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CHAPTER I



There was no possibility of meeting John Reed that day. I had been wandering in the leafless shrubbery of the grounds an hour that morning, trying to lose Bessie, my younger cousin’s nursemaid, but to no avail. John and I would have to see each other later.

A cold winter wind began to blow, bringing with it clouds so sombre and rain so penetrating, that further out-door exercise was now out of the question. Bessie called at me to turn back, and I abandoned my search for John and joined her and my younger cousins in walking back to the house. John and I had agreed to meet beside the willow trees this afternoon, but something had clearly waylaid him.

I was glad of it since it was a chilly afternoon and I did not relish the thought of lying under the wet willow tree with him for a further hour, always conscious that at any moment we might be discovered, our cheeks burning with the knowledge that we were doing something wrong yet unable to stop ourselves. Instead, I returned to the house, my heart saddened by the chidings from the nurse Bessie, and humbled by the consciousness of my physical inferiority to the beautiful Eliza and Georgiana Reed, my younger cousins.

The said Eliza and Georgiana clustered around their mama in the drawing-room as soon as we returned. She lay luxuriously on a sofa by the fireside with her darlings about her (for the time being neither of them quarrelling nor crying), and looked perfectly happy. Me, she had dispensed from joining the group saying, “She regretted to be under the necessity of keeping me at a distance; but until she heard from Bessie that I was endeavouring in good earnest to acquire a more sociable and childlike disposition—she really must exclude me from privileges intended only for good, pretty, little children.”

“What does Bessie say I have done?” I asked, wondering if it was my trying to wander off on our walk that had angered the nursemaid.

“Jane, I don’t like cavillers or questioners,” returned Mrs. Reed. “Be seated somewhere and until you can speak pleasantly, remain silent.”

I pursed my lips and left the room, knowing where I would go; where I stole to whenever I had a rare, free moment to myself.

A breakfast-room adjoined the drawing-room and I slipped in there. It contained a bookcase and, checking that I was not watched, I snatched a favoured volume from the shelf. I mounted onto the window-seat, my heart thudding in my chest and my fingers shaking in anticipation. Gathering up my feet, I sat cross-legged and drew the red curtain around me, its silken material slippery in my hot, wet grasp.

Folds of scarlet drapery shut in my view to my right; cascading undulations of fiery red that mirrored the tingling rush of heat I could feel pumping through my body. To my left, the clear glass offered a pale blank of mist and cloud; a scene of wet lawn and storm-beat shrub with ceaseless rain sweeping away wildly before a long and lamentable blast. I shivered. The droplets of rain trickled down the pane and I turned and pressed my damp back against its shocking coolness, gasping.

With eager, trembling fingers I leafed through my book, the familiar pages sliding softly against my thumb like a caress until I reached my desired place. There I gasped again.

A pair of deep, dark eyes burnt into mine.

I pressed my back harder against the chilling glass pane and felt a rush of heat sweep through me. I had seen the portrait many times since discovering it a few months ago in a worn copy of collected paintings. I had slowly been making my way through the contents of the bookcase in the drawing-room, devouring each book as I went when I came across it. The corner of this particular unnamed portrait had been turned down, and it had caught my attention immediately.

Those eyes. They smoldered into mine, penetrating deep into my soul and laying bare my naked core. Upon first seeing them, I had felt a jolt of pleasure beneath my petticoat; a tingling throb that I wished I felt when I looked upon John Reed, but he did not compare.

Slowly my finger traced the figure’s strong jaw-line, rubbing the smooth, crisp page. I did not even know his name. I imagined by his rich, black clothing and jeweled adornments that he must be wealthy and the way that he stood reclining against a paneled wall with his broad shoulders hunched made him appear arrogant and dangerous. The sweep of rough stubble across his chin and his unruly dark hair assured me that he would not be taken in by the neat, constrained prettiness of Eliza or Georgiana. His spirit desired a kindred wild, screaming soul.

A scarlet blush scorched my cheeks and a throb tore through my stomach. I put my hand to my chest, imagining it was his, and traced the delicate curve of my collarbone, leaving a burning trail across my skin. I tilted my head back, letting my mouth drop open as I pictured his full lips sweeping feather-light kisses over my neck. I moved my hand down lower, caressing the bodice of my dress, feeling myself swell in my stays.

Suddenly the breakfast-room door flew open and I jumped, snatching my hand away.

“Jane!” cried the voice of John Reed.

He paused, finding the room apparently empty.

“Jane?” he continued. “Where are you? Mother thought she saw you come in here. I am sorry I did not meet you at the willow trees but something came up. I am free now.”

Relieved I had drawn the curtains, I fervently wished that he would not discover my hiding-place for I was still upset that we had not met under the willow trees. With my book balanced on my knee, those dark eyes still boring into me, I waited, pleading he would go away. I suspected that one of the serving maids was what had ‘come up’. Master Reed had an unquenchable appetite and he was a fool if he thought I did not know about the others that laid down with him. He said that he loved me, but surely he would not seek solace in others if he did.

He was about to leave when Eliza suddenly burst into the room. “Are you looking for Jane?” she asked coyly. She had caught him once with his hand knotted in my hair and though she was young; but ten years old, she suspected something. “Jane is in the window-seat, to be sure, Jack,” she said.

And I came out immediately, for I trembled at the idea of being dragged forth by the said Jack. He had a temper and if he knew I had ignored his whispered pleas, he would not be happy. I closed my book and tried to hide my secret lover in the folds of my dress.

“What do you want?” I asked.

“Say, ‘What do you want, Master Reed?’” was the answer. He told me that he treated me harshly in front of his sisters to ensure secrecy, but I knew enough of his controlling ways to realise that this was not entirely so. I wished that he would always treat me as he did when we were alone and he was tenderly pressing his lips against every freckle across my chest.

“I want you to come here,” he added, seating himself in an arm-chair. He intimated by a gesture that I was to approach and stand before him.

John Reed was a schoolboy of eighteen years old; two years older than I, for I was but sixteen, although treated as if I were much younger by Bessie and the rest of the household. He ought now to have been at school, but his mama had taken him home for a month or two, “on account of his delicate health.” Mr. Miles, the master, affirmed that he would do very well if he had fewer cakes and sweetmeats sent him from home; but the mother’s heart turned from an opinion so harsh, and inclined rather to the more refined idea that John’s sallowness was owing to over-application and, perhaps, to pining after home.

Habitually obedient to John, I came up to his chair and he spent some three minutes staring at me and running his eye up and down my body as he was aware how I hated it. This was punishment for disobeying him just now and not showing myself when he called me.

I mused on the slightly ugly appearance of him compared to my dark-eyed lover. When he kissed me, I tried to forget it, but it was hard not to notice the slack nature of his jaw and the hardness of his eyes. My dark-eyed lover’s dashing, rugged countenance slipped into my mind and I imagined that it was he standing in front of me instead, appraising my slight but lithe figure and the independence of my look.

“What were you doing behind the curtain?” he asked.

“I was reading.”

“Show the book.”

I felt a roaring in my ears and suddenly my knees trembled. I thought he noticed the change in my manner for a smile came across his face. He liked to unnerve me in front of his sisters and when we were alone. I think he liked to feel that he controlled me. Gently, I took the book out from the folds of my dress and he snatched it from me. Unfortunately, the page of my dark-eyed lover with the corner turned down piqued his interest and he turned to it first. Abruptly a jealous look gleamed in his eye, for he guessed I had been looking at that page and why.

“You have no business to take our books; you are a dependent,” he growled. “Now, I’ll teach you to rummage my bookshelves, for they are mine; all the house belongs to me, or will do in a few years. Go and stand by the door, out of the way of the mirror and the windows.”

I did so, not at first aware what was his intention; but when I saw him lift and poise the book and stand in act to hurl it, I instinctively started aside with a cry of alarm. Not soon enough, however since the volume was flung and it hit me. I fell, striking my head against the door and cutting it. The cut bled, the pain was sharp and I jumped up, all terror gone. I could not believe that he had treated me thus, this was further than an act purely to hide our love from his sisters.

“Wicked and cruel boy!” I said.

“What! What!” he cried. “Did she say that to me? Did you hear her, Eliza and Georgiana? Won’t I tell mama? But first—”

He ran headlong at me and I felt him grasp my hair and my shoulder. I shut my eyes and imagined it was my dark-eyed lover, clutching me as I had often dreamed he would late at night when everyone else was asleep. I felt a drop or two of blood from my head trickle down my neck, and I imagined him kissing them away with his full, smooth lips. He tugged a lock of my hair fiercely behind my head and I yelped. I became limp, allowing him to take me.

Plunged from my imagined embrace, a pair of strong hands dragged me backwards and I heard the words, “Dear! What a fury to fly at Master John!”

“Did ever anybody see such a picture of passion!”

Eliza and Georgiana had alerted their mother and a servant.

Still reeling from my fantasy, I stood panting and looking up into the eyes of Mrs. Reed.

“What has—” she began, before her gaze fell on the book, discarded on the floor.

Her eyebrows raised just enough for me to realise who had turned the corner of my dark-eyed lover. Her cheeks flushed and she glared at me, her grip on my shoulder tightening and the nails sinking deep into my skin.

“Take her away to the red-room, and lock her in there,” she commanded.

Four hands were immediately laid upon me, and I was borne upstairs.

CHAPTER II



I resisted all the way which was a new thing for me, and a circumstance which greatly strengthened the bad opinion Bessie and Miss Abbot were disposed to entertain of me.

“For shame! For shame!” cried the lady’s-maid, Miss Abbot. “What shocking conduct, Miss Eyre, to strike a young gentleman, your benefactress’s son! Your young master.”

“Master! How is he my master? Am I a servant?”

“No, you are less than a servant, for you do nothing for your keep. There, sit down, and think over your wickedness.”

They had got me by this time into the red room and had thrust me upon a stool.

There Bessie and Miss Abbot stood with folded arms, looking darkly and doubtfully on my face, as incredulous of my sanity.

“She never did so before,” said Bessie at last.

“But it was always in her,” was the reply. “I’ve told Missis often my opinion about the child, and Missis agrees with me. She’s an underhand little thing.”

Bessie answered not; but ere long, addressing me, she said, “You ought to be aware, Miss, that you are under obligations to Mrs. Reed. She keeps you and if she were to turn you off, you would have to go to the poorhouse.”

I had nothing to say to these words since they were not new to me. My very first recollections of existence included hints of the same kind.

“What we tell you is for your good,” added Bessie, in no harsh voice, “If you become passionate and rude Missis will send you away, I am sure.”

“Come, we will leave her,” said Miss Abbot. “Say your prayers, Miss Eyre, when you are by yourself. If you don’t repent, something bad might be permitted to come down the chimney and fetch you away.”

They went, shutting the door and locking it behind them.

The red-room was a square chamber, very seldom slept in. A bed supported on massive pillars of mahogany and hung with curtains of deep red damask, stood out like a tabernacle in the centre. The two large windows, with their blinds always drawn down, were half shrouded in festoons and falls of similar drapery. The carpet was red, the table at the foot of the bed was covered with a red cloth and the walls were a soft fawn colour with a blush of pink in it.

The room was chill because it seldom had a fire. It was silent because it was remote from the nursery, and solemn because it was known to be so seldom entered. The housemaid alone came here on Saturdays to wipe the mirrors. Mrs. Reed herself, at far intervals, visited it to review the contents of a certain secret drawer in the wardrobe, which I could only guess from the events of this afternoon held more portraits similar to that of my dark-eyed lover. Perhaps she too craved the warm touch of a tender hand as I so dearly did, her husband having passed away. In those last words lay the secret of the red-room—the spell which kept it so lonely in spite of its grandeur.

Mr. Reed had been dead nine years and it was in this chamber he breathed his last. Here he lay in state and since that day, a sense of dreary consecration has guarded the room from frequent intrusion.

My seat, to which Bessie and the bitter Miss Abbot had left me riveted, was a low ottoman near the marble chimney-piece. I was not quite sure whether they had locked the door and when I dared move, I got up and went to see.

Alas yes! No jail was ever more secure. Returning, I had to cross before the looking-glass and my fascinated glance involuntarily explored the depth it revealed. All looked colder and darker in that visionary, and the strange little figure there gazing at me with a white face and arms had the effect of a real spirit. I returned to my stool.

My head still ached and bled with the blow and fall I had received, and I touched it gently, wincing. I still could barely believe that John had treated me so. He was quick-tempered and aggressive but I did not know that he was cruel, perhaps jealousy had made him so.

“Unjust!—unjust!” said my reason, for Mrs. Reed had not chided him for his violence. His cruelty was borne in her.

Daylight had begun to forsake the red-room. It was past four o’clock and the beclouded afternoon was tending to drear twilight. I heard the rain still beating continuously on the staircase window, and the wind howling in the grove behind the hall. I grew by degrees cold as a stone, and then my courage sank.

My thoughts wandered to Mr. Reed once more and dwelling on his death, gathered dread. I could not remember him, but I knew that he was my own uncle—my mother’s brother—that he had taken me as a parentless infant to his house, and that in his last moments he had required a promise of Mrs. Reed that she would rear me as one of her own children. A singular notion dawned upon me. I doubted not—never doubted—that if Mr. Reed had been alive, he would have treated me kindly. As I sat looking at the white bed and overshadowed walls—occasionally also turning a fascinated eye towards the dimly gleaning mirror—I began to recall what I had heard of dead men, troubled in their graves by the violation of their last wishes, revisiting the earth to punish the perjured and avenge the oppressed. I thought of Mr. Reed’s spirit, harassed by the wrongs of his sister’s child, which might quit its abode and rise before me in this chamber.

I wiped my tears and hushed my sobs, fearful lest any sign of violent grief might waken a preternatural voice to comfort me, or elicit from the gloom some haloed face, bending over me with strange pity.

At this moment a light gleamed on the wall. Was it, I asked myself, a ray from the moon penetrating some aperture in the blind? No, moonlight was still, and this stirred. While I gazed, it glided up to the ceiling and quivered over my head. Prepared as my mind was for horror, shaken as my nerves were by agitation, I thought the swift darting beam was a herald of some coming vision from another world. My heart beat thick, my head grew hot and a sound filled my ears, which I deemed the rushing of wings. Something seemed near me, I was oppressed and suffocated. Endurance broke down and I rushed to the door and shook the lock in desperate effort. Steps came running along the outer passage, the key turned and Bessie and Abbot entered.

“Take me out! Let me go into the nursery!” was my cry.

“What for? Are you hurt? Have you seen something?” demanded Bessie.

“Oh! I saw a light, and I thought a ghost would come.” I had now got hold of Bessie’s hand, and she did not snatch it from me.

“She has screamed out on purpose,” declared Abbot, in some disgust. “And what a scream! If she had been in great pain one would have excused it, but she only wanted to bring us all here. I know her naughty tricks.”

“What is all this?” demanded another voice, and Mrs. Reed came along the corridor, her cap flying wide, her gown rustling stormily. “Abbot and Bessie, I believe I gave orders that Jane Eyre should be left in the red-room till I came to her myself.”

“Miss Jane screamed so loud, ma’am,” pleaded Bessie.

“O aunt! Have pity! Forgive me!” I squealed, beside myself. “I cannot endure it—let me be punished some other way! I shall be killed if—”

“Silence! This violence is all most repulsive!”

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

Bessie and Abbot having retreated, Mrs. Reed, impatient of my now frantic anguish and wild sobs, abruptly thrust me back and locked me in. I heard her sweeping away.

I screamed and unconsciousness took me.
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