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For my family
















One may say of Currer Bell that her genius finds a fitting illustration in her heroes and heroines—her Rochesters and Jane Eyres. They are men and women of deep feelings, clear intellects, vehement tempers, bad manners, ungraceful, yet lovable persons. Their address is brusque, unpleasant, yet individual, direct, free from shams and conventions of all kinds. They outrage “good taste,” yet they fascinate. You dislike them at first, yet you learn to love them. The power that is in them makes its vehement way right to your heart.


—G. H. Lewes, from an unsigned 1853 review, Leader

















Illustrations







	FIGURE 2.1:


	The Brontë family tree







	FIGURE 2.2:


	Cover page of Charlotte’s Young Men’s Magazine, August 1830







	FIGURE 2.3:


	Charlotte’s tiny books







	FIGURE 2.4:


	“Morning,” from a Young Men’s Magazine







	FIGURE 3.1:


	The Eyre family tree







	FIGURE 14.1:


	Doodles in the flyleaf of Goldsmith’s Geography







	FIGURE 14.2:


	Cartoon of Charlotte waving





















A Note on Textual References



I have reproduced all misspellings, odd grammar, and weird or missing punctuation used by the Brontës, their friends, and correspondents, following the lead of Juliet Barker and Margaret E. Smith. Where either of these exceptional scholars made conjectures on missing words or phrases, I have incorporated their text.















Walking into the Brontës



This is a love story. Charlotte Brontë and her sisters loved to write, and I fell in love with their words on the page, and I have been looking for that kind of love in and out of books ever since. And maybe you too have fallen in love with a Jane Eyre or a Paul Emanuel or, Heaven help you, a Heathcliff, and so you will know exactly what I mean.


Let me be clear, I am not a fairy-tale-magical-wedding-day happy-ever-after sort of person. My favorite fairy tales are the weird ones, where the girl who trod on a loaf gets sucked underground for her hubris, or one of the seven brothers straightens his hat and freezes the world, or dogs with dish-sized eyes wait for the soldier to strike the tinderbox, or the princess weaves coats of flax for her swan brothers. At the end of these stories, the heroine’s just lucky not to be dancing herself to death in a pair of bewitched shoes. That spiky strangeness is what I like most about them. When it came to my own ever-after, perhaps my expectations were unconventional, but I had still wanted a storybook ending, one way or another. I had been ecstatic to find someone with a winning smile who laughed at my jokes and wanted me around. I thought we were building a life together. But after one too many disappointed expectations and undelivered promises I finally became suspicious that it wasn’t going to happen. Whether I was unworthy, the person I had picked was too flawed, or the story I’d based my dreams on was a lie—something was broken.


As I got ready to leave the apartment that had finally started to feel like “ours,” my battered and beloved copy of Jane Eyre was the last book I packed, in the last bag I lined up by the door. I was leaving, taking only what I had brought with me and could call my own. It was a dark, bitter moment with one flicker of solace: Charlotte Brontë would have approved.


When I first came to the Brontës, I was a child, naïve and unwary. The old-fashioned prose and thick spine of Jane Eyre were promising; lots of the books written for kids my age (ten or so) were like potato chips, gone in a flash and leaving nothing behind but a greasy residue. I waded into the opening pages, read about a young girl huddled in a window-seat reading Bewick’s History of British Birds, and was intrigued. I’d spent my share of hours curled up reading while adults talked, and I found the notion of a window-sill hidden by curtains especially romantic. My “library” was under the fluorescent lights of a basement playroom where I escaped my toddler brother, who was too little to climb downstairs. Rather than the finely furnished halls of Gateshead that Jane Eyre longed to escape, I had a battered sleepaway couch, a plastic foosball table, a hot pink wooden toy box with a chalkboard, and an array of particleboard bookcases that groaned under the weight of Louisa May Alcott, Mark Twain, The Brothers Grimm, and Beverly Cleary. Despite these drastic differences in our circumstances, I related to Jane—there’s no accounting for the affinity one lonely kid has for another.


Then, as I read on, Jane’s villainous aunt sent her to a miserable boarding school, with horrible people, who didn’t understand anything that mattered, much less Jane herself. I was appalled. I wrote off Jane Eyre as unpleasant and unfair, a dull story about a plain girl’s awful life. That first time, I never made it to Thornfield or met Mr. Rochester. It’s possible I never even survived the ignominious “Liar” incident in Chapter VII. I have since gathered this experience is not uncommon—people tend to love Jane Eyre immediately or hate it. High school students made to suffer through it rarely make a return visit, unfortunately, and even adults who encounter it too late in life struggle to connect. London critic Elizabeth Rigby gave it an infamously harsh review in 1848, saying, “A little more, and we should have flung the book aside.”1 After that first attempt, I actually did toss Jane Eyre to the floor and heard the pages skitter as they hit the linoleum.


But the book was so satisfyingly weighty. Even as I hurled it off the bed, it seemed like a book that should matter. I kept picking it back up. I stared down Mr. Brocklehurst. I endured the boarding school. I crossed my fingers when Jane dared to advertise for a new position. Eventually, I found that I liked it, despite its darkness, despite Jane’s trials, which I took personally. To despise Jane was to despise me. By the time I finished it, I had come to love Jane Eyre. I was a chubby tomboy with a mushroom cut, who always talked too fast. I liked reading fantasy epics and singing along to show tunes in the car. But Jane Eyre took me somewhere new. Jane’s pastimes were ladylike—drawing and sewing; her language was dense and archaic, and I occasionally had no idea what was happening, but she spoke to me. She opened that door that exists inside all devoted readers. She made my heart beat faster and my fingers turn the pages ever more eagerly, hungry to know more.


Charlotte Brontë writes children like the child she must have been—the thoughtful, imaginative kind, with mature powers of observation and broad depths of feeling. Though shy, young Jane was fearless when spurred by oppression or injustice, which we see when she loses her temper with her bullying cousin a few pages into the novel’s opening. So what if she inevitably loses the fight and gets locked in her dead uncle’s haunted bedroom, bleeding from the scalp—Jane throws herself, nails out, at John Reed’s smug, hateful face and does her worst.


Often grown-up authors seem to assume that children’s thoughts are as simple as the words they have at their disposal. Jane Eyre radically departs from this attitude. Young Jane had the same faculties of understanding and sensitivity her grown-up self would, the same resistance to wrongdoing and the same enviable strength of passion. We expect this in our heroines—Charlotte Brontë’s contemporary readers did too—but giving this defiance to a kid in 1847 was terrifically subversive. Even at ten, I felt my mind was a morass of new and conflicting and imagined and hoped-for information I didn’t quite understand, and it was gratifying to see this complexity acknowledged in print. Until Jane, I had to read grown-up books to be challenged, usually sacrificing the pleasure of someone to relate to in the process. I felt certain Jane would understand my overwhelming feelings, the tidal wave of contradictory thoughts and impulses that barreled through my brain on a given day.


Sometimes we read to find ourselves; sometimes we read to escape ourselves; sometimes we read to see ourselves more clearly. When I read Jane Eyre, the words arranged themselves to form pictures; I could hear the voices, feel the dank drafts whispering through poorly fastened casements. I could hear really old jokes! Charlotte Brontë had meant to be funny when she wrote that Jane had “not a whit” of faith in Mr. Rochester as he tried to propose to her, and I had understood her being funny, and thusly we had communicated. Jane Eyre pulled me inside of it. When I looked back at the clock, it seemed time had gone faster while I read, the cost of living two lives at once. It was almost as good as time travel. Anything outside those pages vanished until, all too soon, I reached the last page, the adventure ended, and I was back on my bed where I started. Learning to speak Brontë gave me a secret power that nobody else had. And Jane Eyre was the key—it’s what put me on the path to living my life in sync with the Brontës’ work. It inspired a quest to discover as much about Charlotte Brontë as I could. Each Brontë has in turn provided exactly the right illumination for my life, but only when read at the right time. Try a Brontë novel too early, and you’ll find yourself scrabbling around the sides, wandering off mid-story distracted, even bored. But open the right book on the right day, and it’ll strike a bell you didn’t even know needed to be rung.


That’s how it was for me, anyway. Jane Eyre moved me to try Wuthering Heights, which I hated, then Villette, which I abandoned for being slow and inscrutable. In my early twenties I turned to Agnes Grey, which gave me a window into the life of a twenty-something woman and a nudge to grow up. I eventually devoured Shirley, savoring its feminism, friendship, and history; Charlotte is silly when she wants to be. After that, I tackled The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, which tore my life apart, only to remake it better. By then I was finally ready for Villette, the story it took Charlotte so many tries to get right. These days I reread Jane Eyre once a year, and take doses of the others as necessary. Sometimes I consult them like an oracle or a Magic 8 Ball—I open to a random page and see what they have to say; it’s an idiosyncratic art of bibliomancy, a kind of sortes brontënae.


I needed the Brontës to help me figure out how to function in the world around me, and their work is always up to the task. Even though their characters live, think, and speak in outdated and occasionally unwieldy prose, it still startles me to be reminded that they aren’t real. It seems much more likely they exist in the ether somewhere, fully formed and waiting for a reader to bring them to life again. Believing that my favorite characters live outside their pages may be why I hear new messages with every read. I have such faith in Jane Eyre that it always seems entirely plausible that this time, the ending might come off differently. There might be a new character to meet. Jane might not have such a hard time after fleeing the grounds of Thornfield. Rochester might come clean at the very start of their romance, or never have married Bertha Mason in the first place. St. John Rivers could let himself live a little and declare his undying love for Rosamond Oliver. All of these potential revisions seem equally possible. But it always happens the same way, as it has to happen, to eventually secure the happy ending I can’t live without.


When I’m in need of relationship lessons, the books are all about how partners should be equals. When I’m in need of motivation, I notice they contain an awful lot about women managing their own affairs and getting things done. When I need a boost of self-reliance, when I need to be taught about patience, when I need to rediscover an internal moral compass: whatever I need, it turns out that’s what the Brontës wrote. These novels examine women’s independence, employment, social values, education, mental illness, alcoholism, adultery, trials of the soul, morality, mythology, and love, especially love. When you’re tuned to the right frequency, there’s a medicinal power in Emily’s stubbornness, Anne’s perseverance, Charlotte’s sarcasm, and even Branwell’s self-destructive dissipation.


I thought I had come to the end of the Brontë shelf, but then I found their poetry, Charlotte’s letters, and a plethora of biographies. I read them all and I started over. I read the Brontës’ juvenilia and their schoolgirl essays, their novella fragments and forewords to revised editions, their unfinished scraps and diary papers. I examined the doodles in the margins, their illustrations and sketches, Charlotte’s watercolors and Branwell’s portraits of their neighbors. My life has unfolded alongside the words of the Brontës, sometimes been carried by them. This is the story of that journey—there are advantages to having a literary roadmap, and there are costs. Their lives and their writing and my life and my writing have all come together in an entwining of threads that seems both surprising and inevitable.















The Family





The Bells are of a hardy race. They do not lounge in drawing-rooms or boudoirs. The air they breathe is not that of the hot-house, or of perfumed apartments: but it whistles through the rugged thorns that shoot out their prickly arms on barren moors, or it ruffles the moss on the mountain tops. Rough characters, untamed by contact with towns or cities; wilful men, with the true stamp of the passions upon them; plain vigorous Saxon words, not spoiled nor weakened by bad French or school-boy Latin; rude habits; ancient residences—with Nature in her great loneliness all around;—these—with the gray skies or sunset glories above—are the elements of their stories, compounded and reduced to shape, in different moods and with different success.


—Unsigned review of The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, The Examiner, 18481




Had my father given me a different book in the spring of 1995, I might be writing an account of a lifelong obsession with Virginia Woolf or Mark Twain or even George Eliot (and I wouldn’t be the first). But he gave me Jane Eyre and, unexpectedly, a mission. As I opened book after book, turned page after page, sought out source after source in my pursuit of the Brontës, I was trying to get as close as possible to them, to uncover who they were, how they lived, and why I felt like I knew them. I found myself asking questions. Are the characters inhabiting their fiction anything like them, or the people they knew? What do we have in common? What did they know about life that I need to understand in order to live mine? Though it often seems like the four Brontë children who survived to adulthood sprang, fully genius-ed, from their father’s forehead, the truth is they began as scribbling children, writing to escape.
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Figure 2.1: The Brontë family tree.


REPRODUCED BY PERMISSION FROM THE AUTHOR.








If you want a Lifetime Movie version of the Brontës, read Clement King Shorter’s Charlotte Brontë and Her Circle; he’s perpetually on the verge of histrionics. If you want an immaculately researched biography, read Juliet Barker’s The Brontës.2 If you want to know about every surviving scrap of paper in Charlotte’s hand, seek out Margaret E. Smith’s scrupulously edited volumes of her letters and juvenilia. They’ll tell you what you need to know. But my mission is to uncover how the Brontës became the writers I connected with—and these are the breadcrumbs that led me there.


Early on, I came across the biography written by Elizabeth Gaskell, a novelist who befriended Charlotte after her literary career took off. Gaskell created the enduring—and inaccurate—perceptions of Charlotte and her sisters as pallid, isolated, otherworldly waifs. Gaskell had the benefit of actual contact with Charlotte and her closest friends, but the strikes against her include an annoyingly dreary oversimplification of the Brontës’ lives, a misrepresentation of Charlotte’s father, Patrick, as rageful and callous, and the omission of anything scandalous or exciting whenever possible. Charlotte was her focal point, to the detriment of Emily and Anne, and Gaskell managed to make Charlotte seem both incredibly intelligent and incredibly passive in establishing herself. Passive was the very last thing I could imagine the person who’d made Jane Eyre being. I kept digging.
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THE essential facts are these: Patrick Brontë was a curate, the Anglican equivalent of a parish priest, in a small town in Yorkshire, in the northern part of England. He married a woman named Maria and they had six children, three of whom joined the ranks of the most famous Victorian novelists, one of whom never recovered from the fact that he did not. While I cannot hide the fact that Charlotte is my favorite, I am a stalwart Anne supporter as well. If it would establish Anne as the second-most-important Brontë, I would serve as her second in a duel. The historical neglect of her work is that appalling. We’ll get to her later, I promise.


Maria was the daughter of a prosperous Penzance merchant family. She met Patrick Brontë in 1812 at school in Rawdon, Yorkshire. He was a thirty-five-year-old autodidact, a curate, a poet, and the author of a fairly moralizing novel, The Maid of Killarny. He had changed his name from variously spelled versions of “Branty” to “Brontë” after leaving Ireland to enroll in St. John’s College in Cambridge in 1802. The shift camouflaged his Irishness, honored Lord Nelson, the Duke of Bronte, and looked better on paper. Patrick and Maria became engaged eight months after they met. Surviving letters from Maria reveal her to be a sweet and thoughtful woman, eager for Patrick’s guidance and companionship. At twenty-nine, having lost her parents a few years earlier, Maria was accustomed to a certain amount of independence and freedom; when she decided to marry, it was because she had found a man she respected and loved enough to allow him to guide her. She even calls him “My dear saucy Pat,” which is as embarrassing as any parental PDA.3 They married in December of 1812, settled into Patrick’s curacy in Hartshead, and proceeded to have six children.


Their daughters Maria and Elizabeth were born in 1813 and 1815 (the same years Jane Austen published Pride and Prejudice and Emma, respectively). Charlotte was born in 1816, followed by Branwell, the only son and family pet, in 1817. Emily, strong-minded and antisocial, was born in 1818, and finally, in 1820, came Anne, the quiet, opinionated, and oft-forgotten. Shortly after Anne’s birth, the family moved to Haworth, a milltown near Keighley, where Patrick became the village curate. His responsibilities included giving sermons, performing ceremonies from baptisms to funerals, and generally maintaining the spiritual welfare of the populace. Haworth was small and industrial then, supported by weaving mills and those who worked in them. With the village church and graveyard at its highest point, the town spread down cobbled streets and narrow lanes lined with shops and houses into the Worth Valley. As a matter of fact it still does, though the mills are closed now and the Brontës are not merely residents, but the raison d’être of the town. It’s surrounded on all sides by glorious moors filled with heather and tall grasses and lush green fields crisscrossed by picturesque stone walls. When the Brontës lived there, trees hadn’t yet been planted near the church and the view was bleak in the gray autumn and winter, but a walk uphill in any direction would yield an incomparable view of the surrounding countryside.


Contrary to lore that surrounds the Brontës and their Parsonage in the popular imagination, they weren’t in the middle of nowhere, their yard wasn’t desolate and windswept all year round, and they didn’t lack access to community resources. They attended local concerts, art exhibitions, and the Mechanics Institute, which hosted lectures and social events. True, the graveyard comes right up to the Parsonage garden, and 41 percent of children born in the village died before the age of six, but there was more to their lives than all-pervading death.4 The sooty grayness that covered the yellow stone of the small houses and shops was due to smoke from the mills, not from some inherent regional depression.


Patrick was an astute, well-read, political thinker, and he embraced his children’s active imaginations and vociferous opinions. He read them newspapers, brought history to life through storytelling, and hired art and music teachers as the children became old enough. They were allowed to read whatever they wanted, from Aesop’s Fables and Arabian Nights to Edinburgh’s Blackwoods literary magazines. Patrick Brontë’s Gaskell-induced reputation as a hothead and a bully doesn’t seem entirely merited (and in fact was based on the testimony of one disgruntled servant). The bond between Charlotte and her father sustained them both in the wake of the losses that awaited the family; she was always willing to place Patrick’s welfare above her own.


But then again, it’s possible he was harsh in his youth and mellowed with age—like my own father, who tended to explode with anger when frustrated by his children, his wife, or his work, but who also introduced me to much of the arts and culture that I still love as an adult. I could never stand up to his fury, but the happy times are unmatched. Maybe Patrick’s anger didn’t bother her as much. Maybe Charlotte’s coping mechanisms were more developed than mine. Maybe reports were exaggerated. We’ll never know.


After giving birth to Anne, her fifth daughter, Maria Brontë began suffering symptoms of uterine cancer. She died in 1821, when her eldest was eight and Anne was only a year old. Maria’s unmarried sister, Elizabeth Branwell, came to live with the family and take care of the children. In July of 1824, the eldest Brontë daughters, Maria and Elizabeth, were sent to the Cowan Bridge School for Clergymen’s Daughters for a more formal education; Charlotte followed in August and Emily in November. They were taught English grammar and literature, geography, history, arithmetic, some natural sciences, and needlework. Thanks to poor ventilation and an inhospitable climate, both Maria and Elizabeth contracted consumptive illnesses and were quickly brought back home, where they died in May and June of 1825. Emily and Charlotte were called home immediately afterward, where they were educated by Aunt Branwell and Patrick alongside their younger brother and sister. This all sounds like it happened fast—a quick trip to school, a tragic loss, and a brisk ride home again. But think of childhood’s emotional calendar. The low moments seemed to last forever, and the bright moments flash like streetlamps outside a car window. Even if every other year of her life was full of curiosity and creativity, the trauma of losing two sisters soon after losing her mother must have intensely affected Charlotte, who was already so sensitive. She woke to find herself the eldest daughter instead of a sheltered third, responsible for her younger siblings as she’d never been before.


In good weather, the Brontë children went to the moors behind the Parsonage and spent days walking and climbing, studying plants and animals, and telling stories together. Of the few images we have of the sisters, most are drawings or paintings they made of one another—Branwell’s grouping of the surviving four (which he later painted himself out of, leaving a chalky gray pillar in his place) is the most famous. I used to mock Branwell for the portrait’s ungainliness, until I saw it in person—he does capture something exciting in Charlotte’s eyes. By contrast, Charlotte’s watercolors are expressive and delicate, especially her botanicals.


The storytelling “plays” that represent the Brontës’ earliest surviving written work may have begun before the deaths of Maria and Elizabeth, but they developed into nearly full-time occupations afterward. The sheer volume of the Brontës’ juvenilia proves the rumors of their sickly depressiveness as children must have been greatly exaggerated. They kept busy by creating richly layered imaginary worlds drawn from the books and magazines that filled the Parsonage. The impact of losing their mother shows up in their fiction, where the mothers are either missing, careless, reappearing after a long absence, or impossibly warm and generous.


The Brontës first began recording their imaginative storytelling on paper in 1829, when Charlotte set down The History of the Year. In it, she recounts how she and her siblings had adopted their favorite characters from history, inspired by a set of Branwell’s toy soldiers they called The Twelve. Charlotte claimed the Duke of Wellington, Branwell took Napoleon Bonaparte, Emily chose “a very grave looking fellow” they called Gravey, and Anne’s was “a queer little thing very like herself” dubbed “waiting Boy.”5 They conscripted their tiny subjects into adventures both mundane and supernatural. Maybe that sounds weird, but let ye who never enjoyed mutant turtles named after Renaissance artists cast the first stone. They traveled to an imaginary Africa, established their own pretend nation-states, fought for and against their rulers, conducted courtly intrigues, and dabbled in romance. Within their imaginary kingdom of Glass Town, the sisters and Branwell ruled as Chief Genii or Little Queens and a Little King, and each had their own country to manage. The young Brontës also imagined themselves in a school superintended by the Duke of Wellington, who became Charlotte’s lifelong hero.


When she was fourteen, Charlotte made a list of her work thus far in a little document titled “Catalogue of my Books with the periods of their completion up to August 3, 1830.” You can go visit it in person at the Morgan Library and Museum in New York. Should you make an appointment online, after you’ve been signed in and admitted, the librarian will bring it over on two large plush triangular cushions, with weighted ropes gently draped across the pages to keep them open. When you’re ready to turn the page, you call for the librarian again, who brings over a small strip of paper with an angled point and generously allows you to turn the flimsy leaf yourself. The catalogue is the size of a half-sheet of paper, folded over again, with three of the four leaves filled by Charlotte’s assertive handwriting. She must have pinned the page down between thumb and forefinger to write on it. Her “&” symbols look like the incomplete figure-eights children use to represent fish. Screened from the librarian’s view by the book the catalogue was pasted into, you might dare to surreptitiously run your finger back and forth over Charlotte’s childish signature. On one side of the paper, lurking somewhere behind her words, way back in 1830, is Charlotte. On the other, you—or at least, I—sit, delighted. And awash in something else, too—an uncanny sense of recognition.


When I was twelve or so, I would script elaborate military “missions” for my younger brother Thomas and I to act out. We’d mix our Ninja Turtles, our G.I. Joes, Barbies, Trolls, beanie babies, and Playmobil figures in kaleidoscopic undertakings that crossed space, time, and genre. But since he was only five, his limited literacy and inability to memorize elaborate orders left him wandering rudderless whenever I sent him off with maps and passwords. We switched to improvisation games, inspired by Whose Line Is It Anyway?, and sketch comedy from The Kids in the Hall and sanitized reruns of Saturday Night Live. The video evidence of this period that survives shows me brusquely coaching a kid who barely knew his alphabet through skits, tool-safety PSAs, mock ballroom dance competitions, and quiz shows (and frequently breaking the cardinal rule of responding with “yes, and…” to seize creative control). We made up songs on the walk home when I picked him up from school, and watched Monty Python and Mystery Science Theater 3000 until we could quote entire episodes from memory. Though we both lacked the attention to detail and manual dexterity to create tiny publications of our own, we fully inhabited this world we invented together. We still feel its impact—and not just in our incessant lapses into catchphrases and cackling. He started a public speaking club as an undergraduate using many of the skills we practiced together in our living room and backyard. I briefly wrote for a comedy clips show, and those improv techniques come in handy when I teach children and college students about writing and voice.


There’s a lot of discussion these days about the merits and dangers of childhood vulnerability and adolescent missteps being preserved online, but I almost wish the juvenile ramblings of all the writers I love were still available, like these tiny works of art the Brontës left behind. Juvenilia gives us an opportunity to watch writers try out ideas in first one medium, then another, before making their more ambitious attempts in adulthood. For example, Charlotte’s The Professor developed out of a short story Branwell began as a teen, and Jane Eyre’s Edward Fairfax Rochester evolved from Charlotte’s Duke of Zamorna; they have a shared intensity of personality and tend toward arrogance. Knowing Charlotte fantasized about the same kind of dynamic hero from adolescence on unsettles the common perception that Rochester was entirely based on Constantin Heger, one of her teachers.
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Figure 2.2: Cover page of Charlotte’s Young Men’s Magazine, August 1830.


PHOTO COURTESY OF THE BRONTË PARSONAGE MUSEUM.








Branwell began writing a Young Men’s Magazine in 1830, based heavily on Blackwoods, with the same short essays, satire, political debate, dispatches from around the empire, poetry, and installments of novels. Charlotte eventually took over the magazine and maintained Branwell’s tiny bound-folio format for nearly two years. Her earliest surviving fiction reflects her interest in defying the constraints placed on her gender by society and literature—she frequently wrote as “Captain Tree” or “Charles Townshend,” even into early adulthood. She rarely wrote about traditional “feminine” issues found in ladies’ magazines. Instead she placed her characters in boisterous taverns, where they bickered about politics and demanded more venison. In the issues of Blackwoods she read as a child she would have encountered a constant barrage of sexism—“What if the Duke of Wellington were a Woman?” one essay asked before bemoaning the idea of pregnancy sabotaging the Battle of Waterloo; another scornfully derided the fledgling feminist efforts of “Bluestockings over the Border.” Writing as a boy allowed Charlotte to take freedoms she didn’t yet feel entitled to as an “authoress.” The agency she took for herself as a girl is probably a large part of what made her mature fiction even possible—to write so freely as an adult required years of practice in the grip of Branwell’s strong editorial style. Perhaps my brother has my domineering director’s approach to thank for the intensity and integrity of his arguing style now.
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Figure 2.3: Charlotte’s tiny books.


PHOTO COURTESY OF THE BRONTË PARSONAGE MUSEUM.








The Brontë magazines that the Parsonage Museum keeps today are two inches tall and an inch and a half wide, and though the script is decipherable, it often requires a magnifying glass to make out. Charlotte continued Branwell’s cunning tradition of making the font look as much like typeface as possible and imitating the composition of a Blackwoods title page all the way down to the seller’s information. They are hilarious, both for the precociousness of the authors and the straightforwardness of their delivery. My favorite “Conversation” dates from Charlotte’s tenure as editor and features an argument between Captain Tree, the Marquis of Douro (aka Lord Charles Wellesley), and “Stumps” during an evening of squabbles and roast meat. Charlotte reveals herself, irritable and funny, through her characters. Hearing her “voice” on the page as a young girl makes her relatable—not a refined, unreachable Author of Global Distinction and Renown, but just Charlotte, writing stories for her imaginary friends under made-up names, just like I did. Perhaps Charlotte never “became” a writer but just was one.


The Brontës and I all embellished our make-believe with books we’d read and stories we’d heard, blurring the line between reality and art as we lived inside our creations even off the page. My grandfather built me a dollhouse for my fifth birthday, where I spent hours with the Williams family (parented by Vivian and Vance, named after a misread title card from I Love Lucy) and their household concerns. I rarely played out loud, preferring to narrate in my head where nobody could eavesdrop. I played with the dollhouse well into adolescence, and occasionally wrote out the stories belonging to its inhabitants, with atrocious attempts at dialect inspired by The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, and dramatic twists drawn from soap operas and Shakespeare. After I read Noel Streatfeild’s Thursday’s Child, I often acted out mock-flights with my neighborhood friends through imaginary canals and alleyways, dodging orphanage matrons and scullery maids. I even inadvertently followed in the Brontës’ footsteps by curating a paper called The Pennington Post, assembled from articles and headlines clipped out of a fledgling local paper known as the Washington Post. I glued the newsprint excerpts onto ruled looseleaf, stapled them together, signed myself “editor-in-chief,” and sold them for $1.50 to anyone who would buy them. Ultimately the Brontë sisters’ debut collection of poems would outstrip my journalistic empire by just two copies. And they only sold two copies.






[image: image]

Figure 2.4: “Morning,” from a Young Men’s Magazine.


PHOTO COURTESY OF THE BRONTË PARSONAGE MUSEUM.








And what of Emily and Anne? We know from references in their few surviving letters and diary papers that Emily and Anne were just as involved in storytelling and writing as their older brother and sister, but almost none of their juvenilia survives. In her work, Charlotte is both affectionate and mocking when she refers to characters and events in Emily and Anne’s kingdoms, as any older sister would be. Their realm was called Gondal, and all that remains of it are poems written in character and lists of inhabitants, though they continued writing tales of its adventures well into adulthood. In fact, it was the separation from the security of this imaginary world that made living away from home so painful when they traveled to school or to work as governesses outside Haworth. The fantasies were portable, of course, but away from home, the Brontës lost the opportunity to collaborate with one another, the intimacy of family language, and the luxury of unsupervised free time. Charlotte apparently destroyed the Gondal Chronicles after the deaths of Emily and Anne, along with any in-progress manuscripts they may have had. It’s a tragedy for the Brontë voyeur who wants to read absolutely everything, especially since we can see such clear connections between the themes, characters, and style of the Brontë juvenilia and the more sophisticated prose of their adult work. But it’s also a gesture of fierce loyalty, which perpetually characterizes Charlotte’s stewardship of her sisters’ work, and her friendships generally.


At fifteen, during her year at a Miss Wooler’s school in Roe Head, Charlotte befriended fellow classmates Ellen Nussey and Mary Taylor; her relationships with them, as well as with Margaret Wooler herself, would endure for the rest of her life. What became a twenty-year correspondence began very simply, formally, and a little prudishly. Her letters to Ellen are affectionate, even clingy, as they ponder important questions like whether it’s appropriate for boys and girls to dance together at village events, and how prominently love should figure in the decision to marry. Charlotte’s lamentations about Haworth’s isolation are another common theme. Notably missing is any hint that when Charlotte wasn’t writing to Ellen or teaching Sunday School, she was sending her imagination on fantastical adventures around the globe. It’s hard to believe this polite, conscientious student is the same mouthy teenage editor of Young Men’s Magazine, so fearless when it came to orchestrating bar brawls and dangerous adventures in foreign lands. From the earliest days of their friendship, Charlotte kept an essential part of herself completely hidden from Ellen and everyone else outside the family circle. Oh how I relate.


We’d moved across the country for the fifth time when I was seven, leaving our extended family of grandparents and beloved aunts and cousins behind. Once school started again, my life at home was dolls and books and musical theater and documentaries on Friday nights, eating pizza with my whole family. My life at school was floundering to keep up with the pop culture references of my classmates who were allowed to watch TV on school nights and vain attempts to corral my innate lack of cool into something my peers might tolerate. As I made my way into middle school, I was always pudgy and awkward, never put-together or capable of doing things the right way. My journals from this period are so lonely and hapless I shudder to reread them: lists of makeup from Seventeen magazine I thought would help me fit in, frantic records of the minutiae of social interactions in search of encouraging subtext, and dramatic fantasy denunciations of the class bullies, who made fun of my chubbiness, my tendency to anger, my obvious crushes, my know-it-all pride.


In 1835, at the age of nineteen, Charlotte returned to Roe Head as a teacher, while Emily, seventeen, attended as a pupil. The fragmentary journals she kept there illustrate the frustration of being caught between Angria, the rich and vibrant imaginary world she had created at home, and the daily “cheerless” drudgery of life at school. One of Charlotte’s journal pages from this time begins, “I’m just going to write because I cannot help it.”6 Emily’s intense homesickness led her home in October. Anne took her place and remained for two more years.


This is a common pattern. Charlotte blazes a trail, Emily follows, Branwell strikes out in another direction. Then Emily quits, Branwell gets fired, and Anne steps up to put in a sustained, dedicated, unappreciated effort. Anne fell ill in 1837, prompting Charlotte to leave Roe Head with a good deal of resentment against Miss Wooler for not taking Anne’s condition seriously. They eventually made up, and Charlotte returned to teach for an additional year in 1838. All together, the sisters only had seven years of structured education outside the home, which was enough to equip them for a career in the liminal space between guest and servant, practically the only respectable option for gently born young women. They became governesses. And unsurprisingly, so did many of their characters.
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WE were living on Marquette Street when it all began, in a quiet Virginia suburb just outside of Washington, DC. I had a fort up on stilts in the backyard that I called a treehouse, though it was neither in a tree nor a properly enclosed house. I loved to smuggle pickles and cheese and a stack of books out there and lay under the trees for hours. I read alone a great deal—YA fantasy by Mercedes Lackey, vintage L. M. Montgomery, fairy tales and the D’Aulaires’ books of mythology, stories from American Girl magazine written in the 1950s that advised young women how to let down their hair, be themselves, and still get taken to the sock hop.


That Easter, underneath the basket of candy and plastic grass the Easter Bunny (aka my mother) had left me, there was a stack of books contributed by my father. I picked up the heaviest one and looked at the cover. A young woman, with the faintly sad expression of someone who has never received a present, gazed calmly off into the middle distance. It sits in a place of honor at my desk now. The back cover has worn off; the glued spine is exposed. My name is written in my mother’s neat handwriting on the title page, probably from when I took it to summer camp. Many pages are dog-eared; favorite passages are annotated in pencil and pen, exclamation points and underlinings and smiley faces and frowns. Makeshift bookmarks and receipts peek out between the pages, mementos from long-ago waiting rooms and car rides.


A round-trip Metro-North ticket from when I lived in Harlem and commuted to Connecticut every day for my first grown-up job. A stub from a performance of Henrik Ibsen’s Ghosts. An empty white card-sized envelope. A fragment of paper with “Don’t lose it!” written on it. Grains of sand fall out if I gently shake it, from trips to the beach. I’ve collected fancier editions at used book sales and sturdier editions for travel, and even a board book version illustrated with felt dolls that reduces the story to one word per page (girl, red, stand, woman, fall, help, kiss, stairs, leave, cold, hot, care), but this copy is still my favorite. This is what I think of, when I think of Jane Eyre.















Jane





I saw a girl sitting on a stone bench near; she had bent over a book, on the perusal of which she seemed intent: from where I stood I could see the title—it was “Rasselas;” a name that struck me as strange, and consequently attractive. In turning a leaf she happened to look up, and I said to her directly:—


“Is your book interesting?” I had already formed the intention of asking her to lend it to me some day.


“I like it,” she answered, after a pause of a second or two, during which she examined me.


“What is it about?” I continued. I hardly know where I found the hardihood thus to open a conversation with a stranger; the step was contrary to my nature and habits: but I think her occupation touched a chord of sympathy somewhere; for I too liked reading, though of a frivolous and childish kind; I could not digest or comprehend anything serious or substantial.


—Jane Eyre, Chapter V




As self-conscious literature-loving girls love Anne Shirley, as tomboy writers love Jo March, as stubborn girls love Mary Lennox, as dramatic girls love Margaret Thursday, I, who am often anxious and awkward, love Jane. I love her fire. Her fire, and her isolation. Despite the reticence to talk to strangers, which I share, she is full of opinions, and she knows the value of having a place to go off to by herself.


The passage above is from Jane’s first meeting with Helen Burns, a too-good-to-be-true character (based on Charlotte’s sister Maria) who becomes Jane’s best friend at Lowood. “Strange, and consequently attractive,” encapsulates Jane Eyre almost perfectly. It may not have had any geniis or fairies or pictures, but it introduced me to the coming-of-age genre. Of the dozens of books I read as a child, only Jane Eyre met me where I was and took me with her as we grew up.


Without Jane’s passion, Jane Eyre is basically a series of dismal British buildings populated by mostly unpleasant people with well-stocked libraries. Though technically her sister Anne beat her to it, Charlotte usually gets credit for the first plain, poor heroine in Victorian literature. Jane has neither wealth nor beauty to recommend her, only her own indefatigable moral code and a sharp sense of humor. After being sent to school, where she chafes under the cruelty and deprivation of the administrators, she buries her rage, loses her only friend to consumption, becomes a top student, and finally emerges as a teacher, trained to educate the children of wealthy families.


In the early days of my relationship with Jane Eyre, I identified first with young Jane and later with her pupil, Adele. I had already been the new kid in school twice when we arrived in Virginia the summer before third grade. At the magnet school where I was enrolled, many kids had attended neighborhood schools together for years. I knew nobody and lacked the social confidence to connect with new people easily. After I struggled bravely through the first few days in Mrs. McEllhatton’s class (I believe what I actually did was cry at my desk), she assigned me a friend, a fellow bookish type who liked to sing, and whose guinea pig had recently given birth to an unexpected litter. That would cheer anybody up. Betsy and I spent weekends under her kitchen table in “Fort Guinea” eating pizza and talking, taking occasional breaks for Nintendo or to dress our American Girl dolls. I also met neighborhood kids who were kind enough to ask why I was sitting on the curb crying in the middle of a Saturday afternoon. We spent that summer and several after that exploring the woods that bordered their backyards and throwing rocks in the creek—we kept busy, but they weren’t what Anne of Green Gables would call “bosom companions.” We mostly confined our conversation to Power Rangers, Sabina’s new Sega, and which cushions protected us from lava and which from ice monsters. I joined local youth basketball and soccer leagues, competed on the swim team, played the viola in the school orchestra, sang in choruses, tried out for plays. I gravitated toward creative, funny people, and gradually found a social niche where I could relax a little.


Safe at home, when I wasn’t dancing to Broadway soundtracks in the living room or practicing my jumpshot in the backyard, I spent entire days at Thornfield. One of the secrets I always kept was that I still played with dolls at home—and not just Barbies, which plenty of my peers would have sheepishly admitted to, but baby and toddler-sized dolls that I dressed up and carried with me through make-believe dramas. I pretended I was one of Jane’s classmates, or imagined myself as a second ward of Mr. Rochester’s, being taught alongside Adele. At school, even with a friend like Betsy to lean on, I felt like a freak, awkward, dorky, and out of place, always spoiling for a fight. But inside, in the pages of Jane Eyre, I found sanctuary. And even when something unpleasant happened, I consoled myself that it gave me something else in common with Jane.


I always lost myself in books on the way to and from school; one afternoon I borrowed the only class copy of Flight 116 Is Down, a YA thriller about a teenage girl who survives a plane crash, which the teacher was reading aloud to us. I borrowed it to finish on the bus because I couldn’t take the suspense, and walked from the bus stop to my house without looking up. But then I was absent the next day, so the class had to wait through a long three-day weekend before they got to finish the story. The sixth-grade boys turned vicious, mocking me for being so weird I’d taken the book home in the first place and so stupid I’d forgotten to bring it back. When I appealed to the teacher for justice, all he said was, “I think you deserve it, Miranda, don’t you?” The entire class laughed, and I knew there would be no protection from the sixth-grade boys that year.


And there wasn’t. They wanted me to be sure I knew I was fat, my haircut was short and ugly, I was short and ugly. Nobody wanted to be on my team. They didn’t like what I liked, or understand who I was. Every small injustice stung, but I would remember Jane Eyre and how she endured that insufferable Brocklehurst’s accusation, grit my teeth, and stomp off. I may have eventually learned to fake being “normal” in short, controlled bursts, but I was never fully myself in “real life.” I couldn’t be. I wasn’t free to make mistakes, or get excited; I couldn’t count on a generous reception. Most friendships didn’t last—the unlucky target of my friendship would tire of my drowning-girl’s eagerness, and I’d feel alone again.
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THE vivid imagination of my childhood was reborn as fanatical, hopeless romanticism when I reached adolescence. I was constantly falling in and out of love. The objects of my affection were remote, unreachable, disdainful, assuming they knew I existed at all. The patience I demonstrated as I waited to have my heart sufficiently broken may be the only patience I’ve ever shown in my entire life.


As I outgrew Disney movies and MGM musicals, I studied the romantic comedies of the 1990s like they were Homer and Virgil. I was eager to unlock the secret wisdom of Clueless and Ten Things I Hate About You and She’s All That and Get Over It and Boys and Girls and any other movie where boy meets girl (lifelong best friendship optional), girl changes herself to appeal more to boy, boy finally falls for her, and they go to prom. One of my irrational regrets was being the only person in my family who didn’t need glasses, as it robbed me of the opportunity to suddenly become more attractive by letting down my hair and removing them.
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