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    “For those who like their Brontë with a side of wry, turn to the hilarious The Madwoman Upstairs . . . . Sam’s self-conscious quips are LOL hilarious and do Ms. Brontë proud.”


    —USA Today


    “[A] piquant paean to the Brontë sisters.”


    —The New York Times Book Review


    “Part mystery, part picaresque, Catherine Lowell’s The Madwoman Upstairs is a smartly conceived first novel.”


    —Elle


    “An enigmatic father’s legacy sets the scene for gothic intrigue involving the last descendant of the Brontë sisters in Catherine Lowell’s irresistibly clever Oxford debut, The Madwoman Upstairs.”


    —Vogue


    “A smart, clever, and properly gothic novel . . . . Deftly, Lowell combines a rollicking treasure hunt with a wickedly dark story.”


    —Star-Tribune (Minneapolis)


    “An entertaining and ultimately sweet story.”


    —Kirkus Reviews


    “Lowell has hit it out of the ballpark with this novel.”


    —RT Book Reviews


    “An enjoyable academic romp that successfully combines romance and intrigue.”


    —Publishers Weekly


    “An engaging literary mystery filled with juicy speculation about the life of the Brontës—a delightful reminder that how we read fiction matters.”


    —Stanford Magazine


    “Lowell crafts a first novel that is as enthralling as it is heartbreaking. Brontë aficionados and fans of Sloane Crosley’s The Clasp will love this title.”


    —Library Journal (starred review)


    “A thriller tailor-made for English majors . . . . Lowell is an intelligent writer who bears watching.”


    —Booklist


    “Catherine Lowell’s terrific first novel is a mystery, a love story, and a very dark comedy with the Brontës, of all people, playing a role back there in the shadows. The book is about the traces that literature and our ancestors leave in us, and it is about memory as a token of love.”


    —Charles Baxter, author of There’s Something I Want You to Do and The Feast of Love


    “The Madwoman Upstairs had me hooked well into the wee hours; this book is absolutely addictive. Set in the most romantic parts of Britain, the story takes us on a clever present-day romp through the literary universe of the enigmatic Brontës and drills deeply into all their dangerous secrets. Catherine Lowell has such a unique, inspired turn of phrase that you’ll find yourself laughing out loud even as she lures you deeper and deeper into this delicious mystery that is destined to become the page-turner of the year.”


    —Anne Fortier, author of Juliet


    “Catherine Lowell’s debut is a smart and funny literary mystery set among the dreaming spires of Oxford University. Lowell’s deft handling of her quirky characters and unpredictable plot twists make The Madwoman Upstairs a charming and memorable read.”


    —Deborah Harkness, author of A Discovery of Witches


    “Smart and surprising and fiercely funny. Catherine Lowell is a thrillingly original talent.”


    —Jennifer duBois, author of Cartwheel
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To my beautiful parents




CHAPTER 1


The night I arrived at Oxford, I learned that my dorm room was built in 1361 and had originally been used to quarantine victims of the plague. The college porter seemed genuinely apologetic as he led me up the five flights of stairs to my tower. He was a nervous man—short and mouthy, with teeth like a nurse shark—who admitted through a brittle accent that Old College was over-enrolled this year, and that the deans had been forced to find space for students wherever they could. This tower was an annex to Old College. Many tragic and important people had lived here before me, apparently: had I heard of Timothy the Terrible? Sir Michael “the Madman” Morehouse? I shook my head and said that I was sorry—I was American.


The porter, Marvin, dropped my bags inside. The stairs had left him breathing heavily, and a thin line of sweat appeared in the crease on his forehead. He was not making direct eye contact with me, I noticed. I wasn’t sure if this was due to sheepishness over the condition of my room or because he had nearly choked over my last name when I first introduced myself and hadn’t quite recovered.


I made a quick inspection of the room. Whoever had quarantined the plague victims had done a thorough job. The walls were covered in peeling red paint that gave the chamber the look of a giant, bloodshot eye. In the corner was a boarded-up fireplace and a horrible painting of a woman, who, by the look of it, was halfway through drowning.


“Well, Miss Whipple,” Marvin said with forced optimism. Fuzzy, uneven scruff covered the lower half of his face like a failing garden. “Will you be happy here?”


I didn’t know what to say. This was not a dorm room; this was the sort of place people dumped you when they secretly thought you were insane.


“Very happy, thank you,” I said. “That woman in the painting—who is she?”


He looked past me. “The Governess. Beautiful, isn’t she?”


“May we get rid of her, please?”


Marvin’s eyes widened as though I had suggested castration. “Pardon?”


“She reminds me of someone,” I explained.


“Miss Whipple, she is part of the tour.”


I said, “Ah,” not understanding the reference, and we suffered a small moment of silence. I could tell he wanted to leave—his upper lip was twitching like a small, impatient alarm. I didn’t blame him. I wanted to leave too. After one last look around, he reminded me about the meet-and-greet tea in the quad tomorrow, gave me a hasty good night, and closed the door.


With Marvin gone, I was alone with The Governess. Something, surely, was not quite right. From the two nights I had spent in college during interviews last December, I knew that everyone else’s rooms would not reek of feet and damp meat. Some had windows. The room in which I had stayed even had friendly blue walls. So friendly, in fact, that during those two nights, my room was the watering hole for all the English literature candidates. We sat on my bed and looked at the pale blue walls and bonded over the fact that applying to Old College was one of the more miserable things we would ever have to do. I felt at home in that cozy blue room—at least, up until Shelly from Portsmouth asked me whether I was really a Whipple, and did that mean I had an automatic advantage over the rest of them?


My cheeks burned. Shelly from Portsmouth was a leggy redhead whose arms were covered with mysterious moles. At the time, I said, “Of course not.” Insulted, I had also added a “Good night, I’m a little tired.” But the next morning, I wondered if Shelly from Portsmouth hadn’t been right. It was clear from the moment I walked into my interview that Dr. Margaret King from the Old College English department wanted nothing more than to interrogate me about my family. I was impressed that she managed to restrain herself for as long as she did. She was a pinched woman whose crooked flamingo legs ended in two pointy black shoes. There was a girlish smear of lip gloss on her lips and front tooth, and she smelled of artificial watermelon. Her interview questions had pertained to Aphra Behn, about whom I knew very little, but judging from the sort of novels scattered around the room—Belinda, Love in Excess, Emma—I assumed that she was a woman, a writer, and dead. I launched us into a discussion about proto-feminism and offered a borderline insightful comment about male hegemony, but it wasn’t enough. The pointy shoes started to tap.


“And, of course,” I said, “Behn’s work paved the road for the Brontës.”


It may not have been true, of course, but it didn’t matter. The name Brontë was like a drumroll. The pointy shoes stopped tapping and one of the flamingo legs crossed over the other, freeing the right foot to wag.


She had found her excuse to launch a series of questions at me—all of which I had been asked before, all of which I knew how to answer well. How did the lives of the Brontës affect the vitality of their writing? Yes, that’s very true, Miss Whipple, interesting insight. How did Emily Brontë revolutionize the modern conception of the novel? Yes, that she did—right, right. The interrogation began to acquire a more personal nature: I gather you’ve read the press surrounding the Brontës, especially about their surviving family? Oh goodness, Tristan Whipple was your father? Well, I admit I did wonder whether he might be a relative. . . . If you don’t mind my asking, were you two close? Ah, I see. A fascinating man, your father.


Then, as it always happened, Dr. Margaret King became Maggie again, a schoolgirl ogling her literary heroes. The Brontës pulled their age-reversing magic trick and there she was, a wide-eyed teenager who wanted nothing more than to traipse over the brooding English moors like Catherine and Heathcliff. I nodded and smiled and prostituted my ancestors until, together, we’d exhausted every nuance of Jane Eyre. But what does the wedding veil mean, Miss Whipple? Oh, goodness, how clever! Is that what your father thought too? Oh, I’m being so insensitive—forgive me, dear.


I usually became a “darling” at this point in the conversation, but “dear” was okay too. Whenever I became a dear, I fell mute. A dear couldn’t explain what she really thought about her relatives.


When King stood up at the end of the interview, I did too. Even in heels, she was several inches shorter than I was. She smiled, but timidly, like a brainy child who’s forgotten how to make a friend.


“Well, Samantha,” she finished brightly, “are all Americans this tall?”


“Just the tall ones,” I said.


I headed for the door. She called after me, “May I ask—do you also write?”


I fumbled for an apology and told her that no, the talent in my family had unfortunately been squandered in the last century and a half. My father had been the exception, not the rule. She walked toward me, hard heels clanking on hard tiled floor. I thought she might like to say something else, but she just opened the door and tilted her head to the left, just like my mother used to do when I did something right. But it wasn’t I who had impressed her. As my sneakers plodded back down the polished hallway, I once again tipped my hat to my three dead female ancestors. Even in the grave they managed to exert the power I could not.


The cell phone on my lap gave an aggressive buzz, alerting me to three new e-mails. Apparently, my tower had wireless internet, but no windows. The first message explained that the meet-and-greet tea party would begin at 10:30 a.m. in the quadrangle, and no one was to walk on the grass, if you please. The second e-mail provided me an excuse not to attend: my professor—a Dr. James Timothy Orville III—had arranged a preliminary meeting tomorrow morning to discuss the objectives and requirements of our tutorial and to supply me with a list of important deadlines, which I would be left to peruse at my own convenience. He signed his note O.


The last e-mail was from B. Howard from the trusts and estates division of the British National Bank. The blood drained from my face. B. Howard had already called once this evening, after I landed at Heathrow. Ours had been a brief conversation, in which she informed me that now that I was at Oxford it was time to discuss my late father’s somewhat confusing will. I know that this must be painful for you, Miss Whipple, she told me over the phone, and I gather you have only just arrived in England this evening—yes, Customs will be straight ahead, surely; just follow the signs—but as you know, this is a sensitive matter and now that you will be at Oxford it must be discussed in a timely fashion. Can you still hear me, Miss Whipple? Miss Whipple?


At the time, I explained that I was in a terrible rush and that I would call her later. Really, I had just been sitting by the baggage claim carousel, chewing on a soggy British sandwich. The thought of discussing my father’s will turned my heart inside out, in the way of all unhealed despair. I had a vague and unpleasant idea of what was in that will, and it was not something I wanted to discuss—not with Marvin, not with Maggie the Mortician, and not with B. Howard of the British National Bank.


I walked to my bed. Beneath my feet, the old floorboards creaked and cracked like old bones. On the rectangle of wall directly underneath The Governess, I noticed a series of scratches and carvings, etched deeply into the stone. There were gouges and stick figures and what appeared to be several Roman numerals. I was half expecting to find the name Byron, but the only legible letters were the initials J.H.E.


I took a seat. My gaze rested upon The Governess. For several moments, the woman in the painting and I stared at each other in unpleasant recognition. She was clutching something in her hand—a folder? A book? The Bible? Behind her was a half-submerged mast, on which sat a bird, dark and large, wings flecked with foam. In its beak was a gold bracelet. The bird was staring at the Governess, but the Governess was staring straight at me. She had bright eyes, thin features, and the expression of a caged animal. I remembered her well. I had read about her, once upon a time—or, at least, I had read about someone very much like her. It is in vain to say human beings ought to be satisfied with tranquillity, she once told me from within the pages of an old, terrible book. They must have action, and if they cannot find it, they will make it.


I couldn’t look at her any longer. I switched off the lamp on the nightstand and fell into darkness.
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Sunshine has a way of softening the recollection of the previous evening. But when I walked outside in the morning, the sun was nowhere to be found. The sky was a dull shade of concrete.


I had dressed in three layers of black for my first meeting with James Timothy Orville III. In his e-mail last night, he had introduced himself as a research fellow in nineteenth-century British literature. I sincerely hoped his interests extended to the twentieth century as well, because I had made clear in my personal statement that I had a well-developed vendetta against the Victorian era. If James Timothy Orville III turned out to be a George Eliot enthusiast, then I might have to quit here and now. There would be no switching professors and there would be no switching courses. Old College was unique (and famous) for its rigidity. Whereas other Oxford colleges offered classes and seminars in addition to tutorials, Old College students suffered one hour-long session each week, alone with a single tutor. The hope was that the intensity of the relationship would trump any diversity of instruction. What it really meant was that my entire education and mental health rested in the hands of one person.


I walked around the perimeter of campus, making sure to steer clear of the lawns. (I had once read that the last student who walked on the Old College lawn was chased off by a porter wielding a stick.) I found the exit gate, which, as Marvin had explained last night, was not the same as the entry gate, and please don’t confuse the two. Several members of the college staff were transporting tablecloths inside the quadrangle. The meet-and-greet tea, I presumed. I was relieved that I didn’t have to go. Orientations only highlighted my dissimilarity to other people my age. My father had homeschooled me for as long as he was alive, which meant that I had spent the first fifteen years of my life living in a pleasant anachronism. His idea of a Friday night was to fill up the paddling pool on the front lawn, stir up a margarita, and read me Shelley until it grew dark. He disliked Shelley—it was actually my mother’s middle name—and Dad would read every verse with dripping sarcasm. O! lift me as a wave, a leaf, a cloud! I fall upon the thorns of life! I BLEED! It was the sort of joke only the two of us found funny. I couldn’t remember why we needed the paddling pool.


Twenty-eight Broad Street, the meeting point suggested by James Timothy Orville III, turned out to be an underground pub. Near the entryway were two pots of skeletal flowers and a life-size statue of Hereward the Wake, who was holding his own head on a stake. I walked through the second set of doors and stumbled directly into the bar, which jutted out of the side of the room like a bad tooth. There was a lone bartender, a wild-eyed redhead with lips the color of undercooked beef. She was drying dishes with a rag.


“Excuse me, is this The Three Little Pigs?” I asked.


She looked me over, unimpressed, and handed me a menu. The top read, The Three Pigs’ Heads, and I congratulated myself on arriving twenty seconds early. I noted a number of boozing patrons: a squawking couple guzzling Irish coffee, a woman who appeared to be counting her teeth with her tongue, and a double-chinned man with a barking, pterodactyl laugh. I searched the room for the withering old man with a well-trimmed gray mustache and a suitably gold monocle who could possibly have the name James Timothy Orville III.


My eyes alighted on a figure in the far corner of the room. He was sitting down, with one hand resting on the table in front of him, one in his lap. At first, I thought he was one of Hereward the Wake’s friends—stuffed, almost lifelike. But when I squinted and peered into his corner, I saw the slow rise and fall of his chest. I stared at him, and he stared at me, and as he stared at me his eyes narrowed, and as I stared at him I began to panic because it occurred to me that this non-old, non-gray, non-ugly man might be James Timothy Orville III.


There was a raucous burst of laughter from one of the nearby tables, where a woman with a big scream of a hat was pushing a Kleenex up her sleeve. My professor—God, was that really him?—watched as I crashed into a nearby table leg. He looked like a safari animal attempting to be incognito.


I stopped in front of him. There was a moment of silence. He had a noble, expansive forehead that made me want to write calligraphy on it. When I didn’t move, he said:


“Well? Have a seat.”


I dropped into a chair. He was young—couldn’t have been over thirty—and seemed tightly bound in his clean, pressed suit.


He said: “I am James Orville.”


I didn’t have a chance to respond because a gray-haired waiter emerged from behind us and paused in front of me. He seemed to be waiting for me to order, so I said, “Just a steamed milk, please.”


“A what?” he said. His eyes were vague and cloudy, and I had a feeling that the sixties may have been a blur for him.


“Steamed milk?” I repeated.


The waiter turned to my professor, whose gaze had not left mine. “Two fish and chips and a pint, Hugh,” he said.


Hugh left and the two of us sat in silence. Orville stared at me, and for the first time, I realized how difficult it is to stare at two eyes at the same time. I wondered how I had ever done it before. He reached into his briefcase and pulled out a slender blue file that he dropped on the table without looking at. His expression was impassive. Somewhere, I just knew, he must have a slew of illegitimate children, all named Bartholomew.


“Well,” he said, and he smiled—almost. “Tell me about yourself.”


I gave a nervous laugh. “No, thank you.”


“That wasn’t a question.”


“I’d rather not discuss me if that’s okay,” I said. “How are you?”


He blinked. I moved my left leg on top of my right, then back again. It seemed unfair that he should be so young, and that I should be even younger. He did not respond, and as a result, neither Orville nor I said anything for several moments.


“What would you like to know?” I asked, finally, even though I already knew. Orville, like Maggie the Mortician, would want to talk about my last name. He would want to discuss my father. He would want to discuss the fire, the estate, the legend. He would want to know what Emily Brontë ate for breakfast on the morning of December 5, what erotic poems Anne wrote in her spare time, what Charlotte secretly had tattooed on her bottom. It was my own personal curse, being related to the three most famous dead women in all of England.


I swallowed and said, at last, “I was born in Boston.”


His expression didn’t change. He had picked his acne as a kid; there was a small chain of scars above his right eye.


“I’m an only child,” I continued.


Silence.


I took a breath. “I went to a small boarding school in Vermont, which you probably haven’t heard of, because it really is very small, and I haven’t been to Europe much, unless you count Paris, because that’s where my ex-mother lives. Excuse me, ex-wife. I mean, my father’s ex-wife. My mom. I don’t get a chance to visit her much, because, like I said, I live in Vermont. I mean, Boston, but I said that already. I—”


“Miss Whipple,” interrupted Orville.


“Yes.”


“Can we get on with it?”


I said, “Pardon?”


“I am your tutor, not your therapist,” he said, somewhat bored. “Please take care to remember that in the future.”


I said, “Sorry.”


“Never apologize.”


“Sorry.”


“Tell me about your academic self,” he continued. “I would like to know what interests you, besides run-on sentences. Why did you come to Oxford?”


“Everyone’s got to be somewhere.”


“Is that supposed to be funny?”


“I don’t know, was it?”


I gave an awkward laugh, which fell flat. I envied people who could talk to important people like normal humans. I had never been particularly smooth. Orville’s face was expressionless in the pale light.


I said, “I came here to study English literature.”


“And why was that?”


“I like books.”


“You like books.”


“I’m good at reading?”


“I did not ask whether you are literate. I asked why you are studying English literature. What do you imagine it will provide you?”


“Unemployment?”


“I beg your pardon?”


“Joke,” I said. “Joke.”


My cheeks were burning. Suddenly, he leaned forward across the table, resting his entire weight on his forearms. He looked like a surgeon who, in the midst of a routine operation to find someone’s soul, had discovered it just wasn’t there.


He was frowning. “What is the purpose of literature to you?”


He might have been asking me if I believed in God.


“English is the study of what makes us human,” I said. It was a phrase I had learned from standardized tests.


“Human biology is the study of what makes us human,” he said. “Try again.”


“English is the study of civilization.”


“History is the study of civilization,” he corrected.


“English is the study of art.”


“Art is the study of art.”


I let out a flush of air. “English tells us stories.”


“If you can’t think of anything intelligent to say, don’t say anything at all.”


I shut my mouth. Orville leaned back in his chair. The waiter named Hugh returned and dumped two plates in front of us. On each one was a fish that looked like it had died tragically by drowning in its own fat. The scent was something savage—salty and prehistoric, wrought from an age in which people still ate each other. Hugh shoved a pint of ale on the table in a final act of punctuation.


Orville unfolded his napkin in his lap. He had a strong chin and thin lips that cut across it in a straight line. Right now, they were pursed to the point of invisibility. He did not seem like the sort of person who would frequent dimly lit pubs before noon. The entire place reeked of ale and centuries of smutty assignations.


“Perhaps we can try going about this a different way,” he said. “What sort of authors do you admire?”


I said, “Name a few and I’ll tell you if I like them.”


He raised his eyebrows, and I wondered if I had been rude. He severed the head of his fish with one thwack of his fork.


“Milton,” he said. “Do you like John Milton.”


“No.”


“Chaucer?”


“No.”


“Thoreau?”


“Oh, please.”


There was a bit of a pause. Orville seemed to be considering whether I was, in fact, a criminal. He took a small, well-proportioned bite.


“T. S. Eliot?” he said. “Jane Austen?”


“No, and no-but-nice-try.”


“Coleridge, Keats, Wordsworth?”


“No, sort of, and no.”


He paused. “Brontë?”


I paused. I had been right. Orville did, in fact, want to discuss my relatives. How could he not? We stared at each other in a moment of mutual understanding. He knew who I was; I knew that he knew; he knew that I knew that he knew.


I crossed my arms in a way that felt childish even to me. “That depends. Which Brontë?”


“Charlotte.”


“Hah.”


“Is that a no?”


I didn’t respond. The name Brontë had, predictably, changed everything. He was still frowning, but it was now a curious frown. From across the room, the man with the pterodactyl laugh let rip another roar.


“Can you appreciate no authors?” Orville asked.


“I appreciate them,” I said. “I just don’t like them.”


“Why?”


“Personal reasons.”


“Which are?”


“I thought you weren’t my therapist.”


Orville placed his napkin back on the table. He almost smiled. Almost. The trajectory of the academic year was now spanning out in front of me, and it looked like one blackened stream of intellectual dictatorship. The more time Orville and I spent together, the more I would become one of those pale-faced vampire children in films who emerge only to say something unsettlingly prophetic in a half whisper.


“Won’t you tell me a little about yourself now?” I asked.


He raised an eyebrow again. I half hoped he would say nothing, or snap at me. But to my surprise, he became quite friendly.


“What would you like to know?” he said. “I was born in London to two academics, matriculated at Cambridge when I was fifteen, graduated when I was eighteen, earned a graduate degree in the States, and for the past eight years have been a fellow at Old College, where my research focuses on the structural and grammatical integrity of texts, and contends that a perfect novel is proof of authorial invisibility.”


I said, “That sounds riveting.”


“I dislike still water and raw fish, never exercise except in the early morning, and find A Separate Peace to be one of the most singularly moving works of the twentieth century.”


I nodded. I had a feeling that he had given this autobiography many times before, and to many students. I wondered how many he had taught, exactly, and how many of them had at some point been undone by his hellish beauty.


“You attended Cambridge at fifteen?” I clarified.


“Yes.”


“What—you couldn’t get in any earlier?”


He took another bite of fish. “Why don’t you tell me what you hope to study this year.”


I answered, “Postmodernism.”


“That is a very small swath of literature.”


“With a great overall concept: books don’t have answers because life has no meaning.”


His eyes flicked from one side of my face to the other, as though he were skimming an empty book.


I continued, “For example, have you ever read White Noise? It’s—”


“Yes, I’ve read it.”


“Sorry.”


“Stop apologizing,” he said. “Do you honestly believe that life has no meaning?”


I said, “Is that a problem?”


“How old are you?”


“Twenty.”


A small silence. He leaned forward; instinctively, I leaned back. I thought he was about to question why a first-year was twenty years old instead of eighteen, but all he said was:


“I imagine you think you are very complicated.”


“Meh.”


“Excuse me?”


I didn’t respond.


“You have misread White Noise—and, I wager, all of postmodernism,” he said, dabbing his mouth once with his napkin. “What appears to be a lack of meaning is in fact an example of authorial craft. DeLillo illustrates the inability to communicate through a medium of communication; he asserts that the world is too complex to understand in language that is unusually simple. He demonstrates significance precisely through a lack of overt significance. I imagine you cannot find its ‘meaning’ because you lack the passion to try.”


Passion. There it was, my least favorite word. It was the elusive—yes, meaningless—term people used when they wanted to believe they were more human than other humans.


The lamp nearby sputtered, leaving Orville’s face shrouded in a half light. I was silent. He reached for the blue file in front of us—my application?—and flipped through it like it was one of those picture books that tells a story if you run through the pages fast enough.


“Our meeting times will be on Thursday, from half eight to half nine in the morning,” he said. “By next week, you will have read the Old College Book of Disciplinary Procedures, which you will find in the post in a few days. You will also have prepared an analysis of Robert Browning’s ‘Porphyria’s Lover.’ The highest mark any late assignment will receive is fifty percent. If you do not complete the reading, do not bother coming to see me.”


I nodded. “Sir?”


“What.”


“Browning was not a postmodernist.”


“I never said he was.”


He tossed me my academic file and told me to have a nice day.




CHAPTER 2


My father and I had only discussed my inheritance once. I remember it well. I was fourteen. My mother had walked out on us a year earlier, and the only other woman in my life was Rebecca, my math tutor, who came on Wednesdays and Sundays. This particular Thursday, my father and I were sitting in the Heights. That’s what he called his library, which he had modeled after Heathcliff’s bedroom in Wuthering Heights. It was his personal sanctuary, and as such, it was filled with mountains of crap: excess gravy boats, turtleneck sweaters, spare copies of The Republic, and a Hemingway voodoo doll. Hanging from the one visible window ledge was a collection of upside-down dried roses. Dad said that each one represented one of his early rejection letters from major publishing houses. To me, they just looked like unlucky parachuters.


That morning, we were having breakfast on the carpet. He generally used the mornings to explain something he thought I should know: the evils of adverbs, the benefits of cremation, the legal ways to avoid taxes. At the time, he was forty-one, six foot six, and drinking whiskey in his coffee. I was five foot eleven and impossible.


“Sammy,” he had said.


“Dad.”


“I’m going to die someday.”


“Pass the syrup.”


There was a plate of home-cooked pancakes on the floor with us. I remember because Dad had left them on the stove too long, and the bottoms were dotted with charred circles, big and brown like the spots on a cow. He handed me Vermont’s finest.


“When you’re older, you’ll inherit the Warnings of Experience,” he said.


“The Warnings of Experience?” I clarified.


“Correct.”


“Why when I’m older?”


I should have asked him, Why the Warnings of Experience? but when you’re young, you never think to question the absurd.


All he said was “Fourteen is an ugly number.”


And that, right there, had been the extent of our conversation. I asked him not to talk like that anymore, because losing my father was an old and very terrible nightmare of mine. With my mother living in Paris at the time, designing wedding dresses, my dad was all I had left. And he was great. He had soft, sloppy hair, and all that hair complemented an out-of-shape writer’s body, just fit enough to be able to lift me up when we hugged. He had square glasses and only two wisdom teeth, a bald spot on his right calf, and eyes like an eagle. He was great in the ways that only dead fathers can ever truly be great.


As far as I knew, no other living person was familiar with the Warnings of Experience. I wanted to keep it that way. The outside world had long suspected my father’s family of hiding something, and the constant media attention was growing tiresome. Historians liked to point to the fact that an enormous number of Brontë “artifacts” had gone missing over the years, or were otherwise unaccounted for: the girls’ old mugs, paintings, notes, sketches, letters, and a few early novel drafts. Somehow they had been “lost.” Where else could they be, people said, but with my father? Dad was the only living relation of Patrick Brontë, the father of the illustrious Brontë siblings, who outlived all of his children (and wife) and, legend had it, had preserved the Brontës’ most precious belongings for posterity. One of Patrick’s siblings gave birth to one of my great-several-times-over-grandfathers, whose spawn ultimately ended up producing my lovable and rather eccentric dad.


Public speculation about the Missing Brontë Estate had reached an all-time high in the last twenty years. Its mystery incited a dangerous curiosity within the strangely large world of Brontë fanatics, who had all likely read the novels as children and loved them for the rest of their lives. These people were far too easy to convince that since the Brontës were Romantic and Passionate people they had something Romantic (and more importantly, Lucrative) hidden in their past. Journalists did nothing but feed the flames. Headlines grew more and more sensational (10 Mind-Blowing Reasons Charlotte Brontë Was Secretly Loaded) until the rumors began infecting the minds of normal people, people who had never even heard of the Brontës before. Instead of believing that my father was hoarding old mugs and sketches, the average uninformed gossip columnist was quick to believe that Tristan Whipple was hiding gold mines, ruby rings, and Gutenberg Bibles. The Brontës themselves became somewhat irrelevant.


All of this taught me only two things: First, when you’re one of the last Brontës, you unwillingly inherit an extraordinarily large and peculiar fan base. Second, when you are a handsome and reclusive single father, you inherit an even larger and more peculiar fan base. As a child, I had always found my father’s fame perfectly normal, like one of those standard life facts you learn at five years old: the sky is blue, the sun sets in the west, fathers are always in the news. But the media attention drove my poor dad crazy. He started refusing interviews, and avoided public appearances when possible. His novels became even more cryptic. He locked himself in his study for hours on end. He started to leave strange trinkets all over the house, so that in case any reporters did break and enter someday, they would find lots of confusing story material. To the outside world, I’m sure my father was a madman.


The irony was that in all those years, I never saw him whip out any hidden Brontë memorabilia. There were no mugs and there were no ruby rings and there were no gold mines. My father cared only for the novels themselves—Agnes Grey, The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, Jane Eyre, Wuthering Heights, Shirley, and Villette—which, last time I checked, were still in the public domain. Dad spent his entire life studying these books, picking them apart and analyzing them word by word. He was in awe of them, the kind of awe most people reserve for dark and mysterious women. These novels are alive and all other books are dead, he would say. Do you understand? He used to give me lessons on them, reading from his worn copies as he made incomprehensible margin notes. I’m sure he knew something the rest of the world did not. But when I’d ask him what it was, all he’d say was: Sammy, I’m just trying to teach you how to read.


For a time after his death, the Brontës became my true love too—but only briefly, and only by default. I figured that if deconstructing the Brontë novels had been my father’s life project, I would finish his work. Perhaps there was something important that I had been missing, and perhaps it was my job as Last Heir to figure it out. From age fifteen to age fifteen and a half, I spent an inordinate amount of time researching the Brontës, re-creating their lives, trying to know them the way my father had—as relatives. I pored over the few history books in my father’s library that had survived the fire; I wrote poems and stories in a morbid Brontë style; I developed imaginary friends in the form of Anne, Charlotte, Emily, and even Branwell, the drunk brother. I suppose I thought it might, in a way, bring my father back to life.


It all came to nothing. To this day, I still did not understand what made my father so impassioned on the subject of his three long-lost cousins, or what he might be looking for. Now, I was cursed with all the knowledge I had acquired about them. I felt like an Olympic athlete who hadn’t worked out in years and was stuck with the muscle-turned-to-fat around her shoulders. I still knew Charlotte, Emily, and Anne like no one should ever know anyone. I knew their shoe sizes and their height; I knew their stupid little secrets; I knew what they fought about and what they laughed about; I knew about the mole on Emily’s right foot. Love always came with scars, and this was mine: the knowledge that the friends I knew best were those I had never actually met.


It wasn’t until boarding school that I studied the Brontës in an academic context. Starting high school at sixteen years old meant that I was two to three years older than all my classmates. I had fought to be placed with the rising junior class, but when my mother enrolled me, she explained to the administration that my father’s homeschooling experiment had been an “unmitigated disaster,” and recommended that I start with the freshmen so I could recover from all the academic damage that had been unfairly inflicted upon me.


My hope was that my first formal English class on the Brontës would help me understand my relatives better—or at least shed some light on what my father had spent his life trying to figure out. But I was disappointed. Mr. Martin’s class was the first time that I saw how the rest of the world knew the Brontës: not as moles and shoe sizes but as dramatic Hollywood films, badly made PowerPoint presentations in class, dolls for little girls. They were everything but human beings.


Mr. Martin boiled down each sister’s character so that they lost all taste, flavor, and flair. We learned that Charlotte was the eldest, the most famous, and the ringleader of the family. Four foot eleven. Strong, opinionated, admirable. The entrepreneur. A real nineteenth-century ballbuster. Jane Eyre was her brainchild. Mr. Martin didn’t bother mentioning that it was the sort of novel you adored as a child and then misunderstood for the rest of your life.


The second sister, we learned, was Emily—intensely passionate, wild, and imaginative. She was the action figurine with windswept black hair, a heaving bosom, and a petticoat drenched from her wild traipses across the stormy English moors. Her greatest work and only novel was Wuthering Heights, considered the most romantic book ever written by those who had never read it carefully.


And then there was Anne. Quiet, forgotten Anne. The last Brontë. The youngest. The failed social reformer. Meek. Moralizing. Sweet. Author of the most boring book, Agnes Grey, the one that never made it to SparkNotes. She was the Brontë who had been overshadowed by her infinitely more talented sisters. In other words, the Loser.


I approached Mr. Martin one day after class to complain about his complete misunderstanding of my family. He had a heart-shaped face with a fuzzy beard and stubby fingers resembling baby pickles. On his desk were the plastic bags that he put over his head when it rained.


“I don’t think you’re being fair to Annie,” I said to him.


“She speaks!” he said with a kind smile. “I thought you had taken a vow of silence.”


I shook my head. “I think you’re wrong about Annie.”


When he smiled, thick creases gouged his cheeks, like Earth’s fault lines. He cocked his head to the side. “Annie?”


“Her friends called her Annie.”


“And how do you know that?”


“My dad told me.”


His smile faded at the mention of my father. The look on his face said, I don’t know what to say. Help me. I knew the expression well. I saw it on the face of every fourteen-year-old girl in my dorm. No one knew what to say about my father’s death, so no one came near me.


“You’re not explaining Anne the way my father used to,” I told Mr. Martin. “You’re making her boring.”


He sat down and gestured that I should do the same. I ignored him.


“Did your father tell you quite a lot about Anne?” he asked.


I frowned. “Are you a reporter?”


“Goodness, of course not.”


He was silent then, and uncomfortable. I wondered if he read the newspapers. If the rumors were true, could it be that the largest literary inheritance in recent history would fall into the hands of a teenager?


I took a breath. “Do you know anything about the Warnings of Experience?”


“The what?”


“The Warnings of Experience. Please tell me what it means.”


He looked sympathetic, as though I was a lost, poor, friendless child—for the first time, a true Brontë.


“Samantha, would you like to sit down and talk?” he said.


I meant to say, “I’d rather not,” but it came out “I’d rather rot.” I left the room.


It was in those first few months of high school that I began to realize something rather awful, something that I would skillfully repress for years. Every member of the press believed that my father had left me something tangible—a Brontë treasure. Everyone was wrong. What I had was the Warnings of Experience. And the Warnings of Experience, I had come to believe, was not an object. It was just another one of my father’s esoteric lessons. Perhaps reporters would have figured this out had they ever seen the whiskey in Dad’s coffee and the veins in his eyes. I was the only one who had seen the Great Tristan Whipple sprawled out on the couch like a beached starfish. I knew—deep down, I knew—that his parting gift to me was a warning not to become like him. There was a reason B. Howard of the British National Bank could not understand his will, and there was a reason I didn’t much want to discuss it. It was because, I suspected, there was actually nothing there.


In retrospect, I should have returned Mr. Martin’s smiles and attempt at friendship. He was simply doing his job, which was to introduce kids to literature. But at the time, there was nothing I hated more than his lectures about Wuthering Heights. It’s a book of raging contradictions, he used to say. Nature versus civilization, heaven versus hell, love versus violence. Supposedly, he was teaching us how to do “close reading.” We were not doing “close reading.” Close reading was when my father analyzed chapter headings for two hours. I once told Mr. Martin that he was missing the point of the book; Mr. Martin said that the point of the book was that we were never able to understand it fully. It was a markedly different way of thinking than Dad’s, and I found the transition between the two terribly disorienting. In the end, there was only one thing that came out of my cumulative education: a whole lot of white noise.


[image: Image]


On Thursday morning, I made my first trip to the Old College Faculty Wing. It was a miniature castle at the heart of campus, in the middle of a wide, lake-size lawn. I recognized the building immediately from posters, postcards, and BBC dramas. It was giant and rectangular, studded with stone turrets and four looming gargoyles, all of which appeared to be frothing at the mouth. This, right here, was the defining building of Oxford, associated with so many scandals throughout the years that it now accounted for fifteen percent of tourism in England.


The concept of a faculty wing was an unusual one at Oxford; in most of its colleges, professors worked and lived alongside their students in the residential quarters. Such was the case at Old College until 1811, when the faculty took over this old manor. I took the back route to avoid today’s tour groups. The walk wasn’t nearly as scenic, thanks to all the weeds, and as I neared the rear of the Faculty Wing, I happened upon a small, abandoned freshwater well. It was old and ugly. I hadn’t noticed it the last time I was there. It reminded me of the portable toilet I had once spied behind Buckingham Palace. Perhaps it had been Photoshopped out of all the postcards.


In a few minutes, I reached the front of the building and found the entrance. The solemn stone walls were scarred and battered, as if by too many catapult wounds. Inside, the foyer was wide and dark, like an elegant prison, and smelled of old honey and rum. There were two stuffed bison heads above the doorway and an old urn at the center of the room, out of which several denuded branches emerged like antlers.


Orville’s office was on the third floor of the West Wing, as he had explained in his last e-mail. I climbed a glorious staircase the width of a yacht, and there it was, unavoidable—the English department, visible to all passersby thanks to the giant banner that read, in Latin: From One Example Learn All. I walked down a deserted, umbilical corridor. It was lined with closed doors, labeled with surnames: Milton, Norris, Northington. Then, Orville. The door was closed, with a sign on the outside: Tute in Session: Kindly Leave. I took a seat on one of the rickety chairs nearby and waited. A sheen of sweat ripened over my body.


Soon, the door to Orville’s office swung open and a wild-eyed student erupted, sobbing and furious. Her boots made angry taps as she stormed down the corridor, hair bouncing behind her. I stayed put until the noise of her heels grew soft and then disappeared. I smoothed my palms over my jeans and entered Orville’s dimly lit room, which smelled as though an animal had just been smoked. The curtains were bloodred and drawn. This was not an office. It was a small library, two stories high, with thin ladders and impractical balconies and an expensive ceiling featuring a gaggle of naked Greeks. It was the sort of library you’d marry a man for.


Orville was sitting in an orange chair by the fireplace, not smiling. I saw a small stack of papers on the table in front of him, as well as a tea set and a pocket-size Magna Carta. I approached slowly.


“Welcome to your first tutorial,” he said. His five o’clock shadow was gone, and in its place was ruthlessly scrubbed skin.


“Thank you.”


He motioned toward the tray on the table. “Coffee or tea?”


“Do you have any hot chocolate?”


“This isn’t a restaurant.”


“Sorry.”


“Sit,” he said. “No, not there. Farther away, please. Yes, that’s right. You will sit over there; I will sit here.”


I moved away from the chair next to him and took a seat on the opposite couch.


“Nice office,” I said.


“Yes, it is, isn’t it?” he said. “It was a battle to secure this one. It has the finest views of the gardens—do you see? Ah, the curtains are drawn.”


I said, “Are all these books yours?”


“Of course they’re all mine.” His chin tilted up; he might have been speaking about his children.


“What did you do to the girl who just left?” I asked.


“Eliza did not complete Ulysses. I take my tutorials very seriously. If you do not feel as though you are emotionally equipped to perform, please leave now.”


I said, “I’ll be fine.”


“Very well,” he said. “Let’s get on with it. Please tell me about ‘Porphyria’s Lover.’ ”


“Sure,” I said. “It was pretty bad.”


“Pardon?”


“I thought it was a terrible poem. Really awful.”


He blinked. “Try to be more articulate, please.”


I waited. He waited. I crossed my legs. What did he want? I was an essayist, not a public speaker. If he wanted to know my opinion, he should have read the twenty-two hours of thought I had already poured onto the page in front of him.


“Bad,” I said. “It was a bad poem. Did you read my essay?”


Orville regarded me for a moment, then reached for the paper in front of him. He held my essay between his thumb and forefinger, like a dish towel. “You mean this?”


He tossed it to me. It landed with a small splat on my side of the table, like he was belching out the last of his lunch. There were no double check marks written on it, like there always had been for me in high school. Now, red scribbles bled into the page. I picked it up. The first comment in the right-hand margin read, This is a pathetic sentence.


“Read me your opening paragraph,” he instructed.


“I can’t,” I said. “You’ve crossed out most of it.”


“Read what’s left.”


My breathing was shallow. I was supposed to be good at this, I reminded myself. Hadn’t I applied to Oxford as a literature major? Rational, methodical, systematic pieces of analysis were my forte. The heat gathered in my cheeks and it occurred to me that years from now, when I was old and bedridden with some twenty-first-century plague, I would feel grateful that I was not in this office.


I cleared my throat and read my own writing aloud: “ ‘Robert Browning’s “Porphyria’s Lover” appears to be a poem about beauty.’ ”


I stopped. Orville had begun gently stroking the wood of his armrest like it was the snout of a giant, drooling pet tiger.


I looked back at the page and continued: “ ‘However, beauty in the poem proves to be as illusory as the narrator’s sanity.’ Should I go on?”


“Please don’t.”


“What’s wrong?”


“Is your writing always so flat and uninteresting?”


“Only when I don’t like the subject matter.”


“Everyone dislikes that which they cannot understand.” Before I could respond, he said, “Why don’t you tell me what you were trying to argue. I couldn’t read past page seven.”


My cheeks flamed. My feel-good, every-opinion-is-valid high school had not prepared me for a one-on-one tutorial. High school had taught me that classrooms were a safe space where every opinion was right. It was an environment in which Ophelia could be compared to both Dido and the hooker from Pretty Woman and no one would object. Once upon a time, I used to be comfortable with confrontation, but that had been a long time ago, when my father was still my sole tutor. Now, I felt rusty, like a cheerleader trying to squeeze back into her uniform after gaining a hundred and forty-five pounds.


I cleared my throat. “All I mean is that for a poem about the preservation of beauty, the poem itself isn’t beautiful.”


“What do you mean, the poem isn’t beautiful?”


“It’s about a man who strangles his lover with her own hair,” I said.


“And you don’t find that beautiful.”


“Do you?”


Orville stood up and walked to the fireplace, so that his back was toward me. I imagined he was contemplating what a waste of a Brontë I was.


“What about the exquisitely sensual way in which he kills her?” he said. “He wraps a strand of her own hair around her neck, treating her body as a work of art—a temple of aesthetic pleasure. Her beauty is so ephemeral that the only way to preserve its perfection is, paradoxically, to destroy it. You have overlooked the poem’s nuances.”


“What nuances?” I said. “The poem is not subtle at all. It’s written in blunt, simple, stupid words. The speaker is a madman and a murderer and a lunatic. He doesn’t even say that the woman he kills is attractive. You’re imagining a beauty that does not exist.” For good measure, I added, “Sir.”


He turned back to face me. “Do you honestly believe that beauty cannot exist in something that does not appear to be beautiful?”


No, I thought to myself. Yes. No. I decided not to answer the question. I said, “You’re changing the definition of ‘beautiful.’ ”


“You’re forgetting the subjective nature of beauty.”


“You’re wrong to think that beauty is subjective.”


“Isn’t it?”


“No,” I said. “People know what’s beautiful, and Browning gets that. He is making a fool out of you.”


“Me?” Orville said.


“Yes. You. The poem is ugly and Browning knew it. The point was to see how many delusional academics he could trick into thinking it was worth analyzing.”


There—right there. Both of Orville’s eyebrows raised at the same time.


“And for that matter,” I continued, “if you believe what you say, then you shouldn’t find fault with this stunning piece of poetry I provided for you.” I tossed my essay back at him. “You are simply unable to see the inner beauty in my deplorable lack of passion.”


There was a small pause. Orville almost smiled. “Do you take me for a fool, Samantha?”


“Do you really want me to answer that question?” I blurted.


He stopped. My cheeks flamed. “Well,” he said, “now we’re getting somewhere.”


With that, we began the tutorial in earnest. The next hour passed in a state of intense discomfort. Orville told me that my sentences were bland, and had I ever read something called a stylebook? I informed him that I was merely exercising artistic license. He explained that my inverted commas were used incorrectly and that, anyway, I should really have a look at the Oxford English Dictionary. I told him that I didn’t know what an inverted comma was and that he should take this argument up with my muse. He seemed terribly content, as though he knew no finer pleasure than arguing over line breaks and semicolons and adverbs. I wondered what the women in his life thought of that.


I did manage to learn a few things over the course of the morning. First, overusing the word and betrayed my limited understanding of elegant writing; second, some people actually did know what the word heteronormative meant; third, my sarcasm was not helpful, thank you very much. I learned that only Americans refer to their tutors as professors; at Oxford they were generally dons or fellows, so I should kindly note that. I thought I might relax into the rhythm of the tutorial, given enough time, but my posture was stiff from beginning to end. Orville was terrifyingly articulate. Had his entire vocabulary been limited to twelve words, I’m sure he would have found a way to include discursive.


“There is one thing I am curious about,” he said, as we neared what was either the end of the tutorial or the end of time. I considered mentioning that he had just ended his last thought with a preposition, but thought better of it.


“If we might,” he said, “I’d like to return to your accusation that the narrator of this poem is a madman.”


I glanced at his grandfather clock, which was broken. “We only have three minutes left,” I guessed.


He didn’t move. “So speak quickly.”


I did my best to summon my thoughts out of their tortured stupor. “The narrator is a madman. What is there to debate? That’s why it’s juvenile to call this a great piece of art. People have a bad habit of assuming that anything insane is automatically profound. Ergo.”


“Ergo what?”


I frowned. “Ergo, that’s it.”


“You cannot say ‘ergo’ without something following it.”


My face grew red. It was one of my grammatical inaccuracies that my father must have found too amusing to correct.


I said, “Ergo, authors uniformly assume madness is deep. They’re wrong. Sometimes, insane people aren’t tortured artists. Sometimes, insane people are just insane.”


Orville frowned. “Consider the afflictions that drive sane men into madness: love, money, blood, power. The condition of insanity is but an exaggeration of the very qualities that make one human. Wouldn’t you say that madness, therefore, is but a magnification of reality?”


“No, I would not say that.”


“Have you never been in love?”


I blinked. “What?”


“You. In love.”


“I don’t think you’re allowed to ask me that.”


His expression did not change. “I ask only because the memory of being in love will help you understand this poem.”


“Understand what? What it means to want to kill someone?”


“Precisely. Passion can take even the most rational men in directions they would not anticipate. Think of what Browning has done to elucidate this point: He has given a murderer a rational voice. He has channeled madness into an intrinsically organized, structured art form. He is encouraging you, Samantha Whipple, to recognize sanity within the insane. If you cannot appreciate madness, then you cannot appreciate great art.”


I said, “I’m sure the woman being strangled had a hard time appreciating this man’s art.”


“She’s a fictional woman.”


“That’s what they all say.”


I waited. Orville glanced at his watch. “Very well, Samantha—we will continue this conversation another time. You may leave.”


He stood and walked to his teapot on the opposite side of the room. I stayed where I was. We didn’t say anything. I picked up my violated essay and shoved it into my bag.


“Have you ever been in love?” I asked.


Orville looked back at me and let out a bark of a laugh. “I’m a great deal older than you are.”


“I mean, properly in love,” I clarified. “The kind of love you strangle people over.”


The dishes gave a clank. I couldn’t tell whether that meant yes or no. I imagined a horde of secret lady admirers falling all over him, one by one, getting caught in the spokes of his bike as he moved around the city.


“You probably just haven’t met the right girl yet,” I said, giving a sweet smile. “When you meet someone you really want to kill, I bet you’ll know.”


He brought a fresh cup of tea back to the center of the room and set it down on the table. He was a very tall man and the teacup was miniature in comparison.


“Do you have somewhere to be?” he asked.


I blinked. With the lesson over, a switch seemed to have turned off in his mind, ending our relationship for the time being. He sat down and unfolded the newspaper in front of him. I was unused to sudden coolness in teachers. My father had always been the same person in and out of the classroom. After a day of lessons, he’d take me down to the grocery store and we’d count the lobsters in the tanks. Orville was silent, and I couldn’t help but think that all I had done was rent him for the hour.


I slung my bag over my shoulder, and slipped out of the room unnoticed.




CHAPTER 3


A few weeks later, when I was en route to my first dinner in the Great Dining Hall, I discovered that I had made the front page of the Hornbeam, Old College’s student newspaper.


LAST LIVING BRONTË DESCENDANT ARRIVES AT OLD COLLEGE


It was printed in heavy, self-righteous black ink. The paper had infected all of the Old College arcades, and now, discarded copies were flying in the brisk wind like English tumbleweeds. There I was, on the cover page of every paper—too tall, with straight, American teeth. Brown hair, brown eyes, no makeup. The author of the article, an H. Pierpont, must have found my high school yearbook photo floating around the internet. I looked a lot like myself and a little like a man. I snatched a copy off the ground and read:
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