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Dedicated to Eunice Brown – reader and friend, with love.




‘Do you think I am an automaton? — a machine without feelings? and can bear to have my morsel of bread snatched from my lips, and my drop of living water dashed from my cup? Do you think, because I am poor, obscure, plain, and little, I am soulless and heartless? You think wrong! — I have as much soul as you — and full as much heart! And if God had gifted me with some beauty and much wealth, I should have made it as hard for you to leave me, as it is now for me to leave you. I am not talking to you now through the medium of custom, conventionalities, nor even of mortal flesh: it is my spirit that addresses your spirit; just as if both had passed through the grave, and we stood at God’s feet, equal — as we are!’ 


Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë 
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Author’s Note




Haworth, February 1853


If only it could be now, as it was then. 


Villette was out in the world, and despite the pain and toil it had cost her to finish it, Charlotte was not glad. 


Her instinct had always been to push on, no matter what. To rise and face the day and to work, despite what anguish the good Lord had reserved for her. This she had done for every torturous hour it had taken her to scratch one word after another, taking comfort in the idea that once it was finished, she would know some peace. And yet all she felt was a deep discomfort and the pervasive sense that somehow that book had changed things, and not for the better. That its creation had somehow shifted and altered friendships she had come to rely on, drawing them just out of her reach and leaving her alone once again. 


George Smith and his family had abandoned her. Not so much that an outsider would notice, but just enough to leave a distinct chill where their welcoming warmth had once been. And Harriet Martineau’s review had been fierce, cutting and cruel. She had dismissed Villette, saying she did not like the love in it, either the kind or degree of it, and its prevalence in the book, and the effect it has on the action of it. Charlotte could not help but feel betrayed by a woman she had thought of as a friend. 


If her sisters had been at her side to commiserate or goad her out of her misery, she could have borne it better but, as it was, the comments festered in her breast like a wound. Perhaps Miss Martineau didn’t believe that Charlotte could truly know anything of love, or what it might urge a person to do. Perhaps George . . .


Charlotte paused, forcing herself to confront what she already knew. That George had never thought of her as anything more than a profitable author to be flattered and placated. And that all that had passed between them was no more than a strategy to coax another novel from her broken heart. What a fool to ever have believed he might have cared for her! How could a man as young, vital and handsome as George ever love a small, deformed old woman like her? Oh, but it hurt though, to recognise that truth. It cut her to the bone. 


That was why she wished so desperately for the alchemy she had once known, back in those last happy months when her family was complete. There was so much about that time that had seemed intolerable, then. Branwell inching himself ever further to the point of no return. Anne and Emily, their novels set for publication when hers was rejected at every turn. 


Then she arrived and everything changed. Charlotte had sensed her even when she was very far away, nothing more than a hazy vision on a distant horizon. She had felt her approach, growing nearer with every heartbeat. Felt her materialise in the cold blue sky like a gathering storm, charging the air with static. There would be a phantom glimpse of her; always in the periphery, growing ever clearer and true. She was the herald that had ushered in Destiny. 


She was Jane Eyre.


Jane, who raced and rushed out of Charlotte’s brain and breast and onto the page in a flood of urgent creation that she had never known again. Amongst the turmoil and confusion, Jane had been at her side, a secret sister, walking amongst them as they crept through danger and skulduggery unlike any that they had ever encountered before as they searched for the truth behind the lies and illusion of the infamous Haworth poisoner. 


Charlotte and Jane made and remade one another. Wrote and rewrote each other in turn. And though it could hardly be true, in the very eye of the strange and violent storm that had been the summer of 1847, it had felt to Charlotte as if they had also remade the world entire. 




CHAPTER


ONE
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The agony was so intense that Abner Lowood could not think, nor speak or move. If he had ever been a man, now he was only pain. Great ragged strips of it seemed to be pulling him apart in waves of bloody torment. Fluid poured out of him, his body shuddering in convulsions that seemed intent on exorcising the very soul out of him. Desperate for any relief, he sought to press his shuddering bones against the cool dank flags of the dead house floor, as if he could find some solace in the dirt and death that coated them. Even lost to pain as he was, there was still a part of Lowood conscious and aware, that knew the pounding carnival music that went on and on ever louder was only his fever, playing him out of this life with one final cruel joke. There was enough of the tiny nub left of him to know that he would be burning in hell before this hour was out. That he would die here alone and there would not be a soul who would grieve him.


Barbara was near; he could sense her waiting for him. He thought he felt her rough, sharp laugh slice through him with its serrated grating edge. She’d laughed differently when he’d first met her, softly and musically, like a girl full of dreams and hope. He’d soon knocked that out of her, ensured he had bent her to his will until she became her own ghost. 


It seemed fitting somehow that she had returned from the grave to claim him. The strange part was that even now, even here, the splinter of Lowood that remained did not feel one jot of remorse. He’d do it all again, given half the chance. 
He had been put on this earth to make misery, and he had been so very good at it.


‘Mister?’ Little Sally Wiggins stared dumbfounded at the sight of the boss, sprawled on the floor, face wildly contorted, limbs twisted as if they were about to be torn from his bony body. ‘Mister, are you dead?’


‘There’s something wrong with Mister Lowood!’ Sally called out of the door of the dead house, where she’d been sent to wash down the stone tables and floor. It was bad enough when it was empty, but when there were cold, grey corpses of the people she knew, it was worse. But the sight of the ­workhouse master, writhing in agony on the floor and frothing at the mouth like a rabid dog, was strangely ­mesmerising.


‘Mr Lowood!’ She shouted the hated man’s name again and again until at last the nearby folk came over to see what the child was carrying on about. ‘I reckon he’s dead!’


‘Looks like someone done for him like he did for his missus,’ Edward Flack said as he came over, unmoved by the sight of the workhouse master on the floor. ‘Go fetch Mrs Tolliver, Sally, and best send for the doctor too. Run now, girl!’


There was now a small circle of narrow, careworn faces peering down at the dying man.


‘Pick him up, lads,’ Flack said with a weary sigh. ‘We’d ­better take him to his bed before he dies.’


‘Oh, he won’t die,’ one of the men that hoisted Lowood’s body up muttered bitterly. ‘We’d never be so fortunate.’




CHAPTER


TWO
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Charlotte


July declared itself a cage. Thick leaden air seemed to imprison Charlotte so tightly within her body, she had to fight the urge to tear at her own skin. 


Oppressive warmth pressed down upon them beneath the low cover of white clouds. The stifling weight of it filled every corner, saturating even the shadows with unremitting heat. Everything was disjointed and wrong; restless and listless. All she could think of was how wonderful it would be to run away. Racing out of the parsonage as fast as she could until the sweat ran down her back, and her hair fell loose of its pins. Running until she came upon Waters Meet, where she would plunge herself into the cool, fast-running brook, deeper and deeper until it bubbled over her head and her skirts billowed up around her ears.


Which would never do, of course. After all, she was not Emily. Besides, her dearest friend Ellen Nussey was due to arrive within the hour, and for Ellen everything must be perfect. Charlotte’s beloved parsonage could not hold a candle to Brookroyd, Ellen’s family home, but Charlotte was determined that everything should be just so, and had been bothering Tabby and Martha to that effect for the last week. It was essential that Nell’s visit would pass pleasantly. That the house should shine like a new pin and that every meal served should be delicious. That none of her siblings should disgrace her with their ideas, thoughts or habits, and that Nell should find her visit as gentle and as restful as could be. That would be her focus, Charlotte decided, her entire occupation from now until the moment Ellen departed. That would keep her from dwelling and sinking into the black well of gloom that called to her minute by minute from the very bottom of her heart.


Time to buck up, Aunt Branwell would have told her. Moping about never got the grate blacked. Buck up she must. Oh, but it was hard when everyone and everything seemed to conspire to make her miserable. 


Emily and Anne were seated together on the sofa, their heads bowed together in a conversation that Charlotte knew was no concern of hers, and that made it all the more intolerable, for this was the first time in their lives that their fates had not been closely aligned with hers. Everything had changed when her sister’s novels, Agnes Grey and Wuthering Heights, had been accepted for publication by Thomas Newby. Her own book, The Professor, had been rejected by everyone who had read it. Now Emily and Anne’s stars were in the ascendant, and she was tethered to the land, no matter how much they all did their best to pretend otherwise. 


Charlotte had tried to send the pair of them out this morning, telling them that they would be under her feet as final preparations were made for Ellen’s visit. However, having recently become the most loving and dutiful sisters that one could possibly imagine, they had elected to stay and wait. Charlotte did her best not to show her regret at their decision. 


It was just that if her sisters were not always within her sight, then she would not always have to endure the great care they were taking of her feelings. Somehow the tactful consideration of everything they did and said – all with the explicit purpose of avoiding causing her further pain – only deepened her humiliation. Their sweet sisterly solidarity only served to exacerbate the wound rather than salving it. 


The shame of her failure was nearly unbearable. It would have been entirely so, if not for the encouraging words of one editor, a Mr George Smith, of Smith and Elder, who – like everyone else in London – had declined to publish The Professor, but who had told Charlotte her work had promise. This was the crumb of hope and dignity that Charlotte clung to while Anne and Emily made plans, checked and corrected proof pages and sent correspondence back and forth to their publishers, all under Papa’s nose but without his knowledge. George Smith’s words were the glowing ember that kept her belief that she had more to give the world barely alight.


There had been a few minutes in the dead of night when Charlotte had considered the possibility of giving up her hopes of being published. Of dedicating all her energies to nurturing and developing her sisters’ talents instead. Naturally, she had realised at once that that would not be possible. She had to write, because she could not help it. She would batter herself bloody against the closed doors of the great publishing houses until one opened or she expired. There was no third path, no possibility of a mind quiet of ambition. Charlotte Brontë simply was not made that way.


‘Tell us again what we are not to say to Ellen,’ Emily asked, with uncharacteristic docility, pulling Charlotte out of her reverie.


‘Try to avoid the subject of our brother as much as possible,’ Charlotte told them. ‘Nell knows of his troubles, but I would rather that she should not be confronted with such coarseness at close hand.’


‘We will do our best,’ Anne said.


‘Though I am not sure that Branwell will do his best,’ Emily said. ‘He seems intent on only doing his worst these days. Perhaps, if we are lucky, he will not return home from his present adventure until after Ellen has departed, or at all.’


Anne shot Emily a reproachful look. Emily shrugged in response.


‘And we should not mention our . . . your forthcoming publications,’ Charlotte said with a brief smile. ‘Ellen is familiar with our endeavours to support ourselves, but I fear she might find the idea of us – you – writing novels under the noms de plume of two gentlemen rather shocking.’


Anne and Emily nodded demurely in agreement. They really were intolerable.


‘And we absolutely must not, under any circumstances, tell her of our detections,’ Charlotte cautioned them. She hoped it would go without saying, but when it came to Emily Brontë, one was never quite sure. It was always best to be completely clear. ‘Especially not London, no one must ever know that we were there.’


‘I shall never speak of it,’ Emily said, lowering her eyes. 


‘Nor, I,’ Anne said. ‘Or any of it. In truth I am rather glad that peculiar interlude in our lives seems to have come to a conclusion, as grateful as I am for how our detections have inspired and strengthened me. My mind craves a quiet life, just as we have enjoyed these last few months. God, writing, books and music: these are all a soul needs to lead a happy life.’


‘Indeed,’ Emily said. ‘And dogs, I would add only dogs to your manifest, Anne. And cats and all animals really, and all of creation. And pockets.’ 


Charlotte too was very glad that there had been no further detections for the best part of a year. They had returned from London last summer, each profoundly changed by what they had witnessed there, and with an unspoken agreement between them never to speak of those few terrifying days spent amongst the thieves and murderers of Covent Garden again. 


Sometimes Charlotte thought she would glimpse something in Emily, a passing shadow falling over her face, like a bird momentarily blotting out the sun. She was certain that Emily had stitched much of her pain and fury into her Wuthering Heights, for Charlotte had never read anything so full of rage and longing. Something so fierce with feeling that it frightened her more than a little. London had frightened them, and broken them too, at least for a short while. Their craving for adventure seemed to have been permanently sated. Though Charlotte couldn’t help but miss it now, when the new horizons that her sisters were travelling towards did not include her.


Then came a thunderous knocking at the door.


‘Ellen!’ Anne leapt to her feet, allowing Charlotte to exit the dining room first, so that she might have the honour of greeting her friend first. However, it was not dear Ellen at the door, or at least Charlotte hoped not, for Tabby, their housekeeper, was doing her best to close the front door on the visitor’s foot and using a tone that she usually only reserved for stray cats and beggars.


‘Get away with you!’ Tabby growled furiously, as she leaned into the door which was blocked by a filthy brown boot. ‘Likes of you have no business at this door. There are young ladies here, and another soon to arrive. I’ll not allow it, I shall not.’ She turned around to see Keeper’s head appear between Anne and Emily, as if he had just realised he might be lapsing in his duties as guard dog.


‘Sic him boy, go now, sic him!’ 


Keeper’s head vanished back behind Emily’s skirt. 


‘Get away from this respectable house!’ the older woman shouted once more and, with a gargantuan effort, closed the front door.


‘Tabby, who is it that you turn away so roughly?’ Anne admonished their beloved housekeeper gently. Tabby Ackroyd was more of a mother to them than their own poor dear mama; even so, there were times when she was a law unto her own. ‘You know Papa would not want any in need to be spoken to so . . . oh.’


With a resounding bang, the door had been kicked open.


Anne’s expression altered in an instant, the colour draining from her cheeks.


For as Tabby opened the door wide, she revealed a man so universally loathed, the devil himself might have received a better reception. Nevertheless, he resided within the boundaries of the parish, and had just as much right to petition the parson as any other resident of Haworth.


Charlotte steeled herself to deal with the matter as swiftly as possible. It would not do to have a suspected murderer on the doorstep when Ellen arrived. It would not do at all.


The fellow before them stood almost as tall as the door itself, his battered hat held tightly in his one intact hand, for where the other had once been there was now only a cloth-bound stump. He was reasonably well dressed, and though his clothes were threadbare, they were well made. There were traces of a once handsome man still present, though every garment hung off his skeletal frame, as it might a scarecrow, and his face was as hollow as a death’s head, his skin sallow and set with yellowing red-rimmed eyes, which were nevertheless alive with a particular intensity that was quite unsettling. In other circumstances Charlotte might have felt sorry for him, for he looked not a spit away from death himself. In this instance, though, just to look at him felt like something akin to bathing in the rivers of hell. For this was Abner Lowood, the infamous Haworth poisoner.


‘You are not welcome here, sir,’ Charlotte said shortly, drawing herself to her full height, and grateful to feel her sisters close in at her back. ‘Leave at once before I am required to have you removed.’


‘I am a man of this parish, like any other,’ Lowood told her, his voice rasping and weak. ‘I seek counsel from my ­parson.’


‘You are not like any other man,’ Emily said, her tone clipped with contempt. ‘You stood accused of murdering your wife.’


‘And was acquitted,’ Mr Lowood told them. ‘Found not guilty, that means.’


‘And no one knows how you got away with it,’ Anne said. ‘The doctor who examined the body changes his mind entirely about the cause of death overnight? Witnesses who died or fled? All except for that poor foolish girl that you . . . Every soul in this parish and for a hundred miles around knows that you are a guilty man who cheated justice.’


‘I was acquitted,’ Lowood repeated. ‘But I should have guessed that the Brontë women would not have much respect for English justice.’


‘What do you mean by that remark, sir?’ Emily asked. Charlotte realised she needed to gain control of this situation at once. Ellen would be appearing at the gate at any moment, and she could not have her sisters engaged in a furious argument with this man.


‘I will see the Irish parson,’ Lowood growled. ‘I have a right to his counsel. I’m an innocent man who is punished daily for what I have not done! Hated in every direction I turn, defamed and reviled. I would that Mr Brontë should speak up for me, and set the people straight. I have a right to speak with him.’


‘You do,’ Charlotte said. ‘But he is not here at present, so if you will return before dawn tomorrow, I shall arrange a meeting for you.’


‘This beast has no rights at all,’ Emily said, aghast. ‘If life is so hard for you, sir, then leave Haworth. Go elsewhere and thank God that you have a life to lead, unlike your wife, and the countless children you dispatched.’


‘I. Was. Acquitted,’ Lowood repeated, his brows gathering over his burning eyes. ‘And it was God who buried my children young, not me.’


‘My father is not here,’ Charlotte repeated just as firmly. ‘If you wish to see him you must return tomorrow and I will—’


‘I’ll see you three then,’ Lowood said, stopping Charlotte dead. 


‘I beg your pardon?’ she asked him, her sense of unease deepening drastically as he leered at her with a familiarity that made her shudder.


‘Oh, I am familiar with your good works, Miss Brontë,’ Lowood said, with more than a hint of menace. ‘I’ve heard tell of them, in pubs and back rooms round here. What you get up to when your pa ain’t looking. Stories like you wouldn’t believe. Good for you, I say. Why should a single woman worry about her reputation, or her pa’s reputation when there are all sorts of shenanigans to get up to?’


‘You get out of here, you hear me?’ Tabby charged at full tilt, brandishing a broom she had fetched from the kitchen. ‘Else I’ll beat you into next week and finish what the hangman should have started. None round here would stop me!’


‘Wait,’ Charlotte barred Tabby with her hand, exchanging glances with her sisters.


‘What can you possibly mean, sir?’ she asked evenly.


‘You help me, and I’ll help you,’ Lowood told her. ‘I’ll keep your secret for you, and make sure that any whispers heard around and about are soon snuffed out.’ 


‘I don’t know what you think you’ve heard, sir,’ Charlotte began. ‘We are but three old maids—’


‘Don’t give me that,’ Lowood sneered at her. ‘Don’t you know you’re famous round here? Amongst them that have no protection, and further afield too. You stand up for the weak, and the poor. The lost and innocent, that’s what I heard. And I am the innocent.’


‘If you think you can bully or blackmail us, sir, you are very much mistaken,’ Anne told him. ‘We will never be subordinated by a man—’


‘You will return tomorrow an hour before dawn,’ Charlotte told him. ‘And you will go to the rear of the house, but not to the door. Wait in the lane.’


Then she closed the door in his face.




CHAPTER


THREE
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Emily


‘You cannot mean that we should do what that . . . that . . .’ Anne gestured at the closed front door, incoherent with rage. ‘I will not do it, Charlotte. I am not ashamed of the work we have done, and I certainly will not be coerced into meeting with that man because of it. Let him tell Papa, let him tell the village, and every town and village beyond. Let him tell the whole world, for all I care!’


Emily said nothing, only crossing her arms and leaning hard against the wall. She did not care for this sense of helplessness at all; it was unfamiliar and unwelcome. Where had that beast heard the ‘tales’ that he spoke of? It was true that from time to time there had been whispers about them, especially after the discovery of the Top Withens bones. But no more than that it was they who had campaigned for the discovery of the poor soul’s name, and for a decent burial. All those who had been involved in the Chester Grange business were far away now, and not a soul, save themselves, knew about London. God knows, there had been many midnight hours when Emily wished she could forget it forever. This was intolerable and must be stopped, for she could not bear the idea of grubby, nasty men such as Lowood peering into her life and making it public. 


‘My dear, that is precisely why we cannot let the likes of Abner Lowood determine your destiny, or Emily’s,’ ­Charlotte said, taking both their hands. ‘You may have no shame over the good you have done, but do you believe that the rest of the world will see it the same way? That you, we, would not be judged as guilty of sins against womanhood and ­respectability because of the things we have done and seen? You would be shunned, Anne. Worse than that, you could be ­vilified, shamed.’


‘Then let it be so,’ Anne said, defiant. ‘We shall tell Papa at once, the moment he returns home, and let the devil take Lowood’s threats.’


‘No.’ Charlotte’s denial was sharp and forceful. Frustrated tears sprang into Anne’s eyes, but Emily did not come to her support. Though she wasn’t sure how to protect themselves from Lowood, she knew that throwing caution to the wind could not be the answer.


‘Listen to Charlotte,’ Emily told Anne. ‘She has sense in her head, so hear her out a moment. For a moment is surely all we have before Ellen is here and we will be obliged to make small talk and the chance to make a plan will be past.’


‘Very well,’ Anne said coolly, pulling her hand from ­Charlotte’s. ‘Tell me then, why do you say no, Charlotte?’ 


‘For your books are about to be released into the world, Anne. You and Emily may soon be all that we have between us and destitution. I will not allow you to ruin your reputation while our lives are so precariously balanced above the very establishment of which Mr Lowood is master.’


‘We would never end up in a workhouse,’ Anne scoffed at the idea. ‘Our friends would never allow it.’


‘Perhaps not, but we could easily end up separated from one another, living out our days as governesses, or – worse – companions; alone and miserable,’ Charlotte said. ‘There is more to think about than simply what is right. There are your prospects, and Papa’s health.’


‘Charlotte, you cannot—’ Anne began, but before she could say more there came another, lighter knock at the door.


‘The hour is upon us, Ellen has arrived,’ Emily said swiftly. ‘There is nothing else we can do now but keep that meeting with Lowood, and find out more of his purpose. Do you agree, Anne?’


‘I suppose I must,’ Anne said unhappily.


‘Then smile,’ Emily told her, her hand on her shoulder. ‘For our visitor is here.’


Despite all that had just passed, it was a pleasure to see how Charlotte’s face lit up at the sight of Ellen. Emily was glad for her. The weeks since she and Anne had secured a contract with Thomas Newby had been hard on her sister, though she had dealt with it with her usual stoicism. Dear Charlotte deserved a little respite from her unhappiness and frustration, and now even that was tainted by this awful situation that had been thrust upon them. Still, it pleased Emily enormously to see Ellen too, so prettily dressed, as she always was, her soft features framed by her light brown curls. It was as though a little peace had arrived hidden in her skirts, released into the air with the effusive twirls and turns of the women’s greetings. 


‘Nell!’ Charlotte kissed Ellen’s hands as she led her into the dining room. ‘We had meant to be on the doorstep to greet you, but you have arrived and we are not ready. Please forgive us our country ways.’


‘You know you need not stand on ceremony for me,’ Ellen smiled as she kissed Anne, then Emily in turn. ‘I am just glad to be inside; I cannot remember when it was last so hot and stifling. It is as if the wind has retired to the other side of the world. I do wish it would rain, just a little.’


‘There’s a storm brewing,’ Emily told Ellen as she and Tabby hefted Ellen’s trunk in between them. ‘You can feel it thickening in the air. The longer it builds, the more magnificent it will be!’


‘As long as I am safely indoors when it occurs,’ Ellen said.


‘Let me take your bonnet and shawl.’ Anne relieved Ellen of her garments and handed them to Martha, their maid, who loitered in the doorway. Martha was John Brown the sexton’s daughter, a good girl from a fine family, though, rather like Emily herself, she often had her head in the clouds.


‘Will you ask Tabby to bring the tea things please, Martha?’ Charlotte asked the girl. ‘Poor Ellen must be weary and thirsty from the road. And something to eat too.’ As if a spread fit for Queen Victoria herself, lavishly planned and painstakingly prepared, wasn’t ready and waiting on the kitchen table.


Emily followed Martha into the kitchen, where Tabby put the finishing touches to her feast. At once Emily noticed the knot of worry sitting on her beloved housekeeper’s forehead. Tabby knew a little more of their detections than most; she had helped them more than once. Yet it would not have been Tabby who would have spoken out of turn, Emily was sure of that. The dear woman was worried for them every day of her life, and would do all she could to protect them. 


So, if not Tabby, who? How had Lowood discovered their secrets and what did he want from them? Emily hoped that he knew nothing, that he was posturing and chancing his luck in a bid for some financial reward. But this was the man who somehow turned the doctor who had determined the cause of death, the judge and the jury in his favour when evidence of his guilt was abundant and indelible. As she helped ­Martha bring the trays to the dining room, Emily mused on the unfamiliar weight that sat in the pit of her belly, and realised it was fear. Fear of what Lowood knew and what he might do to harm her family. And that made her all the more furious. 


Still, there was nothing else to be done but sit and smile and pass the time with Ellen, as if they did not have a blackmailer’s visit in their social diary. Charlotte prepared a plate of 
Tabby’s finest delicacies for Ellen, and Anne poured the tea.


‘You took so very long to come to Haworth,’ Charlotte gently chided Ellen. ‘I feel as if I have waited half my life for you to visit. Is society in Birstall so very fascinating that you cannot tear yourself away to visit your poor friends?’


‘Not at all,’ Ellen said with a smile. ‘Would that it were! No, I have been obliged to attend to my brother Henry and his wife Emily of late. They have not made a success of their life in Hathersage and I had to help them pack up and depart overseas for a short while. It is both disagreeable and dull in the extreme, but I suppose necessary if I am to depend upon them for my income.’ Ellen’s bright eyes scanned their faces. ‘So, tell me, what adventures have you been having while I have been mired in other people’s domesticity?’


‘None,’ Emily said, rather too quickly. ‘There is no life that is duller or more uneventful than ours, I’m afraid.’


Tabby swayed open the door with a swing of her hip and laid a freshly baked slab cake on the table with quite a thud. 


‘Is all well then?’ she said, as she straightened her back, looking from Charlotte to Emily.


‘Oh yes, we have all that we need,’ Charlotte said, smiling as she perused the table. ‘Thank you, dear Tabby.’


‘No, I meant with the poisoner fellow, did you get rid all right?’


‘The poisoner?’ Ellen’s eyes widened, her mouth parting slightly.


‘Rat poisoner,’ Emily added hastily. ‘A rat poisoner came round hawking traps.’


‘Not that we have rats, Ellen dear,’ Charlotte said, horrified.


‘No, he just came to see if we might need his services, and we sent him away,’ Emily said. ‘We have altogether too many cats to be much troubled with rats or mice. If only cats could be dispatched to finish off all vermin as effectively.’


‘Whatever can you mean?’ Ellen laughed. ‘You Brontës with all your funny ways and little jokes. It can take a person a few days not to feel like quite the outsider, you know.’


‘I apologise for Emily,’ Charlotte said.


‘And I apologise for Charlotte,’ Emily retorted. ‘Anne, would you like to apologise for Flossy and Keeper and then I believe we will have a full set.’


‘This is interminable,’ Anne said standing up abruptly. ‘How can we just sit here as if nothing has happened, ­Charlotte. We simply cannot.’


‘Anne, I don’t think you know what you are saying,’ ­Charlotte said very slowly, eyeing Ellen with all the subtlety of a West End dame. ‘Perhaps it’s the heat. Take a glass of water, why don’t you?


‘I know the exact meaning of every word I utter,’ Anne said, determinedly missing Charlotte’s pleas to be silent on the matter of Mr Lowood. ‘I say we should be done with rats once and for all and have nothing to do with them, whatever they might know.’


‘Whatever could a rat know?’ Ellen asked. Charlotte looked to Emily, helpless in the face of Anne’s rebellion against polite pretences. 


‘I shall take Anne for a stroll,’ Emily said, looking regretfully at the cake. ‘We might meet a breath of wind if we are lucky.’ She held her hand out to Anne. ‘It will do you good, Anne.’


Anne stood for a moment, struggling with the indignity and injustice of it all, and then marched out of the room.


‘That’s settled then,’ Emily said, and she took two pieces of cake from the table and popped them in her pocket.




CHAPTER


FOUR
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Anne


They were confronted in the lane with the sight of Arthur Bell Nicholls engaged in an animated conversation with Mrs Bessy Lee, her basket of laundry held under one arm, propped on one jutting hip. It was clear there was a disagreement at hand.


‘Oh dear, not this again,’ Anne muttered, as they approached, Flossy dancing round her skirts. ‘It is no wonder the village finds Mr Nicholls so disagreeable. He is a good man at heart, but seems intent on hiding his more redeeming qualities behind high-minded meddling and superior behaviour.’ 


‘The man’s intolerable,’ Emily said, marching forward with Keeper at her heel, his nose intent on finding its way to where the cake was stored ‘There is no amount of goodness that can address his resolute determination to be utterly unpleasant.’


‘I do think that is a little unfair,’ Anne muttered under her breath as they approached. ‘He does his best; it is just that he does so with such very little charm.’


‘Good day, Mrs Lee, Mr Nicholls,’ Anne said pleasantly to the pair. Mrs Lee’s face was knotted in a ruddy frown. 
Mr Nicholls blocked her path, his palms turned towards her, certain that his authority alone was enough to turn her from her purpose. It was as if he had never met a Yorkshirewoman in all his two years as a curate at Haworth. 


‘Not a very good drying day I’m afraid, Bessy,’ Anne said pleasantly. ‘Not felt a breath of wind this last week, and I’m certain that we are due a downpour sooner or later.’


‘Right enough, miss,’ Bessy said. ‘Which is why I will lay out my sheets in the graveyard like I always have now, that I might have them dry by sundown. Wind or nowt.’ Bessy attempted to sidestep Mr Nicholls, who promptly blocked her from passing him.


‘Let her past, sir,’ Emily sighed. ‘What else do you expect her to do with her laundry? Let it moulder in the pantry?’


‘There must be other areas for such things,’ he told Emily. ‘I shall not allow this practice to continue, it is ungodly.’


‘So, Mr Nicholls,’ Emily questioned him. ‘Do you say that my father, who has allowed the local women to dry their laundry this way since he became parson of the village, is ungodly?’


Anne sighed; poor Mr Nicholls was about to be thoroughly discombobulated.


‘N-no, I only mean that . . . Your father is a very busy man, and I mean only to assist him in—’


‘Being more godly?’ Emily said. ‘Perhaps even as godly as you.’


‘And besides, who are you to lay down the law?’ Mrs Lee asked him. ‘I’ll not take orders from a curate when I scarcely do from my own husband. We’ve laid out our washing in the graveyard since I were a bairn, and shall long after I’m gone, unless the good Lord himself – or Mr Brontë – comes to say differently.’


‘But it is not proper!’ Mr Nicholls replied, indignantly. He turned to Anne. ‘Miss Anne, surely you can see the impropriety?’


‘It is clean!’ Mrs Lee shoved her basket of white linen hard under his nose, forcing the poor man to confront a quantity of petticoats.


‘Miss Anne,’ Mr Nicholls turned to Anne. ‘Surely you would agree that a person’s . . . undergarments should not be left out to dry on the tombstones of the dead?’


‘It’s my own dead and they don’t mind owt about it,’ 
Mrs Lee said. ‘And who are you, a young, unmarried curate to be talking to me about undergarments? It’s a disgrace, I tell you, Miss Anne. A disgrace.’


‘A disgrace,’ Emily repeated, smiling at a flustered 
Mr Nicholls.


‘It is true that the women of Haworth have been drying their washing this way since before we arrived in the village, Mr Nicholls,’ Anne interceded to save the poor gentleman. ‘While I do understand your position, it seems unlikely you will be able to change such a long-standing tradition overnight.’


‘That’s that settled then,’ Mrs Lee said, moving Mr Nicholls out of the way with one firm thrust of her basket, muttering to herself furiously as she headed towards her family graves.


Just then Flossy darted after her, nipping one knitted stocking out of the basket and making off with it with much delight. Anne thought it was probably best not to alert Mrs Lee to the theft just yet. Not until she had had a chance to retrieve the item and assess it for repairs. It was possible that Flossy was single-handedly responsible for all of Haworth’s cases of missing stockings and socks. 


‘Now then, Mr Nicholls,’ Emily said. ‘Surely there must be something more useful you could be using your time to attend to?’


‘Miss Emily,’ Mr Nicholls bowed curtly in response, first walking a few steps towards the parsonage, and then abruptly turning on his heel and disappearing into the Browns’ cottage, where he was renting accommodation from the sexton. 


‘Emily, you mustn’t be quite so hard on him,’ Anne chided her sister as they walked, Flossy having disappeared to some secret den with her prey, and Keeper intent on the contents of Emily’s pockets. ‘Though he is stiff and a little awkward, he still means well enough.’


‘A person should strive to do more than mean well,’ Emily said restlessly as Mrs Lee laid out a sheet over an ancestor. ‘A person should do good. Or at least I thought so until this very day. Now, I fear that all the good we have done will be our undoing.’


Anne was relieved. For a moment she had feared that Emily too was subscribing to Charlotte’s method of pretending that all was well and that they had not been called upon by catastrophe earlier that day.


‘Tell me truly, now Charlotte is out of earshot,’ Anne said, catching her sister’s hand and bringing her to a standstill in the relative shelter of the cavernous and ancient cedar tree. ‘What do you think, Emily? 


‘About what to do with Lowood?’ Emily’s eyes travelled over her shoulder, widening slightly. She tossed the cake slices into the roots of the cedar tree, whereupon they were pounced on by her ravenous dog. ‘We should follow him.’ 


Anne turned to see where the unmistakable figure of 
Mr Lowood, as twisted and ragged as a moortop hawthorn tree, had paused briefly at a headstone before hurrying away from it, as if caught in a lie.


‘It is broad daylight, he will see us,’ Anne cautioned.


‘Good,’ Emily said. ‘A man like that – a man who has become used to getting away with evil in plain sight – needs to know that he is seen.’


‘I don’t believe I agree with you,’ Anne said as Emily began threading her way past the graves towards the gap that Lowood had vanished through. ‘I suspect he is the kind of man who is even more dangerous when cornered.’ Emily was already in pursuit, however, and as a good sister, Anne was obliged to follow her towards peril.


They hung back a moment, ducking low to find some cover from a crumbling tabletop tombstone, as they watched Lowood climb over the drystone wall that marked the border of the graveyard in one spindly legged leap, and begin to double back towards Main Street. The two sisters followed Lowood’s path, pausing at the gravestone he had stopped by.


‘Mary Martin 1782–1824.’ Anne read the last name at the bottom of the weathered tomb. I do not recall any ­Martins in the village now. I wonder what this name means to Lowood?’ 


‘I wonder.’ Emily looked at the name for a moment. ‘Perhaps he poisoned her too.’


‘We should not make assumptions,’ Anne said. ‘A good detector does not guess or suppose. We should make a note of her name, and see what we can find about her. Tabby might remember her, though she died more than twenty years ago.’


‘So, we are detecting once again?’ Emily asked her. She sat down on the low wall that Lowood had vaulted over, and swung her legs over in one go, a feat that Anne repeated not quite so effortlessly a moment later, tearing her petticoats on the ragged stones. 


‘I suppose we are,’ Anne replied, dusting down her skirts. ‘I suppose we have no choice if we are to comply with ­Charlotte’s wishes. They hurried down the lane to see Lowood turn up a narrow alleyway. In the distance, Anne heard Flossy and Keeper’s barks and low growls, signifying a game of tug. She feared that Mrs Lee’s stocking would be beyond repair. 


‘But must we, Emily?’ Anne said, thinking of Mrs Lee. ‘Or should we deny the vile creature Lowood and refuse to allow him any power over us, just as Mrs Lee refuses to let Mr Nicholls have any power over her? Why not tell Papa everything we have kept hidden until now? And as for the messrs Acton and Ellis Bell, what have their names to do with ours? They are free of our petty little lives and precious reputations, whether they be in a state of ruin or not. Would it really matter so much if folk around here knew how we had helped others with the power of our intellect and courage?’ 


Emily replied by abruptly dragging her into a doorway, out of sight of Lowood, just before he turned back to stare at the spot where they had been standing. Hidden by thick shadow, the two women watched as he leaned his whole frame into the steep incline of the hill, ignored and avoided by all those who passed him until he was swallowed into the always open mouth of the Black Bull.


‘I commend your courage, Anne,’ Emily said at last, turning back to her sister. ‘But Charlotte is right. And you will soon be right too.’


‘What do you mean?’ Anne asked her, frustrated.


‘Despite her chronic vision, our sister is the only one of us to see beyond the end of her nose. She envisages a future for us when our names and our reputations will matter. A future where we are safe and secure, mistresses of our own destiny. That cannot happen if our adventures in detection come to light. Charlotte is protecting us for a time to come that you and I have not yet imagined.’


‘I suppose,’ Anne replied, rather begrudgingly, though she saw the sense of what Emily was telling her. ‘And so how am I soon to be right?’


‘Because you are Anne Brontë,’ Emily said. ‘Defender of the weak, poor and innocent. And you will soon come to the conclusion that in a world that hides its true face behind polite society and where justice can be bought and paid for, nothing is ever as it seems. You will conclude that simply because Lowood looks for all the world like a devil, and has by his own admission lived as one, it does not make him guilty of murder. Nor does it make him invulnerable to attack.’


Anne closed her eyes for a moment, seeing exactly how Emily was expertly shaping her thoughts. Yet there was no resisting it.


‘Of course, we must meet with Lowood,’ she said unhappily. ‘We must establish the truth beyond any doubt when it comes to the death of his wife, and all of his poor children. We must hunt for evidence not yet discovered or hidden away and bring it to light. If he is innocent, we must prove him so. And if he is guilty, we must do the same. And . . .’ She hesitated, the next words sticking in her dry throat. ‘If he is the target of a killer, then we must protect him. For no other being will.’


‘You are quite right, Anne,’ Emily said, taking her shoulder in her hand and nodding her affirmation. 


‘In this instant it makes me feel quite sick to be right,’ Anne said, unhappily. ‘And sicker still that you saw it before me. As we seem to have lost Lowood to the Bull, may we go home? Or better still, up onto the moor to hunt down a whisper of air to cool our cheeks?’


‘No,’ Emily said, gathering her skirts. Anne followed suit as Emily hurried round to the back of the inn, which happened to be right up against the boundaries of the graveyard, and more or less at the point where they had begun their walk. Indeed, Keeper charged past, the poor unfortunate stocking trailing after him, as Flossy made a swift pursuit after the prize. 


The foundations of the Bull were set several feet lower than the ground level of the graveyard, with the result that several of the interred were resting with their feet pressed against the wall of the pub, including the infamous highwayman James Sutcliffe who, legend had it, had been secretly buried there. Picking her way through the long, dry grass, Emily crouched down to the left of a single low dirty window and peered in.


‘What do you expect him to be doing in such an establishment that we might not be able to reasonably guess whilst at home, with a cool drink of water?’ Anne asked, fanning herself with her hanky. 


‘Well,’ Emily said, pulling her sleeve over the heel of her wrist and swiftly rubbing clean a small circle to see better through. ‘What I did not expect was to find him in conversation with our brother.’




CHAPTER


FIVE
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Charlotte


‘You are here at last,’ Charlotte said as she sat alone with Ellen in the dining room. ‘I cannot tell you how it pleases me to have you near, Nell. I mean to spoil you and cherish you, and keep you as much to myself as I am able.’


‘That would be perfect,’ Ellen returned Charlotte’s smile. ‘Though I fear your sisters seem rather restless. Is there something amiss, Charlotte? More trouble with Branwell?’


Charlotte cast her gaze downwards as she returned her tea cup to the saucer. It felt morally dubious, to say the least, to use her brother’s troubles as a mask for their own; nevertheless, it was an effective ploy. And there was a small part of Charlotte that supposed he owed them shelter at least, when he had done so much to tear down what little they had.


‘Things have been very bad of late,’ Charlotte said, speaking only the truth. ‘He no longer makes the pretence that he is trying to reform. I’m certain Mrs Robinson was sending him money for a while, but now – he seems to have run up new debts on top of those he already owes. Poor Papa is beside himself with worry.’


Charlotte bowed her head as she collected herself, pressing her grief and anger firmly down into the centre of her chest where her passionate emotions were forcibly contained, always threatening to break her dam of composure and flood free.


‘Papa’s spirits were so raised after the restoration of his sight, but it has been restored to him to witness his dearest boy’s destruction,’ Charlotte went on. ‘He goes about his work as diligently as ever, more so perhaps. And yet I see him pace his study, from window to desk and back again, and I know he is searching for a way to save Branwell. I do not have the heart to tell him I fear that time has passed. Branwell lost hope, and with that he ceased caring to live at all.’
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