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			For my dad: my first reading and writing role model, enthusiastic unpaid publicist, and favorite defender of democracy. I’m still looking forward to reading your memoirs.
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				In Which Gretsella Receives an Unusual Delivery

			
			Once upon a time, on a somewhat muggy Wednesday afternoon in late August, the witch Gretsella arrived home to her cottage in the Dark Forest of Brigandale in the Kingdom of Evermore to find a bottle of milk on her steps. There was also a screaming baby.

			The milk was there because the milkman always came on Wednesdays. Gretsella paid him to do so. She didn’t know when or why a babyman had come as well, though it seemed clear that when the babyman cameth, he had cometh for her. Attached to the baby’s ankle was a luggage tag that read “To be taken into the care of Gretsella, the Witch of Brigandale with the Reasonable Prices.” This was, in fact, Gretsella’s preferred epithet. When it came to making a career out of witchery in today’s economy, whether you were a good witch or a bad witch was of less concern than whether you were a witch whose subtle arts were accessible to the middle-class homemaker.

			The baby was still screaming.

			“Stop that,” Gretsella said.

			The baby did.

			“Well, at least you know your manners,” Gretsella said, and carried the baby inside.

			Gretsella’s cottage was a nice, cozy little place, if Gretsella said so herself, which Gretsella often did. Gretsella was firmly convinced that her home could not be surpassed by the finest mansions in all of Evermore. On this point, she might not have been entirely incorrect. It was a cottage perfectly positioned and enchanted to catch only the coolest, most fragrant breezes in summer, and in winter it was always snug and warm and smelled of the rosemary tincture that Gretsella used for everything from washing her hair to mixing up a fortifying drink with a modest slug of gin. There were always fresh sweet rushes on the floor, and the hearth was swept as clean as the dinner plates. It was, in short, a very wholesome atmosphere for a baby to visit, if a baby saw fit to go visiting. Gretsella could think of no reason why the baby shouldn’t be invited inside.

			Though she had never had any children of her own, Gretsella had never found herself particularly intimidated by babies. As she saw it, they were a bit like wolves and termites and fast-growing asymmetrical moles: One only needed to be firm with them. That was, at least, her own experience. She’d noticed that people who had the misfortune not to be witches seemed to find things a bit more difficult. In any case, within half an hour or so, she had given the baby a thorough scrubbing down in a dishpan and diapered him with a clean tea towel, then set him down in a breadbasket, where he proceeded to placidly gnaw upon his own fist.

			“I don’t see why you’re looking so satisfied with yourself,” Gretsella said. “A helpless infant all alone in the world, with no way to make an honest living.”

			The baby had nothing to say for himself.

			“And why give me a baby?” Gretsella asked him. “It isn’t as if I took out an advertisement in the paper. Wanted: one able infant-of-all-work. Ridiculous! Of what possible use could you be?”

			The baby made no reply.

			“Ah, well, if you insist on being difficult, I suppose there isn’t anything else for it,” Gretsella said, and began to search the cottage for supplies to make the baby a more comfortable bed.

			Over the next few days, Gretsella and the baby embarked upon their new life together, and she found herself growing fond of him. It was a bit like having a particularly useless familiar. Her last familiar had been a black cat who could smell demons. The baby mostly smelled terrible. He was lovable, though, in his own way. Gretsella had worked miracles for people who expressed less joy and enthusiasm for her efforts than the baby did whenever she pretended that a spoonful of mashed peas was an owl flying into the hollow of a tree.

			She decided to name him Bradley.

			Bradley was, on the whole, a very well-behaved young person. He only very rarely made a fuss in the evenings. On these occasions, Gretsella would sing him to sleep with songs of her own invention, which tended to run along broadly similar lines:

			Go to sleep, little baby, and don’t give me cause

			To feed you to creatures with sharp shiny claws.

			The forest is teeming with creatures who creep,

			So quit with your crying and go straight to sleep!

			This generally seemed to do the trick.
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			One day—after Bradley had been sleeping in one of her bureau drawers and dirtying her tea towels for almost a week—Gretsella was outside hanging some laundry on the line, with Bradley grubbing around in the grass by her feet, when she heard horses approaching.

			She straightened up and glared in the direction of the sound as two armored men came riding into sight. “You there! Old woman!” one of them called out.

			She glared harder. “Witch.”

			“You!” the soldier said.

			“Yes, me,” she said. “I’m a witch. Now try that again.”

			“Oh,” the soldier said. “You there! Witch!”

			“Yes?” Gretsella said politely.

			The soldier took a moment to sit up taller in his saddle before he got to the point. “Have you seen any strange babies around here?”

			Gretsella frowned. “Why do you ask?”

			“Oh,” the soldier said, with a glance at his companion, “no reason.”

			This didn’t strike Gretsella as particularly convincing. “No,” she said after a moment. “There aren’t any strange babies here.”

			“But what about that one?” the second soldier asked, and pointed at Bradley, who was stuffing a fistful of grass into his mouth.

			“He’s not strange; he’s Bradley,” Gretsella said. “He’s my baby.”

			The soldier looked somewhat dubious. “He doesn’t look much like you.”

			This was, in fairness, quite true. Gretsella was very tall and very thin and very pale, with green eyes and freckles and a long, crooked nose and an unmanageable head of graying red curls. Bradley, being a mere infant, was very short and very fat. He also had a tuft of straight black hair growing out of the center of his forehead, a complexion a shade or two darker than Gretsella’s own, and merry dark eyes, which were nearly swallowed up by what persons more sentimental than Gretsella might deem irresistibly chubby little cheeks. Gretsella drew herself up a bit. “Bradley,” she said, “has no obligation whatsoever to look like anyone but himself.”

			The soldiers seemed unable to mount any objections to this argument. The first soldier cleared his throat. “And aren’t you a bit long in the tooth to have a child of that age?”

			Gretsella’s glare intensified. “I have no obligation whatsoever to be of any age other than my own,” she said. “Now go away, both of you. Shoo.”

			The soldiers stayed where they were. Gretsella turned her attention to their horses and gave each of them a good long look straight in the eye. Then she said, very firmly, “Go away, and don’t come back.”

			The horses left. The soldiers, being mounted on their backs, left with them. Gretsella finished hanging out her laundry, and then she and Bradley set up a nice old-fashioned soldier-, salesman-, taxman-, and missionary-repelling perimeter around the garden. “I don’t know why it’s been so long since I set one of these up,” Gretsella said to Bradley. “What a negligent witch Mother is! Isn’t that right, Bradley?”

			Bradley cooed.
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			A Digression on the Subject of Witches

			Once upon a time, a long time ago, a lonely little girl wandered through a dark wood. The little girl had a real name, but everybody called her Carrots. She climbed up onto a low branch in a tree—she was the sort of little girl who would climb as high as there were convenient handholds, but no higher—made herself comfortable, and thought about the universe. She didn’t stumble upon any remarkable insights. She was an ordinary little girl, not a philosopher-king.

			Despite this, the universe said, Hmm.

			If you’re the sort of person who reads, you’ll be aware that fairy tales ought to be taken seriously in their essence, if not in their particularity. Fairy tales, like fairies themselves, are not overly concerned with factual accuracy. They sometimes mislead. You should, therefore, take the following explanation of a peculiar phenomenon with a grain of salt: It’s a little-known fact that, in the Kingdom of Evermore, just as caterpillars turn into butterflies, lonely little girls sometimes turn into witches.

			The loneliness that creates a witch can’t be the temporary loneliness of a child whose parents have left her alone to fend for herself for an afternoon. It’s a deeper and more abiding loneliness than that. It’s the sort of loneliness felt by a little girl who, for whatever reason, walks alone into the woods and climbs up into trees to think about the universe more often than she’s invited to birthday parties. It’s the sort of loneliness that, over time, curdles into something that isn’t loneliness at all. This was the way in which Carrots was lonely.

			Carrots was eleven years old. She wasn’t an orphan and didn’t have a cruel stepmother, and she wasn’t bullied by the other children for some distinct physical attribute. She was simply a little girl who was slightly too plain, slightly too loud, and slightly too intense in her contemplation of peculiar subjects. She wasn’t a round peg being forced into a square hole. She was, in a world of round holes, a peg that at some point in the manufacturing process had been made very slightly oblong, to the degree that the cosmic carpenter assumed that he was probably just hammering wrong and set her aside to try again later. This was always a particular source of pain for Carrots. If she were bullied for being the lone child with flashing green eyes and flame-colored hair in a village of dull, ordinary-looking children, that would be one thing. She’d be able to anticipate going on an exciting hero’s journey and meeting lots of people who would recognize her remarkable qualities for what they were. Carrots, unfortunately, was shunned by the other children not because they were nasty provincial little bullies but because she was the sort of child who read a lot of books, thought she understood more about the world than she actually did, and didn’t understand how to play with the other children without annoying them. This made her very lonely, but she told herself that she didn’t care about those dull, silly children in the village anyway.

			All of this was made worse by the fact that the pain felt by a lonely little girl is taken seriously by almost nobody, including the little girl herself. She is forced, therefore, to imagine herself into a world where she is a more important and interesting person experiencing a more important and interesting kind of pain. It is this specific combination of loneliness, pain, and inward-directed imaginative power that creates the ideal alluvium for germinating the seeds of witchcraft.

			This condition of proto-witchery is not, strictly speaking, limited to little girls, though they experience it more frequently than any other type of person. Just as, under the right circumstances, towering trees can be found growing inside dark caves or clinging to the sides of sheer rock faces, this type of little-girl loneliness sometimes finds its expression in an embittered young widow, a forlorn and delicate elderly man, or, in one notable case, a desperately unhappy forty-five-year-old sergeant major struggling to reacclimate to civilian life after many years of fighting overseas. It is, however, an absolute fact that unhappy little girls are the ideal existential ceramic crock for fermenting the supernatural sauerkraut that is a fully developed adult witch.

			Despite this rich, dark loam of little-girl loneliness being endemic in girls between the ages of seven and seventeen, it is not sufficient for a girl to become a witch. It’s generally more likely to produce an adult with a slightly above-average level of interest in stories about notorious and gruesome murders. Even in the intensely magical forest of Brigandale, all that this sort of loneliness creates is a small divot in the fabric of reality. Most lonely little girls are too busy living in reality to notice a crack in it.

			That day in the tree, Carrots looked at reality, noticed a handhold in it, and pulled herself up.
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				A Return to the Narrative That Was Interrupted by the Preceding Digression

			
			After Bradley had been living with her for a month or so, Gretsella decided that there was no use in putting off the inevitable any longer. It was, in witch circles, generally considered perfectly respectable to raise a child who had been abandoned on one’s doorstep, but one did have to observe the usual customs. Gretsella made coffee and cake and set out an extra umbrella stand to accommodate the broomsticks. She went to her front door and, on the sign that hung there, moved the arrow pointer from Not at Home: Go Away to Receiving Coven: Go Away. Then she waited.

			Hyssop and Yarrow were the first to arrive, riding two to a broomstick, as usual. Their matching names and stout figures often led people to the mistaken impression that they were related in some way. The truth of the matter was that they were, in fact, longtime business partners, and had selected their botanical witchnames in order to better promote themselves as the type of old-fashioned, rosy-cheeked village herbalists whom one could really trust to make a healing salve or efficacious philter without any rat poison in it. They had become so successful at their venture that they’d opened an apothecary in the capital, bought themselves a large town house apiece, and had not so much as harvested a sprig of lavender for a scented sachet with their own hands in almost ten years. Their abandonment of traditional witchly occupations in favor of success in the world of commerce had opened them up to a certain degree of criticism from their fellow witches. Gretsella, for her part, put much of the criticism down to jealousy over the fact that the complainers hadn’t concocted the scheme themselves.

			The next to land in the garden was Magnetia, a very young witch who was ceaselessly torn between her desire to be taken seriously by her elders and her alarming propensity for doing things like buying a metal whisk with gears and a crank on it for mixing her potions. She arrived wearing all black, despite a summer heat that would convince even the most tradition-bound old crone to assent to some navy blue, and riding a broomstick that had been outfitted with what appeared to be a rubber pad for sitting on.

			Then, at last, came the final member of their coven. She arrived late, as always. Barb (she claimed to have selected this peculiar witchname after having spent several days in dread communion with a spirit from a dark realm known as Weehawken) was married (to a man, of all things) and had given birth to several (it seemed rude to inquire as to the exact number) children, who often prevented her from leaving her house in a timely fashion for, presumably, their own iniquitous purposes (Gretsella preferred not to dwell too much on the details of what might occur within such an unnatural household). Barb lived just off the main street in a very ordinary village, where, it was rumored, she sometimes crossed hallowed ground in order to participate in a profane ritual she called “the annual church spaghetti dinner.”

			Gretsella, who abhorred all gossip except when she was the one maliciously spreading it, could certainly not say whether or not these rumors might be true, and had made herself a bit of an object of controversy among local witches by inviting Barb to join her coven in the first place. Despite her eccentricities, though, Barb was a valued coven member and a hag after Gretsella’s own heart: Her accomplishments as an enchantress were undeniable, and even when Gretsella called for a witches’ convocation on very short notice, Barb could be relied on to bring a dessert.

			Today, in honor of Bradley’s naming day, she had brought a crumb cake.

			The witches all gathered in Gretsella’s sitting room for coffee, cake, and the admiring of Bradley. Dressed in one of the little suits Gretsella had finally, begrudgingly, knitted for him, he was passed from hand to hand, and complimentary remarks were paid to his person.

			“He looks awfully young for you to have lured him here, Gretsella,” said Magnetia, who was not very well acquainted with small children.

			Hyssop and Yarrow cackled like the respectable hags they were. Barb, like the notorious iconoclast she was, explained: “Bradley wasn’t lured, Maggie. He was abandoned. It’s very traditional to leave a lost prince on the doorstep of a local witch. Was it a loyal nurse who left him, Gretsella?”

			Gretsella blinked. Much as it would have embarrassed her to admit it, if Gretsella were capable of embarrassment, she’d been too occupied with tending to Bradley to spend much time thinking about who must have brought him to her, or why. “I don’t know,” she said. “I suppose it might have been. Have any princes gone missing in the past month or so?”

			“You haven’t heard?” Magnetia asked, in great apparent shock. “It’s been in all of the papers! The dear queen died just after the birth of her first and only child, King Weltham was fatally thrown from his horse, and the poor little prince was stolen from his cradle in the night! King Weltham’s uncle Horack will be crowned king in only a week!”

			“I don’t read papers,” Gretsella said witheringly. “I’m a witch.” If there was anything she needed to know, she would scry it herself; she didn’t need to read papers. She looked down at Bradley. “So Bradley is the infant son?”

			“He might be,” Magnetia said.

			“Almost certainly,” Yarrow said.

			“Well,” Gretsella said after a moment, “shall we have our naming celebration?”

			There are, it must be admitted, very few distinct differences between a witch’s naming celebration and what might otherwise be referred to as a christening. The difference is the intent, and their intent was devoid of all concepts of sin or salvation and very full of frogspawn and cackling. They cackled their way through the traditional phrases for the benefit of a deeply unaffected-looking Bradley. Then it was time for the gift giving.

			Hyssop and Yarrow stepped forward first. “To you, Bradley,” Hyssop said, “we grant the gift of beauty.”

			Gretsella was unsurprised. It was, after all, a very traditional gift to grant to a possibly royal baby, and Hyssop and Yarrow were, in their own ways, staunch traditionalists. Magnetia was frowning. “Shouldn’t it be handsomeness, for a boy baby?”

			“Oh, really,” Yarrow said. “If beauty is good enough for a woman, then it’s certainly good enough for a man.” Yarrow was of the school of witchery that detested men.

			Magnetia immediately conceded the point—she was too intent upon becoming a hag in good standing among her peers to argue with a bit of stuffy old-fashioned misandry—and then stepped forward to grant her own gift. “To you, Bradley,” she said, “I grant the gift of politeness.” Then, a bit too loudly: “It’s very important for children to know how to be polite.” Magnetia made occasional attempts to ally herself with the school of witchery that detested children.

			Yarrow and Hyssop murmured approvingly. Then Barb stepped forward. Everyone else watched with a degree of apprehension. It was always nerve-racking when a witch so disconcertingly fixated on originality was allowed to bless a baby.

			“To you, Bradley,” Barb said, “I grant the gift
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