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FIFTEEN WILD 
DECEMBERS

			 
			Cold in the earth—and fifteen wild Decembers,
From those brown hills, have melted into spring:
Faithful, indeed, is the spirit that remembers
After such years of change and suffering! 
—EMILY BRONTË
 
He comes with western winds, with evening’s wandering airs,
With that clear dusk of heaven that brings the thickest stars.
Winds take a pensive tone, and stars a tender fire,
And visions rise, and change, that kill me with desire.
—EMILY BRONTË

			
PROLOGUE 
1842


			A February dawn. Fog hung over the river and the earth was a cold stone, turning in the heavens. Beyond the wharf where we were moored, the city had been swallowed up. The fog dampened my eyelashes, tasted sour on my tongue. 

			A shout came from somewhere further down the deck followed by a flurry of activity below on the quayside, and then our little packet steamer was moving. As it eased its way out towards the centre of the river, the dank arches of a bridge loomed out of the mist. Water birds slid past the ship’s hull, eyeing us coldly. Muffled shouts came from the warehouses that elbowed one another for space along the riverbank, the thud of goods being loaded on boats. As the river widened, the voices of the dockworkers caught in the fog and took on a mournful quality, like the solitary cries of seabirds on the wing. Papa wanted to look out for the Royal Observatory at Greenwich, so he and I moved to the other side of the ship, but the fog sat more heavily on the south bank of the river, blotted out all but the muddy shoreline. Papa’s fingers were white from the cold now—he’d left his gloves behind at the hotel—so I sent him inside to join the others and moved to the foredeck again, glad of a moment to myself. The river grew broader still, began to swirl about us in thick brown eddies which wrapped themselves around the ship, sinewy ropes of water wanting to carry us off course. I thought of wily Odysseus trying to navigate between Scylla and Charybdis; how thrilling it must be to steer one’s own vessel. 

			 

			When the ship finally nosed out of the estuary, I saw that the North Sea was not the cool blue ocean of my imagination, teeming with strange life, but a grey creatureless expanse that stretched across the horizon. Grimy clouds stacked up in the distance, made it hard to tell where the sea left off and the heavens began. A stinging wind got up and the waves started to heave and then slap across the ship’s bow. Spray flew high into the air, then fell on the deck in bubbling arcs, as if flung from an enormous paintbrush. A young crew member, no more than a boy, gestured to me, wanting me to go inside or else move to a more sheltered spot at the stern of the boat. I was the only passenger left on deck. The boat began to change course now, waves crashing in protest against its side.

			‘The North Foreland!’ the boy shouted. The sea boiled and swelled beneath us, the ship’s bow rearing as it pushed on through the water. To the right of us, in the direction the boy had pointed, the fog had drawn itself up for a moment. I saw a chalky headland rising above the water, waves lacing the shoreline below. ‘Farewell, England,’ the boy said, then gave the headland a cheeky salute. I turned my back on him and made my way towards the shelter of a lifeboat. As I skirted the flare of its rotund, wooden belly, the orange-painted planks blistered by the elements, I saw Charlotte and Mary Taylor outside the door of the main cabin. Mary had her hand on my sister’s back, but Charlotte, bent almost double over the ship’s railing, paid no attention to Mary’s over-firm ministrations. I was pleased to see that she was being violently sick. 

			The plan was sound, I reminded myself, steadying myself against the lifeboat as the ship lurched, even if Charlotte would never admit to her true motive. I thought of the journey we’d made from Leeds to London several days ago, the train cutting through mile after mile of field and forest. Farm buildings were strewn across the horizon and church spires stitched the sky. Seeing the swell of a city in the distance, I had glanced across at my sister, small as a child still, feet only just reaching the floor of the carriage, and wondered how she’d managed to engineer such a trip almost entirely for her own ends. We were travelling in the opposite direction to home, to everything I held dear, simply because Charlotte needed to cure the restlessness in her bones. A wave slammed into the side of the ship now, turning the horizon. I gripped the lifeboat until we’d settled into its wake. In that moment of calm, my fingers moved to a certain spot on the sleeve of my new grey travelling dress. Beneath the fabric, I could feel the dip in my arm, the scar like a knotted, fleshy emblem, reminding me that I could withstand all manner of pain.

			 

			Later, when Charlotte had finally stopped being sick, I went in search of some tea to help settle her stomach, motioned to a crew member in the galley who seemed to be in charge of the enormous urn. By then, I’d grown accustomed to the ship’s rolling motion, and found myself anticipating the waves before they came. I went back out on deck and there was nothing to see but walls of iron-grey water, lurching horizons that banked up before us and then lashed down onto the foredeck, wanting to devour our little ship. We survived though, one wave after another, minute by minute. 

			‘Not so long now,’ called a man nearby. He glanced at his pocket-watch and then ahead of us, not expecting a reply. I’d watched him half-carry his fashionably dressed wife to the rail, her pretty young face sallow, all propriety gone as she retched into the sea below. Someone held open the door for them now as he steadied her back towards the cabin. Inside, I saw passengers lying in sorry heaps, misery wiping out their individuality. I caught the smell of vomit as a crew member attempted to clear up the mess a small boy had just made on the floor. A woman nursed a child who could not be comforted and was crying itself to exhaustion. Her husband’s face was pale and set and he appeared to be concentrating very hard. Any moment now, he too would fly out of the door towards the rail. And there, in the far corner of the cabin was my own party: Papa studying the French phrases he’d carefully copied into his notebook, Charlotte slumped against Mary in an exhausted sleep. As the door closed again, I turned my back on all of them and planted my feet squarely on the deck, having no wish for land. 

			
PART 1

			
CHAPTER 1 
1824


			Charlotte was crouched beside my bed in her nightgown, shaking me out of sleep.
‘Tell Papa you want to go home,’ she hissed, fingers digging into my arm. ‘All of us. Before he leaves tomorrow.’ 

			‘What?’ I sat up, blinking in the darkness. It seemed only minutes ago that I’d watched a mistress moving down the dormitory, extinguishing rushlights and calling for silence. Quite sure that I wouldn’t be able to sleep, I’d fallen almost immediately into a deep, dream-filled slumber. Now it was taking me a moment to resurface.

			‘Hush!’ said Charlotte, scrabbling closer on her bare feet like a little monkey. ‘We have to get out of here.’

			‘But I’ve only just arrived,’ I said.

			 

			Only that morning, I’d said goodbye to Branwell who didn’t need to go to school because Papa was teaching him at home, to Tom kitten and Snowflake and to the chickens in the yard and the blackbirds and house sparrows. Aunt had come to the door to see us off, Anne clutching at her skirts and crying a little because she was too young to come with me. I kissed them both, then held on to Papa’s hand as we set off for the walk to Keighley, from where we were to join the Leeds to Kendal coach. I did my best not to get distracted by a little brown nuthatch searching for grubs on the trunk of an oak, to keep up as Papa’s long legs cut through the purple moor grass. At midday our coach had stopped at an inn, where dinner was followed by an unexpected wait because of some problem with the change of horses. After that I fell asleep in my corner of the carriage, and when I woke, my limbs were stiff and Papa was dozing, with his chin dropped and his scarf pulled up high to save his chest from the cold. The houses along the roadside looked different now, low to the ground and built from butter-coloured stone. Deep-set windows squinted at me and leaves lay in drifts at the roadside instead of being whipped away by the east wind. I saw neat fields and copses, mild-faced sheep on a hillside. Then the land began to hunch and fall away again, as if something was simmering beneath the surface. Lone trees dotted the fields, branches like black skeletons. I slept a little more. When I woke, the landscape had changed again. Rocks pushed through the earth’s pelt, fell in slate-like layers down steep hillsides. We crossed a stream dashing over stones. Dark water, white foam. I saw a snow-topped mountain in the distance, one side steep, the other falling away more gently. 

			‘Ingleborough,’ said the elderly lady who had been sitting opposite me since we left the inn. I’d noticed her earlier smiling at my questions. She pointed at the horizon. The mountain was immense, a grey god dwarfing the fields beneath, scree sliding like rubble down its slopes. When I screwed up my eyes, I could see rocky outcrops and sheer, shadowy crags. Beneath the mountain’s highest point, two horizontal ridges cut through the thin veil of snow. Sunlight and shadows flickered across the lower slopes, clouds rolled over the summit. A whole world in motion! I wanted the coach to set me down right there so that I could feel the earth spinning beneath my feet. 

			It was dusk by the time we arrived at Cowan Bridge. As Papa lifted me down from the coach, I heard wind rushing through trees, sensed land rising somewhere in the distance. A doorway opened in a stone wall by the roadside and a servant ushered us inside. We followed her past a row of cottages edging a courtyard. I saw squares of dark earth, the remains of summer blooms, trimmed neatly back. Ahead of us, windows glowed at ground level. There was a low hum of noise. The servant led us along a dimly lit corridor to a small room with mahogany furniture and a bright fire.

			 

			Governess, wrote the headmistress in the final column of the school register. I’d already watched her enter my name, age, and today’s date in the previous columns. Her hand was firm and neat, the letters looping steadily across the page, but I liked the way the ink shone wetly, looking like it might spill over in any direction. I cared only for what was immediate or magical, but I knew what a governess was and felt a kind of pride that the word was now connected to me by that column in the register. I’d come to school to learn how to earn a living, imagined the work of a governess to be irksome but insignificant, like helping the village children at Sunday School, that my real life would be unaffected. Miss Evans blotted her work and there, in the rows above this new entry, I found my sisters: Maria Brontë, age 10, Elizabeth Brontë, age 9, Charlotte Brontë, age 8, the ink already slightly faded, the entries dated earlier in the year. 

			‘Charlotte is finding her feet now,’ said Miss Evans, blotting the page again though it didn’t need it, and then serving tea from the tray that a maid had brought in. The headmistress’s hair was arranged plainly on either side of a precise parting. It looked so soft that I would have liked to reach out and touch it, the curtains too, the thick purple velvet held back with tasselled swags. I sat upright on a stool by the fire, trying to stay awake, not to drop the cup she’d passed to me, which was translucent in the firelight, its gold rim shining. A design of mint-green foliage twined from the base of the cup and curled around a handle so delicate I feared it would snap beneath my fingers. ‘And Elizabeth is a sensible girl. Very good with the younger ones.’ Next to Elizabeth’s name in the register, I’d seen the word Housekeeper instead of governess. Miss Evans leaned towards Papa as if she wished to tell him a secret. ‘Maria’s abilities are exceptional though, Reverend Brontë, well beyond her years.’

			Papa’s eyes sparkled in the dim light. He’d always taught us that pride was a sin, so must try to hide it now. ‘My dear, late wife must take the credit for that.’ 

			Miss Evans nodded as though she’d known Mamma herself. ‘Her French is coming on at an extraordinary rate for a girl of ten.’ Her eyes were very dark, I noticed, almost black, and when she blinked, she held her eyelids shut for longer than other people, so that she appeared to be thinking deliberate and clever thoughts. ‘We do all we can to encourage her.’ A sudden smile broke the surface as she turned to me. ‘Now Emily, you look exhausted. A quick hello to your sisters and then to bed.’

			 

			It was the first time I’d slept in a dormitory, in a bed of my own. I’d expected to share with Charlotte, as I did at home, but she was paired with a girl of her own age, in a bed halfway down the long room, and Maria and Elizabeth were even further away, at the far end of the dormitory. Through the high window opposite me, I could see the pearly moon, a scattering of bright stars. I pulled the thin blanket around me and thought of the mountain I’d seen from the coach that morning. It too would be surrounded by darkness, but it would not be afraid. 

			 

			‘Hush!’ said Charlotte again, placing her fingers on my lips now. She glanced down the room at the sleeping humps in each bed. ‘This is a terrible place, Emily! Papa won’t make us stay, not when he knows how we’re suffering.’ 

			‘We are?’

			‘The cook is disgustingly dirty and mean and half-starves us. And the big girls steal what little food we do have, and Miss Andrews does nothing to stop them.’

			‘Who is Miss Andrews?’ I asked, wondering in my sleepy state if I’d got the headmistress’s name wrong; thinking too of the Madeira cake I’d eaten in her study earlier in the evening, which was almost as good as the one Nancy Garrs made at home. 

			‘The cruellest woman in the world.’ Charlotte’s small breath was hot against my ear. ‘She hates Maria most of all because she is so clever. And Reverend Carus Wilson, who is the governor, is a tyrant who detests children and says we are all going to hell. We’re only allowed to write home once a quarter, so I haven’t been able to tell Papa how awful everything is till now.’

			As always, I had plenty of questions, but my eyelids were heavy. It was an enormous effort to keep them open. To cheer her up I said, ‘He won’t be cross for long,’ 

			She shook her head impatiently. ‘Nobody takes any notice of me. You have to speak to him, before he leaves tomorrow.’ There was the sound of footsteps somewhere nearby. I saw the flicker of a lamp moving in the corridor outside. ‘It’s life or death!’ said Charlotte, digging her fingers into my arm. ‘I mean it.’

			 

			After breakfast—a thin porridge which, despite Charlotte’s warning, no-one tried to steal from me—a bell rang. I followed everyone to the schoolroom and then stood and watched as girls of all ages hurried to fetch books and slates from a set of shelves to one side of the schoolroom. Without instruction or discussion, they found their seats and then bent their heads over their work, each of them appearing to know exactly what to do. They reminded me of the ants in the garden at home, emerging from their dusty nests on summer mornings with a sense of purpose. I liked to sit on the steps and watch as they moved the rubble of their lives from one spot to another, all part of some mysterious scheme.

			‘You’ll join the youngest class with Margaret Cookson and Jane Sykes,’ said the teacher who’d rung the bell. She was younger than the headmistress, had a coronet of fair hair pinned around her head. I followed her to a table near a stove at the very back of the room, where two girls of my age or thereabouts were already sitting, their slates ready. The girl called Jane Sykes had a thick plait of hair that was even redder than Branwell’s and out-of-control freckles, splodging across her face and right up to her hairline, while Margaret had circles under her eyes and a thin rodentish look about her. The teacher instructed them to begin their numbers while she tested me on my reading. I’d finished the first story—a version of Jonah and the whale so simple I thought it written for infants—before my classmates had reached the end of their line of numbers. I noticed then that Charlotte’s class was a little in front of ours, ten or so heads bent over shared books. Towards the front of the schoolroom, I could see Maria standing with her hands behind her back, reciting something. She looked tall and serious in her long brown pinafore, her hair glowing in the wintery light. For the next lesson we learned a short poem, and then our teacher drew a map of England and told us about King Alfred and his kingdom. At the bell, I followed Margaret and Jane to a cloakroom where we put on our shawls.

			‘Pretty little pet,’ said an almost grown-up girl, smiling down at me and ruffling my curls as I passed. 

			Outside, the wind had got up and a cold sleet was driving down at a slant between buildings. The older girls were clumped beneath a covered walkway on the other side of the garden, close to the road that Papa and I had travelled along yesterday. I could see Charlotte there, talking to a girl of her own age, Elizabeth too, bending down to tie the bonnet of another child. Free from confinement, I was filled with a sudden and wild excitement. I ran up and down the garden with my classmates and then we chased each other around the flower beds, lifting our chins and howling at the sleet, then whirling each other around in a mad dance. We poked out our tongues to catch the flakes, stamped our feet against the cold earth and then it was time to go inside again.

			 

			Just before midday, my sisters and I were called to the headmistress’s study. There was no cheery fire today, just a lamp to lift the gloom. We clung to Papa and he placed his hand on each of our heads in turn. 

			‘Be sure to take care of your little sister,’ he told Charlotte. She signalled to me, seemed about to open her mouth to speak for herself instead when a storm of tears overcame her. I was just trying to decide what she wanted me to say, how to do so with the headmistress right here in the room, when Papa turned to Miss Evans. ‘Do give my regards to Reverend Carus Wilson, and also to Miss Andrews. I’m sorry to have missed them.’ 

			I tried to catch Charlotte’s eye, but she was clinging to Elizabeth now. Could this be the same Miss Andrews who was the cruellest woman in the world? The same child-hating tyrant Reverend Carus Wilson? Yet here was Papa, the wisest and best of men, sending greetings to them. And Maria, who knew more than any of us and was almost as clever as Papa, not looking in the least surprised by his words. A memory then, from last summer: Papa and Aunt arguing about a book that Charlotte was reading, a collection of stories she’d brought home from the library in Keighley. Aunt had thought any kind of reading a good thing, that a bit of sentiment did no harm, but Papa said the book was sensational rubbish and pernicious which I knew must be a bad thing. She has enough imagination as it is, he’d said, then threw the book out into the hallway in one of his fits of temper. Starving, friendless Charlotte, who’d finished every bit of her porridge at breakfast this morning and then spent all of recreation talking to one of her classmates. Life or death, she’d said. I heard the clatter of hooves on the road outside. Papa reached for his overnight bag. Charlotte sobbed uncontrollably yet still managed to squirm from Elizabeth’s arms to deliver a vicious pinch to my arm.

			‘Remind Anne to feed the birds,’ I said. 

			
CHAPTER 2 
1824-1825


			At dinner time, I looked up to see a girl of about twelve, with a box face and sparse fair hair, standing over me.
‘Spare me a little piece won’t you, new girl?’ Her hand was already moving towards me. ‘Brontë, isn’t it?’ I shielded my bowl, which contained a ladleful of thin stew and a slice of bread with a scrape of butter. Maria and Elizabeth were sitting with girls of their own age towards the middle of the room. Charlotte was at the next table, but with her back to me. At the head of my own table, sat my teacher. I tried to catch her eye, but she stared straight ahead, her mouth moving, eyes unseeing. ‘You can’t need that whole slice to yourself.’ The girl’s eyes were set deep in her square face, giving her a sly look. ‘I can be your friend if you like.’ 

			‘I’ve friends of my own,’ I said, thinking of Jane and Margaret and our games at recreation. ‘And I don’t like the look of you.’ I picked up my slice of bread, crammed the whole thing into my mouth, then gulped it down.

			 

			‘How I hate Sundays!’ Charlotte looked up at me as she fastened her pattens. Every week we had to walk the two miles from Cowan Bridge to the church at Tunstall to hear the Reverend Carus Wilson preach. The Reverend was very holy but in a miserable way, his sermons designed to make everyone join him in his misery. After the first Sunday, I made sure to listen out for any matter I might be asked to repeat by one of the teachers later and took no notice of the rest. When I recommended this to Charlotte, she was shocked. She was terrified of the Reverend, worried that I might get into trouble.

			‘If Papa doesn’t believe we’re evil then neither do I,’ I told her. ‘He is just as holy as the Reverend.’

			‘But why would he make us stay here?’ She gave me a look. ‘If he didn’t believe it just a little?’ 

			‘He does not,’ I said. I was glad she was speaking to me again.

			 

			Everything was cold about Sundays at Cowan Bridge: the walk to and from the church across the open fields, the draughty pews, the outlook for sinful children. Even the big girls—who passed the time by imitating the Reverend’s solemn speech and doleful look whenever our teachers were out of earshot—dreaded the walk. Our clothes weren’t quite warm enough for the winter weather and none of us had boots to keep our feet properly dry. Poor Charlotte had developed chilblains and was in agony for the whole of the day. My own feet were as wet and cold as anyone else’s by the end of the walk, yet I longed for that one day of the week when we weren’t confined to the courtyard and the garden for our short periods of recreation. We walked in crocodile—Jane and I holding hands and our teacher following with Margaret—so there was no chance to run free or to catch up with my sisters ahead, and yet how joyful it was to be out in the world again, the landscape opening before me like an enormous map, the black branches of an immense ash tree clutching at the horizon. The fields were edged with hawthorn, bare of leaves yet still throwing thorny sprays up to the blue December sky. The haw berries were flat crimson like the dead blood of the year, but the rosehips were a sign of hope, little lamps shining from the hedgerows. A fat robin watched from a fence post, its eye bright with curiosity, and in a thicket of oak, the glossy leaves of the holly gleamed like a secret. When the frost was hard, we slipped and slid across the frozen brown ruts left by the plough and the whole world glittered crazily, buzzards crying overhead. Sometimes the mist hung low, and we walked in silence across the fields, listening to the dripping of the trees, the muffled sound of horse hooves from the lane. Ahead of me, girls rising out of the mist like wraiths, then disappearing. 

			 

			Two days before Christmas, we woke to a lacy crust of snow over the fields. I thought of Christmases at home, the band playing carols outside the Black Bull, the mantelpiece in the dining room crowned with holly and ivy, the smell of roasting goose. How we longed for the first taste of that rich, dark meat. On St. Stephen’s Day, Papa would say fetch your cloaks and we’d climb up onto the moors, follow the bare paths through the winter heather with the wind crying in our ears. Then during the last week of December, snow fell in earnest, and again in the early days of January. The blankets on our beds seemed thinner than ever and the water in the pitchers on the nightstands turned to ice, had to be broken before we could wash in the mornings. We were confined to school for days on end, not even able to take the walk to church which pleased most of the girls if not me. Instead, we had to sit quietly, studying our Bibles until evening where there was Catechism and then one of the teachers might read a story from the Scriptures, or from Reverend Carus Wilson’s horrid little book of fables which he’d written to remind children how wicked they were. Recreation was spent huddled in the walkway, which acted as a tunnel for the icy easterly wind or running for warmth along the pathways that the gardener cleared through the snow from time to time. Even those girls who detested exercise were restless and the teachers found fault everywhere: an untidily made bed, an irritating cough, lessons poorly learned. But I was top of my class in all subjects except one—Margaret being a little ahead of me at ciphering still—and it was a matter of pride to me. (Jane Sykes was a very pleasant girl but remarkably slow in all things.) There was history and geography and grammar, and I was surprised to find that the more I learned the more my mind made space for new ideas. Knowledge was like the mountain I had seen on the horizon that day, a vast and unknown territory waiting to be explored. The only time I got into trouble was when I had too many questions and forgot to control my tongue.

			One morning when the teachers were particularly bad-tempered, Miss Andrews made Maria stand in the corner of the schoolroom with a sign reading SLOVEN around her neck. My sister had come down to breakfast with a crooked collar and a missing button on her pinafore. I don’t care for your airs and graces, Brontë, Miss Andrews had said, or that sullen look. Margaret swore that Miss Andrews had only become a teacher because she was jilted at the altar by her childhood sweetheart. No-one else wanted her, on account of the fleshy bobble at the end of her nose and the way she hissed her s’s: sssssullen ssslovenly, so she’d turned into an ogre. Margaret was given to exaggerating though, sometimes lying outright, though she swore this particular story was completely true, that her aunt who lived in the next village to Miss Andrew’s family knew all about it. Jane Sykes liked to point out things Margaret said that did not add up, but I thought a good story did not have to be entirely true, would sometimes suggest other incidents that might also have happened. For the rest of the morning’s lessons, Maria stood in the corner of the schoolroom, hands behind her back and her head slightly bowed, displaying no sign of airs or graces. No-one would have considered my eldest sister pretty, but something more than empathy kept drawing my eye to her during that hour of punishment. Always pale, the spots of colour on her cheeks gave her a rare glow of health today, and her high forehead looked as smooth as marble in the grey, morning light. 

			At recreation, Charlotte interrupted our game of skipping, her eyes ablaze.

			‘How dare Miss Andrews make Maria stand all that time!’ She dug her fingers into my arm. Her face looked tight, had the greenish, turnipy tinge it always took on when she was ill or angry, and which made you see what she would look like when she was an old lady. I looked around. There was Maria beneath the covered walkway, with a book in her hand and a small smile on her lips. Elizabeth was keeping her company, but there was no need. Maria was completely absorbed by her reading, despite the wind that was tunnelling along the passage, whipping at her hair and at the pages. And Miss Andrews was forever hanging signs round necks—I’d thought it a better punishment than blows from the switch which she also favoured. 

			Weeks passed and then the snow melted away, leaving only icy caps on the fells to the north, and in sunless hollows. Snowdrops lifted their dainty heads above the dark winter soil of the garden plots and on the hillside the sheep rose and fell across the stony ground like dirty mops. We woke one day to a world that was sunlit and golden-green, buds bursting on the tree branches and new leaves unfolding, fresh and hopeful as morning. This was the secret that the trees harboured all winter long when the world had seemed a dead and dark place. At recreation, I saw pink growth sprouting on the rose bushes that edged the courtyard, and in the flower plots, tips of green pushed up through the dark soil, small and determined. Lambs started to appear on the fellside, legs trembling, pure white fleeces. They leapt after their siblings, tottered back to their mothers, the valley echoing with their complaints. Soon the hedges would be clouded with blackthorn blossom, and when Margaret and I poked a hole in the ice on the beck at the foot of the garden, we saw movement in the blackness below. By the following day the ice had quite melted, and I thought of the story Papa once told us about a poet called Coleridge who loved to throw himself down the sides of mountains, letting the land take him where it would. I’d always imagined him laughing to himself at such freedom, at the madness of it, all his poetic words churning inside him and then bursting forth as he tumbled, and this was the sound of the beck as it broke free from the chains of winter and rushed down the hillside. The coughs that had rattled around the dormitory every night faded away, and everyone said spring had come early this year, until one morning we woke to find that fog had rolled down the fellside and settled over Cowan Bridge like a pall. 

			
CHAPTER 3 
1825


			Fog caught in the trees, muffling the sound of the Leeds to Kendal coach as it passed. It sounded like a ghost carriage, or else we were ghost girls, the ghost building we lived in swallowed up by the mist. The windows of the schoolroom dripped with condensation and every morning when we dressed our clothes felt damp and chill. On Sundays, Tunstall church emerged from the fog like a ship lost at sea, and poor Charlotte’s feet were rawer and more swollen than ever. Everyone talked endlessly about the cold, the miserable journey to and from services, but I was perfectly happy. The walk never troubled me and without any effort on my part, I seemed to have become the school pet. The older girls liked my questions, and the way I elbowed my way towards the hearth every evening, where they kept the best seats for themselves. If I was lucky, one or other of them would lift me onto their lap and stroke my curls, and it was worth being babied, finding something new to prattle about, just to be near the warmth of the fire. 

			For the rest of that month, the thick, unmoving fog weighed down on us day after day, rubbing us out. The coughing in the dormitory started up again, and then Mellany Hane, who was in Charlotte’s class, came down with a fever and vomiting. When the doctor examined her, he found an infectious rash and ordered that she be moved to the sickroom to prevent the contagion spreading. The next morning the fog lifted slightly. Standing on my bed to look out of the window, I saw that the fields down here in the valley were still sodden and sorrowful-looking, but the hillsides were bright green, even in the weakest of sunlight. After so many colourless days, it hurt my eyes to look, but in a good way. A girl named Cecily Weekes fell ill that afternoon. She had the same symptoms as Mellany, as well as a cough and an infection of the stomach. Next was my own classmate, Jane Sykes, who collapsed while attempting to name the oceans on the big globe that stood at the front of the schoolroom. She cried out as she fell, hit the floor with a soft, crumpling sound, her red plait falling to one side, tethering her to flagstones. By the following day, ten more girls had been taken ill. A storage room was converted into an extra sickroom to cope with the numbers and Miss Evans excused two of the teachers from their duties to help nurse patients. It was strange to see them carrying trays of food, or hurrying to and from the washroom, sheets bundled in their arms, instead of standing in front of their classes. The smell of vomit and excrement hung in the corridors and stairwells. I was thankful that my sisters and I suffered no more than the usual winter colds, though Maria’s cough was lingering longer than usual.

			‘In a time of crisis, we must all do our best to help one another,’ the headmistress explained, standing to address us at breakfast one morning. Her eyes looked darker than ever and there was a greyness to her face I had not seen before, like someone much older or very tired. According to Charlotte, who seemed to know everything, she stayed up half the night, tending to the most distressed girls. ‘There’ll be no lessons, but everyone is to keep themselves busy with private study. This unfortunate situation is no excuse for anyone to fall behind.’ She blinked in that deliberate way of hers, held down her lids for so long I thought she’d fallen asleep.

			In the schoolroom, Maria explained where I’d gone wrong with my ciphering, stopping to cover her mouth when a bout of coughing came on, while Elizabeth unpicked and then showed me how to re-stitch the mess I’d made of my new tucker. We wondered what Branwell and Anne were doing at this very moment; how our old servant Nancy Garrs was finding married life and whether Aunt was taking to Tabby Aykroyd, who’d come to replace her. Sometimes I’d feel a sudden, hard longing in my chest and think that I could hardly bear to wait for the summer holidays. Would the moors and becks still look the same? Would Tom still let me scoop him up and hold him like a baby, purr vibrating through his light bones? I missed the clean, outdoor smell of him, the miaow that did not quite work. A coach rattled by on the road beyond the boundary wall. I listened until it was absorbed by the hills, and the idea of home felt impossible, as though the days of fog and sickness had snuffed out that other life for good.

			 

			Cecily Weekes’ father came from Wakefield to collect her, though none of us saw him arrive or leave. A few days later, Margaret’s parents came. They had heard about the contagion from a relative who lived in nearby Kirby Lonsdale and were angry that the school had not informed them. I’d never had a friend before now, only my sisters and Branwell, so I was sad to say goodbye to Margaret. I liked her sharp chin and the laughter that got her into trouble too often; the way we’d decided to become friends without asking. Within the week, the dormitory was half-empty. More girls had been moved to the sickrooms and parents arrived even when their daughters were unaffected, wanting to remove them from the miasma. 

			‘I told you this place was unhealthy,’ said Charlotte, scowling at me as she held her feet to the stove in the schoolroom one morning. Her chilblains were better but her mood worse. ‘No-one listens to me.’

			‘Of course we do,’ said Elizabeth, putting an arm around her shoulder. Maria smiled and then tweaked her ear and called her a regular little Cassandra. 

			 

			At last, halfway through February, the fog lifted and stayed away. The sun shone hard and bright for a whole week and each morning there was a good, sharp frost. By that time, the teachers were too exhausted to bother with anyone who wasn’t sick, had even stopped enquiring about our private studies. It became clear that we might do as we pleased, so long as we didn’t make too much noise in the garden, with the sickrooms being so close at hand. Among those of us who were still well, a holiday feeling reigned, the schoolroom becoming a playground. Girls yelled across the room to one another, threw balls with no care for the windows, or pushed back the tables and benches for skipping games or plays. One of the older pupils said how strange that the Reverend Carus Wilson did not come to visit the afflicted, and everyone laughed. We walked over the fields in whatever direction we wished, clambered over walls and stiles, breathing crisp cold air into our lungs after all these weeks of being confined in the school buildings; began to talk of the sick as though they lacked strong constitutions.

			 

			‘We should climb the fell tomorrow,’ I said, jumping down from my bed. At night, when the dormitory quietened, I could feel the presence of that rise of land to the north. It pressed on my imagination in the darkness, and in the daytime my eye was often drawn by its mass, the surface broken to scree in places, something harsh about it reminding me of home.

			‘We ought to be studying,’ said Charlotte, who was sitting on her own bed and looking at her most turnipy today. The dormitory was the only place we could work in peace nowadays. ‘It’s further than you think. Don’t forget that it still gets dark at four.’ 

			I was not stupid enough to forget such a thing. And how did she know how far I thought the distance? ‘Papa wouldn’t think twice about it,’ I said. ‘Or Branwell,’ I added, knowing this would needle her. I appealed to Maria, jiggling her arm as she tried to work beside me: ‘I’m tired of dull, flat fields.’

			‘Charlotte’s right about the distance,’ Maria said, looking up from her French grammar. In the clear morning sunshine, you could see the bones beneath her skin. Then a slow, serious smile. ‘But we could walk part of the way if you like.’ 

			I said nothing but hugged myself in excitement. Even Charlotte wouldn’t be able to resist the temptation to carry on until we reached the top of the fell when there might be a whole range of mountains waiting for us on the other side. We would chase the horizon into unknown parts of the world, just like proper explorers. 

			 

			The next day, we followed the beck upstream and away from school, grass crunching beneath our feet in the spots where the frost hadn’t yet melted. As the ground started to rise, we discovered that after all these months away from home, we were unused to proper walking. Even Maria struggled for breath, though she had the longest legs of all of us. We soon grew hot and uncomfortable from the effort of climbing, had to stop to take off our shawls. 

			‘We’ll have dinner when we reach that crag,’ said Maria, pointing to a grey outcrop about a third of the way up the fell. I was starting to wonder if we could reach even that point, but then our breathing fell into a rhythm and our bodies remembered how to move up a hillside: steadily and surely. Cowan Bridge grew smaller beneath us, the sky a deep shade of blue above. We spotted the Leeds to Kendal coach on the road below, a toy coach passing a toy school, and could just make out the sound of hooves, faint on the breeze. Our chatter and laughter rang out across the empty slopes, our only company the sheep who watched us approach and then skittered away. The wind grew stronger as we climbed, tugging at our hair and carrying our voices away. When we reached Maria’s crag, we took shelter from the gusts and unwrapped the slices of pie that the new cook had given us—the old one had finally been dismissed when Miss Evans caught her drinking gin instead of preparing breakfast for the invalids in the sickroom. The pie had proper pieces of meat and potato in it and even Charlotte agreed it had been seasoned properly. I ate a whole slice and half of Elizabeth’s too when she insisted that she wasn’t hungry, and thought how simple it was to be happy, here on this hillside with my sisters, with the wind singing in our ears and the world unrolling at our feet. I wished only that Branwell and Anne could be with us.

			‘It’ll take no time at all to climb to the top,’ I said, lying back and tipping my neck to look. Above me, the sky spun.

			‘You know it will,’ said Charlotte, as Elizabeth ran to rescue the paper in which the pie had been wrapped. She folded it carefully and put it in her pocket.

			‘Just to that next crag then,’ I said, pointing to a limestone ledge that promised even better views of the countryside. Maria glanced up at the sky. It was almost clear, just one or two clouds drifting over the tops. The sunlight swung across the fellside in arcs, turning the thin grass from green to gold. Her grave face lit up with a smile as she caught my excitement, the bubble of freedom about to burst in my chest.

			 

			We were hungry again by the time we turned back, and the fell was already half in shadow. The wind dropped as we lost height, but the air was so cold that it brought on Maria’s cough. 

			‘That way looks quicker,’ she said, spotting a path running at an angle to the one we’d taken on the way up. We crossed the fellside to reach it, the light fading fast. This new route was rougher underfoot. Charlotte turned her ankle on a loose boulder and began to cry. Far below us, we could see the lamps being lit at school, window by window beginning to glow. 

			‘We’ll be late for supper,’ said Elizabeth in a low voice. All of us remembering that downhill was as hard as going up: the rocky ground jarring the bones of our ankles and shins, and the cold making us clumsy. Charlotte stumbled again on a jutting stone, was saved only by Elizabeth catching her from behind. Maria led the way, but she had a pain in her side which meant she had to keep stopping to bend double. 

			‘Just a stitch,’ she said, straightening. We rubbed our hands and stamped our feet against the cold. ‘Come on.’

			Beneath the outcrop where we’d eaten our dinner, the sheep had gathered, a pale glow against the violet dusk. We hurried past them, pushing on towards the valley, and at last we were climbing over the final stile and crossing the field that led back to school. 

			 

			A large pot of something stood on the table at the front of the dining room. Steam was rising from it and there was a good savoury smell in the air. A loaf of bread was ready for cutting too, but there was no queue of hungry girls and no-one to serve them. Instead, everyone was gathered around Miss Andrews, the teacher Charlotte hated most.

			‘What’s wrong?’ Elizabeth asked a girl in the class above mine, who was crying. The girl wrapped her arms around Elizabeth’s waist, firm as a young tree, and sobbed still harder. 

			‘Where have you been, girls?’ The teacher’s voice sounded distant, as though she was only pretending to be angry. She had grown thinner in the last month, I noticed, cheekbones pushing up against her flesh like the rocks beneath the surface of the fell. Without waiting for an answer, she said, ‘The doctor has just left us. I’m sorry to tell you that little Jane Sykes died this afternoon.’

			
CHAPTER 4 
1825


			Children died all the time at home. In a bad winter, Papa might take several funerals at a time, tiny coffins jiggling up the hill to the church all in a row. Children who had spent all their short lives in poverty, had breathed the hot, unhealthy air of the woolcombers’ cottages from the day they were born. The worst days made Papa angry. He’d come home exhausted and uncommunicative, then write to the newspapers about the conditions his parishioners were forced to live under. On an unseasonably warm day, we walked across the fields to attend Jane’s funeral at the church in Tunstall. She’d been an orphan, her only family an elderly uncle who lived too far away to collect her body or attend the burial. I watched the coffin lurching into the earth, the scattering of dirt on raw wood and it seemed to me that I cared more about Jane’s death than she would have done. My classmate had always taken things as they came, neither complaining nor rejoicing. I’d liked her solidity; how predictable she’d been, a counterpoint to Margaret’s nervy exuberance. When the funeral was over, we walked back to school in silence. I kept my head down, surprised to see my feet still moving over the surface of the world as if nothing had changed. Beneath her freckles, Jane’s skin had been as white as the bone china cups in Miss Evans’ study. The sun had seemed to shine right through it. I’d thought her indestructible though, with her sturdy limbs and thick-set body of a country girl, that heavy plait hanging down her back like a rope. Now I imagined it caked in mud, a streak of orange in the soil, the creatures of the earth swarming.

			 

			Maria came in late to breakfast one morning, when the rest of us were just finishing, and Miss Andrews did not pinch her arm or threaten her with the switch.

			‘I’m going home,’ she said, coming to our table. With over half the pupils ill or returned home, there were no more rules about sitting by class at mealtimes. ‘Miss Evans thinks it’s best.’ A shaft of white sunlight illuminated the alcove where she stood, like a saint in a niche.

			‘You’re not sick?’ said Charlotte, eyes widening. 

			Maria shook her head. ‘Only this wretched cough keeps on. And the pain in my side from when we climbed the fell.’ She shifted from toe to toe. ‘Doctor Field says I can come back after Easter when the weather’s settled.’

			‘Oh,’ cried Charlotte, her face crumpling. ‘You lucky creature!’

			A rare smile from Maria. ‘I can’t wait to see dear Haworth again.’

			 

			Lessons began again but the doctor said we should also bolster our constitutions—already strong, none of us having come to any harm with the fever—with afternoons at leisure. With Maria gone home, Charlotte and I had to think for ourselves. Elizabeth was good at rubbing bruised knees or settling a disagreement, but she could not make adventures happen like Maria, who always knew if we should be explorers or fugitives or natives or castaways. Without her, our games frayed around the edges, and we would wander off through the trees that lined the beck, where the wild garlic was pungent and the wood anemones formed a delicate, starry carpet. I liked to lie face down on the bank watching the small brown fish twitch through the sparkling, dark-pebbled water, pulled this way and that on invisible threads. The beck sang its cold song and the swallows flashed down to scoop up water and the insects that floated above the surface. I liked the elegance of their forked tails, the indigo gloss of their back feathers. Charlotte preferred to read her book in the shade of a lichen-covered alder, while Elizabeth sat among the dog violets and gentle yellow cowslips with her face turned up to the sun, content with no occupation at all. 

			Easter came and we walked to church, the earth springy beneath our feet, though a cold wind was coming down from the fells. To our surprise, the morning service was taken by the curate, and when the Reverend Carus Wilson preached in the afternoon he seemed in a great hurry to get through his sermon. His family pew stood empty and for once he did not stop to fire the usual questions at us after the service, sweeping past without a glance in our direction. In his black cloak and breeches, he looked like a stout crow, his beaky nose jabbing the air.
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