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Dedicated to my dear friend, Julie Akhurst










The night is darkening round me,


The wild winds coldly blow;


But a tyrant spell has bound me,


And I cannot, cannot go.


 


The giant trees are bending


Their bare boughs weighed with snow;


The storm is fast descending


And yet I cannot go.


 


Clouds beyond clouds above me,


Waste beyond, wastes below;


But nothing drear can move me;


I will not, cannot go.


 


Emily Brontë


‘The night is darkening round me’










Haworth Parsonage, April 1852


Charlotte could not conceive of a place more beautiful than Haworth and the surrounding countryside in the spring.


The trees were heavy with blossom, the moors green and fecund with new heather, still tender and soft underfoot, dotted with the little white clouds of cotton grass that danced in the brisk breeze. And yet, as much as Charlotte was glad to be at home, recovering after a long illness and with nothing but time and the freedom to write, it could not be denied that even now, all these long months later, months filled with travel and acclaim, she felt trapped: a prisoner of isolation. Still, even with the trips to London, the company of Thackeray, Mrs Gaskell and, yes, dearest George Smith, she felt always as if a part of her heart were missing. No, that wasn’t quite right: as if three-quarters of her heart were missing, each one taken on to heaven before her by her late brother and sisters. If only some miracle could return them home to her, then perhaps she could laugh more, perhaps she could love more and, most important, perhaps she could write more. Indeed, there were some long, stormy days and nights when she felt such a craving for support and companionship as she could not truly express. It was as if her loneliness were whittling away a little bit of her, day by day. When the prospect of marriage, of being loved, had come to her, in the form of Mr James Taylor, all she had felt was ice in her veins.


With the playful wind cooling her cheeks, Charlotte walked on, her mind wandering so far from her route that it was with some surprise that she stopped outside the highest dwelling on the moor, Top Withens Hall. She paused for a while, even now a little reluctant to draw nearer to the cold grey edifice that looked more like a haunted ruin than a busy home and farmhouse.


Top Withens’s gargoyle sentinels looked down on her just as fiercely now as they had on that dark afternoon. Was it really six years since the bitter Christmas when Charlotte, Emily and Anne had trudged through the snow to this very gate, unaware of the hidden horror that lay beyond? Despite the mild sunny afternoon, Charlotte shuddered at the memory; she had never forgotten what it felt like to stand in the presence of unadulterated evil.


And yet for all the fear and misadventures the three of them had endured in the pursuit of truth, at least she had had her family around her. Even in the darkest moments of her life, it had been her brother and sisters who had given her strength.


‘Take courage’: those had been Anne’s last words to her, and take courage she must, for there was no alternative but to continue. Charlotte took one more long look at Top Withens, searching for any remaining traces of the infestation of wickedness that had once thrived here, but to her relief, she could find none. These days Top Withens was a quiet house occupied by a quiet and decent family man.


But in December of 1845, things had been very different.










CHAPTER


ONE
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The scream ripped through the frozen air, sharp as a knife.


Liston Bradshaw sat bolt upright in bed, his quick breaths misting in the freezing air. Outside a snowstorm raged, and the wind tore around Top Withens Hall, imprisoning it in a howling, furious vortex of noise. When the dreadful cry sounded for the second time, Liston stumbled out of bed, dragging on his breeches and shoving his bare feet into his boots. Careering down the stairs into the hall, he heard his father’s violent shouts.


‘Begone with you, demon, begone!’ Clifton Bradshaw railed at thin air. Liston arrived to see his father swivelling this way and that, a rusty old sword from above the fireplace in his hand, as he jabbed at and threatened empty spaces. His eyes were wild with fright and red with drink. The hounds barked madly at his side, cowering and snarling in turn from some invisible threat. ‘Show yourself, and let me fight you!’


‘What is it, Pa?’ Liston asked as the latest scream died away, and he searched out every dark corner for the phantom intruder. ‘Why are we cursed so?’


‘I’m mortal afraid that she has come back to claim my soul,’ Clifton told his son, his voice trembling.


‘Who? Is there someone outside?’ Liston went to the door, grabbing a poker from the fireplace.


‘There’s no one outside, fool,’ Bradshaw spat. ‘This fury comes from within the house. It comes to take revenge.’


When the wailing came again, it was heavy with a piercing, plaintive sorrow that soaked the very air in grief. His father was right. There was no mistaking it: the cries were coming from the oldest part of the house, from the rooms that his father had shut up on the day Liston’s mother died, and none had set foot in them since.


‘Mary.’ Bradshaw’s face crumpled as he spoke his dead wife’s name aloud, dragging the sword across the stone flags. ‘Mary, why do you hate me so? Please, I beg you. Tell me what you want from me!’


‘Pa?’ Liston called after him uncertainly.


‘Are you coming, or will you be a milksop all your life?’


Liston swallowed his misgivings and followed his father into the perfect dark.


The dull jangle of heavy keys, the clunk of the stiff lock opening and the creak of the old door echoed in the night, and Liston held his breath. His mother’s mausoleum had been unlocked.


The rush of air that greeted them was stiff with ice.


Liston shuddered as he stepped over the threshold into the old house. Thirteen years since his mother had gone to God. Thirteen years since his father had shut off these rooms, keeping the only key on his belt at all times, even when he slept. In all that time there had been no fire in the grate, not even a candle lit at the window.


It was as cold and silent as the grave.


‘Mary?’ Liston was stunned to hear his father’s voice thick with raw and bloody sorrow. ‘Mary, is it you? Are you coming back to me, my darling? Mary, answer me!’


As they entered what had once been his mother’s bedchamber, it was as if time stopped. The storm quietened in an instant, and suddenly every corner was lit up by the full moon, almost as bright as day. The ancient box bed crouched in the corner as if it might pounce at any moment. The few things that his mother had owned were still laid out on the dressing table and a howling wind swept in through a shattered window, leaving jagged, frosted shards glinting in the moonlight.


What had happened here?


Bradshaw fell to his knees on the dust-covered floor, tearing at his hair. ‘Mary, I’m here. Come back to me, I beg you. Please, please, tell me you forgive me.’


For the space of one sharp inward breath, there was silence. Then the screaming began again, so loud that Liston felt for a moment it was coming from within him. Furiously his father grabbed the poker from him and dug it into the gaps of the drystone chimney breast, forcing out one stone and then another. Dropping the poker, he frantically began to pull the loose stones out, until, at last, a great cascade of them tumbled onto the floor, making the rotten boards tremble.


The shrieking stopped as if cut short by a smothering hand.


Warily Liston took a step closer to see what his father was staring at. There, tucked into a sooty alcove more than halfway up the chimney, was something bundled and bound into a blackened cloth parcel of considerable size.


‘Fetch it down, then,’ his father commanded him, and though he felt a sense of dread in his gut unlike any he had ever known, Liston obeyed his father. Though it was large, the parcel was light as a feather, shifting in his arms. As he laid it down, all the fear Liston felt drained suddenly away, and he was left only with horror.


‘Out of my way.’ Bradshaw elbowed his son to one side, taking the knife from his belt, slicing through the bindings and revealing to the night what had been hidden within.


‘Dear God in Heaven, deliver us from evil,’ Liston whispered as he fell back on his heels at the sight.


‘I’d say that God was nowhere to be found when this occurred,’ his father replied.


For contained within the desiccated cloth were the skull and bones of a child.










CHAPTER
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December 1845


Anne


Though the fire was banked and burning brightly, and she was wrapped in her warmest shawl, Anne had never felt so cold, not even during her father’s lengthy sermon in church yesterday. At least on a Sunday, there was the rest of the congregation to create a community of warmth among them. On this freezing December Monday, however, the air was thick with frost, without and within, as evidenced by the filigree etched onto every window. And the paper that Anne had laid out on her writing desk was still as pristine as the last fresh snowfall.


‘Emily, you have yet to write to Ellen and thank her for her letter,’ Charlotte told her sister from her seat at the table, a neat pile of correspondence before her. ‘As it is, Ellen is vexed with me for not visiting Brookroyd recently. I find myself having to beg her not to scold me further! Please don’t compound the matter with ill manners. If you write a note now, I can enclose it with my letter. Perhaps she will forgive me, for honestly her letter is as prickly as the holly leaf on the mantel, and quite unfair. A person cannot help that they are occupied with writing, detecting and disastrous brothers, not that I have told her about the first two. And now we are marooned in the midst of all this snow. I am surprised that Ellen cannot understand that which is quite plain.’


‘Ellen is your oldest and dearest friend, Charlotte,’ Anne reminded her sister mildly. ‘Do not hold her regret at not seeing you against her. Think of all that she is managing, with her brother ill again and sent to the asylum.’


Charlotte pursed her lips, just as Anne knew she would. If there was one thing Charlotte did not like, it was to have her own shortcomings revealed to her.


‘Well, at least I have written to her, Anne, and sent your regards as you requested,’ Charlotte said primly. ‘Emily is ignoring her completely, and that, I would say, is the worse transgression.’


‘Heavens!’ Emily replied, with a deep sigh, as she stood at the window peering into the freezing air. ‘Cannot you see I am occupied?’


‘Occupied?’ Charlotte snorted. ‘By standing?’


‘By thinking,’ Emily said. ‘Though I realise this is an endeavour with which you are largely unfamiliar. I have received a request that, though on the one hand would give me great pleasure in its execution, would also require me to be . . . social . . . and nice to those I am not at all interested in. In short, other people.’


‘You should decline immediately,’ Charlotte advised. ‘If I recall, and I do my best not to recall, your last social engagement resulted in us moving to Brussels.’


‘That is not true!’ Anne laughed. ‘Emily, what request has been made of you?’


‘One Lord and Lady Hartley,’ Emily said, handing a letter headed with a coat of arms to Anne as if it were imbued with some terrible plague, ‘most often of London, but sometimes of that ghastly Gothic folly Oakhope Hall, wish me to play at a musical evening they are arranging for some charitable cause. Apparently, word of my prowess as a pianist has somehow reached their notice.’


‘Lord and Lady Hartley?’ Charlotte whipped the letter out of Anne’s hand and was examining it intensely before she was able to read one line. ‘But Emily, they are very great and important people. You must know that?’


‘I know that they are very rich,’ Emily said. ‘And I know that some, Charlotte dear, equate riches with status.’


‘Their wealth is an aside. Lady Hartley is a famous philanthropist. Her charitable work has eased the suffering of many a poor soul here in the North, where she grew up. I have heard it said she converses with Thackeray, and Mrs Gaskell . . . and has even been received by Her Majesty the Queen. You must accept!’


‘Must I?’ Emily turned to look at her older sister. ‘There will be dozens of accomplished young women of good families lining up to play a pretty piece. What on earth does she want with a Brontë daughter?’


‘What does she want with you?’ is a more pertinent question,’ Charlotte said, unable to hide her regret at not receiving such a prestigious request.


‘You should have practised your lessons more, Charlotte,’ Emily said. ‘It seems the great Lady Hartley has no use for someone who is expert in talking.’


‘But you will do it,’ Charlotte said. ‘Imagine what an acquaintance with the Hartleys might do for us? And just at this moment when we have sent our poetry out into the world. It might make all the difference to our success, Emily. To have our work put before the eyes of important personages, to have their patronage, could change our fortunes entirely.’


‘Sister dear,’ Emily sighed, ‘I care no more for who sees our rhymes than I do for writing ridiculously superfluous thank-you notes for thank-you notes’ sake. All that will happen is that I will write to Ellen saying, “Thank you for your letter,” and then Ellen will write to me, thanking me for my letter, and then I shall be obliged to write to her, and so on for all eternity. To save us all some precious time, I shall trust that Ellen knows me well enough to know that I am always most thankful!’


‘I do believe that we are all rather strained by being so much indoors,’ Anne interjected quickly, noting how the colour rose in Charlotte’s cheeks. ‘Perhaps if we took a walk around the table, put all thoughts of letters and recitals aside for a moment and shared our ideas aloud . . . ?’


Anne often wondered what would become of her sisters if she was not present to mediate with them. Though Emily and Charlotte loved each other fiercely, they each took a perverse delight in irritating the other. Charlotte knew that Emily would always resist anything Charlotte asked her to do, and Emily was perfectly aware that Charlotte would not be able to rest until she was certain that everything had been properly done. They goaded each other out of boredom, competition and a new sense of unease that neither of them would admit to. For Anne was certain that this most recent skirmish had nothing to do with the banks of snow that seemed to engulf them, or their continuing lack of paid employment. She was sure that it was because, just recently, after a series of polite refusals, Charlotte had sent their collected poems to the publisher Aylott and Jones, asking if they would consider them for publication. There were eyes outside their own on their work once more, and soon they would know if there was any merit to their efforts. It was terrifying.


Emily could barely speak of it without having to storm off in a fluster, and as for Charlotte, well, it did not help that last month she had written to Monsieur Héger, after waiting the six long months he had bade her, and now she was in a state of torture, desperate for a reply. Anne had hoped the passing time, the distraction of detections and their book might divert her sister from her devotion to that individual, but still her longing for his favour lived on within her, like a fever that would not abate. The wait for the post had become a fraught affair that had so far resulted only in double disappointment, and now this Lady Hartley business would only distress and vex her more, for Charlotte would so dearly have loved to move in those rarefied circles for which Emily cared not one jot. Christmas was meant to be a time of family, of communion, companionship, contentment and prayer, and yet . . .


What they all needed – what Anne herself longed for – was adventure.


‘When the world looks like this, I wonder if it will ever thaw again,’ Emily said eventually as the moment of tension eased. ‘I believe I prefer it, despite the cold. I can almost imagine it unsullied by man entirely. In fact, perhaps Keeper and I shall go out for a walk and enjoy a few minutes of believing I am the only human being left alive.’


‘You cannot go out in this cold, Emily,’ Charlotte said. ‘You will catch your death.’


‘Well, at least that would be more interesting than this interminable period of sitting still. There has been no detecting for weeks,’ Emily lamented. ‘Nothing of any note, anyway, and frankly I’d rather not detect at all if all I am being asked to investigate is the disappearance of a cow.’


‘Cows matter a great deal to some people,’ Charlotte countered. ‘Mr Hawthorne was delighted to have Gracie returned to him, and I do believe he will think twice about gambling her away again in the future.’


‘Yes, and that was all well and good,’ Emily sighed. ‘But it’s not quite the same as our summer adventure, is it? Why, we haven’t been terrified for our lives on any single day or night for the last four months.’


‘I was rather concerned by my last cold,’ Charlotte said.


‘Perhaps it might be more helpful for us to talk about the fears and anxieties that concern us regarding our submission to Aylott and Jones,’ Anne suggested. ‘For if we voice our feelings, share the burden of our worries, we may lessen them.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Charlotte said.


‘What a horrifying prospect,’ Emily said, adding thoughtfully, ‘perhaps we should advertise Bell Brothers and Company in the paper – spread word of our services further afield. I’m sure that Bradford is rife with immorality of all kinds.’


‘There is a good deal more law enforcement in Bradford,’ Charlotte said, disconsolate. ‘Constables everywhere you look, spoiling the fun.’


‘Soon we will have word of our book of rhymes,’ Anne persisted. ‘Our names, or rather the names Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell, will be out in the world, for praise or condemnation. And should it be praise, then, well, we should have material ready. For, sisters, we will never make a living from detecting. But we may from our writing.’


Emily sat down in a sulk, her gaze trained on Charlotte.


‘She will not stop talking about it, will she?’ she said, jerking her head in Anne’s direction.


‘She’s clearly very nervous,’ Charlotte said. ‘As her older sisters, we should try to calm her.’


‘It would soothe me a great deal if you would first calm yourselves,’ Anne said. ‘Stop fighting like a pair of sparrows and face what truly ails you. If we concentrate our efforts in our novels, then we will all feel much more settled. I am going to write about a governess.’ Anne smiled as she recalled the idea that she had been unwinding in her head for the last few days. ‘My heroine shall be ordinary and plain, decent and good, and at the mercy of wicked children and unpleasant gentlemen.’


‘Who on earth would want to read about a governess?’ Charlotte said. ‘I was thinking about writing about a young woman who is exceptionally bright and brilliant, and how she finds herself drawn to a much older professor . . .’ Charlotte’s cheeks pinkened at the thought of it.


‘Clearly you both need reminding that we are attempting to write fiction and not our autobiographies,’ Emily sighed, shaking her head. ‘We are the architects of Gondal and Angria. If we cannot conjure up something truly remarkable, then we should not try at all.’


‘Very well, then, what revolutionary idea are you proposing?’ Charlotte asked.


‘I do not know,’ Emily admitted, dropping her chin. ‘If I go out on to the moors, they talk to me in song and verse, and I can write a hundred poems in a day. But this dreary business of putting one word after another to make a book – it’s much more laborious than one would imagine.’


‘Well, then.’ As much as they infuriated her, which was a very great deal, Anne was pleased to see the tension between her sisters begin to ebb away. ‘Let us walk and talk around the table as I suggested, and see what arises.’


But Anne had scarcely pulled back her chair when there was a quiet knock at the door and their housekeeper of many years, dearest Tabby, entered, her pallor greyish, and her mouth set in a thin, firm line that spoke of deep discomfort and unease.


‘Tabby, are you quite well?’ Anne asked her, taking her hand and drawing her to her chair. ‘Whatever is the matter?’


‘I am not,’ Tabby said. ‘For there has been a discovery made – a most diabolical one. A discovery of a body, and I am very afraid that if something is not done about it, all that we know and love will be engulfed by evil.’










CHAPTER
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Charlotte


‘I would speak to your father,’ Tabby said, agitated. ‘But with his eyes so bad and it being almost Christmas, it hardly seems right. And young Mr Nicholls is a decent enough fellow, but he don’t have the grit – he don’t have the strength of mind or the stubbornness. Not like you girls.’


‘Really, Tabby,’ Emily said with a smile, ‘I do believe that is the nicest thing you have ever said to us.’


‘Tell us all you know, dearest Tabby,’ Anne said, ‘and let us soothe your fears.’


However, though it was a kind promise, it was not one any of them was able to keep.


‘It’s scarcely believable,’ Charlotte said. ‘That Clifton Bradshaw should have made such a tragic discovery in the first instance, but then to propose simply leaving the bones out for any to gawk at until he can bury them on his own land in the spring is indefensible. Has he forgotten that a human soul once dwelt within that wretched skeleton?’


‘’T’ain’t no surprise to me,’ Tabby said unhappily. ‘Those Bradshaws have always been a bad lot – since creation, I shouldn’t wonder. Who else’d build their house right up there on top of the moor, where nowt but the hidden folk should live?’


Charlotte patted the distressed woman’s hand in a bid to comfort and quiet her, though she herself was drenched with cold horror.


‘What the world of Men has forgotten is that there is always a price to pay for everything they take from the land, a balance to be made,’ Tabby went on. ‘Haven’t I always told you that the hidden people, the children of Adam and Eve, inhabit those hillsides where the Bradshaws farm and plough? Didn’t I say there’d be trouble?’


‘You did,’ Charlotte said soothingly.


‘Created in original sin and hidden by God as His punishment, but always there, inhabiting rocks and woodland, moors and rivers, always there but never seen. In the old days, folk would leave out offerings to them to keep away ill fortune, but times have changed, and the old ways have been lost. I always knew there would be a heavy price to pay for such arrogance, and I don’t know how, but I just know these bones are the start of it.’


‘Top Withens is a very ancient house,’ Charlotte said. ‘The bones could have lain there concealed for two centuries. Though Mr Bradshaw is very wrong in his treatment of the remains, take some comfort, Tabby, that they are the remnants of some tragedy long since played out.’


‘Perhaps,’ Tabby said. ‘But if I know one thing, it is that as long as that poor soul’s remains are so badly done by, then there will be nowt but ill fortune and unease, and not just at Top Withens – it’ll spread like a blight across the land. You mark my words.’ Tabby’s voice fell away, causing Charlotte to lean into her, searching out her troubled gaze.


‘All will be well, my dear Tabby,’ she said. ‘We will rectify this awful situation as soon as we are able. If only the weather wasn’t so very inclement. Top Withens is almost unreachable at present.’


‘Nonsense!’ Emily cried. ‘Charlotte, you behave as if we were camped in the Arctic, not our little English village. The snow is deep, indeed, but we can follow the shepherds’ paths up to Top Withens with no fear of getting lost. Tabby, we shall speak to Mr Bradshaw and bring him around to the correct way of thinking before you are abed.’


‘Will you really, my child?’ Tabby said, with such relief that Charlotte could see there was no point in trying to argue her case, or point out that it would be a fine Christmas gift for Papa if his three daughters were lost to snow, as many others had been before them. Still, Tabby was Tabby, as precious and dear to them as a mother, and none of them could bear to see her so troubled.


‘We shall do more than that,’ Anne said, with surprising enthusiasm at the prospect of losing a toe or two to frost. ‘We shall take those bones and carry them away with us. I will bring such wrath down upon those in residence at Top Withens that they will wish the house had crumbled over their heads.’


‘I’m not entirely sure that is the best way to approach the Bradshaws,’ Branwell said, as he entered the room. ‘Forgive me – I stood a moment in the hallway, listening to your talk, while deciding if it was your usual feminine prattle or something worth engaging in. I believe it is the latter.’


Despite his smile, their brother looked exhausted; his face had a bluish pallor, made all the more stark by the supernatural flame of his hair. ‘They talk of nothing else but the bones in the Bull, and indeed it is a distressing situation. To think of a child, abandoned like that . . . lost for ever . . .’ Branwell trailed off for a moment as he slumped into a chair at the table. ‘As strong and as able as you are, sister, Clifton Bradshaw is not a man who will easily bend to the will of a woman, or even three of them. His son, Liston Bradshaw, however, is a friend of mine and a fine fellow. I shall accompany you to Top Withens for Tabby’s sake.’


‘You hardly made the trip to that chair, Branwell,’ Charlotte said. ‘Are you sure that you are up to an expedition?’


‘Quite sure. Besides, Top Withens Hall is a house of men, and it takes a man to know how to talk to them.’


‘There’s something else you should know before you go up there,’ Tabby said very gravely. ‘For I cannot send my angels and Branwell into the lion’s den without arming you against what may lay in wait for you.’


‘Am I not an angel?’ asked Branwell, mildly affronted.


‘A fallen one, perhaps.’ Emily smiled at Anne.


‘What is it, Tabby?’ Charlotte asked as the others gathered nearer.


‘Some do say,’ Tabby began, lowering her voice as if she was afraid she might be overhead, ‘that on the night his wife was taken from him, Clifton Bradshaw was so full of fury and grief that he sold his soul to the devil, as vengeance against the God that robbed him of his love, and that’s why he’s had the luck of the devil ever since.’
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Emily


There are many who would not be able to fathom that what Emily Brontë loved most about the moors surrounding her home was that they might bring one’s existence to a sudden end at any moment. A single misstep, an unplanned detour, one careless moment on a clifftop path, and the likelihood of unwittingly delivering oneself into the jaws of death was remarkably high. This was never truer than in the grip of wintry weather, which had held dominion over their little corner of the world for more than three weeks now, as it continued to snow with no sign of a thaw. Bitter it was, but also sublime, all the noise and clamour of the world muted to a hush of peace and soundless calm. Emily would be sorry when spring eventually broke the deadlock, but even then the thaw would cause a deluge of meltwater to flood down the hills and valleys into the villages. For in Yorkshire even the onset of summer could be treacherous.


All four of them had dressed as wisely and as warmly as they were able, given their means. Even so, after just a few minutes of walking, the cold had wormed its way in under every layer of Emily’s clothing. It was as if it were a living thing that sought to feed upon her warm blood, steadily permeating her entire being, until she believed she could feel its icy touch even in the marrow of her bones.


Despite his self-inflicted fragility, Branwell led the way, and on this one occasion, Emily was content to let him. Before the Mrs Robinson business, her brother had seen nothing in walking twenty miles in a day, and he knew the footpaths just as well as she. These days he was made more of gin than he was of flesh, and his pace was slower and a great deal more laborious than it would once have been, but he had not lost his goatlike agility or unerring sense of direction. If only he could have utilised those attributes in his personal life, Emily thought, then perhaps he would not still have been wondering, waiting for news of Mrs Robinson, certain that somehow at the right moment she would summon him to her side, when it was quite clear to everybody else that Lydia Robinson was doing her very best to erase her brother’s existence from Robinson family history.


Emily suspected that her brother had considered the secrecy of the love poems he had submitted to the Halifax Guardian to be a great success. Of course, it was obvious to anyone who happened upon the verses by whom and for whom they had been penned, for Branwell was not quite so practised at artifice as he liked to think. No doubt, he prayed that his mistress would see his passionate words and sacrifice all to be with him. In fact, Emily had hawkishly observed, the result of his efforts had been the arrival of small sums of money, in a bid to quiet him. But Branwell was not a man given to hiding his passion away, no matter what it might cost him – or any of them, for that matter.


When Top Withens Hall came into sight at last, it stood out against the monotone background like a black crow perched on the highest branch of a tree, swaying in the wind and yet sure-footed and certain of its right to be there.


The few remaining living human souls who occupied it kept it as warm as they could, which was no easy feat in most houses, let alone one that was precariously positioned. Heat escaping through the rafters had melted the snow, exposing the slate roof tiles, and candlelight flickered hesitantly at three of the visible windows, all of which were shrouded in frost.


‘Infernal-looking place,’ Charlotte said as the four of them paused to catch their breath, the incline levelling out at last. ‘If hell was a frozen place, this is how I would picture it.’


‘How any can live here and stay decent, I do not know,’ Anne added, her dear face made red raw by the cold. ‘It’s a cruel place, and such an unkind home makes for cruel occupants.’


‘Liston Bradshaw is no animal,’ Branwell admonished them, rubbing the blood back into the tip of his nose. ‘He might be less educated than you or I, and have had fewer chances to see the beauty in the world, but for all his father’s brutality, Liston has a kind heart and a good mind. You will like him.’


‘For my part, I admire it, if not like it exactly,’ Emily said. ‘There’s something to be said for the first to choose a desolate place for their home – an admirable stubbornness that appeals to me. Though it has a rather ominous presence, as if the house itself is watching us.’


‘That, my dear,’ Charlotte said, heading on towards the gate, ‘is because you would love nothing more than to live in a cave like the Ponden Hermit, and never speak to another human being again.’


Charlotte was not incorrect. Emily admired the spirit that had been unafraid of digging foundations here, on the wildest and most inhospitable location for a hundred miles around. Up here there was no shelter of any kind, no higher peak to prevent the freezing north wind from pouring in through every crack and fissure in the house. Or to stop it from bending the stunted trees to its volition, making them a permanent testament to its ferocity.


The old wrought-iron gate, which once was meant to proclaim the entrance to a house of note, and which had been torn almost off its hinges sometime over the winter, swung and creaked in the wind like a hanged man. At each gatepost and on every corner of the hall’s roof stood roughly hewn, ghastly looking gargoyles, each standing sentinel over one of the four corners of the earth. The front yard was a quagmire of snow, ice and frozen mud, and though the gate was no longer a barrier to entry, the all-pervading sense of misery that seemed to form droplets in the dank air certainly was.


It was rare that Emily ever wanted to turn back from any moment, reckoning that the dark and difficult ones were as necessary as the ones that brought comfort and joy. Yet at that moment, she hesitated; every instinct she possessed looked into the shadowy windows of Top Withens Hall and whispered, Beware.


As they entered the yard, a pack of hounds of every shape and size flew to greet them with a frenzy of barking and bared teeth.


‘Get back ’ere, foul beasts!’ Clifton Bradshaw roared at the animals as he appeared from within the house, hastily putting on a filthy-looking coat. ‘Shut your noise, or I’ll whip you till you bleed.’ At once the animals cowered and whimpered, rolling meekly over onto their backs, and he strode towards their small party. The dogs were terrified of him.


‘Good day to you, sir, ladies,’ Bradshaw said, affecting something approximating a smile, his cold, cracked lips stretched painfully thin over yellowing teeth. ‘No guests were expected on such a day.’


‘We aren’t visiting socially,’ Anne told him, having to raise her voice to make herself heard over the wind. ‘We have come as representatives of our father, the Reverend Patrick Brontë, to demand that you give over the remains found on your premises to the church so that the poor soul may be able to receive a Christian burial at once.’


Emily couldn’t be sure, but she wouldn’t have been surprised if her sister hadn’t stamped a furious foot on that last word. For a moment Clifton looked bemusedly into her sister’s face, then exploded into rough and raucous laughter that echoed all around the yard, distressing the animals in the barn and scattering the dogs at his feet.


‘Listen here, little girl,’ Bradshaw began, and Emily felt a rage that started in her toes propel itself through her veins like a short, lit fuse.


There would have been no telling what choice and decidedly unladylike words might have erupted if Branwell hadn’t halted her in her tracks long enough for her to think better of speaking her mind.


‘Mr Bradshaw, sir.’ Branwell offered him his hand. ‘Please excuse my sisters. They are sensitive creatures, emotional through and through, and are apt only to see the tragedy of the situation, not the scientific or historical value of your discovery. Please, will you excuse their womanly weakness and invite us inside? My sisters are fragile, and I do believe we all may perish if we stay outside in these conditions a moment longer.’


Clifton looked at Branwell, then at the three cloaked women who accompanied him, before turning on his heel and kicking a small lurcher out of his way as he strode into the house.


‘If you must,’ he said. ‘Be quick about it.’


Bradshaw turned on his heel and strode into the house. After a moment the three sisters and their brother followed him, deep into the devil’s den.
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Charlotte


The interior of the hall was altogether brighter and more welcoming than Charlotte had expected. At one end of the large room, an elderly woman busied herself with overseeing a young maid at the fire in the making of what smelled like a mutton stew. At the other a huge dresser stood against the wall, and all manner of animals roamed around their feet, including more dogs and several cats. Even a hen wandered around the old lady’s feet, oblivious to the fierce-looking cleaver that was embedded in the butcher’s block nearby.


Swinging from the ceiling were haunches of pork and mutton tied up with bunches of herbs, which gave the room a pungent but not unpleasant scent of sweet and meaty smoke, combining with the perfume of heating spices. The room was clean, the floor swept and scoured; the pewter lining the great oak dresser that took up almost a whole wall shone as if freshly polished. Though the room was not dressed for Christmas, as other homes might have been at this time of year, it hardly seemed the home of the half-wild heathen about whom Tabby had warned them.


‘Bess, Molly,’ Bradshaw barked, gesturing at their bedraggled party when the old lady turned at the sound of her name. ‘People.’


‘Oh, aye. Now, then, lasses,’ the old lady blinked at them, ‘take off ye cloaks and draw closer here ’fore you freeze to death!’


‘Thank you,’ Anne said, ‘Mrs . . . ?’


‘Nay, you know me, mistress. I am your Bess! Perhaps the cold has frozen your head, hey?’ Bess laughed merrily.


‘Don’t mind her, misses,’ Molly said as she took their sodden cloaks. ‘Bess is half in heaven already, and it is my job to mind her, though she does not know it.’


‘I see,’ Charlotte said. Though she longed for the respite of the fire, she stood her ground, determined that Clifton Bradshaw would hear her. Such a brutal man fascinated and repelled her in equal measure. His coarseness horrified and disgusted Charlotte, and yet in some slight way, she rather admired him too. Here was a man who let convention be damned.


‘I’ll not take orders from any on my own land, not even the parson’s offspring,’ Clifton told them before they could speak. ‘The bones are my property, and I shall bury them here at Top Withens as soon as the ground has thawed enough to dig. You may not take them, but you may see them if you wish. Then you can see they are being treated decent and tell the village folk to cease mithering on about what is none of their concern.’


‘Sir,’ Charlotte said, ‘every soul deserves a Christian burial, and surely—’


‘Will you see the bones or not?’ Bradshaw cut across her, unmoved. ‘Those apartments have been shut up these last thirteen years, and I have no care to venture there again until I must. But Liston will take you.’


‘We will,’ Branwell said. ‘Yes, we would like to see the bones.’


Charlotte glanced up at her brother, but he shook his head imperceptibly, warning her to remain silent, to be patient and wait. Knowing that Branwell was right on this occasion, Charlotte complied, though it was very hard to do so.


Clifton went to the foot of the central staircase and hollered up it. ‘Liston, get down here – people want to see the bones!’


Instantly the timbers above their heads creaked, and the sound of heavy footsteps could be heard as Liston Bradshaw half walked, half tumbled down the stairs to answer his father’s call, still wrapped in the blanket in which he had presumably been sleeping, his long, dark hair a wild and tangled mess, his cheeks ruddy from slumber. The moment he saw the ladies in his home, however, he stopped mid-stair, hastily tucking in his loose shirt and combing his wild mane back from his face.


‘Misses Brontë,’ he said, two bright spots of pink appearing on his cheeks as he took in the sight of polite company. ‘And, Branwell, old friend, forgive me – I did not expect visitors on such an afternoon as this!’


‘They’ve come to see the bones, not you, you fool,’ Bradshaw growled at his son. ‘They cannot leave well enough alone down there – always sticking their noses in where they are not wanted, nor needed.’


Liston seemed to make a determined effort to ignore his father, clapping Branwell on the upper arm. Branwell returned the gesture before they shook each other’s hand enthusiastically, like two young stags playing at being fully grown, while Molly watched on like a wide-eyed doe.


‘You take them up there,’ Bradshaw instructed his son. ‘I’m occupied with’ – he gestured at a pile of ledgers on the table – ‘business.’


Charlotte noted the shift in his demeanour with interest. Suddenly there was a shadow of something else that haunted his expression – a wariness, perhaps even guilt. Was it possible that Bradshaw had some scrap of conscience that they would be able to appeal to?


Liston’s pleasure and surprise at seeing Branwell and his sisters fled the moment his father mentioned taking them to see the bones, and a great mantle of visible misery settled over him at once.


‘Branwell,’ he said in quiet appeal, ‘this is no sight for ladies.’


‘Nor is it a sight any of us seeks, friend,’ Branwell murmured just loud enough for Charlotte to hear. ‘We have come to offer refuge to the lost and may need your help.’


Liston’s dark eyes went from Branwell to Charlotte, who nodded once.


‘You shall have it,’ he whispered. ‘For in truth I cannot stand to know that the poor soul lies up there all alone a moment longer.’


‘Sisters?’ Charlotte called Anne and Emily, who had gathered near the fire. ‘The matter is at hand.’
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Anne


Anne felt no small amount of apprehension as she followed the rest of the party, led by Liston Bradshaw, into the oldest and, until recently, locked-away part of Top Withens Hall.


It was the dense and sorrowful atmosphere that weighed the heaviest on her slender shoulders, for there were ghosts in every corner – not the spectral sort that Mr Dickens liked to write about, but rather the remnants of memories that told of a distant, happier life. A group portrait of Clifton, his wife and Liston – even from beneath the veil of cobwebs and dust shrouding it – showed a close family full of pride in and warmth for one another. On a windowsill a vase was placed, surrounded by scattered, desiccated petals; a shawl was draped over the end of the banister as if it had been left there only a few moments before, its owner expecting to return to gather it up at any moment.


It seemed to Anne that the moment Mary had died thirteen years ago, Clifton Bradshaw had locked away every trace of the cordial family life that had existed there and buried it along with his wife. How sad it was, Anne thought, especially for Liston, who would have been aged only twelve when his mother passed away, on the brink of manhood, but still young enough to need his mama. Anne barely remembered her own mother, but at least their papa never sought to erase her memory, or how much they had all loved her and longed for her. In this way at least, Maria Brontë was present every single day.


Liston halted rather abruptly ahead, his hand on the latch of the chamber, head bowed. Even under the blanket that he wore as a makeshift shawl, Anne could see that he was trembling.


‘Shall we go in, my friend?’ Branwell asked gently after a moment, placing his hand on Liston’s shoulder. ‘For if it must be done, ’twere well it were done quickly.’


Liston took his hand from the latch and stepped back, turning his face away from the room beyond.


‘I cannot.’ He shook his head. ‘I cannot go in and face it again.’


‘You need not,’ Branwell assured him.


‘This was my ma’s chamber,’ he told them. ‘Even to look upon the closed door is to remember the worst hour of my life, never mind the terrible discovery that lies behind it. It is difficult to find the will to open it once more.’


‘I understand, Liston,’ Anne said sombrely. ‘Yet we must make ourselves unafraid. We have come on behalf of that poor lost soul, and on behalf of our father, the Reverend Patrick Brontë, and under the protection of our Christian faith. We are armoured with all the courage we need.’


Nodding, Liston opened the door and stood aside.


First Branwell, then Emily and Charlotte entered the room. As she was about to go in, Anne heard something like a gasp, something like a sob, come from one of her sisters, and she stopped at the threshold, looking up at Liston, caught in a moment of uncertainty. Liston offered her his hand, but Anne shook her head.


‘This is a task I am equal to,’ she asserted, more to herself than Liston, and went in. Behind her she felt Liston follow, though he stayed by the door.


Snow gusted in through the broken pane of the mullioned window. It was so cold, it felt as if they were standing out on the hillside, and quite a drift had formed on the rotting floorboards. The sisters reached for one another’s hands as Liston drew ragged but heavy curtains over the gaping glass and, once the howling draught was muted, lit some candles, though they threatened to gutter and blink out at any moment. Only when each of them was assembled around a small table did Liston remove a sheet that had been kept in place with loose stones. In silence and shock, they observed the remains.


Anne was unprepared for the swell of grief that rose within her, for she had not anticipated the skeleton to be so small in stature. She had not been prepared to see the bones of a child of perhaps ten years.


Her voice wavering a little, she began to say the Lord’s Prayer. As her resolve strengthened, her siblings fell in with her, and between them they created a fortress and built it over this child, and she knew somehow, without having to ask, that each of them, with every word they recited, resolved to do right by this lost soul, no matter what it cost them.


Eventually, their prayers fell silent, and Anne straightened her shoulders. There was no time for more tears now.


‘Liston, do you have something other than that dirty cloth – perhaps a blanket, something kind – in which we can wrap the child?’


Liston pulled the blanket from his shoulders and offered it to Anne, who laid it over the body before beginning to tuck the cover around the bones, creating a kind of swaddling.


‘There, there, little one,’ she cooed softly as with great tenderness she worked. ‘You need feel no more fear. We are taking you out of this place, and soon you will be home and in the arms of God, where you will find eternal peace and never-ending love.’
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Emily


It was Branwell who lifted the bundle in his arms with such care that Emily saw a shadow of the man her brother might have been, perhaps still could be. That man was honourable and decent, protective and kind, a man who would cherish his wife and care for his children.


‘What shall we do now?’ Branwell asked Anne.


‘We will take the child home to Haworth,’ Anne told her sisters and brother. ‘We’ll ask John Brown to open the schoolroom and keep the child there until we are able to talk to Papa, and to your Mr Nicholls, Charlotte. Then, at the first opportunity, we shall arrange a Christian burial, and we shall cover the cost as best we can so they will not suffer the indignity of a pauper’s grave. Though we will never know the name of this poor innocent, nor the cause or date of their death, at least then we can be sure that they will be commended into God’s grace under our care.’


Emily nodded in agreement, proud to see such clarity and determination in her little sister, for here was a woman with the strength and fortitude to lead the way, while the rest of them strayed from certainty when faced with such tragedy.


‘Liston, old man,’ Branwell turned to his friend, who had watched them gather the child up without protest. ‘You are certain to pay a price for allowing us to take away the remains. You father is not a man to stand interference, and I know, from all you’ve told me, he is inclined to violence.’


‘I love my father, but he has done wrong by this child, Branwell,’ Liston said. ‘Perhaps he will raise his fist to me, but I am a man grown. I can stand up to any.’


Even as he spoke so defiantly, Liston looked unbearably young and uncertain.


‘There is something more,’ he said, frowning deeply. ‘Pa wanted to keep it hidden, and until this moment I didn’t see that it mattered, but the truth is, there is a date. At least we know a year that the body could not have been hidden before.’
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