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To all the witches.

 


She collected a great number of poppies. They were abundant, as was their demand in barren landscapes where only desert flowers sprouted. Over there, botany and its benefits were some kind of myth.

Shyoban used flowers in some of her mixtures, such as the poppy and lavender water, which, when sprayed on the pillow, eased falling asleep. Those were also key ingredients in the recipe for the night mask, as they soothed the skin after long exposure to the sun. This brew was popular among seafarers and travellers, although if the herbal remedies of the family became famous on the other side of the ocean it was, without a doubt, because of poppy oil. This oil, if warmed with the fingertips and massaged on the temples, mitigated headaches. Almost everyone had migraines in that land.

Shyoban’s grandmother, wrapped in wool and leather, was an expert in harvesting ingredients for green plant brews. But that season, spring filled the countryside with color, and she prioritized floral mixtures and other friendly recipes that would help people heal, as well as make clients not to mistrust her because of her reputation as a witch. Even sailors who during the winter reluctantly buy her remedies for sunburn, colds and coughs, fight to get a bottle of perfumed water when the good weather arrives, to use after shaving, or perhaps as a gift for someone waiting overseas.

Thus, thanks to sales and exchanges, granddaughter and grandmother managed to survive. Quietly in their wild garden, both women watched the year go by accompanied by spirits, trees, tradition, plants, books and animals—mainly Odin, an old, thieving, stubborn and overly curious raven who would only allow people to pet him from time to time.

Being a three-day walk away, no one was too concerned about what happened in the forest. After all, they were the local witches.

Shyoban was walking down the path back home with her basket full of ingredients when she noticed the crow nearby. He was flying through the trees, much faster than usual.

“What’s going on?”

She started to run after him. Odin was not easily shaken.

The crow told her that something had happened to her grandmother. She had had an accident when she was taking the last shipment to the seaport: fifty bottles of brew. And only two had survived the rumbling fall. The magnitude of the accident had been such that a kind sailor offered to rent a horse to accompany the woman back home. Odin, who had been listening closely, wanted to warn Shyoban about the danger posed by the people accustomed to survive in small spaces and salty air. But he did not have time. Out of breath, the girl snatched the horse’s bridle from the hands of the sailor and led it to the cabin.

Anya, the grandmother, had to ask her to calm down.

“What happened?”

“It was just a bad fall.”

“A really bad one, I’d say,” he added.

Shyoban looked at him questioningly.

“What about these cuts, grandma?”

“From the glass bottles. I’ve almost broken the entire order.”

Once at the cabin, Shyoban offered her shoulder to her grandmother to help her dismount the horse. Anya was pale. The sailor helped her down.

“It is all right, we’ll make more perfume. What matters is that you are okay.”

“I’m fine...”

She was not fine.

As Shyoban was still overtaken by her emotions, she had not yet realized the extent of the accident. Anya was covered in sweat. Her leg was broken, but she was hiding the pain to avoid making her granddaughter even more nervous. She screamed when her feet got tangled in the roots of that three—and scream was the only thing she wanted to do again ever since. It was her bellowing that alarmed the passengers of a sea ship about to dock. The first mate of the ship noticed the suffering of that voice and entered the forest only to find her almost unconscious.

As the man carried Anya in his arms, Shyoban wanted to ask him to put her down. Her grandmother’s face relaxed as soon as he sat her down on the kitchen table. The girl hurried to tidy up the black cauldrons, the tin cans containing decorative flowers, and the remains of mixtures and the work from the night before. Anya did not have the strength to scold her for the mess, like she always did. She used the little energy she had left to let out a mournful moan as the sailor grabbed a pair of rusty scissors to cut off the leg of her leather pants. Then, Shyoban became aware of the magnitude of the situation. The leg was bruised and bleeding from several places. It needed to be cleaned and splinted as soon as possible.

“It’s less serious than it seems,” the sailor tried to console the woman.

“You can go now, sir,” said Anya, whose eyes, at times, went blank.

“Have you ever splinted a leg?” he asked the girl.

“One of a deer, a long time ago.”

“I have a bit of experience. I can help you, if you let me.”

Shyoban nodded.

“Okay, but don’t touch her. Teach me how to do it.”

“Alright.”

*

That very same night, once the willing sailor had headed back to the village, Shyoban tried to write all the knowledge she had acquired in her learning journal. Placing a stick in the wounded’s mouth was more important than she had previously imagined, since it had prevented her grandmother from losing her tongue as she was twitching in pain. Speed turned also to be key, as were having the necessary instruments close by, and using the moments where the woman was unconscious to perform the most critical and painful interventions. Shyoban dipped her nib into the inkwell and strove to write down all the steps, ideas and possible improvements that could help to cure another injured person in the future, such as using poppy seed and petals for as a sedative. She also listed the plants that had been useful to soothe pain, disinfect and clean the wounds... The last few lines she wrote into her journal expressed her gratitude to the sailor who teached her, between bandages and surgery, the techniques required to be part of the crew of a ship such as his. The wounds they suffered, had to be treated on the high seas with scarce resources, no matter their kind or how bad they were. It was useful to know a few tricks that would ensure survival in extreme situations, although not without getting a few scars.

Shyoban closed her notebook. She had placed a couple of blankets and animal fur on the floor that she would use as a mattress next to the table where her grandmother was resting. While lying at the warmth of the fireplace, she looked at her hands, stained with ink, sap and blood. She intertwined them over her belly and thought that perhaps that was what human beings were made of—their essence.

That was her last thought before she fell asleep.

*

She needed more of all the ingredients: liquor, oil, poppy, mint, wild rose, valerian, pennyroyal, ivy, dandelion... She needed them in quantity, and soon, if she wanted to replace the damaged order. But her grandmother did not make her job any easier. Anya wanted not to deliver the order of the lady merchant they
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