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 PART ONE




1

Salvage

‘Oh, my children. Oh, God, my poor children.’

The woman in the upstairs room cries out often in the madness of pain and extremity. Broken words, regrets, even – and her kneeling, praying husband shudders to hear them – violent curses. But this is the recurring cry that rises to a scream, just as the dry, loutish wind idles and grumbles about the house and then will assault it suddenly with a gust and a shriek.

‘Oh, my children. What will become of my children . . . ?’

And this is his fight, his greatest fight – this austerely handsome man, lean and spare in clerical black, who has become who he is by a long exercise in will and conquest. Now he must fight the devil. Because nothing else, not even the delirium of mortal sickness, could make his gentle forbearing wife say the things she is saying. The devil is seizing his moment, when the fate of the soul is in the balance, and entering her.

(Entering her . . . He must put aside the dark surge that is like jealousy at that thought. The possession of her soul, that is what is at stake.)

Sometimes the pain is such that it thrusts her into terrible acrobatics, her chin digging between her breasts, her clawing feet scaling the wall behind her bed. Then he grips and holds her, speaking soothingly, entreating her to be calm, to offer the pain to the Lord. But tonight – the last night, it must surely be – as he holds her down on the pillow and inhales her so-familiar breath, her rolling eyes meet his and lock. And she begins to laugh. Madly, devilishly.

‘Oh, Patrick, do you seek the freedom of my bed now – even now?’

He jolts away from her, his fingers loosening their grasp on her wasted shoulders. But he remembers the devil, and grips her again; and tries to ignore what the candlelight is doing with their shadows on the wall, making that familiar humped union.

‘Oh, my dear, you must pray. Pray with me now,’ he urges. ‘Oh, great God in heaven, the old adversary is with us, here in this room. I know his voice – I hear him speak through your poor suffering lips . . .’

‘But what if—’ She stops, and he sees that she is hoisted on a great spike of pain; but she rides the obscene impalement, gasps and gags, speaks on. ‘What if it is me speaking? What then?’

‘Dearest, hush. Fight it, fight it. I fear for your soul—’

‘I don’t care about my soul!’

She spits it at him in her croaking voice, a blasphemy of consonants. And he is so baffled – no, tired, it must be tiredness, these endless sickbed nights – that he can only stagger back to the chair and bury his head in his hands.

At last he says: ‘Remember, my dear. Remember how you were. You always walked with God.’

She turns from him, grinding her head against her pillow. ‘You know nothing of the matter.’

He tries to leap across the terrible distances opening up. ‘My dear, I understand – you are thinking of the things of this world. But the time has come to let go of them. You cannot go to your Maker still clinging to the things of this world, you must—’

‘They are not things.’

Oh, she is fighting him hard: or, rather, the devil is. But he has his answer, even though he doubts she is equal to it: yes, they are. Certainly he loves them, as one must, but these little lives, like all lives, are only loaned to us. We must be prepared to give them back, at any time. Why won’t she see that?

See . . . She keeps mentioning the sea – her sea, the place she came from, far from this northern moor. When they were courting, and when they were first married, she used to tell him stories of her youth in Penzance, the lively little port on the soft under-tip of Cornwall. The great glittering bay, the coming of the pilchard shoals with their miraculous millions of fishes, her father’s warehouse smelling of tea and pepper. Hard to recall now when she stopped mentioning it. (He is a busy man, with a large scattered parish to see to, and he must ration his attention.) Perhaps indeed it was when they came here . . . His old parish of Thornton, where the children were born, had been a gentler and kindlier place altogether – but this was a better living and a bigger parsonage-house. He was pleased with it from the beginning. Cool sturdiness, stone stairs – no flammable timber, thank heaven, for he had a horror of fire – and a roomy study. He has always spent a good deal of time there, separating himself from the messy contingencies of six young children. It is necessary to him; and he is sure his wife has always understood. She is nothing if not dutiful.

He knows there are things that perturbed her about this place: the dun barricade of moorland, the crowded churchyard with its flotsam of tombs jostling to the very windows. But of course you stopped noticing these things. One of the important lessons he has taught her, he thinks, is that one place is much like another. Learn self-sufficiency, and you can pick it up like a tent and move it anywhere.

He is comfortable with severance. When they were courting he didn’t mind telling her his own story: the rustic Irish cabin where he had been born, his father and mother devotedly toiling to raise ten children on a little acreage; their pride in his book-learning as he outstripped everyone at the village school and at last set up his own; the clergyman who took him as tutor to his own family, applauded his energy and ambition, and pointed him in the amazing direction of Cambridge. Yes, that is the story; and it is a thing finished and put behind him.

But her dying mind seems to be dwelling on the sea of her youth, and it is another disturbing hint that she is not properly preparing to leave this world. And then the matter of the children . . . The baffling thing is that now her time approaches she will not see them.

Yesterday morning, when she had seemed a little calmer, when her sister – staunch Miss Branwell, come all the way from Penzance to nurse her – was brushing her hair and quietly setting aside the great soft lumps that came away, he had tried again. ‘Perhaps you might see them today, my dear?’

‘No, I . . . Perhaps.’ She lay flat.‘Perhaps just one at a time. All together I think would be – too much for me.’

Just then came the sound of them, the high fluting voices, the competitive torrent of footsteps down the stairs.

The tears, he saw, did not flow. They simply, perfectly covered her eyes, like watch-glasses.

‘No – no. Perhaps tomorrow . . .’

Now tomorrow is almost here, its light melting through the shutters, and she dozes again and mumbles of the sea and then, opening her eyes and speaking clearly, says: ‘Something must come of this. There must be a purpose. There must – somehow there must be redemption.’

His heart leaps. ‘Oh, my dearest, yes – lay hold on that. Our redemption in Christ – there, there you will find the strength to support you, to take you triumphant and joying into the next world—’

‘Not for me. My children.’

‘My dear, I beg you not to keep thinking on that. I’ve told you—’

‘They will have no mother!’

He pauses, struggling with his disappointment. ‘They will have a father.’

Her laughter at that is horrible – throaty, long, almost sensual. But what comes next is worse. She cocks her head, eyes roaming the room. ‘You said the devil is here, didn’t you? Very well, then. I want to make a bargain.’

‘Stop – your pain is making you mad—’

‘Yes, I know. Hush a moment.’ Her eyes roam again, her face all bone and sockets. Something like a smile forms. At last she sighs, and says, as if in contented answer: ‘Very well.’

 



The surgeon has made his morning call, and gone away, and it is as he suspected. His wife will not live another night.

Her sister is with her now, and the children are with their nurse, and he can claim the sanctity of the study for a while. He tries to pray, but fear and memory between them squeeze prayer out.

What she said about the bed – the marital bed . . . Yes, he is a man of strong desires, he cannot deny it. And so the children came swiftly. Woman’s lot. But she found the children so beautiful and adored them so – did not that atone for everything that happened in the darkness? From the strong, sweetness.

It is so terrifying to find her fighting him like this. Always she trusted him to be her guide in everything. He remembers during their courtship walking with her beside the River Aire, and a sudden fog coming down. She panicked. Where was the road? Where were they? They might blunder into the river—

‘Here – this way.’ Though he is short-sighted, he has always had a perfect sense of direction. ‘See? Here is the road.’

‘Oh! Yes, I see.’ She laughed, and held more tightly to him. ‘I was all at sea for a moment.’

Not a long courtship: they were so very well suited. She was twenty-nine, he thirty-five; she had a little income, he had recently gained a perpetual curacy in the district. They would not be rich, but neither of them cared about that. She was, he found, blessedly serious. That was what had brought her to Yorkshire: her parents had died, and she had found living with her sisters as maiden ladies on fifty pounds a year rather aimless. She had an uncle and aunt who ran a school in the West Riding, and she had travelled there to help them and be useful; and he knew the uncle, and came to the school to examine the boys in classics. And they had met.

For them to have been brought together from such far-flung places was, it seemed, the work of Providence. He was sure of it, and he thought she was sure of it too, then.

‘Just think,’ she said excitedly, as they planned the wedding, ‘I shall have your name. I was always a little disappointed that mine was not one of the real Cornish ones – a Pol or a Pen or a Tre. I shall be glad to have such an unusual name. It is distinctive.’

‘Well, it was spelt differently in Ireland – where it was spelt at all. People were baffled by it when I came to England, so I thought it best to familiarise it. To avoid confusion.’ Severance. It was Pat Prunty who arrived at Cambridge to grind through his studies on a starveling pittance, but it was not Pat Prunty who left it with a degree and holy orders.

He tries, seriously, to consider whether she grew unhappy with him later. Of course marriage is a process of revelation, and he knows he has his singularities. The fear of fire that makes him insist on no curtains or rugs – but in Ireland he saw what fire could do. A wooden cabin, gone in minutes. The people inside just shapes – shapes of themselves in soot. So terrible it was almost thrilling. And he knows she never felt easy about his pistol. But he began the habit of carrying it in the days when the Luddites threatened the district, and it came to seem sensible to have it by him at night, because you never know. And he makes sure it does not lie about the house loaded during the daylight hours by firing it from the window first thing every morning. He likes to do that. Somehow it breaks open the day.

From upstairs the wail comes again: ‘Oh, my children. Oh, my poor children . . .’

Almost maddening. He starts out of his chair, grips the back of it, for several seconds has a clear, compelling vision of himself picking it up and smashing it against the wall. He sinks down again. The fact is, he is very proud of his son and very fond of all the children in his way – not a demonstrative way, perhaps, but he must keep the citadel of self intact. And the children, young as they are, seem to know that. They understand there must be separation.

Suddenly his own sob takes him by surprise, and he hides his face in his hands. The sorrow is for her defying him. The rest he can bear.

 



Unheard, the children tiptoe past the study, like ghosts.

 



The surgeon, Mr Andrew, descends the steep village street pensively. Hardworking thirtyish provincial sawbones, he is neither grand nor jaded enough to view with equanimity the inefficacy of medical science; and the failure hits harder where there is friendship. In the parsonage study he had come out with it. ‘I am afraid, sir, you must prepare yourself.’

The husband of the dying woman paced back and forth between the twin windows. Keen, strong-boned profile, with a kind of flourish in its moulding suggestive of the carving on a ship’s prow. ‘I am prepared, Mr Andrew,’ he said at last, and his glance was dark. ‘I can only pray that she is.’

The religious mind. Well, friendship leaves a margin around such things: witness Mr Andrew’s medical mind, which has long concluded, Too many children, too quickly. Cancer is the last inhabitant of that overworked womb.

A heavily loaded wagon is struggling up the street. Mr Andrew steps over the little tea-coloured river of human and animal excrement, slops, suds and rot that gurgles on its merry way down to the village wells, steps up on to the sliver of raised pavement, and finds himself beside young Hartley, the butcher’s son. An idle, gawking fellow, and fat. He makes no room. ‘Parson’s wife is dying hard, they say,’ he remarks, brightly, with a nod to the top of the hill.

Mr Andrew does not answer this. The wagon lurches up a few yards, then stops again, the old sunken-necked horse in the shafts struggling for purchase on the flagstones. The driver swears, slashing and slashing with his whip. Mr Andrew meets the horse’s rolling eye.

‘Not as we ever saw much on her, mind.’ Young Hartley watches the agonising progress of the horse with dispassionate interest – but, no, not dispassionate. Something blackly gamesome, as if it were a race or a ratting-match. ‘Short-winded, look. Not far off foundering, I’d say. He’ll be the one tekking the ride next.’

And now Mr Andrew sees that the wagon belongs to the knacker and fellmonger from Oxenhope, and another desperate lurch brings the load into view. A stiff tangle and dangle of hoofs, wagging.

‘This is a miserably hard sort of place,’ Mr Andrew finds himself saying.

The butcher’s son looks blankly. ‘What dost mean?’

Oh: the world, I suppose, thinks Mr Andrew, shouldering past him. And he thinks of those children, up at the parsonage; and wonders what in God’s name will become of them.

 



Sarah Garrs, the nurse, has gathered the children in the parlour, cloaked and booted for their afternoon walk, but is unsure what to do. Something brewing – surely the inevitable – in the room above: the master, white as his cravat, has shut himself in his study, and she hesitates to disturb him, even more than usual. The children are restless. They must know, poor creatures, yet like Sarah they edge round the mention of their mother, afraid to fall in.

‘Tell us a story, Sarah.’

‘Yes, tell us a story.’

‘I don’t know any stories,’ she says. Well, only grim anecdotes of boggarts and fairishes, stealing live children and leaving corpses in their place. The silence of the house, the ceiling overhead with its light freight of death, seem to bear down and crush her. Desperately she begins: ‘Once there were three sisters, and they lived – they lived in a beautiful palace all made of glass—’

‘Not a sister story. Not sisters, brothers.’ A fractious protest, from the one boy of the six. It twists into tears. ‘I don’t like it today, it’s not right. I want to go out . . .’

Sound of the study door opening, footsteps. And though they do not start or turn, suddenly you can see something in them all, like the faint twitch of a dog’s ears as it lies sleeping on the floor: ready to move in an instant. The ripple of Papa.

He is here, looking in, if not seeing.

‘Oh, sir, I was wondering – I wasn’t sure whether . . .’

‘Yes, Sarah?’ The master does not pick up hints: he lets them lie, so you have to stoop and scrabble to retrieve them.

‘I was just wondering whether the children should go on their walk, sir.’

‘By all means.’ He consults his watch. ‘Not too long, though, if you please.’

Soon they are out of the parsonage, and climbing the path behind it to the high moors. This is the way the children like to go, and Sarah partly understands it – space for roaming, and so on. Yet if they went down the street instead they might peer in at windows, see a horse shod, watch bales of wool go swinging up on a great hoist. Out here there’s nothing to look at, scarcely even a tree. Oh, they push and shove, skip and dawdle like other children, but sometimes Sarah, following them, quails to find them so purposeful. As if, without her to call them back, they would go on for ever into that wide nothing.

And thinking of the house, and what it will be like when her mistress is gone, she almost feels it would be better if they did.

 



Mr Andrew’s prognosis is correct. As the September day dwindles, Miss Branwell comes down to fetch her brother-in-law, announcing with characteristic precision, ‘I fear the crisis approaches.’ And so at last – there is no choice in the matter now – the children are ushered into the room, and range around their mother’s bed.

Except that, being children, they do not range. The solemnity impresses them, but death is not tidily punctual like family prayers: there is boredom in the room, as well as fear, sadness, bewilderment. The smallest girl toddles and gazes, purely investigative, pulling at the counterpane: even gives a chuckle when the ravaged face turns on the pillow: peek-a-boo. Sarah Garrs, urging her back, sees the master’s frown. Not angry, just perplexed, as if he does not comprehend that they are children at all. The boy stays at Papa’s side, as he feels he ought to, but cannot help looking restlessly over: what are the others doing? The two eldest girls, sensible, are united in their resolve to be still and quiet. Not so the middle two, one wriggling up on the bedside chair, the other trying to copy her. Miss Branwell clucks her tongue. They scratch their spindly stockinged legs. Their dying mother opens her eyes.

Her husband bends to her. ‘They are here, my dear. Do you see . . . ?’

Muscle performs a last task, and she slowly nods, then turns her head away, as if she has done everything she can, now. Snip the thread.

The transmutation of flesh, the transmutation of names. Patrick Prunty, who crossed the sea to become the Reverend Patrick Brontë and to marry Miss Maria Branwell of Penzance, clutches his dead wife’s hand and suppresses a howl (as he must, for howls must be suppressed, there is no knowing what rents and passages they may make) and prays for her soul, and tells the children to pray too; and falls on his knees, appalled at the future that had to come and that is here now. Somewhere in his mind is the thought – no bigger than the pea under the princess’s bed – that he must, if it be at all possible, marry again: six children, and his work, and above all his need to be himself . . . Dear God, what can come of this?

Miss Branwell – Aunt, as she is aptly and everlastingly called now – closes her sister’s eyes and mouth with a needlewoman’s neatness.

The two eldest girls shed tears of knowledge: Maria and Elizabeth. The next in age, Charlotte, wriggles off the chair, and nudges her younger sister Emily to do likewise. The boy, between them in age, bearing a name that was brought all the way from the sea, the name his mother surrendered, Branwell, looks desperately from face to face to see what he should do. And the infant, Anne, smiles about, quite at ease with death: after all, she has lately arrived from oblivion herself.

The children obediently fold their hands in prayer – they all know how to do that. Still they do not range themselves. Rather they draw together in a peculiarly precise huddle, as if they stand on a rock, just big enough for them, above an encircling sea.




2

Belongings


Being in the middle, Charlotte thought she was protected.

The first shade of doubt was cast on this by Branwell. But he did it in his clever, crowing way and so it seemed, for now, a question without threat.

‘But if there are six of us, you can’t properly be the middle one,’ he said, ‘because—Oh, well, look here.’ He wrote their names across a sheet of paper, in order of age. Maria. Elizabeth. Charlotte. Branwell. Emily. Anne. To his own name he added a little flourish. ‘There. See? There are two older ones on one side of you and three younger ones on the other side. With six you don’t have a middle because . . .’ he frowned, doodling ‘. . . because it’s arithmetic.’

Charlotte peered dubiously. ‘But I feel in the middle.’

‘Oh, well, to be sure,’ Branwell conceded. Among the six of them, feeling was always accepted.

Being in the middle you could look both ways. Behind, you saw the younger ones treading a path you had already trodden – losing that tooth, suffering that temper fit. There was a safe feeling in that. And ahead of you, Maria and Elizabeth led the way, scanning the land, clearing the obstacles – oh, that was safety.

They were not grown-up, but to Charlotte they had a splendid capability that was just as impressive. When they said they would do a thing, they did it. Once she made a cobble of her sewing and Aunt, in severe mood, scolded; inattention, she said, was the devil’s gateway. Maria, discovering Charlotte in tears, said she would unpick it and set it right for tomorrow. Going to bed, Charlotte could not help confiding to Sarah Garrs: ‘Maria might not come to bed yet. She’s going to mend my sewing.’

‘Aye, well, now, I’m sure she would if she’d the time, but don’t go counting on it.’

What Sarah feared (it was always easy for Charlotte to tell what people were thinking) was that she would be disappointed. But Charlotte knew better. And in the morning there was the sewing, healed, just as Maria had promised. Such vindication.

Not that she wanted to crow about it. That moment was simply one of contentment: this was how things should be. Some years ago – before she could understand years – here had been a cataclysm. It was called Mama’s Death, and it had changed everything. It was that time, she guessed, that had let loose the darkness: the darkness that was lurking and waiting for you all around the edges of life. But Maria and Elizabeth were bearers of light, and could always keep it at bay.

There were some places where you couldn’t sense the darkness at all. In the kitchen on a winter morning when Nancy Garrs, Sarah’s sister, was baking, and you could sniff the floury, yeasty smell that was also somehow the smell of Nancy herself. Or in the little upstairs room they called their study, especially when Maria took up the newspaper and read to them, and her cool, careful voice only added to the grandeur of it: Mr Peel, and the Duke of Wellington, and the House breathless. And especially when Papa bought a new book, and Branwell was permitted to cut the pages: the book lying beautiful on the table, waiting for the knife to set it free.

But sometimes even in good places the darkness might steal up and take you by surprise. Even on the moors during the purple flush of summer, when Emily went too near the beck, hopping, even deliberately wobbling; or crept up to the old ram and looked into his devil’s face, and dared Charlotte to do it too. And you knew that she was, if only a little bit, laughing at you.

Or at the tea-table when Papa, who generally took his meals alone and undisturbed in his study because of his digestion, decided to join them. And in between his long, pouting sucks of tea – as if it were soup – he would say, half winking in memory, ‘Now this reminds me,’ or ‘Now that was a curious occurrence,’ and tell them tales of the strange country called Ireland. And you were honoured and impressed and yet at any moment you knew the tale might take a black and terrifying turn, and you would feel his eye on you, impassively studying you, examining your fear.

Fear: that the darkness might reach out and get you. Thank God she was protected, she was in the middle. She looked again at Branwell’s piece of paper, the sum of enchanted names. No, it still worked out. She was comforted.

Of course, this family arithmetic did not include Aunt and Papa. They stood above and beyond, in their separate and solitary spheres: Aunt with her Bible, her genteel shivers, her reminiscences of her youth in Penzance when ladies still wore hair-powder and she was the belle of the assembly ball. And Papa with his sorrows.

 



The sorrows of Patrick are real. They are made no less real by the fact that within three months of his wife’s death he had asked another woman, a family friend, to marry him.

Haste, perhaps; but consider, the children – what was he to do with six children? The question whirled him about until he was dizzy and frantic.

The lady’s refusal was indignant. So he thought hard before writing to an old flame from his very first curacy in Essex, years ago, with whom there had once been something approaching an engagement, though at the time it had seemed best to disentangle himself . . . Was she, he courteously enquired, after fully describing his circumstances, by any chance married?

A letter of superb crushing contempt came back. And forced him to accept his ineligibility. But acceptance is not natural to Patrick. Sometimes still, turning over in bed, he reaches out and expects; and sometimes it really is, for a few seconds, as if his wife is there – the imprint of her warm, breathing shape, like spots seen after looking at the sun. And sometimes, realising, he punches the empty half of the bed with great swinging overarm blows. The real punches, not the boxer’s dabbing, that men use in real fights: as a boy he used to see them at it outside the shebeen-houses in Drumballyroney, and marvel, disgusted, half longing.

Acceptance is weak and passive. Better to embrace. The true martyr calls lustily for more boiling oil and arrows. Patrick must learn again the sharp, complex pleasures of self-denial. I cannot have it: I may not have it: I shall not have it. Remember his cold rooms at wintry Cambridge, ice on the windows, pennies in his pocket. Then the news that he had won a college exhibition and was suddenly richer by five pounds a year: surely the moment to buy a bucket of coals. Now I can have a fire. But Patrick did not. Once more he tucked his hands under his armpits and pored over Tacitus through the mist of his own breath. I shall not have it. A victory.

So he embraces his own deprivation. But there are other sorrows that cannot be transmuted. Six motherless children to be educated and provided for; five of them girls, with no money to entice husbands. A dark lake of future, and sailing we cannot see the banks. There is, thank heaven, the one boy: the son. Ah, he has it in his power to change everything. But Patrick, who is far from crude, would not say this to anyone, and even prevents himself dwelling on it when he coaches Branwell in his study. Those loose small shoulders hunched over the book: the weight they must bear. Though if someone had said to Patrick when he was a boy, packed with nine siblings in the smoky Irish cabin, ‘It all depends on you’, he would have said: ‘Yes, yes, please.’ With fire. He would have embraced it. And, thinking of that, he almost envies his son, for the riches of struggle.

Curiously he cannot bring to mind the faces of his brothers and sisters, though he can clearly see his father – at the plough, digging and stacking turves, sharpening his scythe on the whetstone: always doing something. Choosing a sucking-pebble before beginning to cut his way into the hayfield. The sucking-pebble stopped your mouth going dry. That is the taste of sorrows: the hard, necessary pebble in your mouth. And Patrick goes busily out into his own field, his large, scattered parish: work keeps you going. There is plenty of it. Sick visits, marriages, christenings, funerals – funerals above all. Again and again he stands by the cakey hole where pallid roots protrude and exposed worms flail, again he speaks the words, the pebble of sorrows in his mouth. Again the cut grass topples and falls.

 



Ask Mr Andrew, the surgeon, about the frequency of those funerals. After the first touch of defensiveness – for he is peculiarly fond of the place and has done good work here – scientific honesty will compel him to admit that the mortality rate of Haworth is comparable with that of the worst London slums. Press the point, and he may concede that in many respects Haworth is a slum. But the squalor is not that of decay: rather it is the raw and ruthless confusion of a place on its way up.

All across the West Riding you can see tight, perching, sweating little towns like this, where time is money and money is wool. Mr Andrew still has to resist fainting when he enters the dark swelter of a woolcomber’s cellar, where the woolcomber and his family crowd and live and work and breathe mould while the stove blazes unventilated. But the combing process needs the heat and the manufacturers are hungry for the combed wool. Haworth is thriving – in a way that involves a lot of sickness and dying. Mr Andrew has had such frequent occasion to write ‘typhus’ in his journal that now he abbreviates it to ‘T’. The trouble with the water supply, he will tell you, is that it has remained suitable to a medieval village, not an industrial population. There are just two public wells, so the women begin queuing with their pails long before dawn – which at least has this advantage: that they cannot see the colour of the water. The busy citizens of Haworth empty their privies on to the midden heaps, which totter and ooze; at the top of the hill the crammed churchyard adds its stock to the soup of the gutters.

But, then, we are making a new world here. Modernity always feels harsh. Time may cure many of these ills, soften sharp edges, bring ripeness. But even Mr Andrew will admit that Haworth is not a place you can ever imagine feeling romantic about.

 



‘It is better to be good than to be clever,’ Aunt told Emily, who had been trying to copy Branwell’s Latin lesson, and had given up with a wail that she wasn’t clever enough. ‘That is the most valuable lesson you will ever learn.’

Anne, who slept in Aunt’s room, and spent a lot of time in her shadow looking trustfully up, went around repeating it in her faintly annoying lisp. ‘It is better to be good than to be clever.’ And sometimes getting it mixed up: ‘It is better to be clever than to be good.’ Which was wrong; and knowing it to be wrong, Charlotte heard it with a secret excitement. It was like the time she shared the two-seater privy in the yard with Sarah Garrs, and Sarah made a rude noise and said, ‘Eh, the wind’s in the south,’ and began laughing. Charlotte dared not laugh: this was wrong, But it was exciting to know that the wrong existed. Always it was there, alongside prayers and washing and obedience.

But surely you could be good and clever – like Maria. Once Aunt was embarked on a well-worn reminiscence of a Cornish gentleman whom she might have married: ‘. . . a high degree of regard. There was that difference between our attitudes to devotion, which my conscience could not accommodate, but still, a high degree of regard. He lost his fortune in the funds when Bonaparte escaped from Elba, and went into a swift decline. It remains one of my regrets at leaving Penzance, out of duty to my sister’s children, that I cannot visit that good gentleman’s grave now and then, and lay flowers.’

‘But, Aunt,’ said Maria, looking up from her sewing, ‘you told us that that gentleman died at sea.’

For several seconds Aunt was caught in a narrow-lipped silence. ‘He was brought home. His body . . . Maria, that hem is a shambles. You might attend to your work instead of showing disrespect to your elders.’

Later, on their walk up to the moors, Maria was subdued and silent.

Elizabeth said: ‘Well, she does keep changing that story.’

‘It was wrong, I shouldn’t have spoken like that.’

‘It was only the truth.’

Charlotte was walking between them, in the middle, gazing up at their fascinating faces: Maria dark-browed and sharp-featured, like a lady; Elizabeth softer, her delicate long-lashed eyes always looking out for the good side. Charlotte was flanked by strength and tenderness.

‘Well, yes. That’s why I said it – I mean, why I couldn’t stop myself. But a reason is not the same as an excuse. Aunt gave up her home and her friends to come here and look after us. I was disrespectful, and that is the same as being ungrateful for her kindness.’

‘Never mind.’ Elizabeth put a hand on Maria’s shoulder, ruffling Charlotte’s hair on the way. ‘She will soon forget about it.’

As Maria, both clever and good, would not. When she was sorry, she really meant it; whereas when Charlotte was sorry, it was the smooth reverse side of prickly resentment, like an inside-out garment. Of course one should be respectful and grateful to Aunt - but still Charlotte could not help noticing the way she showed her little pebblegrey teeth when she talked of the devil and damnation, or the face Nancy Garrs made behind her back when Aunt unlocked the cellar to ration out the servants’ single mugs of beer. Charlotte had to hold a book up close to her face to read it, but she saw things; and she suspected that this seeing was a failing in her. That night of the tremendous thunderstorm, when Branwell came running into the girls’ bedroom to yell his excitement: ‘Did you hear it? That was the loudest . . . !’ and then, looking down at himself in perplexity: ‘Oh, Lord, it’s happened again. It does that sometimes when I’m in bed.’ Charlotte saw: something, some part of him, was sticking out under his nightshirt like a nail. But Maria did not see – or by some effortful virtue, which Charlotte could not match, she was able not to see. She simply took command, hushing everyone, reassuring Emily, who was bolt upright and trembling, urging Branwell back to his own room. ‘Don’t be frightened, Emily,’ he cried, turning back at the door. ‘It’s only thunder.’ With his crackle of red hair and jittering white legs he seemed himself like some wild electric splinter of the storm. ‘That’s what our name means, you know – Papa told me, it’s Greek. That’s us. Brontë means thunder.’ The thing under his nightshirt, Charlotte saw, had gone.

She also saw, in another sense, that you could not ask about it. Elizabeth might not know, but out of kindness would find out for you; Maria, who could hold a detailed discussion with Papa about Catholic Emancipation, would surely know, and out of her regard for truth might tell you. But to ask them would be to presume, and Charlotte had no wish to do so: she reposed in their wisdom; they were demigods, linked to the mythical past. They could remember Mama.

Charlotte had a few sketchy images, but she could not be sure whether they came from memory of Mama or what she had been told about her. Branwell, who was a year her junior, was bold in assertion: ‘I can remember Mama – I can remember everything about her.’ But the memories did not survive scrutiny. This was just Branwell leaping up to be king of the castle again. Once Anne tore her petticoat, and cried long and desperately about it, until Sarah Garrs helplessly sighed: ‘Dear Lord above, there never was such crying!’ And Branwell, hearing, closed his book on his place-marking finger and rose to the challenge. ‘Oh, I cried more than that once. Much more. It was when I picked up the fire-tongs, and I burned myself so badly I nearly fainted, in fact I did faint, and I fell down in the grate, and afterwards . . .’

Then the tale began, but you didn’t mind it, because it was not so much a lie as a decoration of time. And, besides, as he told it he kept a kind of grin in reserve – and besides again, that was Branwell: he fitted in, they all fitted in. Charlotte in bed, adventuring her warmed feet into earth-cold sheets, would picture them all about the house, Branwell with his collection of talismanic objects – a watch-glass, string, buttons, the horrible mouse’s skull – on the night-stand, Papa awesomely alone (and not fully imaginable), Anne in her little bed at the foot of Aunt’s; and it was as satisfying as a sewingbox or – most beautiful and desirable of all – that drawer in Papa’s desk, with the compartments for ink and wax and penknife and silver-sand. And often the wind made muscular groans and mutterings under the eaves, as if it would lift the roof off and look in at Charlotte and her family in their compartments; perhaps disorder, rummage, destroy. But, no, the lid of the box was tight, and that could not happen.

 



‘I have been considering, Miss Branwell, the matter of the girls’ education,’ says Patrick, ‘and I should be glad to have the benefit of your views upon the subject.’

‘By all means, Mr Brontë, though you know I cannot pretend to any expertise upon the question.’

He has invited her to drink tea in his study, and with the same ceremoniousness do they address each other. With his sister-in-law, whom he much respects, Patrick’s peculiarly eighteenth-century style comes to the fore: every on is an upon; he bows her to her seat like a Bath beau. They get on very well. Even his spittoon and her snuffbox make a kind of pair. Just occasionally, when he looks at her, Patrick is swept with hatred, because she is alive and her sister is dead, and there is just enough resemblance beneath the maiden-lady angularity to make the mockery poisonous.

‘I am, as you are surely aware, a great friend to learning in general, and for its own sake. The cultivated mind can never lack for resources. But it is the lack of more tangible resources that gives the question, for this family, its urgent particularity. I am not a rich man, nor can I ever expect to be.’

‘But you will provide for your children, Mr Brontë, with a legacy beyond worldly wealth – sound religious principles, firm morality, a due submission before God. These are riches that can never tarnish.’

The response is as neatly formal as an exchange of bows before a minuet. Miss Branwell pours the tea, which is rather strong. That Garrs girl will not learn that leaves can very well be used twice.

‘You are very good. I hope, indeed, that in the matter of religious instruction and spiritual guidance, nothing is to be found wanting from the precepts they have absorbed at home. In conduct and the womanly arts, of course, Miss Branwell, they have always at hand an excellent tutoress.’ Another exchange of bows, first graceful point of the toe. ‘And in fact their own studies, among my small store of books, and with such direction as my limited time allows me to give them, have set them pretty far forward in all respects. They are mighty precocious readers; and Maria, especially, shows, I think, intellectual gifts of a high order.’ Patrick’s voice takes on the self-justifying pitch of a parent speaking of the inadmissible – a favourite child.

‘They read, and learn, a great deal,’ says Miss Branwell. ‘My fear, Mr Brontë, is that they learn a great deal too much.’

‘Too much?’ Patrick loops his spectacles more firmly over his ears, bending his sharp, birdlike attention on her. They are always ready, these two, for a good-tempered debate. ‘Come, I have always supposed you well disposed to the improvement of the mind in both sexes – as your dear late sister was.’

‘My poor sister loved learning. But she loved her duty above all.’

‘Oh, the girls will never, I hope, be unmindful of their duty. But I cannot suppose that books could ever detract from it. There are snares and dangers aplenty in this world, heaven knows, but they are not to be found in books.’

‘It depends on the books.’ Miss Branwell tucks in her lace-bound chin. She is never seen without these noose-like caps – the idea is as unthinkable as nudity. ‘But of course it is not my place to remark upon the bringing up of my sister’s children . . .’

‘No, no, my dear madam, it is absolutely your place – you who have sacrificed so much to remain here and assist me with my sad responsibilities. Indeed, part of my reason for broaching this topic is my awareness that you may wish to return to Cornwall at some time in the near future. Please, go on.’

‘Very well. I found Maria reading Byron. Reading out loud, if you please, to the younger ones.’

‘The poems of Lord Byron are certainly to be found in my bookcase,’ Patrick says, in his most painstaking way, as if he were translating at sight, ‘and I have made it clear that the bookcase is open to all my children. There may be, indeed I believe there is, much to deplore in Lord Byron’s character . . .’ The lips purse, but is that a wistful glint behind the spectacles? ‘. . . and it is to be regretted that literary genius should be so compromised by moral dubiety. But I hold to my conviction that there cannot be harm in books.’

Miss Branwell gives him a shrewd look; deep, deep below it, like a ripple in a well, there may be contempt. ‘Very well, Mr Brontë, I would not presume to meet you on this ground. But I must ask, do you suppose it will content them? Will it make them happy – indulging in these dreams of corsairs and castles, grand romance and whatnot? Or will it plant in them desires that can never be satisfied? Because they certainly cannot – and they should know it.’

‘You speak, ma’am, as if the aim of life were to be happy,’ says Patrick, slightly smiling, and for a wintry moment there is antagonism in their understanding. ‘But, certainly, we must be realistic about their prospects in life. Husbands will be far to seek for five dowerless girls without connections. I fear they had better be equipped to earn their bread in a genteel manner.’

‘Governessing.’ Unconscionably strong tea. Wasteful, and overstimulating. A quarter mixture of blackberry leaves never does any harm.

‘Just so. Maria in particular, with her gifts of mind, must promise well as an imparter of knowledge. Elizabeth I fancy as more suited to the domestic sphere . . . But a formal education will be a valuable resource for them all. Of course, the time will come when Branwell may be in a position to do something for them.’

Miss Branwell nods. She approves of the boy, though he is more thrustful and noisy than the quiet, biddable girls. She is even, in her stiff-backed way, motherly to him, like a gaunt sheep adopting some unruly cub. ‘You will continue to supervise Branwell’s education yourself? Well, that’s a saving. It still leaves five.’

‘Precisely my difficulty. The school recommended by Miss Firth, for example, is altogether too expensive.’ Patrick sighs, but the sigh is not for the expense. Miss Firth is a friend from the old Thornton days – the days, indeed, when they had friends – and godmother to Anne. More troublingly, she represents his first attempt at remarriage; and it is only now, two years after the disastrous proposal, that she is consenting to speak to him again. He still holds to the view that, premature as his approach had been, it made eminent practical sense: Miss Firth was genteel, had money of her own, and was fond of the children. If ever the rage to possess was part of the equation, if ever he had put together in his mind candlelight, and the apricot-like nape of Miss Firth’s neck, and the remembered feel of bare legs under his hands (that swelling sweep from knee up, up), then he has forgotten it. Or he has quarantined the memory, just hearing, occasionally, the noises from behind the high fence.

‘I should not have thought, in any case, that a school of that sort would be wholly apt for the girls’ future lot in life,’ Miss Branwell says. ‘The acquisition of mere elegances can hardly benefit them: by encouraging vanity and frivolity, quite the reverse. A sound, economical schooling, without fripperies, if it is to be had, would better equip them for a world in which duty must be paramount.’

Patrick nods. ‘Your counsel, ma’am, is every bit as thoughtful and sensible as I have come to expect.’

‘I am thinking of their welfare, of course. For the worst thing, you’ll agree, Mr Brontë, the very worst thing, would be for those girls to grow up thinking themselves in any way exceptional.’

 



‘Lord Byron is dead.’

In the children’s study Maria slowly lowers the newspaper and pronounces the words with chilling plainness. A recent attack of measles has left her thin and pale, which makes the effect even more dramatic.

‘Did he die in battle?’ cries Branwell. ‘Against the wicked Turks?’

‘He died of fever, at the camp where he was making ready to fight the Turks,’ Maria says. ‘It was a noble and heroic death, given for the cause of Greek freedom.’

‘Noble and heroic!’ echoes Branwell, loving the words.

‘As the newspaper says, there were grave sins and errors in Lord Byron’s life, but still – ’ Maria’s voice trembles ‘ – we mourn the death of a great man.’

They all gaze at each other. Noble and heroic. It seems to Charlotte that their own small, wide-eyed silence has something of that quality, linking this cramped damp-smelling room with the deadly glamour of that far-off Greek strand. But she is also filled with unaccountable fear.

‘Would it be right to pray for Lord Byron’s soul?’ Elizabeth says.

Maria hesitates. ‘We had better ask Aunt.’

Over the afternoon sewing, Elizabeth asks. Aunt gives a strange chuckle; then her narrow face seems to grow narrower, as it does when she sits staring into the fire of an evening, shadows eating away at her; when she stirs, slightly shakes her head, seems to reject her thoughts like frayed pieces of thread.

‘Pray for Lord Byron’s soul?’ Again the stony chuckle. ‘Well, I dare say you could try.’

Later on the moors Branwell, with a stick broken from a stunted thorn, is a rampaging swordsman. ‘I shall be like Lord Byron when I grow up. I shall kill all the Turks and teach them not to be heathens.’ He slashes at the heathen heather. ‘Then I shall come back in disguise so nobody knows me – ow. I hurt my hand – Charlotte, look, look at it.’

Branwell’s wounds must always be displayed and given a tribute of wonder.

‘It’s not bleeding. Well, yes, it nearly is. Branwell, I don’t think you should want to be like Lord Byron.’

‘Why not?’

‘I’m afraid – I think he has gone to hell.’

Branwell’s redhead skin flares. He throws down his sword and stamps on it. ‘I think he has not.’ Charlotte knows that anger: the fear in it, the little gnarled wick in the heart of the flame. ‘Lord Byron was a great poet and he was noble and heroic and—’

‘But Aunt said it was no use praying for his soul. And sometimes he wrote wicked things and did wicked things. Even the newspaper said so.’

He turns away to hide the tremor of his lip. ‘You’re a pig, Charlotte. You’re a pig for saying that.’

‘But I don’t like it, Banny. That’s why I’m afraid. If you’re like Lord Byron, you’ll end up in hell where he is—’

‘We know nothing about that.’ Maria steps between them. ‘That’s for God to decide. And we can’t make guesses about what God intends. We must simply trust.’ She places a hand on each of their shoulders, leaning a little heavily – still weak from her illness – so that Charlotte feels as well as hears her words, right through her veins: ‘There is only one thing we can be sure of, and that is that God is merciful.’

 



Forty-five miles away, a man who believes none of these things is contemplating the school he has built.

Like Patrick, he is a clergyman, and on the Evangelical wing of the Church; otherwise they could hardly be more different. There, the transplanted Irishman subsisting in obscurity on his curate’s stipend: here, the substantial figure of the Reverend William Carus Wilson, Vicar of Tunstall, landlord of Casterton Hall, and philanthropic founder of the newly opened Clergy Daughters’ School at Cowan Bridge.

Substantial in all ways. The springs groan as he steps down from his carriage, heavy-limbed, big-bodied, tight and sleek and buttoned-up in clerical black; his broad feet make cow-like indentations in the soft turf as he approaches the porch. No gravel carriage-sweep here, as there is at Casterton Hall: this is not a place for carriage-folk; not a place for exhibitions of worldly vanity. The Reverend Carus Wilson carries himself, as it were, to the door: such is his peculiar stiff gait that it suggests a thin actor wearing stuffing. The comparison would not please the Reverend Carus Wilson, who does not approve of the theatre, and in whom there is nothing Falstaffian, except perhaps the ability to believe his own lies.

The lady superintendent of the school is at the door to greet him, a little flustered. Mr Wilson’s visits are frequent but not always announced. Natural, perhaps, as he lives close by, but more than that, he simply cannot leave it alone. The Clergy Daughters’ School is his child, and the Reverend Carus Wilson has a great feeling for children.

The school has been open only for a couple of months, and there are the inevitable teething troubles, which the superintendent nervously relays to him while he condescends to take tea in her lodging. He is very attentive; still, there is this stuffed quality about him as he listens, his great eyes, like half-peeled boiled eggs, unblinking and lightless, so that even the superintendent, who respects him, has a curious fancy as she finishes speaking that instead of replying he will fall sideways like a Guy, or burst like a balloon.

But Mr Wilson rises, assures her in his church-filling voice that all these matters will be looked into, and proceeds to make a tour of the school. It has been planned, built and opened with great speed – even haste, perhaps; but the Reverend Carus Wilson is that most desperate of characters, a man with a vision. His vision seized on the row of stone cottages and the old bobbin mill that he often saw from the turnpike road on his way to preachings and Bible Society meetings in Leeds, and now here is the transformation. Whether it occurs to him that the choice was not ideal – so remote, exposed, difficult to heat – it is hard to say. His mind is not an easy terrain to map.

It begins with this, perhaps: the terrible conviction that nearly everything about the world is wrong; that everyone is blithely walking about on thin ice, chattering, heedless of the sharp sound of cracks. Mr Wilson heard the sound when very young. That was in the days before the course of the French Revolution had started to alert people, made them look down at what lay beneath their feet. In those days society had a sprawling, juicy, wry tone: dreadful because beguiling. An old acquaintance of his father came to visit, on his way to Scotland for the hunting and shooting. Over the port he spoke of solemn things – and left them like the splintered walnut-shells that littered the table. ‘For my part I think it very ill-bred to meddle with a man’s religion. Or even to talk overmuch about it. There can be nothing more tedious than hearing a lot of twittering about the state of someone’s soul: it’s as bad as having ’em tell you all about their ailments and the trouble with their bowels.’

This man was a clergyman. A highly respectable clergyman, with a wealthy living in Gloucestershire. And this was what his parishioners must absorb from him: this the example he set the lower orders. The young Carus Wilson, filled with shock – stuffed with it, in fact – saw the path he must follow. Thankfully he found he was not alone. The cracks from the ice grew louder, the carriages began to turn away from the gambling-dens and back to the churches as the Antichrist of atheistic revolution rose, and from Cambridge emanated the Evangelical word. Set your house in order: you have been dallying with the devil. Sometimes, for Mr Wilson, the message was not pressed home hard enough.

There was that trouble with his ordination, when the Bishop of Chester withheld the laying on of hands, because the young fellow seemed half a Calvinist – but, oh, don’t you see? Assign that label to me if you wish – it isn’t important. What is important is the matter of sin, and the reality, the absolute reality of hell. Carus Wilson was and is perfectly placed to warn people of this, because he is not going there: his conviction has always told him so. But he knows what it is like, he is as intimate with damnation as one of his parishioners pointing out that there is a farrier in the next village. Just down there, hard left. Just down there, everlasting fire. This is how his mind works or, rather, how it moves: working is not quite the right image for the way Carus Wilson thinks. It is too unimpassioned, too liable to error and fatigue.

Compare this: the third wing he has had built on to the school, a long covered walkway where the girls can take their exercise when the weather is inclement. With his heavy glide Mr Wilson moves along this walkway towards the schoolroom. One is sheltered, one might almost be indoors. But step out from under the veranda and it is not so: you are under the merciless skies, the abode of hail and lightning. Your safety is no safety. The Reverend Carus Wilson, so bovine in appearance, has always at his heart the flutter of peril.

As for that space in the middle – idle, empty, wasteful, perilous space – he intends that it shall be turned into garden-plots for the girls to cultivate. Girls in a garden. He pictures them toiling decorously, not prettily: in prettiness is peril. The picture is vivid. Mr Wilson deplores the imagination, but his own is powerful – again, he knows whereof he speaks. His singular mind and body move on, to the schoolroom.

Often here he likes to step in, to address and catechise, but today he makes a gesture to the schoolmistress to continue; instead he paces about, half hearing the comforting hum of scripture. At least, it comforts him in the sense that it mildly agitates him, reminds him of the ever-present duty of warning, of the thin, cracking ice. He studies the bent heads of the girls, who might at first sight be taken for boys in pinafores, for their hair, at his insistence, is cropped close. But only at first sight: alas for them, they still look like girls. He scrutinises their clothing for deviation from the uniform of plain short-sleeved nankeen dresses, for the devil can so easily tempt them into a frill or a lace edging. He notes with approval a copy on the schoolmistress’s desk of his own monthly publication, The Children’s Friend – approval, not pride: he simply cannot entrust anyone else with the perilous task of providing reading matter for these vulnerable minds. He investigates the store cupboard, and is gratified to see that his instruction regarding the slatechalks has been carried out and that the smallest remnants, instead of being thrown away, are laid by in a box. For though the pupils are few as yet, and all older girls, with God’s help he hopes eventually to fill all sixty places, and some may be quite infants for whose little fingers the chalk-ends will be perfectly suited. To everything there is a season.

The register gives him pause. Sixteen enrolments, but only fifteen girls present. Mary Chester, the schoolmistress tells him, is ill, and the superintendent has given permission for her to stay in bed. Behind Mr Wilson’s torpid nod there is a sharp tumult. ill – how ill? If the girl is very ill there must be spiritual preparation at once. If she is not very ill, there is perhaps even greater danger. His formidable imagination pictures her lounging in bed, her thoughts unfenced, her limbs restless. Better to be up and hard at her studies, sickness notwithstanding, than be exposed to such temptation. Better, all in all, to be sick unto death, and beyond the reach of sin. Another thing to speak to the superintendent about before he leaves.

So many things, for the Clergy Daughters’ School is no small undertaking. It was Mr Wilson who planned, costed, and solicited subscriptions, and the list of patrons is a distinguished one: it includes the liberator of the slaves, William Wilberforce, whose philanthropy, twenty years ago, extended to subsidising with ten pounds a year the university education of a poor young Irishman named Patrick Brontë. A lesser man than Mr Wilson might have considered his aims achieved – the establishment of a school at which daughters of clergymen of the poorer sort could receive an economical education to fit them for their station in life. But no resting on laurels for the Reverend Carus Wilson: indeed, there is peril in the very idea. Thus he hovers about the cradle of his baby, anxious that it should grow in the right way.

For when he became aware of the roiling hell beyond the veranda, he took on his mission: children, and especially girls. So much mortal sin to be avoided; and children, especially girls, can hardly step out into the world without it covering them like mud. Saving them is a hard task, for all their natural – that is, diabolical – inclinations are towards rebellion. Yes, he knows they chafe at the shorn hair and the plain stuff dresses. But his visionary imagination has shown him the alternative. The Reverend Carus Wilson can picture hell most precisely, and there the girls have long, long hair, and wear no clothes at all.
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Flesh and Grass


It wasn’t the distance that appalled her.

‘Forty-five miles – in truth I believe nearer to forty-eight – sounds, I know, a good distance off,’ Papa said. ‘But it is not so very far – and the fact is I can see no school so very suitable and affordable nearer to Haworth.’

Forty-five miles, or a thousand: what mattered was that she would be going away from home. Meaning this house, this world captured by four walls.

Even Haworth was of no account. Charlotte felt nothing for the village beyond a mild aversion to its noises and smells. When she had to walk through it, say on a trip to the circulating-library at Keighley, she would sometimes glimpse inside other people’s homes. The steep streets and narrow pavements meant you were often pressed right up against a window. Inches away, an ineffably strange chair, a kitchen range with the hot-plate on the wrong side, a lifted face. After a dizzy moment she would stare away. An imposture. There was only one home.

Aunt said: ‘Of course you have learned a good deal here with your father, but school requires you to be more disciplined. This means neatness, thoroughness. But you needn’t fear: you are quick at your studies, and better prepared than most girls your age.’

As if the learning had anything to do with it! Charlotte loved learning. What seemed odd, in fact, was the idea that you went somewhere to have it administered to you, like the smallpox vaccination, and then had done with it. She wanted to go on learning for ever.

But only here, here.

‘You’re lucky. It’s an adventure,’ Branwell told her. ‘I wish I was going away to school.’

‘I wish you were too,’ Charlotte said. ‘Then you’d know.’

‘Emily won’t pout if she has to go later – will you, Emily? You won’t be a chicken-heart?’

Often when you asked Emily a question she would cock her head, like this, as if listening to quite another question whispered in her ear. She said: ‘Why are you being so nasty to Charlotte?’

‘So she’ll get angry. And when you get angry you don’t feel sad any more.’ Branwell did one of his conjuror’s flourishes. ‘I know that.’

But it wasn’t sadness, like finding that dead lamb on the moor with the mother ewe standing, just standing, at a little distance. It was more like anticipated sadness, or – oh, it was miserable terror. As big as the world, as hot as the sun.

Only once, on the moors, had she ever done what Emily loved to do – run down a steep hillside, a too steep hillside, so that the point comes when you can’t stop and suddenly your body, your life is out of control. She hated it: told herself, heart drumming in her ears, I shall never do this again.


And now you have to. The slope has taken choice away from you, and the top of the hill might never have been.

Every day she was carefully, discreetly sick. She managed to choose times and places so that Papa would not know. The little evidences of illness put him out. Besides, she did not want to burden him with her distress. He was acting with her best interests at heart: it had all been explained to her.

Emily said: ‘If you really don’t like it, couldn’t you just run away?’

‘Oh, Emily, don’t be so childish.’Well, if she were to have the responsibility of being a big girl, she might as well enjoy the benefits too. ‘You don’t understand these things.’

But Emily simply laughed, and that was that. You couldn’t counter her laugh: it was like a book you were reading abruptly shut before your face. Charlotte took more of her trouble out on Anne. There was just something about her being the baby of the family – well, actually she was four, but that made it worse, able to think and take part and enjoy things and still be the baby. It was contemptible, meaning it was enviable. Several times, with snapped little remarks and retorts, she made Anne cry. Not uncontrollably, though: Anne cried humbly, as if waiting to be told to stop.

Emily always comforted her. And in bed one night she said to Charlotte: ‘You know, Anne will surely have to go away to school too when she’s older.’

It was enough. Charlotte let out the first sob. Emily held her hand.

‘When I’ve finished school,’ Charlotte said at last, ‘when it’s all finished, and we’re grown-up, I want us all to live together in a house by the sea. With a garden that you can see the sea from, and we’ll each have a chair in the garden, our own chair.’

Emily made a contented noise. ‘Oh, yes.’

The next day Charlotte resumed work on the little book she had been making to give to Anne before the news that she was to go away to school had paralysed her. She begged a stub of candle from Nancy Garrs and stayed up late to sew the pages together. That being miserable could make you hateful was a new piece of learning, though she didn’t know what to do with it.

Anne crowed over her little book, repeatedly showing it to everyone – even thrusting it on Papa, to Charlotte’s alarm. Papa’s attention was not lightly to be demanded. It wasn’t exactly that you feared a rebuff: you simply knew better, as you knew that writing-paper was expensive and mustn’t be wasted. But though he murmured how kind Charlotte was to take so much trouble for her sister, his short sight could make nothing of the tiny writing and drawing. Charlotte felt relieved, then disappointed.

All such feelings, however, were like the brief settling of a fly beside that one steadfast changeless dread that she woke and lived and slept with. Sewing lessons with Aunt were taken up now by preparation: the school required you to bring so many day-shifts and night-shifts, upper petticoats and flannel petticoats. Charlotte’s dread went into every stitch.

‘Am I in every story?’ Anne asked, peeping hopefully into books.

No, you can only ever be in one, no matter how it turns out. Charlotte could hardly bear the thought of the coming day – in fact, simply would not have been able to bear it if it were not for the one saving thing. The thing that had never failed her.

Maria and Elizabeth. They had gone on ahead of her. Papa had taken them in the Leeds coach last month, and they were at the school now. Maria and Elizabeth – who had not made the least fuss about leaving home, who at the door had smiled and kissed and watched quietly as their bags were heaved, slithering, up into the hired gig – would be there to greet her.

So: I cannot be as good as them, but I can be grateful for them, and at least try to be like them; and we will be together, and they will make everything all right. Get back, darkness.

 



Miss Branwell says: ‘Yes, she is ready, Mr Brontë. That is, her things are ready. Though you must know, she does not want to go – not at all.’

‘Yes: yes, quite natural, quite natural,’ says Patrick, filling in time, while he edges his mind round the gunpowdery idea. For he has discussed the matter thoroughly with Charlotte, explained what it is expected of her, and received her assurance that she is willing to go. What more . . . ? He smothers a wish that Charlotte were more like Maria: that sensible, rational mind, leading her forward like an unflickering light. Her mother’s mind, in fact. Charlotte is very young, of course, but it is alarming to think that there might be dark mutinous places within her. He knows those places. Alarming; and distracting, for he has so many things to think of, so many duties calling him across his scattered parish.

‘Going away from home is a great step,’ he says at last, ‘a considerable disjunction indeed, and Charlotte perhaps lacks the strength of mind of her elder sisters. But they will be with her; there is her anchor. Maria will inspire her, and Elizabeth will comfort her. Yes.’ And that is the emotion put back, like a full glass moved away from the edge of the table. There, it won’t spill now.

 



Patrick’s duties: today there is a meeting with Mr Brown, the sexton, about the forthcoming visit of the Archbishop of York, no less, to Haworth. His grace’s presence is required to consecrate a new piece of land for the churchyard. Burials, as Mr Brown grumbles, have become a nightmarish business. ‘I’m afraid to put a spade in. At the bottom, where it’s wet, is the worst. You never know what you’ll find. I try my best to keep the cut tidy before the funeral but, ten to one, when the coffin arrives, something’s sticking out or seeping.’

‘I’m sure the new plot will be sufficient,’ Patrick says. He has met Mr Brown at his stonemason’s yard, and he gives a start as Mr Brown’s son suddenly emerges from the darkness of the barn that serves as workshop, hammer in hand, and covered from head to foot in white stone dust: like a spirit of the dead, looking perhaps for his tombstone.

‘Aye, sufficient for now, I dare say,’ Mr Brown goes on. ‘But for how long? We can’t stop people dying, Mr Brontë.’

‘Sufficient for our day, Mr Brown.’ The Archbishop will want tea, of course, perhaps even luncheon; and then there will be members of his chapter. How many? Did the letter specify? Must make sure the children are out of the way. Patrick’s myopic eyes light on a half-finished memorial tablet propped against the wall. At first it makes no sense. HERE LIE THE REMA. And for a moment it dances round Patrick’s head like the jigs his brother William used to play on the fiddle. Here lie the rema, here lie the rema . . . But, of course, it is simply the unfinished word ‘remains.’ Latin root, remanare, to stay. The blessing of knowledge.

He sets out on his next call, a hill-farm below Brow Moor. Here lie the rema. A terrible thing to be mad, and find the mind helplessly suggestible: like that poor young fellow at his Wellington parish, the tinsmith’s son, who would hear a bell ring, or a baby cry, and go on imitating it, with dreadful accuracy, until he was hoarse and exhausted. The rational powers usurped by the wild forces of the fancy. Brother William, going to fight for the United Irishmen in the rebellion of’ninety-eight. They were handing out guns from a captured militia post at Lisnacreevy. Patrick, home from tutoring the Rector of Drumgooland’s children, begged him not to go. ‘You’ve made your choice, Pat,’ William said, with a glance down at Patrick’s sober suit. ‘This is mine.’

Choice – could there truly be any choice between chaos and order? That was man’s true constant struggle, without and within. Patrick marches with a conqueror’s stride up the rough farm track, past a field of sparse oats, the only crop that will grow in this tightfisted soil. It supports a similarly pale, stunted family, but they are numerous, and a new addition is yelling inside the house – the reason for his visit.

The youngest daughter of the house – seventeen, she says, but Patrick has checked the parish registers, and knows her to be fifteen – has given birth to an illegitimate baby. The usual business: father unknown, though he has his suspicions of a smirking straw-whiskered cousin who hangs about the place; the girl’s mother presenting the baby as a late child of her own. Patrick deplores the moral lapse, but his chief concern is for the spiritual welfare of the child. He has not come, he cheerfully tells the girl, to read a lecture, only to urge her to have the baby baptised at once. She listens, glumly, silently, but she listens; while her mother rocks the screaming infant soul that is at issue, and a great bony hound, obscenely ballocked, slummocks in and out of the smoke-painted kitchen. Patrick comes away confident of success. A vital task almost completed. The child seems healthy, but that means nothing: he has spoken the words of committal over many a coffin no bigger than a writing-case, and he dreads sending those souls off unshriven.

Some of his fellow clergymen would be much sterner about the illegitimacy. But Patrick does not believe that the sins of the fathers, or mothers, should be visited upon the children.

Tireless walker, at forty-seven as vigorous as a colt and hardy as a donkey, Patrick makes the steep descent from Brow Moor – poor curate who keeps no carriage, or gig or even a saddle-horse. But he has his little luxuries: little tendings and fussings of himself. Despite the summer warmth, his cravat is as high and tight-wound as ever, because he must take care of his vulnerable throat; and once home, he looks forward to eating his dinner alone in his study, listening solicitously to the complaints of his digestion. Harmless indulgences, like a man tenderly keeping white mice. A habit of mild melancholy too: as he approaches the parsonage he finds himself sharply missing his wife, missing his favourite daughter Maria also. But this feeling comes as a kind of pinch, like Miss Branwell dipping into her snuffbox: it does not last, indeed it would be uncomfortable if it lasted. Possibly Patrick is beginning to find himself at home on Crusoe’s island of loneliness, where you can do as you like.

There is no key to Patrick – too many padlocks, bolts, bars, and nailings-up for that – but a peep through the cracks perhaps shows us this: the widower is consoling himself by turning into an old, childless bachelor.

 



In other circumstances the coach journey from Keighley might have been an exciting novelty; Charlotte had never travelled so far, or spent so long alone in Papa’s company. But all novelties were direful now, harbingers of the cataclysmic novelty of school. And she was much occupied with wondering when and how she could be sick. At Skipton a fat old gentleman joined the coach, offered Charlotte a comfit from a twist of paper, looked offended when she refused, then engaged Papa in a conversation about the Poor Laws. She felt strongly conscious of being a child, in a new way – as if it were an illness or disfigurement. At the coach window valleys plunged into incredible splashy greenness, cloud-shadow peeled away from sky-climbing fells. It was beautiful, and thus sinister.

‘Cowan Bridge lies on the turnpike road, but there is no coachstop there,’ Papa informed her, ‘so we shall have to hire a gig at Ingleton.’ All this trouble for her. It was late, and she was in a daze of tiredness, when they finally arrived. Had they arrived? She saw roofs, cows ambling down from grass, a stone leap of bridge, heard the cold talking of a stream; then suddenly the gig had turned off the high road and they were set down before a door in a wall. She looked up and saw the red evening impaled on spikes.

At some point she stopped noticing things: it was all too much, she ran out of responses. That smell: as if laundry and and mutton-bones were boiling together in a great copper. The curly wrought-iron of the banister with which she hauled herself up the endless dark stairs to the superintendent’s lodging, where a lady in a wallpapered parlour shook her hand, and she was confusingly neither old nor young: keys at her waist, like Aunt, but so many she seemed to wear them like clanking fetters. Miss Evans. Warm, bony hand. ‘How do you do, Charlotte? You would be glad to see your sisters, I dare say.’ And then the timid knock at the door. And though she knew they would be in that drab uniform – her own was waiting in its trunk – still, the shock of seeing them in it, as if they were engaged in some grim game of dressing-up.

Maria and Elizabeth – it was them, but not quite them. They did not run to her but came sedately and bestowed subtly altered kisses. Miss Evans said they must be sure and help their sister settle in. Yes, Miss Evans. A maid with a hairy face brought in a tray, laid a cloth: Papa was to have supper here and stay overnight before travelling home first thing tomorrow. As a treat, Maria and Elizabeth would share it. Thank you, Miss Evans. All this bobbing and chorusing . . . Charlotte’s eyes were heavy: she felt she could lie on the floor like a dog and sleep. At table Papa gave them news of Aunt and Branwell and Emily and Anne – they did not ask. And their studies?

‘Both Maria and Elizabeth are applying themselves pretty well, Mr Brontë,’ said Miss Evans. Sometimes her look was kind, but somehow you felt you couldn’t rely on it: it was like a penny found on the floor. ‘There are some matters of tidiness and punctuality in which we would like to see improvement.’

‘I am sure you will, ma’am,’ Papa said, ‘especially as they will wish to set an example to Charlotte.’ Home was a million miles away: a dream. Maria and Elizabeth cast strange looks at the plain supper of toasted cheese and muffins. Was this a warning not to eat it? Yet when Miss Evans invited them, they tucked in eagerly. Perhaps it was to do with this word ‘obedience’ she kept hearing. She swallowed a few crumbs, obediently. Elizabeth’s foot gently pressed hers under the table. She had succeeded in not being sick and now, against the pressing weight of the world, she managed not to cry.

But the effort left her emptied and incapable. She could only blink, voiceless, as Miss Evans asked her little nipping questions about herself. ‘I think,’ Papa said, from far away, ‘my daughter is rather tired from the journey.’

Maria and Elizabeth were to show her to the dormitory. For a precious few minutes she was in the middle once more: along a stone passage, her sisters either side of her, and suddenly themselves again, embracing her, reassuring her, urgently asking after the others. Something tight and pent-up in their voices, but that might have been the echoing stone.

The dormitory: horrible as it sounded. Here the boiled smell thickened to something fusty, furry, indescribable. Bare walls, bare boards, rows of narrow beds. A few girls putting on night-shifts, turning tousled, moon-faced, to stare. ‘The older girls have study till eight,’ Elizabeth said. ‘It’s best to be ready for bed before they come up.’ Before Charlotte could ask why, her sisters faded again. Another Miss swept over them, reducing them to bobbers and yessers. This one was brisk, berry-eyed, with a high, complaining voice, making Charlotte think of a bee. Yes, Miss Andrews. She had Charlotte’s trunk sent up and went buzzing and fuming through its contents. ‘Three pairs black worsted stockings, three pairs, it is clearly stated in the prospectus.’ Yes, Miss Andrews. She droned through the rules of the school while Charlotte blinked and swayed. Yes, Miss Evans. ‘Andrews’. The little buzzing face came down close to hers. ‘You will learn my name. Now undress and into bed.’ She was gone.

Momentary reappearance of Maria and Elizabeth, helping her to lay out her clothes. ‘You must do it neatly. Otherwise she scolds.’ Then a noise – the big girls coming: Maria and Elizabeth darted down the room to their beds. Charlotte pulled the wiry blanket over her head. She was trying to picture Sarah Garrs’s face: it kept melting. Clattering and shouting. The blanket put back.

‘Who’s this?’

‘She stinks.’

‘Yes, she stinks.’

Charlotte closed her eyes against the great blotted forms.

‘Do you think she’s a piss-a-bed?’

‘She looks like one.’

‘Piss-a-bed.’

Maria’s voice: ‘That’s Charlotte, she’s our sister.’

A girl echoed her, mockingly. ‘She’s oir suster.’ Realisation: that was Papa’s accent and Maria, though Charlotte had never noticed it, must have it too. Do I have it? Moment of shameful betrayal, cowering under that blanket: if I have, I must get rid of it.

‘Why is she so small?’

‘She’s only eight.’ Elizabeth’s voice.

‘She still ought to be bigger. Did your papa starve her? Did he stunt her so she wouldn’t eat much?’

‘She won’t get any bigger here, that’s for sure.’ A long gibbering of giggles, cut off by a whisper: ‘Andrews!’

And then Miss Andrews was there, laying about her. Charlotte heard, but did not see it: instinct kept her head down. Some time later, when the candles were out and the snuffles subsiding, she felt her hand taken. Maria.

‘We’ll be together tomorrow. We mustn’t talk now. Good night.’

‘What’s wrong with talking?’ A protest: her first.

‘Hush. When the bell rings in the morning, make sure you’re up at once.’ And Maria turned into the darkness.

 



They stood in sunlight by the gig. Flies tormented the old horse, settling, circling, settling. Papa received their kisses in turn.

‘Charlotte, my dear. I leave you in good hands.’ He had not shaved: she felt the rasp of his bristle and, as he straightened, saw that it was grey.

As the gig drew away he turned and waved his hat – an odd, holidayish gesture. Charlotte tried to raise a hand. It wouldn’t move. But Papa wouldn’t be able to see them from that distance anyway.

Miss Evans, keys jingling, led them back inside. Elizabeth hung back to whisper to Maria: ‘You didn’t tell him.’

Maria shook her head. She was pale and raw-looking; the cropped hair emphasised the bones of her face. At home (blow to the stomach at that thought) there was a book with a picture of Joan of Arc, looking like that. ‘No,’ she said. ‘How could I? Papa has troubles enough.’

 



So: it is not so much that your life has changed; rather, it has fallen from a great height, and smashed, and now you must move about among the jagged fragments.

There are discoveries to be made. Charlotte discovers that she is stupid. The teachers shake their heads. She knows a lot about William the Conqueror, even things that she should not know, but not his dates. Though she has ideas, too many ideas, about France and Switzerland, she cannot put the map of Europe together. No system.

And she discovers that they – the pupils of the Clergy Daughters’ School, Cowan Bridge – are objects of charity, just as the penitential dresses suggest. That is why the fees are so low, Maria explains: because rich people give money to support the school. And that is why the rich people are remembered in their prayers.

The prayers at Cowan Bridge go on and on. Prayers before breakfast, before dinner, after tea, before bed. It is as if God must be nagged. Then there are scripture lessons, catechism, hymns, sermons, Bible texts to be learned by heart. The Reverend Carus Wilson, their patron, lays great emphasis on religious instruction. Mr Wilson: long before she sees him, that name is familiar to Charlotte. It shivers round the school. It is invoked. One or two of the teachers seem to throb breathlessly when it is pronounced: on Miss Evans’s face, by contrast, it occasions a hard inward look. It is printed on the cover of a paper called The Children’s Friend, which they are given to read in their leisure hour, or half-hour.

Charlotte soon puts down the paper, but her horrified mind continues to roll on the deathly sea of Mr Wilson’s prose. A little girl is prone to temper fits, until at last she falls down dead of them and goes to hell. Two sisters watch their mother dying: one weeps, but the other, wiser, reproves her because they should be rejoicing that Mama is leaving the world of sin. Children are gored by bulls, bitten by mad dogs, struck by lightning; they lie flattened under cartwheels, giving speeches about hell-flames. Some few children are good, and look serene in their little coffins, but most are naughty: girls especially. Naughty, naughty girls. Sometimes it seems just to be a girl is enough.

‘I don’t believe those things are true, Charlotte,’ says Maria, firmly.

‘But Mr Wilson is a clergyman, isn’t he?’

‘Well, so is Papa, but he doesn’t believe those things.’

‘He did send us here, though,’ Elizabeth observes mildly.

And this is when Charlotte speaks out loud the question that possesses her. ‘How can you bear it here? How can you bear it?’

They are in the garden for exercise period – really the only time they can speak freely together, though in the dormitory they manage a kind of whispered shorthand. Elizabeth loops her arms round Charlotte’s shoulders, inclining her gently against her chest – a way she has: even standing, Elizabeth can make you feel you are lying in a comfortable embrace. ‘Oh, it’s not so very bad,’ she says. ‘You’ll soon get used to it.’

‘Papa wants us to have a good schooling,’ Maria says, ‘and this is the best way. We’ll be glad of it when we’re older.’

And Charlotte studies her fine-boned absent face and thinks: You must be only saying that. To help me, to make me feel better. It isn’t a thing that can be believed.

How can you bear it? She doesn’t just mean the obvious things, though they are bad enough: the long, exhausting hours, the harrying and chivvying, the deadly stiffness of rote-learning and repeating; the stone hut with the hideous single privy for the whole school, and the volcano of flies that erupts when you open the door. This, of course, made worse by the food, which leaves everyone loose, constipated or sick.

Food: a thing you never thought much about before. At home you had a sufficiency of it, and that, as Aunt often reminded them, was something to be thankful for. Papa needed it dressed very plain, and ate it separately, because of his digestion; and Branwell said that turnips tasted like soap; and all in all it was merely part of life. But here you cannot help thinking about it. It is like having the whooping-cough: when you wake in the morning, you know that cough will shape your day; you will not be able to feel anything independently of it.

Some of the bigger girls make a joke of the food – the boisterous ones with large white hairy mole-covered arms and loud breath: they say, ‘Here comes the pigswill again,’ and get it down somehow, making faces. Though noisy, they are really the sheeplike ones who, once they have got what they want (‘Say you didn’t say I’m a beast. Say it. Say it’), subside on their thumping bottoms and blink at the world. But most, like Charlotte, are made both anxious and subdued by the food. You ride a see-saw of hunger and nausea. There is always the hope that the food may be estable, countered by the dread that, if it is, there won’t be enough of it. Porridge burned so black that you pick leafy fragments of pan off your tongue – ah, but perhaps that means, in the scheme of things, that today the milk in the rice-pudding will not be cheesy, or the nameless meat in the hot-pot high. Solely reliable are the half-slice of bread at tea and the oat-cake for supper – which the crowding hairy-arms grab and steal.

Maria and Elizabeth try to stop this filching from Charlotte – but it is hard enough to look out for themselves. Maria is not yet eleven, Elizabeth not yet ten. The biggest girls are mighty-thighed and possess breasts, which they whisper about in the dormitory, comparing them triumphantly with those of the teachers. (Distant thought, like harsh sun stabbing over hills – will that happen to me? No, please God.) But this is what Charlotte really means when she asks: how can you bear it? How can this happen to Maria and Elizabeth, who stood so high and are brought so low?

Here is the real shock of Cowan Bridge. Her own homesickness, hunger and misery are intense but somehow unsurprising: in a way Charlotte never expected anything better of herself. But to see Maria and Elizabeth elbowed aside, licking up crumbs, bowing their heads before the nonsensical scolding of the teachers, silenced, diminished – it overturns everything. It cannot be right. Yet much of her feeling for right and wrong comes from Maria and Elizabeth, and they do not complain.

Elizabeth seems to rely on her famous patience. (At home, when Sarah Garrs issues the frequent command ‘You mun wait a minute,’ Elizabeth does so happily, while Branwell almost explodes at the very idea.) She is at ease with time: this time is not good, but there will come a time that is better. As for Maria, both her consolations and her lot are sterner. Maria has an enemy.
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The Bronté sisters —
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