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            Praise for The Brontë Girl


            ‘I loved this beautifully told tale of a young servant girl’s determination to realise her secret ambition of becoming a writer set in the deftly reimagined wild and wuthering world of the Brontë sisters. A must for all Brontë fans everywhere and anyone seeking the courage to pursue their dream.’

            Ally Sherrick, author of Black Powder, winner of the Historical Association’s Young Quills Award

            ‘A slice of social commentary, a touch of romance with a twist, a glimpse into the lives and world of the Brontë Sisters. This is all wrapped up in a beautifully and skilfully written story of a young girl desperate to break out of her life of poverty, escape the shackles of gender inequality, pursue her passion for writing and follow her dreams! A compulsive and enthralling read that hooks the reader from the beginning to the very last page and with characters that feel real and the reader cares about. I loved it, felt bereft when I finished it and am desperate for a sequel!!!’

            Annie Everall OBE, Director Authors Aloud UK and Children’s Book Reviewer

            ‘This highly entertaining novel should ensure a new generation of Brontë fans!’

            Michael Stewart, multi-award-winning author, playwright, reader and Head of Creative Writing, Huddersfield University

            ‘Miriam Halahmy has created a strong sense of time and place. The restrictions and frustrations that Kate feels as a young woman of very limited means are well portrayed and iiI was so pleased that, at the end of the book, she can follow her own path (a true ‘rebel slave’!). Jane Eyre is one of my favourite classics and it was so good to find direct references to the original text and to Charlotte’s letters! There are many parallels between the characters of Kate and Jane.

This is Kate’s story and the focus is on her struggle for freedom, fuelled and informed by Charlotte’s own ‘fiery views’. I look forward to introducing Kate’s story to our students. I’m sure Miriam’s book will encourage a new generation of readers to explore the lives and the novels of the amazing Brontë sisters.’

            Tracy Shepherd, Beaumont School Librarian
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            v‘I am just going to write because I cannot help it.’

            Charlotte Brontëvi
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1
            CHAPTER 1

            Washing on the Gravestones

         

         Kate woke before dawn and lay on her side, chill without Mother’s body to keep her warm. There was only the sharp scratch of Lizzie’s toenails on Kate’s bare legs as she took more than her fair share of the bed.

         Kate was the eldest, sixteen in a few months, but it was twelve-year-old Lizzie who always took more – food at the table, nips of gin from the pub where she worked, the last scrape of treacle in the jar.

         A harsh coughing started up through the wall behind Kate’s head. Father was stirring. He’d had another skinful of ale in the Black Bull last night.

         Father never drank when he was working regular in the mill, and the blue and white treacle jar, warming on the shelf over the fire, was always full to the brim. Their biggest treat was to be the one to lick the spoon when Mother dripped treacle into each bowl of milky oatmeal.

         Mother.

         It was Kate’s first thought on waking, and the hollow 2pain which swept through her never seemed to ease.

         She pressed her head deeper into the pillow as the second harsh thought surfaced.

         The twins.

         Only five years old, so tiny and pure.

         All three of them gone in six days from the fever last October. Decline, the surgeon had written on their death certificates. Father declared the papers worthless after the burial and threw them on the fire. But Kate had written the word Decline and the dates of deaths in her notebook to remember for ever and ever Amen.

         The twins had died first, within an hour of each other, and Kate thought nothing would ever feel worse in the whole of the rest of her life. But Mother went to bed after the funeral that Sunday, brought so low by the sight of their blue lips and tiny wasted bodies. Nothing would rally her. She breathed her last as dawn broke on the Monday morning.

         19th October, 1846. Kate felt as though the date was etched upon her heart for ever.

         An east wind had raged around the village all that week, ripping shawls off backs, bringing hail and snow. The Decline travelled with it through the maze of stinking back alleyways they called ginnels, seeking out the frail and the hearty, the slender and the strong. There was no justice in that storm. The reverend had six bodies to bury by the time the wind had dropped.

         ‘So unfair, so unfair,’ Kate moaned to herself as she huddled down, trying to keep the last bit of warmth in the bed.

         It was mid-February now. The old year had turned but 1847 promised nothing.

         The winter snow had melted, replaced by a frost 3that took the skin off your hands if you touched the iron doorknob outside.

         A bitter frost, everyone said.

         As bitter as my soul, Kate thought.

         It was Mother who had been the heart of their family, keeping their home neat and clean in between working for Mrs Fraser, the widow in the big house over the moor to Stanbury. Mother was a skilled needlewoman and did all the sewing for Mrs Fraser.

         But in their little home, it was Mother who swept the floor, cooked their meals and did all the washing and ironing.

         The washing.

         Kate groaned and pushed back the covers. She dropped her feet over the side of the bed, pulled on her stockings and then pushed her feet into her clogs, wincing these days as they seemed to pinch more and more.

         My feet have grown, she thought, and where will the money come from for new clogs?

         Shivering in her cotton shift, she reached out for her shawl which had slipped on to the freezing stone floor. In the dim pre-dawn light, she could see two buckets of water she’d drawn from the pump last night and now she had to start the boil for the wash.

         Lizzie, as usual, had left her undergarments on the floor for Kate to sort out. Her apron was flung near the fire, dusty from the slack Kate had banked around the embers to keep them going all night. Kate felt anger rise through her but rather than wake Lizzie who would only grouch, she preferred to be alone. Father didn’t remove his clothes any more so Kate couldn’t wash his shirt.

         Who cares? she thought, pulling on her dress and draping her shawl around her shoulders. Less work for me. 4

         Blowing on her hands, she walked over to the fire, grabbed the iron poker and raked over the embers until yellow flames began to lick upwards. Then she added a few lumps of coal. The same sounds had woken her every morning of her life. Mother raking the fire and Father coughing. Now there was only the cough.

         Kate had never given it a second thought, growing up. Father slept in the back-room bed with the twins, ‘pigging it’, he would say with a twinkle in his eye. Mother and the girls cuddled in the bed in the front room and Kate never remembered waking up cold, even in the worst winter. That was because Mother was always up first and the fire was blazing by the time the rest of the family woke, bleary-eyed, the twins crying out for treacle in their porridge.

         They were so pretty and sweet, her darling boys, thumbs in their mouths. Kate carried them everywhere until they grew too big for even her arms. Then they would scramble on her lap as she sat in front of the fire, crying out, ‘Story, Kate-Kates, tell us a story!’

         Kate stared into the fire now, remembering, as the coal began to glow red, stories tumbling around inside her head.

         She’d been making up stories and writing them down since she was little. It seemed to her that writing was almost the same as breathing.

         Mother understood her need to write and when she quietly mentioned to Mrs Fraser that ‘our Kate has a real way with words,’ the old widow gave her notebooks purchased for the household accounts. Kate loved these notebooks with their thick card covers and red lines down the pages.

         ‘That’s to keep note of what’s spent,’ said Mother, as Kate fingered the clean white pages, thinking of all the stories she could write. 5

         Mrs Fraser also encouraged Mother to borrow books from her husband’s library – a big square room lined with shelves and stuffed with every kind of book imaginable.

         ‘Mrs Fraser says girls should be educated like boys,’ Mother told Kate. ‘And you know I think same, lass. You’ve a strong mind, Kate. Happen you’ll choose a different path to other lasses. Better yourself, like, and Mrs Fraser thinks so too.’

         Father would nod, even though he could barely read himself and say, ‘Aye, why not, lass? Reading and book work is good for thee.’

         Lizzie just snorted and tossed her hair. She had no use for book learning, she declared. But Kate couldn’t devour each new treasure quickly enough.

         Mrs Fraser had died two months before Mother and the house was sold. There had been no more books since then and no new notebooks for Kate’s stories.

         Kate shook herself. There was no time for studying anyway, not this Monday wash day. She filled up the iron kettle and set it over the fender to boil. Today she had to start especially early.

         The young servant who worked for the Reverend Brontë and his family up at the Parsonage had taken to her bed with a low fever. Tabitha Aykroyd, the servant who’d been with the family longest – old Tabby Brontë they called her in the village, with a mocking sneer – had limped over to Kate in church the day before and said, ‘There’s work for ye, lass, if you want it. Doing wash at Parsonage tomorrer. Eight sharp and don’t be late. I dare say ye’ll be needed all week.’

         Kate was wary of Tabitha. She had a rasping, bossy voice, as loud as her hips were wide, and spoke in broad Yorkshire dialect. She came from a large, interconnected 6family which commanded both respect and niggling mutters amongst the gossips in the village.

         But Lizzie didn’t give a fig about Tabitha Aykroyd. She’d stuck her chin in the air and said in her high-pitched voice, ‘That’ll be three shilling, easy, then!’

         ‘Lizzie,’ Kate had hissed at her. ‘Don’t be rude.’

         ‘Well, you won’t say it!’ Lizzie had retorted, and it seemed to Kate that the entire congregation turned to stare.

         ‘Two shilling,’ was all Tabitha said with a sniff. She turned to go, limping on her lame leg.

         ‘And a new apron,’ sang out Lizzie.

         Kate wanted to sink into the church floor beneath their feet.

         But Tabitha turned, a glimmer of respect in her eye.

         ‘Aye, alreet. But only one mind.’

         Tabitha limped away, grumbling to herself about lasses these days and the cheek of them.

         Kate poured oatmeal into a large bowl, while the kettle boiled. They still had some milk and a bit of sugar for porridge but not enough for their tea too. Father would grumble.

         He always grumbled until Lizzie yelled at him, ‘Go back to work then, you old donkey.’

         She’d have to skip out the door quick as he lumbered towards her, hand raised.

         But William Roper was half the man he used to be, in a permanent hangover from nights spent in the pub. It was a rare day he managed to land a blow on Lizzie.

         Just five feet high, with a tiny frame, Lizzie took after Mother. They both had long golden hair, which Lizzie still wore loose around her shoulders, eyes as blue as harebells on the moor and a dimple in the left cheek. Lizzie was 7the family beauty, with milk-white skin and a round, red mouth which she held mostly in a pout.

         Since Mother had died it seemed to Kate that Lizzie was almost running wild. She spent most of her spare time with the young mill workers, sneaking gin to them from the pub, sharing a smoke and larking about in the ginnel. Once, Kate had come upon her, lips locked with a boy barely her height and age, up against the wall in the pub backyard. Kate had cried out and grabbed her sister’s arm. It was the boy who took fright and ran off. Lizzie had tossed her hair, smoothed down her apron and said, ‘Nowt to do wi’ thee, sister. Next time, just walk on.’ Then she’d flounced off into the pub.

         Should I tell Father? Kate had wondered but dismissed the thought with a hopeless shrug.

         Kate was tall like their father, with long legs and a slender waist. She had her father’s very fine brown hair which she’d pinned up since she was fifteen but which steadily escaped all around her face as the day wore on. Her eyes were a deep brown and her pale cheeks were tinged with rosiness, ‘Like ripe apples,’ Father used to say.

         But it seemed to her now, all these months since the deaths, that any rosiness might have faded into grey.

         The lid on the kettle was beginning to jump as the water came to boil, breaking into Kate’s dismal thoughts. She shook herself and, grabbing an old rag, heaved the kettle off the fire, picked up a bucket of water in the other hand and staggered with her load to the door, levering it open with an elbow. The cold was so harsh it hurt all the way down her throat to her chest.

         Dawn light was beginning to reach into the narrow ginnel between the buildings where twenty families huddled in dwellings one or two rooms each, from cellar 8to attic. There was one privy for everyone and next to it a midden heap, enclosed by a crumbling brick wall and almost as high as the door. The stench that never left the ginnel was lessened this morning by the frost but still stomach churning. Kate had already been out to empty the chamber pot over the wall on to the stinking heap, piled with ash from dozens of fires, mixed in with human waste and butcher’s bones.

         Now, holding her breath slightly to filter out the worst smells, she poured the kettle of water into her tub, mixed in cold from the bucket and went back to collect soap and the dirty clothes.

         The neighbours on Kate’s side of the ginnel shared a dolly, a long wooden pole with what looked like a three-legged stool on the bottom which was used to pound away at the dirty washing in a tub. Kate hunted around and found the dolly propped against a wall. Now the real work started.

         As she worked away at the clothes, arms aching, the pungent stench of human soil seemed to fill every part of her, entering her mouth and nose and throat. The sweet fresh air of the moor never seeped down the ginnel.

         So what are you going to do, eh now, lass? came a voice in her head, which might have been Mother.

         What can I do? thought Kate, as she wrung out the heavy clothes and dumped them in a basket. There might have been a way out for me once. But that’s all gone now.

         There was nowhere to hang out in the ginnel. It was far too narrow and smelly. The village women preferred to hang their washing to dry on the gravestones in the cemetery below the Parsonage, but if she didn’t hurry the best places would be gone and she often wondered why couldn’t Lizzie help. 9

         ‘I have to do everything,’ Kate grumbled to herself, as she refilled the kettle and took it back inside to boil for tea. Returning to the yard, she hoisted the heavy basket on her hip, hurried up the ginnel and on to the cobbles of Main Street.

         ‘Katherine Victoria Roper! Wher’st tha’ going this fine morning with that basket of goodies!’ came a voice behind her, bubbling with laughter.

         It was Nancy, her best friend since they were babies in their mothers’ arms, and Kate felt her heart lift for the first time since she had woken up.

         Shifting the weight of the basket, she turned and, grinning at the other girl picking her way up the steep main street, Kate called back, ‘Nancy Rebecca Foster, and what a surprise to see thee stepping out so early.’

         They collapsed with giggles into each other’s arms and Nancy grabbed one side of the basket.

         ‘Come on, I’ll help you.’

         Relieved of half her burden, Kate’s shoulders relaxed and she said in her normal voice, ‘Don’t you have to serve on the stall?’

         Nancy’s mother baked oatcakes and muffins each night. Nancy had to be up before six every day to sell them to the mill workers as they passed on Main Street on their way to work, clogs clattering out over the cobbles like a morning chorus. But it wasn’t especially hard work and otherwise she was just expected to help out in her father’s shop, warm and cosy, scented with spices and her mother’s baking.

         Albert Foster had the biggest grocer shop in Haworth as well as owning six cottages and taking all the rents. Nancy, an only child, didn’t want for anything. Except, of course, Kate reminded herself, a bit of a say in her life. 10Nancy’s mother regimented every minute of her day and now that they were both coming up to sixteen, Nancy had begun to complain more and more.

         Nancy grinned at her friend now. ‘I excused myself, told Mother I needed the privy, real quick like. I knew you’d appreciate a hand this morning. Off up to the Parsonage and into the jaws of the dreaded Tabitha.’

         Kate grimaced. ‘She’s bossy,’ she said.

         ‘Just imagine her in the privy, skirts up round her waist,’ said Nancy and they both hooted with laughter again.

         Suddenly the morning did not seem so cold and dreary. They stepped together over the stream of slimy, half-frozen waste running down the centre of the street, skipped up the slope by the church and on to the lane that ran past the churchyard.

         Half a dozen gravestones were already covered in the snowy-white wash of women quicker than Kate.

         ‘There’s only places left in the shade,’ she moaned, looking around. ‘My wash will never dry.’

         But Nancy was already pulling down shifts and shirts and laying them over the more shaded stones.

         ‘Don’t, Nancy,’ hissed Kate, looking around. ‘What if someone saw us?’

         Nancy grinned and said, ‘Who cares? Come on, give me a hand.’

         Kate shrugged and following Nancy’s example, helped to lay out the clothes. Then Kate picked up the basket and the two friends walked off.

         Nancy only came up to Kate’s shoulder. She was a plump, broad-faced girl, with thick fair hair which, once pinned up – by her mother, Kate thought with a pang – stayed neat all day. She puffed along beside Kate, keeping 11up a steady patter about the latest gossip she heard in the shop.

         ‘… and you know Fanny Meadows?’ said Nancy.

         ‘Her with the red blotch on her cheek?’

         ‘Aye, well, they say she lay down with one of the mill lads up on the moor and now she’s with-child.’

         ‘Never!’ exclaimed Kate. ‘She’s younger than us.’

         ‘Thirteen, not even a year older than your Lizzie.’

         Kate was quiet for a minute as she remembered Lizzie kissing the mill lad in the ginnel. What if she got into the same trouble? Would Father notice then?

         They’d arrived back at Main Street but before they could say goodbye, Kate heard the raucous voice of the blacksmith’s wife and both girls turned to look.

         Aggie Flint was in her usual spot – dark greasy hair hanging loose around a blotchy face, legs like tree trunks astride the cobbles, massive arms bulging inside the sleeves of a gingham dress, broad fleshy hands on hips – crying out to the passing village wives, ‘Lock up your daughters! See what happened to that hussy Fanny Meadows.’

         The women were forced to stop and mutter a few words.

         ‘There she is,’ whispered Nancy behind her hand to Kate. ‘Old Ma Blacksmith. No one can get past her when she holds court on the cobbles. Not even my mother!’

         Kate screwed up her face and then she broke into a grin, as Nancy ducked off home down a ginnel to avoid the blacksmith’s wife. No one ever wanted to tangle with Aggie Flint, in her blackened apron, bigger and more muscular than John Flint, the husband who was two inches shorter, with a slight, wiry frame. Aggie Flint could destroy a reputation in five minutes’ work astride the cobbles, summoning her audience as they panted up the steep Main Street. 12

         But Aggie Flint was the heart of the village gossips, and no one dared walk past and ignore her, even though Kate knew everyone called her Old Ma Blacksmith behind her back.

         She sighed and walked off home, but the giggling and gossiping with Nancy had finally warmed her up.

         As she pushed open her front door and dumped the basket on the floor, she saw the kettle was boiling and she could get on with breakfast.

         ‘It’s ready,’ she called out towards the bedroom door.

         She didn’t bother to call out ‘time for work’ to Father. The mill workers were already at the bottom of the steep hill, clattering over the fast-flowing beck to the mills.

         Father, a mill worker on fourteen shillings a week, had been suspended again for arriving drunk. It was she and Lizzie who had to work to feed the three of them and keep a roof over their heads these days.

         Kate gave a sigh and wrapped an annoying strand of hair back around her ear. Opening the oatmeal chest near the fire, she scooped up a bowl and set it on the table. Then she carefully added boiling water, stirring away with a wooden thible that had seen better days, recalling Mother’s pale hand stirring their porridge every morning. If Mother were still here, she almost said aloud.

         But there was only Lizzie scrabbling under the bed for her stockings.

         Lizzie and me and Father – the dregs of the family, wound through Kate’s head until she thought it would burst.

         So what are you going to do about it? came that voice in her head again, as she sprinkled the last grains of sugar on to the steaming porridge.

         Mother’s treacle jar stood empty and cold. When had 13the chip appeared in the lid? And that long crack wending a drunken path across the surface?

         Kate stared at it in despair. It was as though all her hopes and dreams of improving herself and writing stories had been dashed to pieces like a pot dropped on the cobbles.

         I had big dreams once, Kate wanted to say out loud. But now look at the Roper family: just a family in Decline.

         The word spun through her mind like a glittering shilling on a scrubbed tabletop. The twins loved to beg a shilling from Mother’s rent tin and see how long they could spin it for. But even the tin had disappeared now, probably pawned by Father, like almost all their possessions, for drink. The fire flared as anger rose in Kate. A gust blew down the chimney and smoke stung her eyes. She grabbed the poker and stirred the coals, nursing the flames.

         Something Mother had said once when she’d been in a fury at Lizzie came into Kate’s mind. ‘Turn your anger into something useful, lass. Pick up your pencil and write. Harness that power.’

         Her mother’s words seemed to flare inside her now, like the struggling fire, and a kind of defiance came over Kate. Another word beginning with D, she thought. Like Decline. But the very opposite in meaning.

         My writing, Kate thought, and she could feel the defiance sweeping through her now. I will find a way to write. I must.
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            CHAPTER 2

            Stealing Shakespeare

         

         ‘Copper’s heating, lass. You’ll find everything in back kitchen. Good drying day today, got to mek most of it.’

         Tabitha’s voice grated on Kate’s ears as she stepped through the gate from the lane into the yard of the Parsonage.

         Tabitha was throwing some scraps to a huge dog.

         ‘Nay, Keeper, no more now,’ muttered the old servant.

         Kate lowered her head, giving the mean-looking hound a wide berth. He had a head and jaws twice the size of any dog she’d seen before.

         Nancy had warned her about Keeper. ‘Dad says he’s a mastiff and you should stay well clear.’

         Kate edged carefully past and into the back kitchen. It was a good-sized room, she could see, with a large sink and a pump over it.

         At least I won’t have to draw water from the well, she thought.

         The copper cauldron was steaming away over a furnace and there was a large tub to dolly the clothes. The Parsonage 15was well equipped for washing day.

         While she waited for the copper to come to the boil, Kate sorted through the linen: a great pile of undergarments, shirts, aprons and bed linen in four large baskets on the floor. The family, with two live-in servants, were seven in all. She gave a sigh and wiped her hand across her forehead. How could she hope to finish before dark?

         There was a large cake of soap on the shelf. Kate picked it up and sniffed. Heavenly. It smelled of lavender and was much better quality than any she could afford. She heard a sound and glanced over her shoulder. What if Tabitha caught her slacking off? But no one was there. She turned back and started to soap the soiled shirts.

         Tabitha limped into the kitchen and surveyed progress, leaning on her good leg, arms folded. With a sniff, she said, ‘We scrub here, lass. No cutting corners. And be careful with our dolly, last girl broke it in half. Carpenter were only here yesterday, fixing it. We don’t need no more expense for reverend.’

         Head lowered, Kate picked up another soiled shirt from the basket. This one looked as if it had been dragged through a muddy field. She imagined Nancy saying with a grin, Parson’s son probably wore that to go drinking!

         The thought brought a grin to Kate’s face and Tabitha tutted loudly. She watched the girl for another minute and then, to Kate’s relief, the older woman went off back to the main kitchen.

         Once she had enough to hang out, Kate went into the yard, the freezing air making her gasp. Her dress was already damp and now she was even more chill.

         But I really need this job, she told herself, as she stretched a sheet on the line. The oatmeal was running out and there was little hope of buying more on her and 16Lizzie’s meagre wages. Father brought no money home these days.

         We could end up in the workhouse, Kate thought with a sinking heart, not for the first time. Then my life would be well and truly over.

         Everyone in Haworth was terrified of the workhouse.

         Reverend Brontë would rail from his pulpit against the treatment of people locked away for ever and ill-treated.

         ‘God is the father and friend of the poor,’ he’d boomed out the previous Sunday, ‘and he would support your protests such as they may be.’

         His words made Kate shiver as she’d stared up at him; white hair gleaming like a halo in the dim light.

         But now, as she pegged out in the chill yard, she couldn’t help thinking, That’s all very well, but no one listens to the poor. Her shoulders sagged from exhaustion as the sun topped the church tower. She’d been working non-stop since dawn.

         If only I’d brought a morsel of something from home, Kate thought, her stomach rumbling.

         But there was nothing in the cupboard. Not the heel of a loaf or a slice of cheese. She didn’t even have a penny to buy a muffin from Nancy’s mother’s stall.

         The morning, though still cold, was bright with sunshine and a good breeze was coming off the moor behind the house. As she grabbed pegs and wrestled with sheets blowing back in her face, Kate couldn’t help thinking how clean and fresh it was up here above the village.

         The men sat over their beer in the Black Bull every night, complaining about the overflowing privies and the stench in the ginnels.

         ‘Haworth’s become death trap,’ Pharoah Crabtree would pronounce, nodding round the room. ‘Too many 17workers come in, no room left for anyone. And they bring the miasma.’

         ‘Aye, that’s reet. It’s miasma what brings sickness; kills one and all,’ John Flint, the blacksmith, would add.

         That’s what killed Mother and the twins, Kate told herself.

         The miasma was invisible, floating in the air and there was no escape.

         She was about to haul another wet sheet out of the basket when Tabitha appeared in the doorway and said, ‘Come in for mid-mornings, lass.’

         Kate gave a puzzled frown and finished pegging out. Then she clattered down the cold side passage to the family kitchen. Tabitha was pouring tea into blue and white mugs. On the table were a loaf of wheaten bread, a thick pat of butter and a dish of jam.

         Kate stopped in surprise and stared at the loaf.

         ‘Don’t stand about like spare part,’ rasped Tabitha. ‘Sit thee down. Can’t have thee falling down faint on wash day.’

         Kate didn’t need telling twice. Dropping into a chair, she took a thick slice of bread and spread it with butter and jam. Paradise, she thought, as the food filled her mouth and stomach, renewing her aching muscles.

         As she ate and drank, old Tabby kept up a steady flow of chatter, a bucket of potatoes at her feet, knife in her hand as she slowly peeled away.

         At one point she laid down the knife with a weary sigh.

         Kate, her mouth still full, muttered, ‘Would you like me to do that for you, ma’am?’

         ‘Nay, tha’s my job,’ muttered Tabitha. ‘Pilapotata. Not much good for owt else these days, not like thee, great strong lass. That sister of yours still putting away the gin, like your dad?’ 18

         Kate spluttered and coughed violently as she swallowed the wrong way. Are the gossips talking about Father and Lizzie as if they were drunks? Mother would be mortified.

         By the time Kate could draw breath, Tabitha was rattling away about her cousin’s child, little Harry, who’d died at only six months old.

         ‘That’s second bairn to die this week. Our poor reverend were right cut up about it.’

         Tabitha dropped a peeled potato into a bowl and muttered, ‘Too much death in Haworth.’

         
             

         

         The washing took up most of the day. Kate was called in at one o’clock for dinner, the corner of a meat pie, boiled potatoes and an apple from the cellar.

         By five o’clock, as the light was fading on another chill February evening, she’d finally finished. Filling up the buckets and leaving them in the passage as instructed, she went into the kitchen to find Tabitha resting her bad leg on a footstool.

         She gave Kate a nod. ‘Tha’ll do.’

         Kate gave an inward sigh of relief.

         ‘Tek coal into ladies’ sitting room,’ Tabitha continued in a curt voice. ‘Bank up fire. Then tha can go.’

         Kate picked up the heavy iron scuttle, ignoring the stab of pain across her tired shoulders, went out of the kitchen and down the hallway leading to the front of the house and main door for visitors. On the right was the sitting room, and opposite, with the door closed, was the reverend’s study, as Tabitha had told her when she was talking non-stop over dinner.

         Kate hauled the scuttle into the ladies’ room, taking care not to knock against the paintwork. There was a large, rectangular, drop-leaf dining table in the centre 19with chairs tucked in around the edges. On top of the polished table were three sloping boxes and she knew these were locked writing desks, one for each of the Brontë sisters, where they would write their letters and keep pens and stamps and fine white paper. She gave a sigh. How she would have loved her own writing desk for her stories.

         It was a bright, carpeted room, with shutters at the tall windows instead of curtains and pictures on the walls. But it wasn’t the pictures that stopped Kate in her tracks. In the alcoves on either side of the fireplace were shelves and shelves of books.

         She thought her heart would stop.

         Without thinking, Kate dropped the dusty coal scuttle on to the carpet and, as if in a dream, walked over to the shelves and started to read the titles.

         It was an unimaginable treasure house. There were piles of novels – Waverley by Walter Scott, she spotted with a familiar stab of joy – and poetry by Byron and Wordsworth. She’d read both and loved them.

         There was also a copy of Blackwood’s, the famous monthly magazine, looking well thumbed.

         And then she spotted it, a small volume of Shakespeare’s plays.

         It was lying flat on the shelf on top of A History of British Birds, Vol 1 by Thomas Bewick, the binding fraying at the edges as if the book had been read almost to death.

         A hunger rose up through her, just as strong as her need to write. Since the widow had died, and then Mother, Kate had been as cut off from the lifeline of books as if she’d been cast out of her own home. It was like living in an endless desert. 20

         Now, she gave a furtive glance over her shoulder. No one was there.

         I’ll just take a quick look, she told herself, breathing in the heady scent of leather and paper. I must! I absolutely must!

         Reaching out, she took down the Shakespeare, her hand shaking as she opened it and ran a finger down the contents list. There were only a few plays in such a small book but all her favourites were there: Hamlet, Romeo and Juliet, A Midsummer Night’s Dream and the one that scared her half to death – Macbeth and his bloody deeds.

         I have to have it, she thought, a desperation rising in her. It felt as though the book had become glued to her fingers. Nothing would induce her to replace it.

         I’ll just take it tonight. They won’t notice. I can put it back first thing in the morning. Tabby said to come all week, help with cleaning.

         Before she knew it, the little book was tucked away in the top of her dress, hidden by her shawl.

         Heart beating loud enough for Tabitha to hear down in the kitchen, she turned back for the coal scuttle and let out a gasp.

         There, standing in the doorway, stood the slight figure of Charlotte Brontë, the eldest of the four Brontë siblings, all of whom still lived at home with their father, the Reverend Patrick Brontë.

         It was clear from the look on her face that Miss Charlotte had seen Kate take the book.

         Oh Mother!
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            CHAPTER 3

            Charlotte Brontë

         

         Kate’s knees began to buckle under her. I’m done for, she wailed to herself.

         She could almost hear the cry go up in the village. ‘Send for the constable, we’ll hold her till he gets here from Keighley. It’s William Roper’s lass. She’s only gone and stolen from our reverend.’ Her mind sank into a blur of terrifying thoughts.

         I’ll be transported to Australia.

         I’ll be hung on Gibbet Hill.

         Her bottom lip began to wobble, and she let the coal scuttle drop to the floor for a second time, the clatter reverberating around the room.

         A woman in her late twenties, Charlotte Brontë was at least a head shorter than Kate, with a waist so tiny Kate was sure she could join her hands around it. She wore a dark brown plain dress with a simple white collar. Her feet were as tiny as her waist and slipped into leather shoes, badly scuffed around the toes. 22

         It was well known in the village that the sisters thought nothing of walking over the moors or down to Keighley and back, which was eight miles all in.

         Her feet are almost like fairy feet, Kate couldn’t help thinking, even in her distressed state.

         Steel-rimmed glasses balanced on her nose, but it was Charlotte Brontë’s large brown eyes that seemed to be truly made of steel.

         Can she read my mind? Kate couldn’t help thinking with an inward quiver. She dropped her eyes and stood waiting for her fate.

         When Miss Charlotte spoke, it was in a severe tone. ‘Why have you stolen one of our books? Do you mean to sell it in the village?’

         There was a pause. Kate’s throat closed up. Her dry lips stuck together as the word ‘stolen’ shuddered through her like the wind wuthering down the ginnel.

         She raised her eyes as Miss Charlotte spoke again.

         ‘What sort of a girl are you, Kate Roper?’

         What indeed? thought Kate, hardly daring to meet those stern eyes. But I’m no mean thief, she told herself, with a flicker of anger.

         ‘I’m nobody, ma’am,’ she spoke up, an edge of defiance creeping into her voice. ‘I’m just a girl from Haworth.’

         Miss Charlotte eyed the girl for a few seconds and then she said, ‘Well, so am I. But I don’t steal other people’s things.’

         Kate gave her a startled look. She opened her mouth to speak but thought better of it.

         Miss Charlotte raised one eyebrow and went on in a dismissive tone. ‘You’ll only make sixpence at most. Is it worth all this trouble?’

         Stung into action, Kate cried out, ‘No, ma’am! I don’t 23want to sell the book. I want to read it.’

         Miss Charlotte’s eyebrows shot up and her eyes widened. But before she could speak, Tabitha called out from the hallway.

         ‘Tha’ finished with fire yet, lass?’

         The old servant limped into the room, staring from one to the other, a quizzical look on her face.

         A sudden gust of wind rattled the front door and Charlotte Brontë dropped one hand on to the dining table.

         Kate thought her pounding heart would split her chest open.

         Then Miss Charlotte said, ‘I interrupted her, I’m afraid, Tabby.’

         Kate met her eyes in an astonished look. Then she grabbed the scuttle and in one stride was in front of the fire, dropping coal on to the yellow flames.

         ‘Reet then,’ said Tabitha, turning away. ‘Don’t be disturbing the ladies, lass. Hurry up and finish in here.’

         Kate felt her cheeks flame in the heat of the fire but all she could think was, Miss Charlotte hasn’t given me away. So what does that mean?

         As she straightened and turned back, Charlotte had sat down at the dining table and opened one of the writing desks, taking out some sheets of paper and a pencil.

         Kate hesitated, and suddenly Miss Charlotte fixed that penetrating gaze on her. ‘Do you know Shakespeare?’

         ‘Oh, yes, ma’am. I love to read him and, well, anything, when I have the chance.’ The words tumbled out, her voice ending in a squeak, and Kate felt herself blush.

         ‘And when do you have the chance? Does it always involve taking books without permission?’ The older woman had lowered her gaze to the paper in front of her.

         ‘Oh no, ma’am. My mother … God rest her poor 24soul …’ Her voice broke and Miss Charlotte raised her eyes again.
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