house." A look of fear crossed his face and he opened his mouth to speak, but I spoke before he had a chance to. "I promise."

      When Rochester left, I cared for Thomas, wiping a cold cloth on his forehead as I knelt by his side. I felt around his head and found a bump where he had hit the table. I took ice from the ice box, wrapped a tea towel around it and held it to his injury. As I waited for Thomas to awaken, I considered what life would be like at Thornfield for the year ahead. If Rochester meant for me to stay, did he also mean for Blanche to remain? He couldn't. I was sure he was back at the house telling her to leave. I envisioned her putting up a fuss, screaming and crying, begging to stay, but he would not have that and risk my life. No, Rochester would make her go. And I would stay. Thomas stirred in my arms, his eyes fluttered open and closed and his arms flailed about. He became agitated at first but relaxed once his eyes fell on me.

      "Jane." He smiled at me, then his eyes darted about. "We have to leave."

      I helped him up, and he leaned on me for support. He brought his hand up to his head and lost his balance. Thomas sat himself down on an upright chair and swayed a little. Holding him steady, I dropped to my knees before him, my arms around his waist to keep him in place.

      "You have to go, Thomas. I have decided to stay here with Rochester."

      "I won't let you stay."

      My back stiffened. His use of the word 'won't' bothered me as though he controlled my thoughts and actions, much like Rochester had behaved on numerous occasions. As I had anticipated, Thomas would not leave me behind, but I had to make him go.

      "I love him," I said, adamant that I look him in the eyes when I spoke. While I did not know whether that was true, Thomas believed me, which angered him.

      "Do you know what kind of monster he is? Do you know what...I'm not proud, but as his handler, I'd bring him women and when he's done with them, I set them off in a taxi or drive them back into the city. They stumble about, drained, confused with no knowledge of being fed to that monster. And you wish to stay with him? You love him? That's a lie."

      "Catherine loved him. You never questioned that."

      "She was an old woman, blind to his ways."

      "That's not true and you know it."

      "Jane." He reached out for me in desperation, firmly held me by my arms and tried to reason with me. "After Blanche and the rest of them arrived, I fired the remaining staff. I couldn’t guarantee their safety. Rochester was too far gone. One day, he sent me into town to get some supplies, and Lis and Katya followed me into a store. The sisters suspected Thornfield housed the devil, they said, having seen it back home in their country, and they introduced me to three men. They belonged to some old order, Men of Psalms. They told me about Blanche and her men and how dangerous they are. The Vampyres left a bloody trail from state to state, making it easy for this order to find Thornfield. They had been watching all of us for some time and claimed they knew how to destroy the nest. I told them it's useless to fight against them, that they're too strong, but that I would..."

      "Stop!" I pulled away from him and rose from the floor. The more I let him talk, the harder it would be to convince him to leave. "Pack your things and leave here. Never come back. Never think of this place. Never think of me. I won't be thinking of you."

      Thomas stared at me, spoke no further and that determination he had to make me leave with him was gone. He gathered a few of his things, stumbled a little, and slammed the door on his way out. I fell to my knees and sobbed. Breathing had become difficult, but it came in quick succession, and the room spun. I rolled onto my side and laid there on the hard wooden floor, resting my head and, after some time, gained control of my breathing. All energy spent, I dragged myself off the floor, leaned against the chair for support and walked to the door, my knees shaky, my arms slumped at my sides, then my hand fumbled with the doorknob until I managed to get it open and step outside.

      By then, the storm had subsided. Each step I took on the wet graveled driveway towards Thornfield was slower than the last; the oak trees hung over me, branches weighed down by the heaviness of a rainfall, defeated by circumstances not of their doing. Placing my hands on the oak tree closest to the house that had been torn apart by lightning, I listened intently to it, to what it was trying to relay to me. It was soft at first, then grew in strength. It was crying. My body shook as I cried along with the Great Oak.

      It was long past midnight when I wiped the last tears away, entered Thornfield Hall, and tiptoed past the drawing room and towards the stairs. Something cold grabbed my hand and I turned expecting to find Rochester. It was a young woman, not much older than myself, wearing dark eye shadow set against pale skin and deep red lips. Her long wavy hair cascaded onto the fur collar of a black leather jacket. Her hand tightened around mine and she bared her fangs at me.

      "Missed one" she said.

      I pulled my hand away and retreated, knocking into someone else. When I spun around, I saw another Vampyre identical to the first—twins. I knew who they were at that moment, recalling Lewellyn's story during that Christmas dinner.

      "Don't let her get away, Sister," said the second one as she grabbed me. She opened her mouth wider and held me close to her, and I could see blood smeared on her teeth. I let out a scream which made them laugh. Both their heads were now close to my neck when they were violently yanked backwards. Rochester stood there, holding the Vampyre sisters by their hair.

      "This one's mine," Rochester said and let go of them.

      "Just having a little fun, Roch," said the first.

      "Not with this one. Never with this one." Rochester then grabbed me by the hand, dragged me with him into the drawing room and stood before Blanche and her men, staring them all down. "Did everyone hear me? No one is to harm Jane."

      The Vampyres remained silent, then turned to Blanche for instruction, and I realized Rochester was not in charge. She stood and came towards us, circling both Rochester and myself, inspecting every bit of me, bent her head towards me and sniffed my hair. Then she put her arm around Rochester, leaned against him and thrust her tongue into his mouth. He did not push her away. It was clear to me that he had no intention of ridding Thornfield of this demon. Blanche pulled her face away from him but held him still.

      "I brought her here for you, Edward," she said. My eyes widened when she said that, and my shock made her smile. "Come now, don't tell me you haven't solved the riddle of who called you from Charity Hospital?" Here she mimicked the telephone call I had received. "There was an accident. Mr. Edward Rochester was driving."

      Rochester turned to me, and his face softened.

      "Don't look too pleased, Edward. She didn't come to play nursemaid to your broken body. I told her you were dead and that Thomas lay dying. He's the reason she came back." Blanche licked Rochester behind his ear, her tongue darting back and forth. She pulled away and a sad moan escaped her pouted lips. "Still, you protect her. Very well, then. No harm will come to her. Do with her what you desire. And I will do with you what I desire."

      Blanche smiled at him, led him back to the sofa, pushed him down, spread her legs apart and straddled him. Rochester put his arms around her, kissing her as she rubbed against him. He tore at her blouse and took her breast into his mouth, sucking, licking, and when he pulled away, I saw blood drip down his chin and blood on her breast where he had wounded her. His hand disappeared beneath her skirt.

      One year of this lay ahead.
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      Two days had passed since Thomas’s departure from Thornfield. I relived those last moments together when he begged me to leave with him, and I wondered, what if I had gone with him? Would Rochester have hunted us down? There was that possibility. No, I had made the correct decision with the information I had at the time when I thought humanity had returned to Rochester, that it would be just the two of us at Thornfield. Having Blanche there changed everything.

      Rarely did I see Rochester and I spent most of my time hiding away in my room not daring to venture out into that house, afraid of what I would find. It was torturous. Often, I picked up a book but found myself staring at the same page for hours. I laundered some clothes in my bathroom, hung them up to dry on the curtain rod of the shower, wrote letters to Thomas I knew would never be mailed and paced my room. Twice a day there was a knock on my door and a tray of food would be left for me. One day, I heard footsteps approaching my room, followed by a shuffle at my door and a note was slipped under. When the letter carrier walked away, I picked up the letter, turned it over, and inspected Rochester's handwriting. I ripped it up without reading and shoved it back under the door.

      The days were quiet, and one early morning, when I peeked out, I spied Rochester and Blanche entering Catherine's bedroom. It incensed me that he would dare to share with Blanche what had once belonged to Catherine. They weren't quiet. Blanche was louder than Rochester, and her shrill laughter was heard in my room, just as I used to hear Rochester in the attic with those women.

      Nights were worse. I heard screams until their victims succumbed to their every desire, no longer able to fight, praying for death as the Vampyres prolonged their agony. I buried my head under my pillow to muffle the sounds, but I could still hear them and the otherworldly sounds of the creatures. I held onto the pillow tighter, trying to drown out the screaming from below, then came banging at my door. It burst open and I flung the pillow off me. Franklin was standing there, blocking my doorway. My eyes glanced to the balcony door, but it was no use as he would stop me before I could escape. Sitting up in bed, I swung my legs over the side and spoke, but when my voice cracked, I swallowed hard and tried again to sound calm.

      "Blanche told you no harm was to come to me. She ordered you."

      He seemed undeterred and rushed towards me. "Who do you think sent me?"

      Sudden terror struck me—did something happen to Rochester, leaving me alone with Blanche? "Where's Lord Rochester?"

      Franklin reached out, rubbing the coarse palm of his hand against my cheek, neck and shoulder, then grabbed me by my wrist and dragged me out. I stumbled in the corridor. I stuttered that he was not to touch me. The tears were about to flow at any moment as he dragged me down the stairs and into the drawing room, but when he threw me onto the floor in front of Blanche, the sight of her angered me and I would not let her see me crumble. Beside her, Rochester fed on a young blond about my age. She looked at me, paralyzed by fear, eyes wide, lips quivering.

      The commotion had startled him, and he turned to me, embarrassed at first, and then anger surfaced. "Why is Jane here?"

      "I thought she could use some company. Sit near me." Blanche lifted her hand toward me, and I stood, walked to her outstretched hand, and sat on the edge of the sofa as far away as I could. "Closer," she said, and I obeyed. She held me in her arms and breathed me in. "Fear is intoxicating."

      "Jane, go to your room," said Rochester.

      "Come now, Edward. You have yours. I have mine." Blanche played with my hair, twisting strands through her fingers and then running them down my neck. "I could turn her if you'd like. Or maybe you'd rather do that yourself. Then again, did you think I'd never realize your betrayal in England? For seventy-five years, I waited for your return while you played house with that little girl. From time to time, I watched the two of you from a distance and I was stunned by the way you looked at Catherine. You used to look at me that way."

      "Let her go, Blanche."

      "You don't look at Jane quite the same way, but then I found the love note you had written her."

      The letter I had torn to shreds! I should have burned it in the fire instead, never to be seen by anyone.

      "I realized over time you could love Jane just as you had loved Catherine. And what happens to poor Blanche? Pushed aside again. It took decades to get you back, Edward. I'm not waiting again for her little heart to stop of natural causes when I could..."

      Rochester was on top of Blanche in moments, his hand wrapped around her throat, squeezing, holding her down on the sofa. I jumped off, but Franklin was there by my side and grabbed me. No one stepped in to stop Rochester, and I held my breath, anticipating a devastating outcome either way. Then Blanche couldn't contain her laughter any longer.

      "Have you learned little? Choking a Vampyre does nothing." She spit out the words through more laughter, ridiculing him in front of the others. Rochester lifted his hand, poised to strike her with his claws when she stopped giggling. "What do you think will happen to your Jane?"

      Franklin sank his fingers into my arms, breaking skin.

      "Edward," I pleaded.

      Rochester hesitated and lifted himself off Blanche, his eyes cast down in defeat. Franklin threw me towards Rochester, who caught me and pushed me behind him. His eyes rose to look at Blanche.

      "The truth is, Blanche, I could love anyone more than I can ever love you."

      The smile that had been on Blanche's face disappeared and she stared hard at Rochester, neither of them making a move or uttering another word. Then the young blond Rochester had been feeding from let out a cry, then a whimper and her hand shot up to her throat that had been slashed open by Blanche. Her mouth opened and closed and she made little hollow sounds gasping for air. The young woman's wide eyes followed Blanche as she dipped her finger into the wound and licked the blood, swirling her finger deep into her mouth. The Vampyre twins stirred, came forward, then pulled back. I saw how they stared at the young woman's throat, watched as the desire quickly overtook them and they pounced on her, ripping her apart, sucking the life from her to take pleasure in the last moments of her life. My breath quickened.

      Rochester could not save me from the same fate.

      Franklin pushed Rochester to the floor which left me in the middle of the room, exposed and vulnerable. Struggling beneath him, Rochester flipped Franklin over, pinning him down, but Blanche's men jumped him, and hauled him off Franklin. They held Rochester down and he screamed like an animal, his eyes blackened. The darkness had returned.

      Blanche stepped closer to me, circled around, at times stroking my arm. "See how he loves you, Jane? Can you understand why I can't let this go on? The question is, do you love him back? I'm sure Edward would want to know too. It would be more torturous to know he destroyed yet another woman who loved him."

      "Shut your mouth," Rochester shouted to her.

      "Doesn't she know, Edward?"

      Unsure what Blanche alluded to, I looked to Rochester.

      "Oh, I can tell she doesn't know. I don't blame you for not telling her. After all, why would you want her to see the monster that you are? Oh, but please let me tell her. Our dear Edward was married with a family once."

      "I'm aware," I said.

      "Did he tell you what happened to them? How he turned towards the darkness..."

      "Shut up!" Rochester struggled against the Vampyres, but there were too many. "I'll destroy you."

      "Our poor Edward had to chase down his wife as she lured him towards the animal shed, away from the home they used to share. When he got there, he could make out the sound of her heart, the fast pace of it as it pounded against her chest. Fear. The smell of her fear drove him to such ecstasy that when he ripped into her neck and heart, I don't think he had ever reached such a point of exhilaration with her beforehand."

      Tears welled up in my eyes.

      "Shall I continue? Or do you need some time to digest?" Blanche giggled at her joke.

      "Stop." It was no longer a shout but the quiet voice of a broken man. I looked at Rochester, his face turned away, staring into the hearth's fire. The others let go of him. Blanche grabbed my chin to force me to look at her.

      "My Edward was not satisfied and he turned now to the home he once shared with his family. There was something better, sweeter, purer. When he entered, he found it empty, but he knew she was there, hiding. He crept up to where she hid under the bed and in his sweetest voice, he said..."

      "It's Daddy."

      My head snapped to Rochester when he spoke.

      "Come out. You're safe. Daddy won't let any harm..." His voice broke, and tears sprang from his eyes.

      "She was a child," Blanche continued. "The blood of the innocent is the most desirable. And when he looked down at what he had done, when he held his daughter's lifeless body in his arms, he was horrified. He begged for forgiveness. He begged for death. Neither came. He buried them, one atop the other, in what had been his burial spot and tied a rope around two pieces of sticks, fashioning them into a cross, and although they burned into his skin, he continued to work away. God abandons you when you're dead yet still walk the Earth. Then Edward took holy water his wife kept in a bottle, a gift from their reverend, and consecrated the ground so they would not return as he did. The fool. He had given them his blood. He thought he was saving their souls, but he trapped them there, bound by the holy ground surrounding them. His little girl still calls out to her daddy."

      Rochester hung his head low; beyond shame, beyond remorse. Rochester could not save me now.
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      Under lock and key, they held Rochester with me in my room, but the imprisonment was not necessary—all hope was gone. Rochester sat on the floor, knees up, head buried forward into his hands, hidden from everything including me. It was reminiscent of the night I first came upon him in Catherine's tomb; he was a sight to see, a man broken, resigned to defeat. For many hours, he sat there in silence, motionless, a statue much like the beast in the center of the Thornfield maze. I could have searched for him, rounded the corners, and left breadcrumbs in a trail, but still, I would not have been able to find Rochester. At his very core, he was dead.

      "Mr. Rochester, please help..."

      "I was wrong to bring you to Thornfield Hall, knowing as I did of my cursed and wretched life," he said, his voice coarse. Finally, he responded when I spoke his name, although I had spent the hours before pleading with him.

      "It was Catherine who first brought me here. And now Blanche." I knelt next to him and placed my hands on his, pulling them away from his face. "You let me go once. And I know you would have kept your word at the end of the year. You have shown me kindness, great kindness at times. It is not you who keeps me an inmate in this house."

      My words seemed to have softened him, and when he looked at me, I saw that the darkness was no longer there. He arched his eyebrows, and a glazed look crossed his face. "I permitted myself the delight of being kind to you; your face became soft in expression, your tones gentle. I liked to hear my name pronounced on your lips and enjoyed any chance meeting I encountered with you. Now, I beg for forgiveness. I was wrong to believe I could have you here with that demon. Time has not quelled her longing for vengeance; it has not hushed the promptings of rage and aversion. I left her in bitterness and hate, and she comes to me now with the same multiplied a thousand times over." Rochester wrapped his hands around my face and drew me closer. "Say you forgive me, Jane, for bringing you to your death."

      I started at the word "death" and tried to free myself from his grasp, but he would not let go. "We must find a way to get out."

      "I cannot save you," he said. "Blanche has awoken a darkness in me that Catherine had quelled."

      Rochester's words frightened me and again I pulled myself away from him, but a struggle ensued and I could not loosen his grip. I clawed at his hands, struck him, and shook my head. His hands held tighter, and he emitted an otherworldly sound, a deep growl like no animal I've heard; his eyes darkened, and his teeth sharpened—the darkness came to life. He threw me to the floor and pounced on me, holding my wrists above my head and slamming them down several times.

      "Stop! Edward!"

      "Don't say his name. I am not him. I can no longer separate myself from the monster. This is my true face."

      "Will you force the soulless creature on me as it was on you? Am I to spend an eternity in the torment you've tried to take refuge from?"

      His lips were on mine, his tongue searching for a way in to silence me. I moved my head and shook his lips off mine, then his tongue traveled down my neck until the jagged teeth found a sweet spot to sink themselves into. I let out a scream at the sharp pain.

      "Blanche…she…" Concentration was difficult. "Blanche may have returned as the same vengeful, murderous creature you left behind…but, stop…but she has returned to a different man."

      The teeth sunk in further, and I stopped struggling, wrapped my arms around him and moaned. He shifted and bit into another part closer to my breast. I moaned again. I hadn't meant to, but I couldn't refrain from doing so. My body ached for him. He fumbled with my blouse, and his mouth traveled to my breast, where he bit me again, draining me a little at a time. And I knew the difference between what he was doing to me and what he had done to the blond girl earlier. Rochester was turning me. And at that moment I wanted him to. I spoke the words of protest, but it was all in pretense, a game we were playing and held no validity to them.

      "You're wrong, Mr. Rochester. Oh…I…oh. I have seen your true face, and it doesn't resemble this. Catherine showed it to me."

      The monster was tamed and broken at the sound of her name, and Rochester released me. Leaning his head into me, he sobbed, the wet of his face drowning me. After a short time, he began to mumble, repeating the words until he finally cried out.

      "Free me." He leapt off me and ran to the fireplace, then, picking up the poker, turned to me with such anguish in his countenance. I understood what he was asking, and it horrified me.

      "No, I won't do it," I said, lifting myself off the floor. Rochester went down on his knees, grabbed my hand which he wrapped around the poker and held the point to his chest.

      "Take me out of my misery. Destroy the creature before it devours you. Blanche told you what I did to my family. And, if what she said is true, if I did something to unknowingly turn them and they are trapped in filthy graves, their souls unable to enter the Kingdom, then I must be damned to hell. Do it!"

      We struggled. Rochester held my hand in a firm embrace and he pushed the poker deeper into his chest until it broke flesh.

      I looked on in horror and said, "Will you leave me here alone with her then? Have you considered what she will do with me?"

      He stopped, his shoulders sank and he let go of me, the poker crashing to the floor with a loud clank. I took a step towards him, and he reached out with such a desperate embrace before carrying me to the bed, where he laid me down and climbed in beside me. We lay in stillness until the early hours of the morning with no more talk of death. It was dark out and in a few hours the sun would be up and we would have lived another day.
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      We lay in my bed, my head nestled on Rochester's chest, and although it was nearly four in the morning, slumber did not overtake me. My ear was flat on his chest, listening to the silence. The underside of my hand was on his flesh, and he was motionless. His chest did not rise and fall as mine did. I wondered if he could feel my warm breath on his flesh, hear the beats of my heart, and tickled by my locks of hair. What we did share was blood, my blood and just as it flowed through my veins, it rushed through his. We were forever intertwined.

      Someone shouted. Another scream was muffled and a ruckus broke outside my window at the back of the house. Rochester untangled himself from me to look out my balcony door, pulling back the curtain. I sat up in bed.

      "What is it?" I said.

      He turned to me, opened his mouth, uttered no words and shook his head.

      "Tell me."

      "They have Thomas," he said.

      Rochester was mistaken. Thomas had left days before and would have been in Chicago. I climbed out of bed, intent to prove him wrong, but when I peered out, discovered Rochester had told the truth. Thomas was down on his knees, illuminated by a porch light. Behind him, twisting his arm back until Thomas writhed in pain, was Franklin. Another of Blanche's men loosely held a wooden stake that he shoved up to Thomas’s face, taunting him, threatening. Franklin pulled him up to his feet and pushed him towards the door and inside where I lost sight of them.

      I bolted to the bedroom door, twisting the knob every which way, then pulling on it to get it open, but it was no use. Blanche had locked us in.

      "Jane." Rochester's voice was quiet as he spoke and when I turned to him, I noticed he held the knob from the balcony door that he had snapped off. "Quickly."

      I rushed past him on the balcony. Below, a Vampyre stood watch, and as he turned my way, Rochester pulled me back out of sight. Holding my hand, he guided me towards a set of stairs that led down to the backyard, but halfway down, we heard a scuffle in the trees. The darkness obscured my vision, and I froze while Rochester let go of me and raced down. A man came flying out from the surrounding foliage, and when he hit the ground on his back, he accidentally dropped the stake he held, and it bounced on the grass. Clawed hands reached out from the foliage, pulling it apart to form an opening. Another Vampyre stepped out, looking down at the fearful man as he scrambled backwards, his hand outstretched, searching unsuccessfully for the stake that had landed somewhere on the ground.

      Rochester stepped between the man on the ground and the Vampyre, thrusting his arm forward. The Vampyre grunted; Rochester had found the man's stake and used it. They stood in silence for a moment, staring at one another until Rochester thrust again. Under the moonlight, I could see the Vampyre's skin blacken and flake off bit by bit until he disappeared into ash. Rochester then turned to the man who, by then, was on his feet and handed him his stake.

      "Get her out of here," Rochester said.

      "We can't leave without Thomas," I said.

      "Are you Jane?" the stranger asked me to which I nodded. He had a round, pudgy face, short brown hair and a scar running along the underside of his jaw. He then spun around, looking to the ground. "My satchel. I must have dropped it in the bushes." He lifted the underbrush, kicking the dirt until he hit something and picked up a bag. "Thomas is bait," he said over his shoulder. "The kid knows what he's doing. Sort of. We have an hour to sunrise. Unfortunately, I was caught earlier than planned."

      "I don't understand," I said.

      The man removed two wooden stakes from his satchel and tossed them to Rochester and me. Rochester grasped it in one swift move while my clumsy fingers hit the stake and knocked it to the ground. I retrieved it.

      "Thomas would kill me for bringing you into this, but we misjudged the number of Blanche's men and could use the help. Name's Colonel," he said before moving past us to the house.

      Colonel shimmied open a window and we climbed in, stepping into the kitchen. Voices carried from the drawing room, low at first, but grew louder above the music that played. The Colonel headed out, peered around a doorjamb, and, after a few seconds, indicated that we should follow. Down the hallway and along the staircase we tiptoed in the semi-dark with Colonel a few steps ahead of us. Rochester walked in front of me. It was unclear to me what the plan was, but as the Colonel walked towards the closed door of the drawing room, I prepared myself. I clenched the stake tighter, holding it in a striking position in front of me when Franklin stepped out from the darkness between us and the Colonel. With his back to Franklin, Colonel had no warning as a claw slashed into his back and he let out a scream. The alarm had been sounded.

      Rochester jumped Franklin, pushing him to the ground and threw himself on top. They struggled, Rochester attempting to drive the stake into Franklin's chest, but Franklin was equal in strength and pushed back, gained the upper hand and threw Rochester off balance. He slammed him into the hallway table and it splintered in large pieces. With Rochester out of the way, Franklin came at me. The stake shook violently in my hand, and when he grabbed for it, I stabbed his hand. The pain was minimal compared to what he was capable of doing to me. I had angered him and he charged at me again, mouth wide and teeth bared when an arrow thrust through his heart. For a moment, he looked down at the arrow, pulled it out and crushed it. Again, he charged for me, then stopped to look at his hands, turning them over. His skin was turning, first grey, then charcoal, then black, until he was nothing more than ashes that withered away. I looked up in time to see a man with a crossbow race down the stairs towards us.

      "Colonel," he said, pressing his fingers against the Colonel's wrist. "He's alive."

      Blanche's laughter carried into the hallway, muffled by the closed door to the drawing room. Rochester stood, wiped the blood from his face, took determined steps to the drawing room and kicked the door off its hinges. Blanche stood, guarded by her men on either side of her, her unholy hands clasped around Thomas's neck.

      "No." The tiny syllable escaped me.

      From behind me, an arrow whizzed past and I could feel its vibration. It was followed by another and another in quick succession, hitting several of Blanche's men in the heart. Rochester charged into hand-to-hand combat with two others. He tore at them, ripping them to shreds and when he was done with those two, moved on to the others. Blood splattered on the walls, all over me, some even got into my mouth. An animal cry came from Rochester; there was an ease in his movement and his destruction. He was no longer Rochester, but the beast that did his bidding. He snapped necks and thrust the stake into empty hearts and shattered bones. Ashes consumed us.

      Finally, Blanche's laughter subsided. She looked around at her imminent defeat, the ashes of her nest clung to her hair. "Oh my," she whispered.

      Blanched then sunk her teeth into Thomas’s neck. This she did for me to watch, for me to suffer and as I stood before her, my hand poised to strike, my anguished cries spreading all around, I saw what she couldn't—a glint in Thomas’s eyes. As she buried her teeth deeper, Thomas’s hands trembled downwards then snatched a stake tucked into his pant leg. He took a deep breath and thrust the stake upwards, stabbing Blanche in the neck. The demon let out a horrific scream and struck Thomas, sending him across the room. She clutched at her neck to stop the blood from flowing, and wobbled forward, weakened, but not yet defeated. In moments, she was upon me, ripped the stake from my hands and when I turned to Rochester, I saw he was under attack by three more of Blanche's men. He tried to fight them off to get to me, but there were too many of them. In his eyes was the one thing he most likely didn't want me to see, and his face crumpled in defeat. He could not save me.

      Supposedly, your life flashes before your eyes when death comes, but that's not what happened to me. Instead, everything that followed was in slow motion. Blanche dragged me along the floor to the front door, pulling me by my clothes, my hair, my arms and tossed me outside like a rag doll. Even wounded, she was by far stronger. I lay on the ground, hands splayed out, raking the gravel for a weapon of some sort and found nothing.

      "Rochester! Edward!"

      "He can't save you now."

      She took a step toward me. Blood flowed from her wound, and she swayed. When she stopped to regain her balance, I scrambled to my feet and ran. Her laughter followed me into the maze.

      "I love it when they run."

      It was a decision under duress that could only lead to a terrible outcome: trapping myself in a maze with the Minotaur and being chased by a demon. Each corner I rounded appeared no different from the last, and often, I found myself at a dead end. My breath came in hard, my heart raced, and her laughter floated around me.

      "I can hear your heart pounding." Her voice sounded as though she were next to me.

      I dashed around another corner.

      "I can smell you."

      I stumbled onto the mossy ground, got back up, and sprinted.

      "I can taste you."

      Rounding another corner, I crashed into someone and screamed, but when I heard her laughter far away, I realized it was the Minotaur statue I had bumped into. What did Rochester tell me that night I first got lost there? From the Minotaur in the center, one left, followed by all rights.

      I carried on, made a left, then a right. Sunlight was hitting the top of the hedge, and specks streamed through the brush. The sun was rising. It was darker in the maze and more dangerous the longer I remained, and when I saw the exit, I ran for it. Finally, I was free and stepped into the opening when hands were on me, holding me tight, drawing me in. I struggled against Blanche, pulling away from her blue eyes and jagged teeth. I could not release myself from her grasp. I could not run. The image of her horrid face would be my last on this earth.

      Suddenly, Blanche was thrown to the ground, and Rochester stepped in between us. She screamed at the betrayal. Again, he picked her up and tossed her, so she landed on the driveway, away from me. Rochester moved towards her, a stake clasped in his hand and high in the air, ready to strike.

      "You made me!" she said.

      He stopped, affected by her words and lowered his hand. Humanity had returned, but I longed for the beast to strike her. Yes, he had made her and had paid the consequences for it. Above all things, it was redemption that he sought, yet he shouldn’t seek it from her.

      "Edward," I said, stepping towards him. He turned away from me.

      A ray of sunshine inched toward us, fanning out and brought light where once there was darkness.

      Blanche sprung from the ground, her arms outstretched to take hold of me. Her fingernail scratched my arm and drew blood, but then Rochester stepped in and pushed Blanche against the Great Oak tree that had been struck by lightning. With hesitation, he held the stake against her heart. Even then, her maniacal laugh escaped her and swallowed up the air around us.

      "Do it!" she told him. "Put me out of my misery."

      "Forgive me," said Rochester and he thrust the stake into her, but she struggled, shifted and he missed her heart, stabbing her in her shoulder instead. She gasped and, looking down at the stake, knotted her eyebrows in absolute surprise, and her lips formed an 'o.' Blood dripped from her wound. The blue of her eyes lost their intensity, her teeth rounded and the features of her face softened, but the wounds to her shoulder and neck were not enough to kill her. Rochester thrust the stake deeper. Certainly, it caused pain, but nothing more. She looked at him, reached out to touch his face and stared as a mist rose from her hands. The sun was coming out. Her face stiffened, cracked and blackened. Rochester stared in horror at what he had done. Then I saw it. A mist was rising from him, too. He looked first at his hands and then at me. The sun was killing him.

      "Inside," I yelled to him. "Get inside now." I pulled at his arm, but he stood steadfast.

      "Did you see? I'm releasing her from the darkness. Free me."

      "No! Edward, not like this." Again, I tugged at him, like a small child trying to drag a parent somewhere. His skin continued to burn and sizzle. All the while, Blanche laughed at us. I threw my arms around him, pled with him, and kissed his cheeks, his nose, and his lips, but he was dying before my eyes.

      A curtain panel came down on Rochester, pushing him to the ground. When I looked up, I found Thomas standing near us, blood still dripping from his neck.

      "Help me get him inside," he said.

      We pushed a weakened Rochester toward the house and into the front foyer, where he fell to the tiled floor. Thomas closed the door behind us, out of the sun's reach. There, we knelt by a motionless Rochester under the damask cloth, its side edged in gold tassels. I fingered one of them and rubbed my thumb against the smooth, round ball, too afraid to peek underneath.

      "The Vampyres are dead," Thomas said.

      Rochester's blackened fingers stuck out from under the curtain, charred and motionless. The foyer reeked of burning flesh.

      "Edward," I whispered and lay on the floor next to him.

      There was no response. When I reached out to touch his fingers, they did not flick up in reaction to my touch. I stroked them until tears sprang to my eyes, sucked in a breath and lifted the curtain, peering into the darkness.

      Rochester's cold, black eyes stared back at me.
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      1969—

      To believe we map out the design of our lives is a falsehood. We are our greatest tormentors, haunted by pasts that form us. And, just as our history creates us, it can also destroy—annihilate the homes we’ve built, the families we’ve formed, decimate the shield we once believed impenetrable. We are inundated with pain at the discovery that control over our lives is a mere illusion and we can no more predict the outcome of it as we can the end of civilization. An end comes to all of us. Yet, we shed our past and dare march toward our future.

      My own past is not so easily discarded. Often, when I think of Rochester, I remember the expression of quiet euphoria on his beautiful face when he set Blanche free. Expecting mercy on my part, he begged me to do the same for him, to give him that which he long desired—Peace. When confronted with Rochester’s demise under the blackening of the sun, I could no more have a hand in his true death than I could my own.

      My peace lay elsewhere, far from Thornfield, so I forged ahead, hoping to find it someday.

      When I returned to New York City with Thomas by my side, we lived in a pre-war walk-up at Broadway and West 109th Street. The elevator never seemed to work; the walls were thin enough to hear whispering on the other side and each time the people above us flushed the toilet, we heard the swoosh of running water and the cranking of pipes. But it was close to Columbia where I studied journalism, so we didn't mind.

      I had anticipated a newspaper career—writing for the likes of The New York Times. Instead, my camaraderie with politically minded female students sent me veering off course and now I'm a features writer for "Rise Up." When I earned my first byline on an article discussing contraception, Thomas, in his excitement, ran all over town to get as many copies as he could. I reminded him he was defeating the purpose of writing the article in the first place—to get to the masses—to which he responded by distributing the many copies he had to students on Columbia's campus. An article I wrote that catapulted my career was based on my attendance at the March on Washington in '63. Thomas and I boarded a bus from Harlem and arrived in Washington at 7 am. The ride was long and quiet and we were scared. We didn't know what would greet us once we arrived, but forward we went.

      I call Brooklyn home now. We first settled into a brownstone in Park Slope, which proved to be too small and dangerous to live in, yet the danger didn’t compare to Thornfield. Not staying there for long, we then found this apartment nearby. It's bigger, brighter, more expensive. We spent the last few years working on it; we painted, took down a temporary wall the tenant before us had put up and tinkered with the plumbing because we could never get hold of the superintendent. Eventually, an opportunity arose to buy the apartment and we scraped together whatever we had which still wasn't enough. Thomas begged me to dip into an account Rochester had set up for me many years before, and as it would establish a home for us and our future family, I relented. We purchased the apartment outright, the sale of the home representing only a small portion of what Rochester had given me. The rest remains tucked away, rarely dipped into and, for the most part, Thomas and I live a very modest life.

      The kitchen in the back is small and isolated from the rest of the apartment, but the large room in front is where we entertain our friends. When the dining room table is not in use, the ladies and I paint signs. This one week, I was overwhelmed with three different protests that I brought a pro-choice sign to the men's only club protest. The apartment has two bedrooms, a rather large master and a smaller one we used as an office. One day, Thomas came home to find me moving everything out and into the living room. He joined in and helped me carry things out without questioning why, and when we finished, we sat on the floor of the empty room, staring at the white walls.

      "Pink or blue?" he asked me.

      "Green."

      The next day, he painted the nursery apple green.

      Thomas proposed on numerous occasions. The first time occurred when we moved into the apartment in Park Slope; he felt it would be easier for the neighborhood to accept an interracial couple that was married as opposed to an interracial couple living in sin. I refused him. The second time happened when we bought the apartment. He felt the owners would be kinder to a married couple than one living in sin. He seemed to like that argument. Again, the answer was no. The third time was when he finished painting the nursery and he dropped down on one knee in the middle of the apple green room. The paint fumes must have affected me because I said yes.

      Over the years, we moved forward together, putting time and space between our lives then and now. Thomas had an easier go of it, but I could not shed Thornfield. One day while I thumbed my fingers along the spines of books on a shelf, I came across Byron’s collection of poems. For a moment, I doubted it was the same book for how could it have become entangled with my belongings? Yet, when I opened it, there lay the inscription—Edward F. Rochester, 1905. I pressed my lips to his name, and a tsunami of emotion rushed over me.

      When his eyes stared back at me that fateful day, I was sure he was gone, and emptiness consumed me. I cried, kissed his hands, shook him and told him to say something. His eyes blinked. I thought I had been dreaming until he blinked again.

      Rochester had suffered burns to most of his body, but over time, he began to heal. At first, he walked with a cane, but when his strength returned, he burned it in the fireplace with fervor. Often, he sent Thomas into town to pick up supplies, many of which were hard to find. I think he quite enjoyed sending Thomas out on these foolish errands. During those times, he had me read to him and when we conversed, it was no longer as master and servant, but as equals. By the end of the first year, Rochester was strong, not a mark left from that troubled time.

      Colonel and Bunch, the archer who had saved me, were the only survivors from their group. The Colonel walked out of the hospital and, according to Thomas who witnessed the scene, a nurse followed the Colonel, yelling that he had not been discharged. Right then, he turned to her, said he had to rebuild and grabbed her, planting a long, passionate kiss. Then the Colonel strutted out. The way Thomas tells it, it was like the final scene of a film, when the hero rides off into a sunset. I doubt it happened quite that way.

      When I knew Rochester would survive, I took inventory of Thornfield and cleaned up the mess the nest had created over the weeks they were there. I swept away their ashes, scrubbed blood from floors and carpets and destroyed anything that had belonged to them. Others showed up, from the order the Colonel belonged to and collected the bodies of their fallen. They remained a further hour, ensuring we told no one what had transpired and I laughed at them. Who would believe us? Once they left, Thomas and I let out a collective breath. We had hidden Rochester away in the attic, unsure how the Men of Psalms would react, so we lied and said all the Vampyres were dead. We certainly had enough ash to prove it.

      Was it fate that things came full circle? Rochester had met members of the group long ago in England. They had chased Blanche then, too.

      After cleaning up and collecting the ash from inside Thornfield, I built up the courage to go outside to collect the ash from the Great Oak tree in front. But when I walked along the gravel, I found the bloody stake on the ground and nothing else. Could a wind have swept away Blanche's ashes? It was possible, and soon I had convinced myself of it. Then I saw a few drops of blood on the gravel, a few more a couple of feet ahead and a few more beyond that. A path led into the maze. I knew immediately what had happened. We were too engrossed with Rochester to notice that Blanche had pulled the stake out and ran into the maze to hide herself from the sun's rays. Just as she had fooled Rochester into thinking she had been destroyed in England, we, too, were fooled.

      The demon lived.

      Although we never spoke of Blanche, I knew Rochester was not free from the demon and never would be. She crossed an ocean to be with him once, and, under the pretense of her death, Blanche hid, biding her time until she resurfaced. No, Rochester would never be free of her and, if I remained at Thornfield, neither would I. Ultimately, I wanted what Rochester had always desired—peace—and I could not spend eternity under her torment. I had to leave Thornfield.

      One day, Thomas had returned from town with a young man, Louis, and announced he would be Rochester’s new handler. The news was not a surprise; we had planned for it, yet when I heard, when I understood our time at Thornfield was to end, a wave of sadness enveloped me. I was free to live my life. Rochester had set me free, yet I didn't know I needed to be freed. It seemed to me we stayed of our own accord, to care for Rochester just as he had always cared for Catherine. He was an honorable man, true to his word, and had taken action in releasing me.

      When it was time for us to leave, Rochester was not at Thornfield. He had been whisked out of town by his new handler, and although Thomas downplayed the whole event, I knew Rochester would break to see me go. As I stood on the graveled driveway with the carryall I had when I first arrived, I looked back at Thornfield, its stone columns, the black window shutters against the white of the house, and the upper and lower verandas wrapping around it. It was a grand home. Then, driving down the path between the great oak trees, I felt a lump in my throat and my gaze caught the branches of the great oaks. It was as though they were standing at attention, saluting me as I headed to my new life.

      I never looked back at Thornfield Hall again.

      The day will come when I will tell our daughter the story of Lowood and Thornfield, of Helen, Rochester and Catherine. After all, she carries the namesake, Catherine Helen, but I fear she will not believe me and I have nothing to help me prove what happened. Thomas does not share my view. He said he has left Thornfield behind and will not revisit that part of our lives. Instead, he concentrates on us as a family. Still, I worry and wonder if Blanche is hiding around a corner, or in the treetop outside our bedroom window. She has a pattern of disappearing for periods at a time, but she will never stop hunting her Rochester. And now I fear she will come after me one day even though I have abandoned him.

      There is a park at the end of our street where Catherine often plays while Thomas and I sit at a nearby bench. We stay past dark because Catherine doesn't want to stop playing, and Thomas lets her have her way. I tell him he'll have a spoiled daughter one day, but he says he doesn't care as long as she's happy.

      We make our way back up our street, Catherine between us, holding our hands and swinging them in the air. She sings another of her made-up songs, this time about a giraffe and a mouse. A pebble gets into my shoe, and I stop on a stoop to remove it and shake it out.

      "Go ahead. I'll catch up," I tell Thomas.

      Catherine runs ahead of him, up the sidewalk, too far ahead.

      "Catherine, wait for Daddy," he tells her before scooping her up in his arms and carrying her the rest of the way home.

      I stare after them as I put my shoe back on. This is freedom. This is happiness.

      A chilly wind blows through the night air, and the figure of a man across the street catches my eye. I am struck with the familiarity I see in him and, jumping up, I take a step towards him, but he moves back. For mere seconds, we stand there, both staring, neither wanting to walk away. Finally, out from the darkness behind him comes the silhouette of a woman, and I can see by the light from a street lamp her long, blond hair cascading down from a red ribbon.

      Did he make her in his likeness? I wonder.

      Does she keep him from the darkness like Catherine did?

      She takes him by the hand and steers him away.

      I turn towards home, to the life I chose with Thomas and our Catherine, and a life without Edward Rochester.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      THANK YOU so much for reading my novel FRAGILE WICKED THINGS. I hope you enjoyed this reimagining of the beloved classic, so much so that it entices you to leave an honest review on either Goodreads, Fable, Storygraph, and/or wherever you purchased the novel. Reviews are incredibly important to indie authors.

      

      If you’d like to learn more about what’s coming down the pipeline, please subscribe to my newsletter through my website

      
        
        www.annanewallo.com
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      Thank you for choosing FRAGILE WICKED THINGS and taking the time to read it. I’ve had an obsession with Vampyres from a young age, and I put the blame squarely on Stephen King. If he hadn’t written Salem’s Lot, I’m sure I would have matured into a normal person with none of these dark, supernatural obsessions. This obsession was further nurtured and teased by Buffy The Vampire Slayer. Team Spike! Aside from Mr. King’s influence, there are so many others to thank for the generosity of their time spent reading and editing this novel.
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