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BOOK 1







CHAPTER ONE



Exeter, Devon. July 1656.

“People of Exeter! Come to the gallows!” The town crier’s voice echoed from the end of the lane. The clanging of his bell and the sound of his horse sloshing through the puddles grew louder as he came closer. “Praise ye the Lord! Let us pluck out the devil from our midst!”

Inside a nearby home, ten-year-old Alice Molland had just taken a sip of her warm milk, but her throat constricted, and she could barely breathe. She coughed and spat the milk back into her wooden bowl.

“Is it Goody Luscombe?” She looked straight into her father’s dark brown eyes, set deep beneath straggly black eyebrows. “Is she the one they dragged out of her home in the dark of night?”

He nodded from his chair at the head of the table. Her heart lurched and beat so loudly it was all she could hear.

When Alice was younger, her mother, Catherine, had often left her in the care of Goody Luscombe. Now that she was ten, Alice chose to spend many hours at the woman’s cottage. Her mother sent her there to fetch sage leaves or pennyroyal or slippery elm, plants she had need of in her work as a healer, and Alice lingered, drawn by Goodwife Luscombe’s smile and her fresh corn cakes.

“Did she know she was going to be arrested?” Alice understood why the old woman had shared so much this past summer and insisted Alice pay attention to all the details. Alice had learned from her how to distinguish numerous plants, such as comfrey, mugwort, and chamomile, and how much warm water to add to make the infusions that could relieve suffering.

“I cannot go. You cannot make me go.”

“Do not contradict me!” Thomas Molland stood and leaned over his youngest child.

Alice focused on the bloody mark above his right eyebrow, the result of a drunken brawl a few weeks earlier.

“I am your father, and I’m telling you we are ordered to attend this hanging today.” He sat, took a long swallow of ale, and plunked his mug onto the table.

“Let us celebrate the death of evil,” the town crier’s voice bellowed, close to the Mollands’ front door.

“Goodwife Luscombe is my friend.” Tears pricked Alice’s eyes, but she resolved not to cry. She prayed this was a bad dream and she would soon wake up.

The clomping of the horse’s hooves grew fainter. Alice’s sister Faith, two years older than Alice, sprang from the bench on the other side of the table, her brown eyes like dark moons in her freckled face as she stared at the door.

“Alice, you will do as your father tells you.” Catherine stood at the hearth and stirred the potage cooking over the open fire. The earthy smell of potatoes filled the small kitchen.

Alice focused her attention on her mother, a tall woman whose pale brown hair was streaked with gray. “But Mother, you’ve put me in the care of Goody Luscombe many times. You said she was your friend, a healer of people and animals, like you.”

“And she was, but she has used her powers in bad ways and must be punished.”

Catherine turned to face her family. “They say a witch has caused the harvest to wither and die two years in a row. Diana Luscombe is charged with being that witch. And she stands accused of causing the death of several pigs and using a toad as a familiar spirit.”

“These are lies! Goody Luscombe is a gentle person who would never harm anyone.” Alice’s words hung in the air, but she got no response. She stared into her bowl. Globules of yellowish cream had formed on the surface of her milk. She had seen men on the streets of Exeter, victims of the Great Wars, clad in dirty rags and missing an arm or a leg. She had even helped her mother prepare a body for burial once. The woman had died in childbirth, and it had been Alice’s job to close the eyes so the corpse could not threaten anyone with its look.

But she had never witnessed a hanging and couldn’t imagine seeing her dear friend strung up at the gallows. Her eyes moistened. She pinched her left arm, and the pain told her she was fully awake.

Alice grabbed the hunk of oat bread, tore off a chunk, and stuffed it into her mouth. A hard crumb dropped to the dirt floor, and she watched as two skinny brown cockroaches approached, antennae waving as they circled the morsel.

Her father stood, and his bucket-top boots thumped on the dirt floor as he marched from one end of the kitchen to the other. “Look at the streets of our city, littered with all those poor critters, remnants of the Wars. They’re starving to death, but slowly, forced to beg like animals. Perhaps hanging may be a more merciful fate for Goodwife Luscombe?”

He came to stand next to Alice. At his feet, both cockroaches grasped the crumb in their pincers at the same time and fought over it. Alice’s father crushed one beneath his boot, and it released a loud popping sound. The other cockroach scurried away with the prize.

Catherine lifted the iron pot and crouched down to place it at the edge of the blackened hearth. “We need to prepare ourselves. We are summoned to attend a witch hanging, and we shall obey.”

Alice heard the finality in her mother’s tone and understood she did not have a choice. Even though her father raised his voice, it was her mother’s word that counted.

“Come, Alice. I must speak with you.” Catherine stood up and reached an arm toward her child.

Alice took the outstretched hand and followed her mother into the bedroom. They sat side by side on the low box bed.

“Listen to me.” Catherine stroked her child’s long black hair. “You must attend this execution, or it will be said you were a friend of the witch. Indeed, the suspicion of witchcraft is likely to fall on anyone who does not make their way to Heavitree today, but especially on you and me since we may have been spotted in the company of Diana Luscombe.”

Alice nodded as she pictured her friend’s round form bent over her oven to pull out risen corn cakes where before there had been only flat lumps of dough. A woman had arrived at Diana Luscombe’s thatched cottage one day, and in her arms lay a little girl who cried out in pain. The child had a broken arm, and Alice had learned how to pound on the roots of the comfrey plant to turn them into a paste that Goody Luscombe had packed around the broken limb. The old woman had explained the paste would harden and hold the bone in place to help it mend.

The healer had produced a tiny bottle and given the girl a drop of a brownish liquid. The child made a face, but to Alice’s amazement, she soon closed her eyes and fell asleep.

Goody Luscombe had turned to Alice and pointed to the bottle. “Do not speak of this to anyone. It is a secret between you and me and this poor woman.”

Alice stared at the reddish-brown birthmark on the back of her left hand with its faint resemblance to an oak leaf and made up her mind. “Do not worry about me.” She grabbed her mother’s arm. “I shall be right beside you. No harm shall come to us.”

“And you promise not to let anyone know that Goodwife Luscombe is your friend? It is up to you, Alice. If you were to let them know anything, it could be bad for all of us. Do you promise?” Catherine clasped her daughter’s hands so tightly, Alice thought her bones would crack.

“I promise.”

“Come along, you two!” Alice’s father yelled from the kitchen.

Alice felt a strong arm around her waist and leaned against her mother’s cotton shift, which smelled faintly of ashes and smoke. Together, they would be able to face this dreadful day.
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The family stepped out of the cottage and onto the damp ground. People packed the lane, shouting and laughing as they made their way to the gallows.

Thomas shoved his way into the crowd, and the rest of the family wedged themselves in behind him.

The rain had washed away most of the human excrement and rotten carrots and potatoes that generally littered the narrow lane, and a fresh, almost sweet fragrance filled the air. A light wind and the sun made the white clouds scurry away.

It might have been just another beautiful summer’s day.

The girls wore their brown woolen skirts, each decorated with two bands of black braid around the hem. Catherine’s small face was framed by a lace cap trimmed in white filigree, which lightened the shadows under her limpid blue eyes. In a dark jacket and breeches, his chin smooth, Thomas walked in front of his wife, his large frame head and shoulders above her.

In her left hand, Alice clutched her best conker, the fruit of the horse chestnut tree, which had won every game of Smash the Conker for over two weeks. She gained strength when she gripped its smooth, hard texture between her fingers.

Her right hand was enclosed in her mother’s firm grip. Alice smiled as she had promised her mother she would, but within herself, she heard, Did they arrest Goody Luscombe because she is a healer? Are Mother and I going to be next? Her throat tightened, and the sour taste of rank bile came into her mouth.

Alice and Faith walked on either side of their mother and jostled each other as they stepped around puddles and occasional piles of dung that remained after the rain.

“Today they permit us to enjoy ourselves!” John Plympton, the tanner, shouted as he strode forward. He usually looked like a tall, ungainly scarecrow, but today he had dressed for the occasion in a hat stuck with brilliant peacock feathers.

Lily Cornock, who lived on the other side of the lane, chimed in: “And about time too! Cor blimey, what do they expect us to do with no alehouses!” Her five children strutted behind her like nervous ducklings.

“The Lord shall prevail!” hollered a loud voice.

Alice looked up to see the two soldiers who guarded their lane. The presence of soldiers did not surprise her. They were a common sight, and her father had told her Exeter had been under military occupation, with soldiers quartered at the castle, since the end of the Civil War in 1646.

But she had never seen the men dressed like this. They wore helmets that resembled pots with metal crowns, long buff coats with back and breastplates over them, secured by bright red sashes. She thought they must be really hot inside all that metal. In their bulky, gloved hands they carried pikes that rose high above them. What do they use those for?

John Colbert, the shorter of the two soldiers, yelled, “Death to the witch! Go and celebrate!” His face bore a scar that trailed all the way from his nose to his left ear.

Ambrose Rogers, the other soldier, grinned at Alice in his usual friendly way, and she returned his smile.

Someone tapped her between the shoulder blades. She turned and looked into Mary Ward’s pretty blue eyes.

“Oh, it’s you!” Alice laughed. The two had been friends for more than a year, but Mary had recently gone to work as a servant at the Greenway house, so they rarely saw each other nowadays.

“Look! Marigold!” Mary produced a grayish-brown toad from underneath her apron.

“She’s huge!” Alice remembered the first time Mary had led her to a scummy pond and shown her the tadpoles, blackish on top and dark gray below and surrounded by strings of jelly.

“Watch!” Mary slipped out of the crowd, which moved forward at a steady pace past the two soldiers.

“Mary! No!”

Alice’s friend stood on tiptoe behind John Colbert. She held the toad high and poked the creature’s belly so that it let out a loud, ugly croak next to the soldier’s ear, causing him to jerk his head from side to side.

“Mary should know it’s foolish to make fun of our soldiers,” Catherine muttered. “They never forget any slights.”

Her mother pulled Alice a little closer to her side as they turned the corner into Northgate Street. In front of Alice swarmed more people than she had ever seen there.

She came here often to fetch water or accompany her mother to the wool market and usually loved to get this far, for the street was much wider and cleaner than their own narrow lane. But today it was packed tight with so many people that it seemed to have shrunk.

Around them, people let out roars of laughter, along with shouts of “It be a grand day, to be sure!” and “Good day! You’ll be lookin’ fine today!” There was music, too—the whine and honk of bagpipes and horns, and in the distance, drums led the crowd toward the South Gate and up to Gallows Cross.

Mary had tucked Marigold back into her apron and once more walked a few feet behind Alice, next to her father, Nathaniel, a tall, bearded man whose bald pate gleamed in the bright sunshine.

“Good morrow, Thomas,” he greeted Alice’s father, who stepped around his wife and children to walk beside his friend. “We’re in fer a vine sight tiday!” Nathaniel had grown up in a village near Cullompton and still spoke with a strong Devonshire accent his neighbors sometimes found hard to understand. “An’ the Laurd is favorin’ us wi’ sunshine! Iddn that right, Charis?”

His wife forced a smile as she looked up and pushed her wiry brown curls back under her cotton bonnet.

Alice wondered if Nathaniel knew about the secret Mary had told her. Her friend had come home earlier than usual one Sunday, her day off work, and discovered her mother taking her pleasure with a man who was not Mary’s father. Mary didn’t recognize the man, but he had her mother pushed up against the bedroom wall, his breeches down and her skirt yanked up, as he plowed his way into her.

Mary had turned and run straight to the Molland home. Tears ran down her face, and it had taken Alice a while to find out why. Alice had held her friend close and whispered that she must never tell anyone about this. Mary had not responded.

“Well, Nathaniel,” Thomas said. “It’s true we have had not a single hanging for over a year, not since they got rid of poor old Jeremiah Flattop for stealing from the Hoskins.”

“An’ a witch, Thomas!” Nathaniel slapped his neighbor on the back. “Now that be summat else! The first time I seen a witch swing!”

Stay strong for me. Alice was startled to hear Goody Luscombe’s soft, singsong voice in her head. She could picture the old woman’s face framed by a halo of thick white hair. She had last seen the healer on the eve of the full moon, perhaps a fortnight earlier. Goody Luscombe had sent Alice out to find garlic, useful for fighting infections and killing parasites, and to pick blackberries, whose properties could treat diarrhea and vomiting.

Alice had known where blackberries grew, but it had taken her most of the morning to locate the garlic. Goody Luscombe greeted her when she returned to the tiny thatched cottage close to the noon hour. “What took you so long? Couldn’t you smell your way to the garlic?”

As the crowd closed in around the family, the talk grew louder: “Henry Herneman said she put the curse on ’im, ’is wife fell ill and ’is son broke ’is leg,” and “Old Ann Southcott and Goodwife Eggins, they brought their children to ’er for help and the littl’uns died.”

A drop of sweat from Alice’s forehead stung the corner of her eye, and she blinked hard. It came to her that since Goody Luscombe had passed on so much knowledge, Alice had to work to remember everything. She decided to arrange in her mind all she had learned about herbs and ignore all the horrible people around her. And one day she would become the best healer ever in the county of Devon.

“Mother! Where are you?” Faith cried from somewhere in front of them.

Catherine dragged Alice with her as she barged through the throng to catch up with her elder daughter. Alice would have been just as happy to never see her sister again after what Faith had done to Alice’s cat, but she said nothing.

Around them, the entire population of Exeter seemed to be out on the streets for this celebration. Cookrow, which extended beyond Northgate Street, was lined with several more soldiers, all dressed in full armor for this festive occasion.

Alice’s father had told her that even though the Parliamentarians defeated the Royalists in the Civil War, Exeter had been a Royalist stronghold and was considered far too important to leave unguarded.

She looked up. Above her, a few gray clouds had moved in from the west and brought the suggestion of showers later in the day.

But she mustn’t allow herself to become distracted; she had to start recalling Goodwife Luscombe’s herbs and their uses. She would start with pennyroyal, a plant her mother often needed for the women who came to her. It was easy to recognize with its light purple flowers rising one above the other and its small, hairy leaves. Goody Luscombe had told her it should be boiled in water and vinegar and would help women to have their courses.

They passed the turn to the wool market, and Alice entered a part of Exeter she did not know.

All around her rose timber-framed buildings much higher than any she had seen before, some as tall as four stories and surmounted by steep vaulted roofs. Over the enormous oak door of the closest house was a shield decorated with a creature painted bright gold that looked to her like a large dog.

“What’s that?” She pointed to the shield.

“A lion,” her mother shouted above the raucous crowd.

“What is a lion?”

“A beast we don’t have in England, and certainly not one I have ever been asked to heal. They say he is very dangerous.”

The animal had sharp claws coming out of all four feet.

The crowd moved faster, and the press of people behind them forced Alice to let go of her mother’s hand.

More clouds rolled in, but still the sun burned down on the top of her head through her cotton bonnet. Her woolen skirt stuck uncomfortably to her legs, and every cobblestone imprinted itself on her feet through her thin soles.

She turned her thoughts back to the task at hand: The dandelion was Goody Luscombe’s favorite plant since it was useful in so many ways. She had shown Alice how to use a small trowel to dig out the roots, which yielded a kind of bitter milk, the most powerful part of the plant. A broth made from the leaves and roots would loosen the bowels and make people pass urine more easily, she had informed her young charge, which made Alice burst into giggles.

She needed to hold this recipe in her head. Use the roots and leaves to make a decoction in white wine, she said to herself. Or chop up just the leaves, add a few spicy black berries from the alisander plant, and boil in a broth.

A beggar with a peg leg thrust a wooden bowl under her nose. “Give us a farthing.” His face was gray, the same color as the bristles on his chin, and his vacant eyes stared through her. She repeated the dandelion recipe once more in her head to make sure she had it memorized.

She looked away only to see behind her a fat man with a wispy beard who reminded her of a pig. “Kill the witch!” he yelled into her face.

Alice gripped her conker more tightly. She urgently needed to pass water.

The family drew closer to the cathedral, which was visible from almost every spot within the city walls and many without as well.

“Look over here!” Thomas pointed down Southgate Street to the South Gate. “There lies the prison.”

Squashed in close to her father, Alice looked up at the huge towers. Long strands of dark hair had escaped from under her bonnet again and stuck to her face. She pushed them back. From a thin slit in the wall hung a shoe suspended on a greasy rope.

“Prisoners let a shoe down like this to get sustenance or money,” Thomas informed his children.

Faith paid no attention to her father, but Alice stared up at the old brown leather and wondered if Goodwife Luscombe was in one of those towers.

The crowd was forced to slow down, for only five or six people could squeeze through the archway at one time. The Molland family was shoved against the great pile of bricks and mud that supported the city wall rising high above them.

Then they were outside the wall, where the throng picked up momentum and broke into a run. Alice pulled up her skirt to free her legs and at once felt a kick to her shins, then somebody’s elbow knocking into her.

She was desperate to piss but could see no way to break free from the crowd, so she let the hot urine run down her legs.

Nobody cared. The noisy crowd advanced down one steep slope, up the other side, then down again.

The pace slowed as they ascended the final hill. At its summit, outlined against a pale blue sky, stood two ladders propped up on a wooden frame from which hung one solitary piece of rope. Alice stared at the gallows. The crowd had thinned out across the hillside, so she was able to stand still.

I want to go home. Now. But of course she couldn’t go home. This was not just a day out. She had to watch her friend be strung up like an animal. The acrid taste of vomit rose in her throat, and she swallowed hard as teardrops rolled down her face.

Keeping her promise to remember all of Goody Luscombe’s herbal cures was so painful. Even when her mother came to stand next to her and wiped away her tears, Alice was alone.

Faith had joined up with a group of girls who munched on toffee apples. She flung her head back to laugh uproariously, a movement that caused her blonde curls to dance in the air behind her. Alice had to turn away. How dare Faith behave in such a foolish, disrespectful way?

The music grew louder and mixed with the cries of vendors, for there were dozens of little stalls set up around the gallows. Hawkers sold wax images of the witch and pins for pricking.

Alice wanted to scream. Cromwell’s soldiers had no use for children’s frivolous pursuits. If they were caught playing rounders or football on a Sunday, they could be whipped as a punishment. So why was it that today they were being encouraged to step away from their chores and celebrate the execution of Goodwife Luscombe, a woman who had never harmed anyone?

She turned to ask her mother but saw a rickety cart approaching, pulled by two enormous brown horses. A woman in a tattered brown shift knelt in the cart, her hands bound together behind her back, her head shorn. A priest in a cassock and flat hat stood next to her and held the horses’ reins while a sergeant-at-arms rode alongside.

As the cart neared the gallows, the crowd surged forward.

“Witch! You killed our people! Die! Die!” They hissed and stamped their feet.

The chanting hammered at Alice’s head. She stared at the woman in the cart, her body slouched over, her head almost touching the cart’s floor. Surely this must be a different person. This poor creature looked nothing like the healer who had shared so much with her.

“That Diana Luscombe put a curse on my child, and he died!”

“My wife lay pining for five days because of ’er! Kill the witch! Kill! Kill!”

The taunts wrapped around Alice. She tried to force her thoughts onto the topic of healing plants and what else Goody Luscombe had once taught her, but her mind went dark.

At the crest of the hill, the priest stepped out of the cart and pulled the prisoner up by the arms to drag her out. He walked beside her bent figure toward the gallows and held out his hands to her in supplication. She ignored him.

Alice recalled one spring day when she had gone with Goody Luscombe to pick snowdrops. Alice squeezed her eyes shut so she could picture the tiny white flowers hidden in the long grass. She had found the first one, but then Goodwife Luscombe had shushed her and pointed to where a deer had appeared a few feet away.

“Kill her! Kill her!” came the chant from all around. A soldier moved the two ladders into place.

Alice opened her eyes to see the woman at the top of the hill reach the first ladder. She closed them again to take her thoughts back to that spring day. The fawn still had its spots and tore at a beech sapling as if it had not eaten for days. A light rain moistened the leaves, but she and Goody Luscombe had stayed perfectly still.

Catherine patted her child’s back and told Alice to look up.

The prisoner had climbed to the top of her ladder. Alice’s heart raced so fast she thought she might die.

From his ladder, the black-hooded executioner leaned over to place the noose around Diana Luscombe’s neck and tighten it. Then he climbed down the ladder to the ground.

With one swipe, the executioner yanked the ladder from beneath his prisoner’s feet. Goodwife Luscombe’s body jerked, and her arms and legs flew out at odd, disjointed angles. Then came a crack as her head fell forward.

The inside of Alice’s head wanted to explode. The crowd let out a tremendous roar. She squeezed her eyes shut, but the deer was gone. Alice could not even see the woods anymore, only blackness. At least Goody Luscombe had died quickly.

Alice opened her eyes to see Diana Luscombe’s head bent over the noose while her body swung eerily from side to side.

Alice looked from the outline of the gallows over to the cathedral. She flung her head back to stare at the sky, where dark clouds threatened rain. If God were really up there, why had he allowed Goody Luscombe to die like this?

Her stomach heaved. She struggled to keep the bitter vomit down, but it didn’t work. She sank onto the ground and spluttered as a thin stream of whitish liquid poured from her mouth and tears ran down her face.

When she finally stopped retching, the burning sensation that consumed her made her beat her fists into the earth and cry out, “No! No! No!”







CHAPTER TWO



Near Exeter, Devon. August 1656.

“So there ’e be,” Jedediah Fletcher pronounced as he pushed open the wooden gate with his wide bottom and pointed to an almost pure white horse tethered to an oak tree on the other side of the field. Catherine had been summoned to tend to this animal.

Alice and her mother squeezed past the farmer, and his two sons—young men in their early twenties—came right behind. The gate swung shut with a bang.

Alice had begged to accompany her mother on this mission to help Farmer Fletcher. Almost a month had gone by since Goody Luscombe’s execution, and during that time, Alice had longed to honor her friend and use one of her healing cures.

She got her first opportunity one day when the widow Bradshaw had come by and begged for help with her diarrhea.

Since Catherine had been on her way out to the wool market, she’d turned to Alice. “Can you make the decoction of blackberries and mulberries?”

Alice had nodded and spoken to the widow with what she hoped was an air of authority. “Do not worry. I shall prepare this and bring it to you shortly.” The old woman shuffled off without so much as a “thank you,” and Catherine disappeared with her basket of wool.

“I know I can do this.” Alice’s hands had shaken as she pulled out the wooden bowl of blackberries and mulberries she and her mother had picked just a few days earlier. “Goody Luscombe, if you are watching, please guide me.”

She’d laid the berries in a pot and added enough water to cover them. “Not too much,” she remembered the healer saying. She stirred the berries, and a lovely aroma rose from the pot. Alice smiled. When the liquid had turned a rich purple and the fruit had mostly dissolved, she removed the pot from the fire and strained the liquid through a linen cloth into a jug. Yes! Alice the healer!

Despite her new-found confidence, Alice still had so many questions she needed to ask her mother: How dare those soldiers take an innocent woman and string her up? Does God really live up there, in the sky? And if he is up there, why did he not intervene to save Goody Luscombe?

She had tried asking questions of Faith, but her sister had laughed and told Alice not to bother herself with such weighty matters. So she only had her mother to turn to, but in their cramped house, there was never a moment when the two were alone. Today’s escape from the city would be her chance.

Alice’s mother had to earn some money today. For the past few moons, Catherine had earned only fourteen pence a week for spinning and accepted what work came her way so that her children would not starve. Her husband secured laboring jobs when he could, but this morning the family had been reduced to sharing half a loaf of oat bread and a jug of beer for breakfast.

The sun beamed down on them, and Alice breathed in the dizzyingly sweet smell of summer. She was content to be out here even if her empty stomach growled in discomfort. Clumps of dandelions with fine, wide leaves dotted a vibrant green pasture, and as she stepped over them, Alice thought to suggest they return the following day to pick some. She had watched Goody Luscombe prepare the dandelion decoction but yearned to make her own.

At the thought of her dear friend, tears came to Alice’s eyes. What if she couldn’t remember the dandelion recipe? Never again would she be able to consult Goody Luscombe or see the smile that lit up the woman’s face as Alice approached her door, nor would she feel the woman’s strong embrace enfold her. She loved this woman who hadn’t treated her like a child but more like a younger relative under her care.

Alice used her apron to wipe away her tears. The group approached the center of the field, but the horse did not move. The only sound came from the swish of its tail as it sought to rid itself of the flies buzzing in the summer heat. Farmer Fletcher led the way with Catherine close behind.

Alice paused for a moment and let the farmer’s sons, Trewen and Clether, go in front of her. Master Fletcher had told her all his children were named after villages in Cornwall, his father’s home.

On closer examination, the animal wasn’t exactly white, more the grayish color of snow after it has been on the ground for a day. And even though it stood at least one hand above her, it was still a colt. It was probably two or three years old, close to Alice’s age in horse years.

Catherine had just set her basket on the other side of the animal when, with a deep whinny, it reared as far as it could above Alice, a gray silhouette against the bright sun. Two metal horseshoes rose high above her, and she was sure the colt’s powerful body would crash onto her. She ran back, collapsed on the grass, and squeezed her eyes shut.

Nothing happened.

She dared herself to open her eyes. The horse had brought its front hooves to the ground. It strove to tear away but instead hopped in an awkward movement.

Jedediah grabbed the rope and held it tight. The animal had to keep still or it would strangle itself. “’Ere, wat bout it then? Wat do yu reckon?” The farmer turned to Catherine, and his intense brown eyes appealed from under his tattered felt hat. The animal let out low, plaintive sounds.

Catherine smiled. “Just give me some time, Jedediah, and your horse will be right as rain.” She placed her wicker basket on a bare patch of red earth.

Alice hoped her mother spoke the truth. Most of Catherine’s work as a healer of animals had been with pigs and sheep, not with horses.

Her mother crouched next to the horse and lifted its right foreleg by the hoof to examine it. As she did so, the animal flung its head in the air once more and whinnied. Catherine had to let go. The horse’s shiny black nostrils flared, and saliva dribbled from the corners of its mouth. Trewen ran over to help his father hold the rope, and the two men struggled to restrain the animal as great shudders shook its body.

The tendons bulged in Trewen’s neck, and his ears, which stuck straight out from his head, had turned a deep shade of pink.

“Don’t hurt him!” Alice called out.

Alice’s mother frowned at her, but the three men laughed. She stared down at her feet and blushed as she saw the little rip at the end of her left shoe where her toenail poked through.

“Alice! I need you over here.”

Alice jumped up and ran to stand next to her mother.

With the animal held steady by Farmer Fletcher and his son, Catherine was able to tuck the hoof between her knees. In response, the animal groaned and leaned its whole weight against her. She teetered and almost fell over. At once, Clether stepped over to help. An enormous man with hair that bristled like a hedgehog, he leaned in and propped up the animal.

When Catherine nodded to her, Alice reached into the basket, pulled out a leather sheath, and handed it to her mother. Catherine withdrew a narrow blade that curled at the tip. Alice stared at the knife but turned her head as the metal glinted in the sunlight. When she looked back, her mother brought the knife down to the horse’s foreleg and made a quick incision.

Alice studied the colt’s face. Its black eyes were watery, and its jaw trembled and glistened with foam. Its body quivered, too, and it had a strange smell about it, like rotten apples left too long before the cider making. Perhaps Alice could calm the animal.

She tiptoed around her mother and raised her left hand to stroke the horse’s clammy nostrils and chin. It snorted at her and seemed to twitch less. When Alice removed her hand, it neighed and once again pulled at the rope.

The oak leaf on the back of Alice’s hand moved back and forth on the rough and stringy hide as she whispered to the colt, “Think about all the beautiful things: the first primroses in spring, the smell of fresh grass after a good rain, a patch of blackberries no one has touched.” Ants crawled over her feet and inside her shoes, and she bent over to whack them. The horse neighed to call her back.

Catherine did not look up. She had made two separate incisions and kneaded the flesh in both places, but with no success.

Alice inched even closer to the animal’s face and remembered what Goodwife Luscombe had told her once: You could calm a restless horse if you breathed into its nostrils. She brought the creature’s sweaty nose next to her mouth and exhaled. Her hair stuck to the back of her neck in matted clumps, but she would not be distracted. The creature gradually relaxed beside her.

When Catherine made the third incision, a little spurt of whitish liquid ran out of the leg, followed by a steady trickle. The horse pulled itself away from Clether and stood firm. The man stepped back and shook his arms. “By my faith, I’ll be needin’ my ale!”

“Careful of yer language!” came his father’s response, for everyone knew the punishment for even the mildest swearing was at least three hours in the stocks that stood in the cathedral close.

Catherine reached into her basket, took out a small flask of yellow liquid, and applied it to the incision. She struggled to stand up, so Alice stepped around the horse and put one arm around her mother’s waist to ease her up.

“Here. Use this to clean out the wound, and keep the animal still for the rest of the day.” Catherine handed the farmer the flask.

“Thank ’ee, m’dear, yu’ve done wonders.” Jedediah Fletcher slipped three coins into her hand.

“An’ you too.” He addressed Alice. “You’ll have to come up ’ere agin to charm the animals like you did today.” The words came out from between the gaps in the farmer’s teeth with hisses and splutters.

He turned to Catherine. “Be yer littl’un the seventh child of a seventh child?”

“Oh, Master Fletcher! You know I only have the two. Alice is my youngest, just ten years old.”

“Well, I jist think yer littl’un has the Gift, you know, the way she had with our critter, calmin’ him down.” Farmer Fletcher placed his hand on Alice’s head.

She stepped away. “Can we go home now?”

“Yes, come.” Catherine shook the farmer’s hand in farewell, and she and Alice set off across the field. After a few moments Catherine pulled the copper pennies out of her apron. “Look! These will procure us a fine cut of meat at the market tomorrow. We shall go together!” She patted her child’s shoulder, and Alice smiled back up at her.

“Well, you be careful with ’er,” Jedediah Fletcher called across the field as they squeezed back out through the gate.

The cathedral bell was tolling for evensong as Alice followed her mother down the path that led through the shady woodland. Catherine walked briskly but Alice skipped, so excited was she that Goody Luscombe’s beliefs about how to calm a horse had worked. A few days after her friend’s death, Alice had gone to Goody Luscombe’s cottage to retrieve some of her herbs, but they were gone. Someone had been there before her, and the shelves where the herbs had been laid out were smashed to the ground and the plants swept away.

She’d stopped and looked around to see if anyone had seen her. Then she had backed out and run away as fast as she could.

She and her mother approached the bottom of the slope, but she slowed her pace when she heard the burble of the Longbrook, which called to her as it wound its way toward the River Exe.

The two had not spoken since they left Fletcher’s farm, but now Alice implored her mother: “Look, we can stop here for a moment.” The path had opened up into a clearing. Alice grabbed her mother’s hand and led her over to a tall willow tree on the banks of the stream.

They sat down in the shade of the tree’s graceful branches, and Alice craned her neck to stare up the steep slope to the massive city wall that crowned it. “What did Farmer Fletcher mean when he spoke of charms? Did I do a bad thing?”

“No, no. But you did scare him, and me a little, too, by how you were able to put a spell on the colt and calm him. You drew the farmer’s suspicion.” Catherine set her basket down on the ground and turned to face Alice. “How did you know to address yourself to the animal like that?”

“Goody Luscombe told me that horses are very sensitive, but you could soothe a restless horse if you breathed into its nostrils. So I tried it, and it worked!”

Her mother shook her head and opened her mouth to speak but changed her mind.

“I want to ask you something,” Alice said.

“What is it, Alice?” Her mother pulled a small crust from her basket and passed it to her child. “We shall share this today, and tomorrow we shall eat well.”

Alice took the oat bread, broke off a small piece, and handed it back.

“I still don’t understand why they killed Goodwife Luscombe.” Alice had held her thoughts inside for so long that now they all tumbled out like a stream after a heavy storm. “I don’t believe she did anything wrong, so why did they have to murder her? And then, if there is a God, why did he let this happen to a poor, innocent woman? Why didn’t he do something to stop it? So, Mother, what if there is no God? What if there is nothing?”

There. She had said it all.

Catherine set the crust back in her basket and turned to face Alice. She raised her right hand toward her child’s face as if to slap her but instead held her hand there for a moment and lowered it.

“Do not ever ask me these questions again.” Her voice sounded like a bow being pulled too roughly over a fiddle string. “You must know they call this blasphemy.”

Over the ripple of the Longbrook, Alice made out the pretty sound of a song thrush close by, but all that mattered was that her mother glared at her. The furrow between Catherine’s eyebrows deepened. Her mother had never dismissed her in this way before.

“What do you mean, blasphemy?” She stared into her mother’s clear blue eyes, which seemed to have darkened.

“Blasphemy means you can be executed if you question the Christian faith.”

“Is that why Goody Luscombe … ?”

“I don’t know, Alice, but you have a lot of questions that make me fear for you.” Her mother’s voice had lost its taut quality but still had a cold edge. “You need to hold them in, keep them secret. As for why God would let such a thing happen, we must accept that God is good, but his ways are not always known to us mortals.”

“Oh.” Alice pictured yet again the dark image of Goodwife Luscombe’s body silhouetted against the sky, her head bent forward over the noose.

Catherine patted her daughter on the back. She fished out the crust and ate the remainder.

Alice understood that this conversation was over even though her mother had given her no good answers. She had planned to tell her mother about the visit to Goodwife Luscombe’s cottage, but now that was impossible. She grabbed a smooth pebble and slammed it into the water.

She stared at the hole in her shoe; her big toe stuck all the way out. It was hard to have so many secrets, so many things she’d been told never to talk about.

“Alice, you should know I am truly proud of you.” Her mother reached over to embrace her, but Alice pulled back. Wasn’t her mother also troubled by doubts?

Still, Catherine persisted: “I want to teach you everything I know about the care of sick animals and people, as your grandmother taught me.”

“And as Goody Luscombe taught me! I want to become the best healer in Devon and share all my knowledge with other healers.”

“You are strong and have mighty ambitions. But you need to take care not to draw attention to yourself. The men in charge here do not like girls who are too sure of themselves.”

Is Mother telling me I’m too full of myself? Perchance she’s right, but this is who I am.

A crash distracted them at that moment, and two full-grown deer bounded through the trees. Their black tails bobbed in the pale sunlight as they leapt over the Longbrook and disappeared from sight.

“Oh, Alice!” Catherine reached to hug her child, and this time, Alice allowed herself to be embraced. Catherine slowly let go.

“So, Mother.”

“That’s enough, Alice.”

Alice did not dare to speak. Perhaps she should just accept that her questions about the existence of God were evil and that something bad might happen to her unless she forced such thoughts out of her head.

Would she go to hell?

She peeled off her buckskin shoes and wiggled her toes around. They were white and squished together. She dipped first one foot and then the other into the chilly water and watched them. For a few seconds, they were some other person’s feet, too cold for her to feel. “It’s just that I miss Goody Luscombe so much. She was so sweet and kind. And I’ll never be able to go to her cottage again, listen to her call Master Colbert an old toad and then wink at me. She was different from anyone I’ve ever met.”

“It may well have been John Colbert who was behind her arrest. I understand you miss our friend, but you still have your family.” Her mother did not hug her, and Alice knew she had to bear this burden alone. She bit hard on her lower lip.

The two sat together for several minutes, enveloped by the delicate willow leaves and the pungent smell of wild garlic.

The cathedral bell no longer tolled, and the air was still. It was time to go.

Alice pulled on her shoes and grabbed her mother’s hand. She stood up. The city wall loomed above them, a black glow against an evening sky laced with strips of pinkish clouds. It gave Exeter the appearance of a prison.

They strode side by side up the steep hill toward the North Gate, where two soldiers stood on guard. The men said nothing as mother and daughter passed by hand in hand but stood aside to allow for easier passage.

Had Goody Luscombe died because she questioned whether God existed? Perhaps Catherine was right, and Alice needed to put these dangerous ideas out of her head.

Or perhaps she would first seek out her friend Mary, who would surely help her resolve the muddle in her head.

She didn’t have to wait long.







CHAPTER THREE



Exeter, Devon. September 1656.

“Alice, wake up!”

Faith grabbed her sister’s arm and shook her. Alice opened her eyes to a darkened room.

The two lay on a straw-filled pallet on the ground in front of the hearth.

“Can you hear them?” Faith giggled.

Alice propped herself up on her elbows and stared in the direction of her parents’ bedroom. The darkness made the sounds even louder: her father’s grunts followed by a low squeal from her mother and a higher noise from her father, which sounded to Alice like a wounded animal. After he let out a loud “Ah!” her mother shushed him and told him they mustn’t wake the children.

“There they go again,” Faith whispered.

It wasn’t the first time Alice had heard her parents’ nighttime cries, but she had always stuck her fingers in her ears and squeezed her eyes shut. But her foolish sister had forced Alice to listen to those sounds.

“Let’s go back to sleep,” Alice said. She pulled the blanket over her head. Her mother had explained what a woman and a man do together to make a baby. Catherine had said it was pleasurable, so they sometimes did this because they loved each other, not because they wanted another child.

Alice was in no hurry to hear any more details.

[image: ]
“I can do this no longer!” Alice flung the two wooden cards into the tall raffia basket, which was full almost to the brim with mounds of wool. “My hands hurt, my arms hurt, everything hurts. My fingers are greasy and smell like sheep piss.”

“You behave like a baby!” Faith yelled over the rattle of the door and the lashing of the rain against the thin walls. She sat at the spinning wheel, her blonde head bent over as she threaded the wool in with one hand and turned the wheel with the other.

And you behave like a brute.

Beside Faith stood Catherine, who straightened out the yarn and wound it as it came off the spindle.

Alice sneaked glances at her mother and wondered how she felt after those noises in the night.

Catherine looked from one daughter to the other but said nothing.

It had been over a year since Alice’s cat Jaspar, hers since he was a kitten, had disappeared. He’d loved to lick his white paws and use them to clean behind his black ears and over his black head. Every night, he purred and snuggled up with Alice on the pallet, keeping her warm.

One day she came back from the market with some slivers of mutton she’d picked up from the ground to feed her special friend, and her home was empty. Jaspar was gone. Alice asked her friend Jeffrey to help her search for him, and the two raced up and down the nearby streets calling Jaspar’s name but discovered no trace of the cat.

They had returned to the Molland home and found Faith. When Alice
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