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FOR MY HEATH ON THE MOORS


AND, BEGGING THEIR FORGIVENESS,


FOR FOUR EXTRAORDINARY CHILDREN


I WISH I COULD HAVE KNOWN
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It seemed as if I were a non-existent shadow—that I neither spoke, ate, imagined, or lived of myself, but I was the mere idea of some other creature’s brain. The Glass Town seemed so likewise. My father . . . and everyone with whom I am acquainted, passed into a state of annihilation; but suddenly I thought again that I and my relatives did exist and yet, not us, but our minds, and our bodies without ourselves. Then this supposition—the oddest of any—followed the former quickly, namely, that WE without US were shadows; also, but at the end of a long vista, as it were, appeared dimly and indistinctly, beings that really lived in a tangible shape, that were called by our names and were US from whom WE had been copied by something—I could not tell what.


Another world formed part of this reverie . . . England was there but totally different in manners, customs, inhabitants.


—CHARLOTTE BRONTË


AGE 12


But surely you and everybody have a notion that there is, or should be, an existence of yours beyond you.


—EMILY BRONTË


And who can tell but Heaven, at last,


May answer all my thousand prayers,


And bid the future pay the past


With joy for anguish, smiles for tears?


—ANNE BRONTË


Forsooth, I’m the greatest man in the world and these ladies the best judges!


—BRANWELL BRONTË,


AGE 13
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PART I


A Sound Called Wuthering






ONE
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The Bees


Once, four children called Charlotte, Emily, Anne, and Branwell lived all together in a village called Haworth in the very farthest, steepest, highest, northernest bit of England. Their house stood snugly at the very farthest, steepest, highest bit of the village, just behind the church and the crowded graveyard, for their father was the parson. Every Sunday he stood up in the chapel and told the tightly buttoned people of Haworth all about the wonders of a buttoned-up heaven and the dangers of this buttoned-down earth. The four of them were mostly looked after by their Aunt Elizabeth and their maidservant, Tabitha, for a parson has very little time for children, what with all that worrying about heaven and earth and buttoning, both up and down. But oftener and oftener, they looked after each other, which suited them very well.


Charlotte was the oldest. Her thick hair parted through the center of her skull like a dark sea. She had a round, pale face, a fearsome scowl, and a smile that was slow to come, but worth the wait. Branwell felt quite strongly that just because he was eleven and Charlotte was twelve didn’t mean she could do anything he couldn’t do, or know anything he didn’t know. He had dark eyes and eyelashes and eyebrows and dark, curly hair. When he frowned, which he almost always did, he looked just like a storm cloud come to life. Emily, close behind her brother at ten years old, had ringlets the color of hazelnuts, soft gray eyes, and a wonderful memory. She could remember the tiniest details, like the color of the gloves she wore on the day their mother died. As for Anne, the youngest, she was very nearly the prettiest child in Haworth. Her hair shone almost the same blond as the girls in fancy paintings. Even though she’d only just turned eight, she watched everyone with her wide gray-violet eyes so intently that the whole house felt a little as though she were spying on them, making reports to some invisible spymaster.


There had been more of them, once. They used to be six. Maria and Lizzie, older than Charlotte, with matching fiery brown eyes and red cheeks and big, rolling voices. All the girls but Anne had gone merrily off to school together, but Lizzie and Maria caught matching fiery fevers and what came back in the carriage with poor Emily and poor Charlotte they’d buried in the churchyard. It was too big a thing to hold in their heads all at once, like the idea that the moon was actually a huge cold stone hanging in the lonely dark forever. They knew that was true, but if they tried to go outside and see how vast and empty it really was, they just couldn’t make it feel true. They couldn’t keep something that distant and frightening inside them for more than a minute. They had to go on with living, one foot in front of the other. How could anyone do that knowing something so unfathomably heavy and silent was just hanging above you all the time, with nothing to keep it from plummeting toward you without a bit of warning? All they could face in the night was a few soft beams of moonlight through the window, and the knowledge that they would never be six again.


Most days, the four of them were quite content to play indoors in the room at the top of the stairs. They tried not to cause much trouble for Aunt Elizabeth and Tabitha and Papa. Causing trouble meant extra chores and early bedtimes with no candles. Still, they could never manage to be completely good. Each of them had a criminal specialty, a particular wickedness they could never resist.


Emily was an expert smuggler. She could burgle the stumps of candles up to their room before Tabitha even noticed they’d burned down low. The very second Papa finished reading an issue of one of his magazines, Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, the Leeds Intelligencer, or the Quarterly Review, it would vanish from his bedside table in Emily’s hot little hands. She hid bits of seedcake and bread and boiled carrots away in her skirt at supper and fed them secretly to a little gang of birds through the playroom window.


Anne really did spy on nearly everyone. She could sneak and creep and vanish again like a fox in the hedgerows. Her ears were like little soft bear traps lying in wait for any scrap of whisper that floated through the house, and the village, too. She didn’t understand exactly every word gruff grown-ups in brown coats and brown skirts mumbled under their breath. But she always remembered them anyhow so that she could ask Charlotte what compound interest or tuberculosis meant after supper. Secrets great and small stood no chance when Anne was about.


Charlotte could lie better and with a straighter face than any member of Parliament. She knew the truth was important, and honorable, and befitting the daughter of a parson. But whenever anyone asked her the simplest little question, a thousand terribly un-simple, magnificently un-little answers came flooding into her mind, and each of them shone far brighter than the tatty old truth. When Tabitha spoke sternly to her on the subject of stray salt left all over the kitchen and not tidied up in the least, she could have just apologized like a fine, upstanding girl. They’d snuck downstairs to play Polar Exploration and built up proper banks of snow crystals to conquer. But wasn’t it just an awful lot more interesting to tell the maidservant that a star had fallen to earth last night, and walked all the way across the moors without touching the grass, and stars are just beasts for salt, don’t you know? Even if Papa asked her something as tiny and silly as whether or not she had seen his pipe lying about, Charlotte would sometimes tell him she hadn’t when she could see it resting just there, on the left-most bookshelf. She just wanted to see what sort of evening would unfold if she did the unexpected thing.


Branwell, however, had a true genius for badness. He was both a vandal and a brawler. He pinched his sisters whenever he could—it was so glorious to hear them shriek and see them squirm! He tussled with the neighbor boys, and should a dog ever bite him, he would bite back, every time, and hard. Branwell, when he was not hurling himself at things, had begun to furtively sketch the girls’ faces on the plaster wall of the room at the top of the stairs. He desperately loved to draw, and he had no other models. He had no interest at all in becoming a parson like his father. Branwell would be a great painter. He hadn’t told Papa yet, of course, but he knew it in his kneecaps. He practiced on his sisters because he didn’t like to paint himself. After all, it was a boy’s job to make things—furniture and machines and money and books and governments and art and such. It was a girl’s job to sit still and let someone else make something out of them, and that was that.


Almost all their crimes went to furnish that room at the top of the stairs in high style. It was hardly more than a drafty white closet, nestled like a secret between Papa’s room and Aunt Elizabeth’s. But the four children ruled over it as their sovereign kingdom. They decreed, once and for all, that no person taller than a hat-stand could disturb their territory, on penalty of not being spoken to for a week. The geographical features of their empire were few: a woven green rug, a little matching desk and bookshelf, a slim bed against one wall, and a tall, narrow window that looked out on a splendid oak tree and down into the churchyard. Of course, none of them slept in that slim bed. The room at the top of the stairs was for better things than snoring. They kept it well-stocked with paper and inkwells and toys and watercolor paints. At the moment, they counted among the subjects of this small and tidy kingdom: Snowflake, Rainbow, and Diamond (a half-blind elderly raven, one-legged sparrow hawk, and motherless baby owl who visited at the window most nights), Jasper the pheasant who could not fly up into the tree but visited all the same, pecking among the roots, and two dusty dolls with lavender bonnets. But the three older children had ignored the dolls for months in favor of their prize possessions: twelve jointed wooden soldiers Papa had given as a Christmas present to his only son. The girls had made a quick end to that. No sooner had Branwell got the box open but his sisters had seized up his troops and named them outlandish things like Crashey and Bravey and Cracky and Sneaky and Gravey and Cheeky and the Duke of Wellington and Rogue and Goody and Naughty and Napoleon Bonaparte and Stumps, shouting with excitement while Bran fumed. Each quickly claimed their favorites for themselves and hoarded them close. Only Anne still loved her doll. Branwell could be bullied out of his soldiers, but Anne would not be moved on the subject of the ratty old thing with yellow horsehair and green glass eyes.


Charlotte and Branwell’s favorite game was Welly and Boney. Charlotte adored the Duke of Wellington as fiercely as Branwell worshipped Bonaparte. The battle lines were drawn, the playroom nation divided. They knew all about the war with France from Papa’s magazines. But whenever they tried to imagine what a war was actually like, it unfolded in their heads like a cross between a chess game, a horse race, a country dance, and a very racy night at the theater. What they felt absolutely certain about was that, some time ago, a French fellow named Napoleon Bonaparte had crowned himself King of Everything without asking Everything its thoughts on the subject. Then, another, different fellow called the Duke of Wellington, who was English like themselves, boldly, fearlessly, and possibly single-handedly, thumped Bonaparte and whumped him and jumped him until he was King of Nothing Much. Papa still didn’t drink claret wine. He said it was too French to be any good for him. The whole world had once loved playing Welly and Boney, and Branwell and Charlotte did not want to be left out just because they’d gotten born a bit late.


Emily much preferred Polar Exploration, with her wooden men Captains Ross and Parry slashing the frozen sea in half to find treasure at the bottom. Whenever she touched Parry’s wooden shoulders, ice filled Emily’s mind, ice that went on and on forever and never stopped. It looked so clean to her, like a perfect lace tablecloth. Until her great wild roaring ships tore the lace to pieces, their sails clanging with icicles, their cannons full of fire.


Anne liked stories of Kings and Queens and Princes and Princesses best. In her hands, the wooden army became a glittering court full of schemes and intrigue and whispers behind curtains. She read through all of Papa’s magazines very carefully for any smallest mention of the Royal Family. She wanted her games to be so near to real life that she could hear the bells of Westminster in her dreams. Finally, Anne found a perfect playmate, a minor, unimportant young Princess nearly her own age. She named the horsehair doll after the noble child and made her the star of all her imaginings. Of course she was always very respectful and never let Branwell torture or starve the Princess. You had to mind your manners, she knew, when telling unreal stories about real people. Anne did hope the girl wouldn’t be cross at having fantastic tales told about her in Yorkshire. Victoria wasn’t in any danger of inheriting the Crown in real life, after all, and London was so awfully far away. Surely the Princess wouldn’t be bothered by Anne fibbing about her to make a nice story, as long as it was very nice.


But no matter the game, Branwell insisted on being at the center of it, whether he lurched around as Scurvy, the Vicious Prince of the Arctic Seals, or the wicked Marquis of Douro, out to steal Princess Victoria for his bride, or even as Napoleon himself. As the only boy, Bran knew the burden of being the hero of all their games, and indeed their lives, rested firmly with him. But somehow, his sisters were far too dense to understand this essential truth. He allowed them to touch his things only because he was magnanimous and very kind to those less excellent than himself.


Just lately, however, Crashey and Bravey and Welly and Boney and Ross and Parry and the boys had not fought quite so valiantly as they used to. Something about Gravey and Rogue’s wooden caps and delicately carved rifles seemed to droop and sigh. The brave wooden lads lay in every which position, snoozing against the narrow windowsill, routed on the battlefield of the bed, hiding in terror behind a fortification of stacked books. Branwell’s drawings suffered, as well. He could not get Anne’s hair to curl the right way anymore, and Emily’s nose simply would not nose. Now, whenever Emily tried to imagine the Arctic Circle, she could only see the flat, unbroken ice groaning on into forever, and no grand ship would come to shatter it. Anne’s little wooden kingdom got rather stable and boring. She couldn’t even coax Douro into sticking his dagger into one rival Lord. Even Charlotte’s lovely handwriting melted into a sad little scrawl. Tabitha always said Charlotte wrote just as pretty as King George and twice as clear. But now, you could not tell her capitals from a chimney sweep’s swipe.


“It’s on account of the Beastliest Day,” whispered Anne to her brother. Her eyes widened to hold the tears that trembled in her lashes. “It’s so close now!”


“I know, Annie, I know,” sighed Branwell, licking the tip of his best drawing pencil. “But if we say its name it’ll only come faster. Now hold still. I’ve almost got your hands looking like hands again and not paws.”
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The Beastliest Day hung like gray, wet curtains over the Parsonage. Even the grown-ups couldn’t pretend everything was perfectly all right, and it’s practically a grown-up’s job to pretend everything is perfectly all right. But Charlotte and Emily would not allow one word on the subject. If Branwell or Anne so much as took a breath to speak of it, Emily would only say: Hush. We’re together now and now is all that matters. And Charlotte would say: None of that. We’ve just got to stick as close as we can while we still have the chance, and soak up that close like a washcloth.


One rare evening, Papa and Aunt Elizabeth and Tabitha sat in the red-rugged parlor by the fire, going about their mystifying old-people games: knitting, sewing, and tidying the books. Anne had only recently come to understand that tidying the books didn’t mean Papa sat in his big cocoa-colored chair in the night dusting up the corners in Mr. Coleridge’s poetry or soaping down the fairies in Mr. Shakespeare’s plays, but something or other to do with money and making more of it come in than go out.


Aunt Elizabeth held up a lace shawl to the firelight. The pattern was so fine it looked like the flames themselves. Emily gave a strangled little sigh of envy. Aunt Elizabeth had such a clever hand with everything. She could make a dirty old piece of string into a ball gown if she had a mind to. Emily could hardly manage socks without help with the blasted heel. But she immediately regretted making any noise at all. The girls had become so sullen lately that Aunt Elizabeth seized upon her niece’s sigh as a rare sign of life and ran off into the hedges with that sigh in her pocket. She patted Emily’s head and dove straight into the Forbidden Topic without warning.


“It’s for you to take with you, my darling. It really won’t be so terrible, you know . . . ”


Emily froze. Charlotte’s head snapped up from her book. The girls’ glares burned so fiercely Branwell turned away, feeling his own cheeks go an unseemly red.


“Don’t you dare say that,” Charlotte hissed. “Or Maria and Lizzie will come up out of the ground and show you just how wrong you are.”


Aunt Elizabeth’s face drained of color. A tiny yelp escaped Anne’s throat. They weren’t to use those names in the house! Charlotte said. And if you didn’t do what Charlotte said the sun would fall out of the sky and the river would turn black and the moors would catch on fire.


Tabitha folded her spectacles sternly and laid them in her lap as she usually did before telling one of her ripping stories of goblins on the Yorkshire moors. But this time, she didn’t say anything about Ginny Greenteeth pulling wicked children down into her green dungeon under the River Nidd.


“We must all suffer through dreadful things in this wicked world, poor duckies. But . . .” The blue-eyed maid started to say: when we come out the other end we’re always the stronger for’t, but she couldn’t quite believe in it. She started again: but the good Lord never lets us draw a card we can’t play, but caught herself, and thought better of talking cards in front of the Master. Finally, she tried: but now’t’s so beastly as we dream it in the dark, but even that left a bad taste in her mouth. She couldn’t lie to little ones. It was a weakness in her, she knew.


“But what, Miss Tabby?” chirped Anne. Tabitha felt certain, as she so often did, that the child knew her exact thoughts just as plain as a picture.


“Yes,” Emily said coldly. “But what?”


The twisted, furious expression on Emily’s dear face withered up her words. Tabitha flushed shamefully, put her glasses back on, and squinted at her embroidery.


Papa felt instinctively that he was losing control over his parlor. “I’ll have none of this back-talking,” he grumbled from behind a formidable mask of gray beard, spectacles, and soft evening cap. “You are my daughters and you will do as you are told. The books can’t bear all four of you eating your way through Yorkshire and half of Scotland. And a country parson’s daughters will tempt few husbands of real substance. If only we’d had more boys!” His craggy, half-handsome face softened. “I have prayed for a better fate than this, poppets. And I shall keep praying, every night and day. God gives us only a few choices in this life, but He always looks after us, in His way. Now, no more long faces! Mind your Bees and it’ll all come out right enough. Do you remember your Bees?”


The children looked round at one another. Papa never did the Bees. It was Mama’s little saying she’d made up all by herself for her babies. She would tell them sternly to repeat after her and then make marvelous buzzing noises against their cheeks like a whole hive of bumblebees until they couldn’t breathe for laughing. They kept saying it long after she was gone, when they couldn’t sleep for worry or sorrow or cold. But there were fewer bees now. They’d retired Maria and Lizzie’s parts. It seemed only right, after everything.


“Buck up,” whispered Charlotte, weeping softly into her book.


“Be brave,” whispered Emily, clutching her sister’s hand.


This was where Maria would say: button your coat! And Lizzie would chime in: buckle your soul! But they didn’t, because they couldn’t.


“Busy hands,” mumbled Branwell, pressing the sharp end of his pencil miserably into his thumb.


“Make bright hearts,” finished Anne, as somber as the rest, even though she didn’t remember Mama at all, except for a fuzzy, buzzy idea of something soft and warm and sweet and safe, with big dark eyes and hair as long as forever.
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January came with an awful suddenness. All the holiday things had been put neatly away and the serious business of the year pressed hard against the house at the top of the hill. All the long week before, it had rained mercilessly, until the whole world seemed made of nothing but mud puddles and the only folk still living in it a few half-drowned field mice and badgers with stuffed-up noses. All week long, Charlotte and Emily had stared mournfully out the window of the room at the top of the stairs, hoping the whole world would just drown itself and leave them alone at the helm of their house, which they would steer and sail like Noah’s old yacht. They had gotten quite a ways into a very sober listing of Which Animals They Should Like to Save and Which to Leave Owing to Being Crawly or Otherwise Horrid. All week long, Branwell and Anne had talked of nothing but What We Shall Do When the Rain Stops. For surely the rain couldn’t last all the way up to the Beastliest Day. It just couldn’t. The world wouldn’t do that to them.


But when, at last, the rain ran away down to London to bother the bankers and the barons instead, their time had run out.


The Beastliest Day was upon them.





TWO
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The Beastliest Day


There was every possibility of taking a walk that day. But not the walk they wished to take. However fine the air outside, however brilliant the sun, however inviting the winding paths through the moors, the air and the sun and the paths weren’t theirs to explore. The only path they’d be allowed out of the garden and through the village would end in a lonely, dark town called Keighley and an even lonelier, darker carriage drawn by a lonely, dark horse. The carriage meant take Emily and Charlotte far away, to the Clergy Daughters’ School in Cowan Bridge, the loneliest, darkest place of all.


The Beastliest Day had come.


When Emily heard anyone say the word School, she always flinched, as though it were the name of a horrible beast with black fur and vicious sickly eyes that she and her sister had just barely escaped. As far as Emily was concerned, that’s just what it was. School always had a capital letter, just like all the most frightening things: God and the Devil and the King and the Empire. It was cold in the belly of the School-Beast. Cold and damp and there was never enough food. Children’s coughs and the sounds of whippings hung in the air like lanterns. The only lesson was: Shut your mouth, girl. And School didn’t like to let you leave its belly once it had you. Charlotte hadn’t always been the oldest. She’d been stuck in the middle with Emily until only last year. Then, Maria, who was so tall, and Lizzie, who was so clever, got so cold and so damp and so hungry that their insides burned up trying to keep them warm. Every time Emily looked out the window of the room at the top of the stairs, these were the things she saw. The raven, the sparrow hawk, and the owl in the great yew tree. Mama, Maria, and Elizabeth in the ground. But though School had already devoured two of them, Papa was determined that his daughters should be educated. So that they could go into service, he said, so that they could become governesses, and produce an income of their own. Besides, he assured them, the place was much reformed since they left it.


Emily would rather have burned the whole village down than go back to that wicked, damp, cold, hungry School for one single instant. Of course, Papa would not dream of such a place for his only son. The parson instructed Branwell himself, in languages and history and figures, and they both got cake at teatime. Bran got all the good of the world as far as Emily could see it. Aunt Elizabeth insisted Little Anne was too young just yet, but in another year or two her time would come. Emily tried not to hate anything, but sometimes it crept up on her and pounced when she wasn’t looking. Sometimes she found herself watching Anne comb her long hair and hating her, because Anne was allowed to be eight and still at home learning from the books in their lovely familiar parlor and eating Tabitha’s puddings. Annie was eight already, but Emily had gone to Cowan Bridge when she was six. She’d braved the journey all alone, sitting in a gray carriage that bruised her as it clattered down a road that was barely a road. She’d disappeared into a gray classroom surrounded by gray girls, so frightened of the Headmaster and his punishments that she could feel the beating of her heart in her eyeballs. Maria and Lizzie had gone together, then Charlotte. They’d all had each other to cling to, like hens in a yard. Of course Charlotte hated School and wanted revenge upon it, but Emily felt certain her sister hadn’t quite the blackened terror of the place crunching on her heart the way she did. It wasn’t the same. Charlotte could survive anything. She’d outlast the moors out of sheer stubbornness.


Emily had no idea that Charlotte dreamt every night of that dank, pale place, with only the rain coming through the roof for company, and little girls coughing like their lungs meant to get free once and for all to sing her to sleep.


The Beastliest Day laughed in the face of January and dawned as brilliant and bright as June. The blue Yorkshire morning shone so crisp it seemed ready to snap in half at the slightest touch. Great scoops of vanilla sunshine melted on the moors. The shadows of great, mischievous clouds cut the shaggy hills into a checkerboard of yellow and purple grasses. Little flocks of straggler sparrows pecked hopefully for worms in kitchen gardens, sleepy rabbits washed their whiskers in dry, cozy barns, and Charlotte and Emily sat alone in the room at the top of the stairs and cried.


Tabitha, to her credit, got a whole boiled egg, a wedge of bread, and a dab of her good plum jam into each of the four children, though no one felt much like eating. She and Aunt Elizabeth led them in one last whirlwind of household duties. On any other day, this would have been a pitched battle. Howls of injustice and declarations of the rights of children on one side, and on the other, promises, threats, bargains, appeals to heaven and all the angels. A double story tonight after supper if Charlotte would clear up the remains of breakfast. No sweets at all this week if Branwell didn’t take the scraps out to the chickens and bring in the eggs. If only Anne would sort the mending into baskets, she might leave off her embroidery tonight and have the whole evening to read as she liked. And certainly Emily’s soul would be saved forever by simply doing as she was told for once!


But none of that happened. Not on the Beastliest Day. Charlotte set one last kettle to boil as though she loved nothing so well in all the world. Emily lovingly put aside the evening bread to rise. Anne sweetly stirred the batter for a luncheon cake her sisters wouldn’t even get to nibble. Branwell got the laundry water boiling without complaint. He even offered to cut potatoes for the mutton stew so Tabitha could rest her feet. But the old maidservant did not have it in her to rest so much as a toe. While everything bubbled (Aunt Elizabeth often said that bubbling was the main activity of a proper household between mealtimes: the bubbling of water, yeast, and one’s own good mind) Tabitha set out their bonnets and caps and gloves and extra-thick woolen stockings.


All that remained was the room at the top of the stairs.


It needed constant minding, that perfect little whitewashed country. And Charlotte made certain it always got it. Even if Emily, Anne, and Branwell had been born slovenly creatures with a stocking behind each ear, which they had not, really, Charlotte’s heart was a clean, snug, and well-ordered place. With the iron jaw of a great Admiral before a grim battle at sea, she strove to match the world to her heart. Besides, she was the oldest. It was down to her to make the rules—at least this one last time. Under Charlotte’s careful gaze, they put order to their upstairs universe. They straightened and swept and tidied and scrubbed off the ink stains on the floor. They stacked the newer editions of their beloved stolen magazines in alphabetical order. They said good-bye to the raven, the sparrow hawk, and the owl, and the birds seemed to nod soberly, as if they quite understood. Emily propped the threadbare dolls up where the two of them could see out into the churchyard and keep Mama, Maria, and Lizzie company. At last, they laid the wooden soldiers away neatly in their fine latched box.


“Take . . . take Crashey with you,” urged Branwell, slipping his favorite of the brave lads into Charlotte’s suitcase. Charlotte felt her brother’s forehead to see if he had caught some strange fever that made him want to share. He waved her off. “I don’t expect I shall like playing Wellington and Bonaparte with only Anne to man the English side, anyway.”


“I can man the English side!” cried Anne from the hallway, her pride quite, quite wounded. “I’ll shoot the French right out of your mouth, you’ll see!”


They all fell quiet. They knew very well that without Charlotte to dream up new adventures for her Duke and Emily to insist upon playing Polar Exploration instead, Branwell and Anne would settle on some other game of their own. By the time they all saw one another again, they would hardly remember where they’d left the Duke of Wellington and the Emperor of France, or why they’d ever fought so fiercely. In the end, Charlotte knew better than to refuse a gift from her brother, as she might never get one again. She folded a thick brown skirt round Crashey to keep him safe in her suitcase. Emily took Bravey, and thus ended the Napoleonic Wars. Finally, they could not think of any more ways to put off the beastliest part of the Beastliest Day.


“Perhaps it is all different now,” Emily whispered, though she didn’t believe it for a second. “What if someone came along while we weren’t looking and cast a spell over Cowan Bridge and now it’s always summer there, and there’s apples running down the rain spouts and fresh bread hanging on blue ribbons from every streetlamp and hot tea in the village well and a tiny dragon to keep every hearth lit all night long. And, and . . .” She faltered.


“And pixies in the pub,” Charlotte jumped in, stroking her sister’s hair, just as Lizzie had done to her whenever she was upset. This was part of the Eldest Child’s Chores, as much as laundry or mending. Stroking Hair, Drying Tears, Never Showing How Afraid You Are, Disciplining the Naughty. Setting an Example. Charlotte wasn’t at all sure she was doing them right. She never thought she’d have to do them at all. “And wheels of cheese in the fields instead of hay, and cider in the river, and books swimming around in it like fish, and you and me with miniature maypoles to fish with, and, and . . .”


Anne crept down the hall, listening to the older girls play the Game of And. Anne loved the Game of And almost as much as she loved toffee and Tabitha’s stories, and not only because she’d thought, for the longest time, that it was the Game of Anne. They all played it whenever they had to do something boring or unpleasant, like mixing lye soap for laundry. What if someone came along while we weren’t looking and swapped the lye for powerful goblin powders and the washing water for the Water of Life and . . . Then, one of them would catch on and pick it up and keep it going. . . . AND made all our dresses and Branwell’s Sunday suit come to life and take us away to the Kingdom of Clothes where they use thimbles for shillings and buttons for pounds . . . Then, usually, Branwell would barrel in and spoil it by running off with the game and steering it straight into a cliff. . . . and THEN all your dresses and my Sunday suit form up into an ace fighting battalion and convince the Millinery Ministers of the Kingdom of Clothes to declare WAR on the Kingdom of Soap and both kingdoms run RED with dye and blood!


Anne crouched down like a cat on the stair just below the little white room where her sisters sat. She piped up:


“. . . and you’ll have red and golden evening gowns for uniforms and phoenix feathers for pens and the Duke of Wellington will invade the Headmaster’s Office and beat the old man silly with a unicorn horn . . . ” She put that last one in specially. Anne thought Wellington was rather rubbish, but she liked imagining him walloping the Headmaster of that rotten school until he cried.


“. . . and Maria and Lizzie will be there waiting, all well again and alive and only ever hiding all this while, like a pair of foxes in the fall,” finished Branwell softly from the bottom of the staircase. Anne smiled at him gratefully. Sometimes, sometimes Bran could manage not to ruin things. For a minute. Here and there.


But then he wrecked it after all.


“Papa says it’s time,” Branwell whispered.
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Papa and Aunt Elizabeth waited for them just beside the great, heavy, front door.


“No tears, now,” their father said. He ran his hand over his mustache to keep his children from seeing the new worry lines he’d grown overnight. He looked his son over speculatively. “Eleven is old enough to taste a bit of manhood, eh? There’s a lad. No daughters of mine will wander the countryside unchaperoned. Branwell, my boy, I’m trusting you to get your sisters safely to Keighley and see them seated in the Cowan Bridge carriage before you go running about gawping at city things. Protect them as I would, my boy.”


Branwell’s throat went tight. He straightened his shoulders under the responsibility, the authority, the power. He had better answer with something very grown-up. They were all looking at him expectantly.


“I shall prove your trust in me well-placed, Father,” the boy said, and his voice didn’t crack, though it very much wanted to.


“Take Annie along; you’ll want company on the return.” The youngest of them lit up as bright as butterflies. Bran rolled his eyes. Just when Papa had singled him out and given him a commission, he had to go and let everyone come along.


Aunt Elizabeth drew two small coins out of the wrist of her glove.


“You’ll have to buy supper for you and your sister once the girls have gone,” she said in her reedy, wobbly voice. “Here’s a shilling and sixpence; give it to the man at the Lion and Rooster and he’ll give you a pair of fish pies. You may have one hard toffee each at Mrs. Reed’s shop on the high road. Bring the change safely home, agreed?”


Branwell took the money with a trembling hand. He felt unsteady on his feet, his head spinning, practically drunk. Finally, he had been given mastery over his sisters! He had the money; he had position! He was a man now, and the duty of a man was to care for soft, gentle girls and guide their soft, gentle minds. He would be their Lord, their general. But, Bran decided, a generous one. Mostly. His brain began working on wild plans at once. After the beastliest business was done, of course he would cry and feel terribly sorry, but he and Anne would still be in Keighley. And Keighley had a brand-new train station. And at a train station, you will almost always find trains. Lovely, filthy, smoking, booming, shrieking trains the size of dragons! The most incredible inventions ever devised! No one he knew had ever seen one. He would be the first. He and his sisters, of course. But mainly him. Bran’s heart started to beat hard and fast in his chest like an engine chugging down the tracks.


Papa clapped his hand against his only son’s shoulder, much as his own father had done, when he was Branwell’s age. “Think you can do the day proudly, boy?”


“Yes, sir,” said Bran stoically.


Aunt Elizabeth wept a great deal and kissed them all over. She hated this whole business. Even when they were safe at home, Elizabeth could hardly bear to leave the children alone, and rarely let them out of doors, lest they catch their death of damp. She watched them like little clocks, as though, if she turned her back even for a moment, one of them might wind down and stop just as her sister had, just as Maria and Lizzie and all the rest of the souls who were ever born into this vale of tears. But she must bear it now.


Emily tugged at her father’s sleeve. Anne had already run out the door, holding up her arms to the sunshine they’d missed so. Charlotte called after her, dashing down the path.


“Papa,” Emily whispered. But Papa was busy fussing with Branwell’s coat and blaming himself silently for everything that had ever gone wrong in their lives. Finally, the boy untangled himself from all that paternal attention and strode out into the day like a peacock.


“Papa, listen,” she whispered harder, almost a hiss, almost a groan.


“What is it, my dear?” the great, grown, gruff man said at last. He looked down into the lonely gray eyes of his daughter.


“Don’t send Anne away to School,” Emily begged. “Please, Papa. You can teach her here like you teach Bran, can’t you?”


The parson sighed. His breath smelled of pipe tobacco. It fogged in the morning air. “Now, Emily, young ladies oughtn’t to go about telling their fathers what to do, you know.”


Emily watched Anne stand in the sun, soaking in the warmth and the gold and the light. Branwell pinched her, and the little girl screamed very satisfactorily. They could never understand, those two. They’d never know. Emily felt that little needle-stab of hate in her stomach. They couldn’t even stay decently sad for five minutes, even on the Beastliest Day. She shut her eyes and said: “I know, Papa. I shall never do it again. But . . . cannot one of us be spared from that place? One of us should escape. One of us should have no . . . no horrors hanging on her heart. Please, Father. If you will make me go, let her stay.”


Emily kissed her father’s bearded cheek and ran out of the Parsonage to join her sisters. He blinked after her, his own heart as heavy as a church bell, never to be rung again.


“Mind your Bees,” Aunt Elizabeth called to them as they walked down the hill, away from home. And they did. Buck up, be brave, busy hands make bright hearts.


Good-bye, Aunt Elizabeth.


Good-bye, Tabby.


Good-bye, Papa.
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Wild, stiff tangles of withered gorse and heather and wintergreen burst underfoot as the little tribe took to the day.


The wind had got up out of bed very early indeed to see them off. It blew busily all about the moors, catching at braids and coats and scarves and noses, making that peculiar howling, sighing, grumbling sound Tabitha called wuthering. The sunlight looked warm and delightful, but it was all a trick. Those fitful scraps of sunshine were hard and cold as a Headmaster’s heart. They marched after the light all the same, up and out onto the little hills and hollows of the moorland, their cheeks whipped red and hot.


Charlotte trudged silently up a worn purple path through the January hills. Bran quickened his pace to keep up.


“I ought to walk in front, Charlotte!” he yelled after her. “Papa said I was your chaperone! I ought to lead the way! Charlotte? Charlotte! Are you listening? I am in charge!”


Charlotte was not listening. Bran’s long curls whipped across the bridge of his great arched nose, his brow, as ever, furrowed and fuming. He would have been shocked if he knew how perfectly his face reflected his sister’s own frown and grump. But he could only see the back of her, her woolen dress prickled with bits of twig and old, withered thistle burrs. Emily and Anne did not care who went first. They’d all get where they were going and no one could do a thing to stop it. Why rush? They hung back, holding hands and picking their path carefully so as not to crush any sweet plant that might wake up again in the spring. Emily looked up at the frozen sun, her brown ringlets crowding a narrow, sharp face that somehow looked already quite grown.





THREE
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A Game of And


Down into the bruised, smoky valley they went. The carriage was to come to meet them at the hay market gate at a quarter of three in the afternoon. They would know it from the other black carriages drawn by black horses by the seal of the Cowan Bridge School on the side. It seemed the School had money to paint carriages, Emily thought darkly, but not to feed the students anything but watery porridge and a fortnightly slice of ox fat. Branwell had been preparing his farewell speech as they walked. He would take his sister’s hands and tell her that he did love her, after all, and not to be frightened, because she was Charlotte, and Charlotte could take on anything and beat it until it turned into just what she wanted it to be. Even a whole School. Even him. Then, he’d tell Emily something nice as well. Perhaps: If they give you one bit of pain, you just write to your brother and the men of the house shall ride out to protect you like a Lady with dragon troubles in a book. He hadn’t worked out Em’s bit yet. He’d been too busy working on Charlotte’s. Charlotte and Branwell were barely a year apart. Underneath all the shoving and jostling and rowing over who ruled over whom, he felt they understood each other. They liked the same things: war, stories, frowning, bossing others about. Em and Annie were so bafflingly female. If only Charlotte had been born a boy, there would only be understanding between them, and none of the shoving. He would have an older brother, and wouldn’t have to lie awake at night worrying about how to wear the iron cap of being somebody’s only son. He would say it all, except for the wishing she was a boy part, without crying or wobbling. The girls would look at him with such powerful love and gratitude that he would turn into a different person, a better person, the perfect person. All he needed was that one look and he could live forever.


Charlotte’s furious pace had dragged them all across the moors and into the sooty Keighley streets early. The hay market gate clattered and echoed with horses and voices and smelled of many less wholesome things than hay, but no carriages waited there to collect two unhappy girls. Emily looked up to a bank’s brassy clock tower. It wasn’t near time for speeches yet.


“It’s only half past one,” she sighed.


“We’d have made it here by noon if Charlotte would be a proper Lady and let me lead on,” groused Branwell, shoving his hands deep in his pockets. He still had Aunt Elizabeth’s shilling and sixpence. In shillings and sixpences were the real power. Even Charlotte had to know that.


Charlotte rolled her eyes. What difference did it make who walked in front? Branwell could go home at the end of all this and she could not. Didn’t that prove Papa loved him better? Didn’t it show beyond a shadow of a doubt that the world was his and not hers? Shouldn’t that make the little piker happy enough?


She gave up. “All right, Bran. I bow to your authority, my Lord.” Charlotte spoke sourly and bowed grandly, sweeping one hand out to the side like she imagined the Duke of Wellington did. “You have the helm. What shall we do with our last hour and fifteen minutes of freedom?”


“I like the bowing,” Branwell said brightly. “Though you oughtn’t do it like a man. And when you call me ‘my Lord,’ you ought to at least try to mean it.”


“Can we go to Mrs. Reed’s shop?” asked Anne, who, though very sad for her sisters, had distinctly heard her aunt promise one hard toffee, and she’d clung to that hard toffee all the way along. The toffee would fix her up. The toffee would make everything else all right.


“No, we can not,” answered Bran imperiously. He couldn’t help it. He knew he ought to just sit under a tree with his sisters and do a lot of hugging and blubbering and quoting dreadful soggy old poems or something, but he couldn’t help it. The train was so close. He could almost taste the coal smoke. “We are going to do something amazing. We are going to do something fantastically exciting and modern. We are going to do something none of us has done before, something that will make us all so cheerful that we’ll be thirty before we cry again! We are going to see the train!”
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Branwell had imagined the train station would look just like a magazine illustration of a train station: full of bustle and industry and men in important-looking suits and even more important-looking hats, all running to catch the 7:15 or the 9:20 or waiting virtuously, all talking loudly at the same time about only the most important things. But Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine only ever printed pictures of Piccadilly or Waverley Station. This was Keighley, and the three of them were as much alike as two wolves and a lapdog.


Branwell felt utterly cheated.


Though it had only just got built, somehow the station looked tired and worn down already. A single, rather shabby sign announcing KEIGHLEY STATION swung in the unhappy January wind. A few men and ladies wandered aimlessly along the roofed platform. Waiting, yes, but waiting without purpose, without that energy, without that importance Bran longed for. There was one with a small mustache cleaning his nails. Another had a big mustache, and he was picking his teeth. A Lady leaned on his arm in a dress duller than even Tabitha would be caught dead in, patting at her hair, as though anything could be done for her at this point. A great, round, dingy, white clock ticked down at them with all the sparkle and spirit of a dinner plate. Though the clock couldn’t have been more than a year old, Branwell could already see a family of spiders, living undisturbed and undusted in the shadow of the numeral 6.


The grubby old stationmaster with muttonchops like angry squirrel tails glared at them from his booth with deep suspicion.


“I don’t know what you expected, Bran,” sniffed Charlotte. “It’s only freight in Keighley. Though Blackwood’s says that Liverpool is getting passenger service soon. The train’s probably been and gone already.”


Charlotte didn’t think she’d ever hated anyone as much as she hated Keighley just then. Look at it! Just squatting in the moors, lording it over all the other nearby towns just because it had a train station and they did not. Trains only did one thing. They took you away. Ever so much quicker than a carriage, and you couldn’t even turn around if you changed your mind. Why would anyone want such a thing?


No! Branwell simply would not accept it. He squeezed his eyes shut and clenched his fists against this extremely unsatisfactory reality. He whispered through clenched teeth: “What if someone came while we weren’t looking and swapped the real Keighley for a false one and all the handsome, important people for a great lot of badgers groomed up to look like people and . . .”


Anne skipped along ahead and turned round so that she could practice walking backward while talking and not looking behind her once. “AND the newspaper shop for a monster who looks just like a newspaper shop and the bricks in the platform for bars of gold only painted to look like bricks, and . . .”


Emily smiled faintly. She had been seriously considering simply running away, across the platform and to . . . where? Nowhere, of course. Her stomach twisted over itself and threatened to bolt, but she couldn’t help taking up the game. “AND the songbirds for miniature girls in songbird costumes and the moors for a patchwork quilt and the winter for summer and the sun for the moon and, and . . . and . . .”


“And the train for a pirate ship to sail us all away over the edge of the wild earth,” finished Charlotte. A long, low whistle broke the fog into a hundred pieces. “Only no one did any swapping. This is Keighley, the real Keighley, and that is a real train come at last.”


A deep, rhythmic thumping began in the distance. So deep that it seemed to growl up from inside their own chests. The platform roof began to tremble. The thump thumped again, and then again, picking up speed. All four of their hearts rattled in time with the strange sounds. None of them could move. Nothing in the world could sound like that. Like a monster and a parade and a thunderstorm and a lion and the end of the world all at once. Fear sizzled through their skin to the tips of their hair. Fear, and a wonderful, eager, starving curiosity.


Someone shouted behind them—a man’s shout, the sort you had to listen to or else get a punishing. Charlotte startled out of her trance, expecting to be scolded for standing too close to the edge. Anne clutched her oldest sister’s skirts as she hadn’t done in years. Emily stood fast. Branwell puffed up his chest, determined not to be frightened for at least the next minute. After that, he told himself, he could crumple, if he really needed to.


But they were not to be scolded. The shout came from a hugely fat man running across the road to catch the train. His cheeks were quite flushed and he had his collar turned up against the cold. But his collar was not a collar: It was a fine, glossy page from Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, crisply creased. His waistcoat was fashioned from stacks of London newspapers. He had parchment for hair, pulled back into old-fashioned rolls, and a neat, small ponytail. His greatcoat was a special edition of the Leeds Intelligencer and his cravat was a penny dreadful folded over many times. The enormous belly that bulged beneath his coat was the carved ebony knob of an ancient scroll. Queerest of all, his enormous head was an open book longer than the Bible itself. A pair of glasses perched upon huge, decorated capital letters: two handsome Os that seemed to be his eyes, for they blinked furiously as he ran. The lower parts of the pages formed a mustache, and his nose crowned it all: a long, blood-scarlet ribbonmark, the sort used as a bookmark in old Bibles.


Branwell, Charlotte, Emily, and Anne looked around at the men with big and small mustaches and the Lady with the hopeless hair. None of them seemed to see the Magazine Man stumbling and jogging across the meadow on the other side of the platform. None of them seemed in the least concerned that a man made entirely of books was bearing down on Keighley Station with rather terrifying speed.


“I say,” droned the one with the small mustache and very clean nails. “The train’s running late today.”


“It will happen,” nodded the one with the big mustache and very clean teeth. “From time to time.”


The Magazine Man hurled himself at the ledge of the platform. He didn’t quite make it, grunting like a rhinoceros as he crashed into the thing. He hauled up his tremendous weight with beefy arms made from back issues of the Quarterly Review. Charlotte recognized it from Papa’s subscriptions immediately. The man’s cheeks flushed with red ink and great effort until, at last, the impossible fellow heaved himself over into the station and lay on his back, puffing mightily, exhausted.


“Quite the kind of a weather we’re having,” said the Lady in the dull dress to neither of the men particularly. The Magazine Man lay sprawled at her feet. She stepped daintily round his head.


“Don’t they see him?” asked Anne wonderingly. “He’s right there.” The train’s mournful, owly whistle broke the fog once more.


After a moment of shock in which no one breathed and everyone clutched hands as tight as murder, all four children burst out of their stillness and tumbled toward the creature. They called out to him and demanded his name, his family, his business. He tried to scramble up and run from them, wheezy breaths whistling fearfully through the hundred thousand pages of his body. But the Magazine Man was as stuck as a turtle on his back, and forced to roll wretchedly from side to side in order to get on his feet. Once up, he towered over everyone, even the tallest of the Keighley businessmen.


“Go away!” the Magazine Man shouted finally, puffing and wheezing. He bent over with his paper hands on his newsprint knees. “Leave me be!”


All of them spoke at once:


“Who are you?” demanded Charlotte.


“Why did you climb over the ledge instead of coming through the station like a sensible fellow?” asked Emily.


“If you haven’t got a ticket you can’t get on the train, you know,” scolded Anne.


“Where did you come from?” shouted Branwell, far too loudly. “Why do you look like a wastepaper bin?”


“Children ought to be seen and NOT HEARD, ORRIGHT?” barked the stationmaster from his booth, showing no concern at all for the enormous thing right in front of him.


“Can’t you see the paper man standing eight feet tall and coughing up both lungs in the middle of your station?” snapped Charlotte. She was unable to bear this total abandonment of adult responsibility one second longer.


“All I see are a pack of brats who ought to be in school!” the stationmaster snarled back, and slammed his little window shut. Emily flinched.


School.


The 2:00 train arrived in Keighley Station. None of them had ever seen one except in drawings. They’d heard the better-off folk in the village talk about the huge, noisy, smoky, rattley beasts. But here it came, in real life, barreling down the rails, a splendid engine, making that thumping, pounding sound they’d felt in their chests, puffing and whistling and thumping and clacking.


“They look so different in the newspapers,” whispered Emily.


In fact, no train in any newspaper anywhere in any country looked anything at all like the one steaming into the station just then. It had a wicker engine made all of sticks and brambles, as though the dead winter moor itself had woken that morning and decided it wanted to see the world. The smokestack was a basket of spiky frozen gorse branches. The carriage doors were thatches of old heather and gooseberry thorns. Great hay wheels turned along the tracks as though they were wheels of iron, bound to a long, rough-hacked ruby axle. But not the pretty, polished rubies that you’d put in a ring. Ancient, glowering red stone still clotted up with black rock. The wicker engine drew impossible cars behind it, built out of apple skin and glass and pheasant feathers and even widow’s lace that seemed somehow as sturdy as steel.


The train’s headlamp was a star. A real, honest star, pulled right out of the night like a coin from behind your ear.


The children stared as the train came to a wheezing rest in the hollow, gleaming, its windows full of shadows. Emily’s mouth dropped open. She simply couldn’t make any sense of it, no matter which way she turned her head. Perhaps this was simply what trains looked like. They’d only just been invented, after all. Perhaps rubies and apple skin window curtains were so usual to the well-off folk in Haworth that it never occurred to them to bring such things up down at the pub. But surely, surely Blackwood’s had never mentioned using stars to light the way.
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“What if someone came while we weren’t looking,” Branwell whispered, “and swapped the train?”


Anne giggled madly. She felt as though the top of her head had come clean off. “We’re dreaming!” she laughed. “It’s all right, it’s a dream and we’re dreaming!”


Charlotte said nothing, but that smile that was so slow to come spread over her flushed and rosy face. Something was happening. Something straight out of a story. Something so astonishingly fantastic that no fanciful lie she’d ever told could top it.


The Magazine Man decided to make a run for it. But he was not a graceful sort of beast and they weren’t about to let him get away. He was magic. It was all magic and they knew it was magic; they’d known it at once. Anyone would know! There had never been a train like that made in the London Yards, not ever in the whole history of the British Rail Service. And without saying a word to each other, they already knew that not a one of them wanted anything in the world at that moment but to get on board. Clearly, the Magazine Man wanted the same thing. He tripped and stumbled and the platform was only so big, so he ended up running somewhat pitiful circles away from his tormentors and more or less toward the tracks. He got so out of breath he couldn’t even cry properly, but tried anyhow. Ink squeezed and sprayed out of his eyes. The train sighed and a great jet of steam belched out of its stack.


The four of them were going too fast round the cramped platform. They collided into the Magazine Man at full speed. Branwell took the scroll-knob of his belly to the nose. The fat man wheezed and pawed at them. “Leave me alone! Pirates! Brigands! Librarians! If the top brass hear of this I’ll be remaindered for certain! I’ll be punished! I wasn’t to let anyone see!”


“We’re awfully sorry,” said Emily politely as she climbed off his back, which read in very large print: BONAPARTE STORMS GREENTEETH CASTLE! FORTY GIANTS DEAD! PANIC CONSUMES COUNTRYSIDE! “We only wanted to know about the train.”


Charlotte straightened her wool coat, and added, only because she didn’t quite know how else to put it, but felt very strongly that she had to say something on the subject or she’d just pop right there like a soap bubble. “You’re made of pages, did you know?”


The Magazine Man shoved Charlotte aside with a bleat of terror. “Well, you’re made out of meat,” he snarled. His red ribbon nose coiled up as if it smelled something vile. “It’s disgusting. I bet you’ve got . . . I bet you’ve got bones in there. And hair, too! Pah! How gruesome!” Only the way he said gruesome was to stretch out the grue until it sounded very much like the train whistle. “No, don’t touch me! I’ve a Horror! Next you’ll tell me you’ve got blood and I just couldn’t bear it, the thought of it, just under your skin, practically . . . practically touching me!”


“Nothing so wrong with blood,” sniffed Branwell, brushing off his trousers. “Wonderful stuff!”


The Magazine Man shrieked and bolted once more. His bookend-boots echoed on the bricks. “I hate you!” he yelled behind him. “If you tell anyone you saw me I’ll break in to your house at night and erase all your storybooks! And . . . and tie knots in all your socks! Leave me alone!”


“I’m beginning to think there’ll be no train at all today, old chap,” sighed the man with the small mustache to the man with the large one. Charlotte and Emily rolled their eyes, Branwell and Anne laughed incredulously, and all four gave up on adults at once.


Finally, the Magazine Man stopped his mad dash. It wasn’t his choice to stop. He couldn’t help it. He skidded to a halt before two tall soldiers who were standing, quite suddenly, in front of the engine car. They held their rifles leaning smartly on their shoulders, their caps neat and crisp, their gazes clear and bold. Both of them were made entirely of rich brown wood, like jointed dolls. Anne frowned. They had absolutely not been there before. Not when the train arrived and not when they were playing merry-go-round with the Magazine Man. They were new.


The fat man looked up at the wooden soldiers in terror, then folded up his face, his collar, his cravat, his waistcoat, and his long newsprint legs. He folded up so completely that he turned, midair, into a great, fat, firmly shut book. The book fell with an indignant thump onto the platform between the children and the riflemen. One soldier, with painted black trousers, bent down and picked the poor fellow up, tucking the volume under his strong arm.


“Hullo,” said the other soldier. This one had a wood-knot over his heart as though he had been shot there long ago. His mahogany mouth turned up in a sad little smile that seemed to say: Well, what’s done is done, and we had better make the best of things.


“Good morning! Aren’t you a noisy lot, and aren’t there rather a lot of you! My name is Sergeant Branch, and this is my comrade Captain Leaf. But you may call us Crashey and Bravey. Tickets, please!”





FOUR
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To Glass Town, My Girl!


Come on then, lovies. We haven’t got all day. Gawping’s free but seats cost. Tickets or run along!” Crashey barked with a businesslike snap in his voice.


“Oughtn’t you be in school anyhow?” asked Bravey, bending precisely in half at the waist to stare Charlotte down. His big oak nose butted up against her small, pointed one.


Emily shuddered. Charlotte did not.


“To . . . to hell with School,” Emily said softly, and got the very satisfying experience of hearing all her siblings gasp.


“Now, that’s what I like to hear!” crowed Crashey. “I like a girl with a little swear in her. Barely gradtriculated stickth form myself. Too much sap in me, my teachers said! Hasn’t got the smarts the good Lord gave a staircase. But I fooled them, didn’t I? Got brains coming out me ears, nose, and throat, I have. Pluslike, I can shoot true as the day you were born and my right arm could hold back the ocean so’s any one of you ladies could walk right through the world as dry as you please.” He flexed his burly muscles, in case they doubted him.


Branwell resolved immediately never to set foot in a classroom again. He squeezed his own skinny arm and hoped no one saw him do it.


“ ’S’not a matter of sap, Crash. It’s a matter of having nothing between your ears but squirrels.”


“Smart squirrels,” Crashey sniffed, cleaning out his ear with one stubby finger. “Genius squirrels! Nothing but the best!”


Bravey clapped his comrade’s shoulders heartily. “Now, little masters,” he said, “if you’ve got nothing in your hands, I’m afraid the Express is running late and we’ve got to get Brunty here back home where he belongs.” Bravey patted the enormous book that had only recently been the Magazine Man.


“Where does he belong?” asked Branwell breathlessly.


Bravey winked one wooden eye. “In prison, of course! The P-House! The clink! Quite a naughty little pupper, is our Brunty.”


“And where does the Express go?” said Emily, her voice high and strangled and tight, afraid of the answer and longing for it.
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