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        And I did not know they had devised plots against me
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      Outside, in a night that should be populated by none other than foxes, badgers and owls, there were others abroad. The length of the valley, women were rumoured to assemble after dark to gossip and plot, and it seemed their number included my stepmother, May Driver. I slid from bed and opened the chamber door a crack to see her winding that luxurious golden braid of hers into a coif and shrugging on her cloak. Out she sidled in her stocking feet, carrying a pair of clogs in her right hand and my late mother’s leather satchel in her left. She was no midwife, not like my mother and grandmother before her, so had no cause to be out at this hour. A lover, perhaps? Would she betray my father? He could be a difficult man, even I understood that, and there’d been the usual terrible argument this morning, but he’d put a roof over May and her sister’s heads and spared them from their wicked father all these years.

      Once she’d cleared the house, I crept to the window and raised the curtain to watch her progress along the crisp, white path. After tiptoeing past the barn, she slid her feet into her clogs and followed the river into the woods, with only the moon for company. Apart from me, the household was dead to the world, so I put on my cloak and boots and slipped out behind her. The frozen river meant no rushing water to deaden my following footsteps. I planted each foot carefully, mindful of every crack and creak, not wanting to disturb May, a woman so skittish that she flinched if Da so much as raised a hand to scratch his ear. 

      She hastened onwards, occasionally stopping to peer over her shoulder. Veiled with a hood, my face would be little more than a shadow to her. Believing herself alone, she walked at a good pace, making it easy to follow her noisy footsteps. When a barn owl screeched, May started and crashed through the undergrowth until she tripped and fell. After some cursing, she scrambled to her feet and limped along the deer paths hidden beneath the canopy of bare branches. Now I knew her destination. It would be interesting to learn what had fetched a married woman to Witch Cottage at midnight. The deserted house rested in a clearing and had made the perfect childhood hideaway to play my favourite game with Tilly and Henry Green. The idea for it had come to me in a dream, but it wasn’t something we could get up to under Granny’s eye.

      I stumbled on the cottage by accident as a child when my pet ewe ran off, with me in pursuit. Although a sound enough dwelling, it stood empty, yet despite being in the heart of the woods, it showed no signs of being overgrown. By rights, woodbines should have throttled the place, elder should have pushed in through the floor and out through the roof, and mice should have nested in the rafters. A cottage so kempt meant someone was keeping nature at bay, but I had no idea who, or why. Inside, the only room contained rough wooden furniture: a bed, a table, a settle and a cracket beside the hearth. Crooked shelves stacked with hundreds of jars and crocks lined the walls. As children, we’d used the three-legged cracket to balance on while we lifted down jars, running our fingertips over dried brown clumps and cobwebby residues. Crowing over our treasure, we’d puzzled over the secret apothecary.

      Later, when we asked my grandmother about our discovery, her mouth pursed until it resembled a cat’s backside. It took a while to draw the tale from her, but she told us the shack had belonged to an old crone, the green woman in Mutton Clog, who’d spent her days trading both herbs and ancient wisdom. According to Granny, green woman was no more than an innocent-sounding name for a witch and that explained why nobody lived in the cottage. People in these parts were superstitious and feared their own shadows, but the thought of witches thrilled us and we clutched each other, shuddering in delight.

      ‘Never set foot in Witch Cottage again,’ said my grandmother. ‘And pray your da doesn’t get wind of it, Rosie, else he’ll knock you into the middle of next week. The three of you. Do you hear?’

      But we did go back, stealing away from our errands whenever we could. One day, we were playing the secret game and Tilly lay on the earthen floor, my poppet hidden beneath her pinny. Henry crept up and plucked Dolly from her hiding place, carried her to the table, and drew a stick across her throat. I snatched the stick and ran him through with it, and he obediently collapsed. Afterwards, Henry and Tilly changed places and we started afresh. Though they were both older than me, no matter how often we played, I was always the saviour. 

      So intent were we on our amusement that we were startled when May burst through the door in time to catch me running Tilly through with the imaginary blade. My stepmother stood in the doorway, hands on hips, while her younger siblings shrank under her stare.

      ‘What are you lot up to?’

      My heart raced and I bit my lip, unable to explain the nature of my game.

      ‘We’re not up to anything, May, but please don’t tell Granny you found us in Witch Cottage.’

      ‘You haven’t swallowed any berries from those jars have you?’

      ‘No, they’re not ours. We’d never steal.’ 

      At this, her face softened. ‘I didn’t mean that, hinny, but some of those crocks contain poison, so they want hoyed out.’

      ‘But we love to look at them and we promise not to take any and not all of them are dangerous.’ I held up an earthenware jar that housed the skeletons of brittle leaves and breathed in the faint scent. ‘They smell of the milk puddings we have in summer. Bayleaf.’

      ‘Aye, your Granny’s spiced posset. Go on, the three of you, get yourselves home before you’re missed. The jars can stay but not their contents. I should’ve emptied them out long ago.’ She removed some crocks and pots from the shelves and began stacking them on the table. ‘And stop calling it Witch Cottage. Meg Wetherby lived here and she was no witch. She was very dear to your mother, Rose, and she was like a grandmother to Tom Verger. He looks after this place in her memory, so keep it tidy.’

      Ashamed of our mockery, we nodded solemnly and set off home. Once out of May’s sight and hearing, I made my friends swear not to mention what we’d been doing, either to their da, or mine. If our fathers heard about my game, they’d forbid us from playing it again, so it would just have to have to be another secret we kept, along with Witch Cottage.
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      Father had carried out his ministry in some godforsaken places in the past, but none more so than the hilly parish of Mutton Clog. It must have gone midnight, but the place would not be greatly improved by daylight. Hand on heart, I could not say it pleased any member of the Leaton family to be ousted from the Diocese of Ely and sent north to Durham. Not me, not my twin brother Earnest and certainly not our father. None of us relished the notion of living amongst the poor and the ignorant, but in the circumstances, we counted ourselves fortunate that Father had been given a new benefice.

      Judging by the dearth of dwellings, our new situation comprised a meagre scattering of inhabitants. Ostensibly, Father was here to provide the necessary discipline to a parish gone to seed. But really, this northern outpost served as a humiliating and public punishment for the terrible shame that had – through no fault of his – cast its shadow on our family. Neither had his children escaped opprobrium, with my social standing destroyed and my brother’s vocation finished before it started.

      No one could blame our former archdeacon for any of this as he found himself in an untenable position. Conveniently for us, the late Reverend Foster bequeathed a living in the parish of Mutton Clog that not another priest in England wanted. Our archdeacon took great pains to convince my father that this forgotten corner of the country all but cried out for his particular brand of Christianity. That venerable man should have saved his breath. Whatever his reasoning, it made little difference. Here we were, like it or not, because my father currently held such a low status in the eyes of the Church that he was in no position to argue.

      Our family’s fall from grace had not been immediately apparent to the cathedral authorities, but our congregants soon started tattling during Father’s sermons. How soon those upright people forgot they should open their mouths in God’s praise, or not at all. But the scurrilous gossipmongers refused to be silenced and once the rumours reached the ears of the archdeacon, he was compelled to act. Despite losing his marriage, his livelihood, his home and his reputation, Father refused to discuss the matter with me and more than once instructed me to hold my tongue. This left me no option but to consult our garrulous cook to assuage my sinful curiosity on the matter. And so, courtesy of my mother’s uncontrollable loins, we were compelled to give up our decent living in Ely and venture to this remote dale.

      Our pilgrimage north was protracted and uncomfortable but not otherwise offensive until we were within a few miles of our journey’s end, where the frost thickened to ice and then to snow, slowing our progress because the horses’ hooves could find no purchase as they hauled us up the long incline from Durham. The driver insisted on going at the slowest pace possible, afraid one of his horses would slip and break a leg.

      Close to midnight, and not too far from our destination, we arrived at the brow of a steep valley, quilted in white. The driver refused the descent, protesting about the deep snow, arguing the case for his horses’ welfare and never mind ours. Father and Earnest got into an argument with the man, who was not easily cowed, and additionally in possession of a whip. Forced to admit defeat, we dismounted and my menfolk unloaded our belongings from the wagon. Our luggage was modest, otherwise we would have had to discard it. Before abandoning us, the driver pointed in the vague direction of a small hill, half a mile shy of the valley floor, where we could see the outline of a small church and a large manse.

      The dale looked deceptively pure. Below us, gleaming in the moonlight, lay the silver curve of a frozen river, a handful of humble cottages and a few farmhouses. Otherwise, the hills and vales were given over to woodland and pasture. At the very least, it presented an invigorating change from the hot stench of Ely marketplace with its constant press of so many unsanitary bodies.

      During the final part of our journey, I lost count of the number of slips and trips. It was a disgrace, arriving in our new parish at the dead of night, carrying our own chattels, covered in snow and who knew what else besides. After retracing our steps a few times, we found our way – in spite of, rather than because of – the wagon driver, whose directions and descriptions left a lot to be desired. If not for the moon, we would still be wandering the hills or more likely frozen to death on them.

      At the lych gate, Father left his baggage and walked towards his new church, skirting the ill-aligned gravestones as he went. He paused at his predecessor’s grave and knelt in the snow to pray. Reputedly, the Reverend Foster was so slipshod he was barely deserving of the honorific and should have been defrocked. Instead, the priest was buried in the graveyard, albeit in the shade of the gravedigger’s hut. In the grey light of the moon, I could see that beneath the snow the mound of clay covering his grave had not yet settled. His resting place was marked with a wooden cross and from it hung a pagan wreath of holly and ivy. Much loved, then, the old priest, despite his derelict habits, which told me everything I needed to know about the spiritual poverty of our parishioners. The whole dale stank of rebellion. This is what came from living in the middle of nowhere and lacking a firm hand to guide the inhabitants in the true path of righteousness. I looked forwards to taking them to task and bringing them back to the Lord. Anyone failing to meet the required standard would have to throw himself on the mercy of the Leaton family, which was a quality often in short supply.

      Father finished praying and walked to the church. He would want privacy there, so Earnest and I carried our belongings to the manse. Almost larger than the church, our new home consisted of two storeys and an attic with a steeply pitched slate roof, whose ridge was on par with the church bellcote. Crow-stepped gables flanked each side, and in the roof a garret window protruded. Built from the same golden stone as the church, the manse glittered with windows leaded into diamonds, each pane trapping the moonlight, creating an illusion of the whole house blazing with an argentine fire. Those panes would require some polishing but this task would not fall to me when more pressing matters would impinge upon my time. I had no intention of frittering away my life on matters domestic.

      Inside, we heaped everything onto the floor. Never in all my born days had I been so exhausted or so cold. The fens of home were almost unbearable in winter, but nothing could have prepared me for the frigidity of this far-flung place. The further north from Durham we climbed, the lower the temperature fell and the deeper the snow became. The last leg of our journey had almost reduced me to tears, and I was not given to crying. At home in Ely, spring was in full bloom, getting ready for summer, unlike Mutton Clog, which was still trying to shrug off the final days of winter.

      My brother located some prickets and lit the beeswax candles, enabling us to take in our opulent surroundings. A broad staircase and its handsome banisters curved out of sight to the next storey. Above our heads a cornice ran around the ceiling and beneath our feet was a colourful tiled mosaic, half-covered with a silken rug. To the side stood a polished table that served no useful purpose. Several doors led off the hall, each carved and bearing a brass knob. There was an aversion here to whatever was plain and ordinary, and I dreaded to see what lay beyond each door. If only we were back in our small and simple former home, lit with humble tallow candles and rushlights.

      ‘Earnest, do you think we will ever be forgiven and admitted to Ely again? Might the archdeacon allow us back?’

      ‘Doubtful. Maybe in a decade or two, assuming memories fade, but if I were you, Patience, I would get used to living here.’

      ‘Easy for you to say when you have but a matter of months to put up with the place.’

      ‘Ah, yes,’ he sneered. ‘The easy way out. A life of luxury at sea instead of the hardship of blessing fat infants and planning my wedding to the daughter of a wealthy landowner.’

      I envied him his prospects, however diminished, since ministry was a path denied to me, with marriage my only prospect. A thin band of gold was insufficient recompense for a life of marital servitude so I had no plans to marry or have children.

      My brother would embark in a few short months on a voyage as naval chaplain and need only reside here until he learnt the name of his ship. Arguably, he was most affected by my mother’s exploits. Newly ordained, he was due to receive a stipend in a thriving parish. Betrothed to his patron’s daughter, all that remained was to serve a few blameless years as curate, and once the elderly incumbent passed, Earnest would marry, step up as vicar and preside over a flourishing parish.

      Immediately the scandal had emerged, my brother lost both his stipend and his betrothed. My father lost his living and counted himself blessed not to be flung out of the ministry altogether. Our archdeacon had sympathised, given Father’s decades of blameless service, but the diocese could no longer accommodate him, and the neighbouring dioceses were likewise reluctant. Just when all seemed desperate, the benefice in Mutton Clog fell vacant following the demise of the Reverend Foster, celebrant here for over half a century.

      I took one of the prickets. ‘Fetch those bags upstairs, Earnest, so we can unpack and get to sleep because it will be an early start in the morning.’

      Grumbling, he thrust my valise under one oxter, picked up the other two and stamped up the stairs behind me.
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        * * *

      

      The manse was so ornate it bordered on papish when all that we required were a few plain rooms and some honest wood furniture. Our Lord espoused poverty, simple fare and basic clothing. These luxurious trappings made me wonder whether the Reverend Foster hadn’t been a Catholic priest, secretly practising forbidden rites. Left to my own devices, I would raze this manse to the ground and build in its place a more humble abode, something akin to our former home.

      Father was also appalled by our sybaritic surroundings, and especially so by the main bedchamber. Yet another silk rug covered the wooden floor, and a huge bedstead dominated the room. Its head and footboards were carved with seafaring adventures, with each of its four posts decorated in the same style. Upholstered with brocade curtains, a feather tick and a tasselled bolster, it was a bed fit for a pope.

      ‘By rights,’ said Father, ‘we should consign this lot to the flames. No decent man of God should lie in such trappings.’

      He ran a finger over the dark wood and perched on the bed. ‘Although, it is harder than it looks, so it may be possible to sleep here without it weighing too heavily on my conscience, and as any virtuous Christian will tell you, waste is worse than luxury. Perhaps I should compensate by not drawing its curtains against the chill, though I can’t recall a colder Easter.’

      This manse worried me. Any occupant of such a grandiose building would be in danger of seeing himself as higher and mightier than God. We would need to take great care to guard our souls against extravagance whilst we lived here, which I had already decided would not be for long. Somehow, I would restore our family’s reputation so we could return to the Isle of Ely, if not in glory, then at least without shame.
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      A good hour had passed while I stood outside Witch Cottage in the wintry wood. Nobody had come near, or I’d have heard them approaching long before they sighted me. So unless May’s secret lover was already awaiting her arrival, no tryst was underway. There’d been no noise from the dwelling beyond the scraping sounds of a fire being laid, and when smoke wafted from the chimney, I no longer cared if she was alone. The thought of a warm fire lured me out of my hiding place. I eased open the latch and slipped inside, closing the door carefully behind me, but not carefully enough. I disturbed May, who was all alone, a dark silhouette outlined by the firelight, hunched over a boiling crock, ladle at the ready. At the sound of the door opening, she jumped and dropped the ladle into the pot.

      ‘Rose!’ she said, ‘what are you doing here in the middle of the night?’

      ‘I might ask you the same question. What are you doing creeping about the woods alone at this hour? Are you betraying my father?’

      ‘I’m betraying no one,’ said May. ‘On my soul. But please go home in case you’re missed, lass. In case we’re both missed.’

      If she wasn’t betraying my father, then why did she look so guilty? The dense air was perfumed with a muddle of herbs reminiscent of Granny’s pantry. The cloves she studded our hams with. The juniper berries she added to our Christmas puddings. The spearmint she mixed with vinegar, salt and sugar to flavour our potatoes. Only, these weren’t the friendly smells of my grandmother’s kitchen, but something darker, more pungent and bitter. I plucked the ladle from the pot, poured its contents from a height and watched the inky liquid suck in the firelight. This horrible potion wasn’t anything I’d seen either here or at home.

      ‘What’s this? What are you brewing here at midnight?’

      My stepmother didn’t answer me, but took the ladle from my hand and lifted the boiling pot onto a trivet.

      There could be only one answer. I thought back to the argument that morning. Of my father’s accusations. Of the many arguments down the years. Of his demands. Of the various visits to the physic. Of the threats to throw May out, and with her, Tilly. His lack of sons was Da’s favourite topic for the table, and he could not get past the notion of a houseful of lads cast in his own image.

      ‘I only married her so she could give me a string of fat bairns,’ he said to Granny as if his goodwife wasn’t present. ‘If a farm is to survive, it needs bairns, and lads more so. It’s proven that I can create a lad.’ A nerve twitched high on May’s cheek, and he narrowed sly eyes at her. ‘And so can she if the mart gossip holds water.’

      Crimson mottled May’s neck and breast, but she stayed silent during his tirade.

      ‘You know what farmers do when they find themselves lumbered with a barrener, don’t you?’ Da grinned and ran a forefinger across his throat.

      ‘Andrew,’ said Granny, an edge of warning in her voice.

      My stomach clenched so I pushed my plate away. As a bairn, I’d had countless fights with Da over ewes that couldn’t produce lambs. He’d let me keep Giddy as a pet but the years soon crept up on her. First a barrener and then a gummer, she’d struggled to eat the coarse moorland grass and had to be kept in a valley paddock, along with a few other gummers for company. There, they ate soft grass and expensive fodder. Their lambing days were behind them but I couldn’t bear to see them slaughtered. They had naught to give but their affection and their lovely wool, which spared them, but Da resented ewes eating precious pasture and winter feed when they’d have no lambs to show for it. I loved Giddy and Da loved me so he indulged me, but I had less faith in whether he loved his second goodwife and worried what might become of her and her sister.

      Every month, the tension in the house would build. Da needled May about her lack of issue at each new moon as she reached for the wooden box of clean rags, head bowed in apology, so we all guessed she was bleeding. It had been more than a moon since she last removed the box from the shelf – only a day or two over – but it wouldn’t take Da long to notice. That morning, when May finally escaped Da’s close scrutiny by clearing the table and carrying everything to the scullery, I got up to follow her.

      ‘Sit down, Rose,’ said Da. ‘You’re no servant.’

      ‘May’s no servant either,’ I said, hurrying after her.

      There were rumours that Da had bastards scattered throughout the dales, so he needed no remedy, but there were plants my stepmother could take to help her conceive. The mart wives often proffered tips for making my ewes fertile. Granny frowned on the use of herbs for anything other than flavouring her puddings and stews though, so I’d kept this knowledge to myself.

      Once we were side by side, scraping the platters clean, I shared the secret with my stepmother.

      ‘There are remedies,’ I whispered. ‘Powders and tinctures. Just a few drops in your morning milk. The mart wives have lots of tricks for getting ewes into lamb. They say red clover would help you get a bairn and they know the best phase of the moon for tupping to get a ram – a son, if you like.’

      She didn’t turn but touched my wrist. ‘The mart wives have told me much the same. Thank you, pet, but I’m beyond anyone’s help.’

      But it seemed May had heeded the mart wives’ advice, after all, because here she was in Witch Cottage. Given Granny’s dislike of using plants for anything other than eating, it wasn’t surprising May was brewing here, rather than at home under Granny’s long nose. But the hideous julep didn’t look or smell anything like red clover.

      ‘May, are you boiling up herbs to help you conceive? Because if you are, there’s no need to do it here at midnight. You could use my shepherd’s hut. No one goes there till the lambing, so you’ve got a few days, and I won’t tell a soul.’

      ‘Thank you, Rose, but I’m not trying to procure a baby. Conceiving children isn’t difficult for me, sadly. I’m already with child and that’s the problem. I have to get rid of it before your Da finds out or he’ll keep me prisoner till I give birth.’

      I gaped at May, and it was hard to say whether I was more shocked at what she was doing to my father, or that she’d speak so badly of him. He was desperate for a son, but I couldn’t imagine he’d treat his goodwife so cruelly in the attempt. May picked up a small bowl and ladled the dark decoction into it, wafting her hand back and forth in the rising steam to cool it down. Whatever was in that bowl was not intended to create a child but to take one away. My loyalties were torn – my stepmother was good to me and I loved her, but Da was in need of a son and had been for as long as I could remember. Even now, May might be carrying a lad, so why destroy him? I knew the answer, of course. She didn’t want a child for the same reason I didn’t want a child.

      And I knew just where she’d learnt to make this decoction. Not from the mart wives but from her closest friend, my own mother. She was a midwife and must have taught May. Midwifery wasn’t just about helping babies into the world but also helping them out of it. I already knew this thanks to the mart wives. Little went on in Mutton Clog that they didn’t repeat to me when Granny’s back was turned.

      ‘Aren’t you worried about being caught, May? You need to be careful. I found you so somebody else could stumble on you here just as easily.’

      ‘I’m not a bit worried,’ she said. ‘I’m doing naught wrong. All I’m doing is restoring my menses. The law permits it, providing there’s been no quickening.’

      Poor May, having to hide behind what might or might not be permitted under the law. I was ignorant of such matters and suspected that so was she, but whatever the rights and wrongs of her deeds, Da would judge it one way. That May was killing his sons. It would be the finish of her if he found out and he’d throw my stepmother out of the house and her sister with her. Da wasn’t my only concern, though. When Granny and May’s backs were turned, the mart wives had also filled my ears with tales about my Grandmother Chandler. That she was hanged as a witch. That my mother was tried as well and narrowly avoided the hangman’s noose. That they were both accused of killing infants before they were born.

      So May was running a terrible risk, and in Witch Cottage of all places. Using herbs to destroy an unborn child was dangerous, but I couldn’t blame anyone for it. Just the thought of birthing made me shiver. My mother died in childbed, and my newborn brother with her, so I’d grown up with a dread of dying the same way. Time and again, I’d wished that my mother had chosen her own life over my brother’s. She’d had the means to end her second pregnancy, and had she done so, she’d be alive and well today. Instead, I’d grown up with a terror of childbirth and resolved to avoid it. I was of marrying age but had no intention of giving up my life for a child, so why should my stepmother?

      ‘May, are you afraid of dying in childbed like my mother? Is that why you do this?’

      ‘No, hinny. That’s not it. Here, let me show you.’

      She removed her pinny and laid it on the settle, unfastened her bodice and unhooked her kirtle. Then she took off her shift and stood in her coif, stockings, garters and clogs.

      In the flickering firelight, my stepmother’s milky skin shimmered with purple, green and yellow. At first, I refused to believe what she was showing me, preferring to believe her clumsy, always walking into walls or catching herself on sharp corners. But these beautiful colours clearly mapped my father’s cruelty, so I could no longer deny it.

      ‘Rose, if there was any other way, I wouldn’t have you learn this about your da. You love him,’ said May, ‘but he has a darkness in him.’

      Da was raining blows on the body of the woman who’d raised me. He’d always had a temper, but this handiwork wasn’t done in temper because the bruising had a careful pattern to it, with no marks visible beyond neckline, cuff or hem.

      ‘How long has he been hitting you?’ I asked, holding her hands.

      ‘More or less from the minute the ring went on my finger and there was no way of turning back.’ She paused. ‘He blames me for not being your mother and tells me I bring it all on myself. But none of this is my fault.’

      I let
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