

    
        
          The Secret Life of Isabel May

        

        
        
          Tracy Urban

        

        
          Published by Tracy Urban, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE SECRET LIFE OF ISABEL MAY

    

    
      First edition. September 25, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 Tracy Urban.

    

    
    
      Written by Tracy Urban.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

There was an old man came o'er from Lee,

ONE

TWO

THREE

FOUR

FIVE

SIX

SEVEN

TEN

ELEVEN

TWELVE

THIRTEEN

FOURTEEN

FIFTEEN

SIXTEEN

SEVENTEEN

EIGHTEEN

NINETEEN

TWENTY-ONE

TWENTY-TWO

TWENTY-THREE

TWENTY-FOUR

TWENTY-FIVE

TWENTY-SIX

TWENTY-SEVEN

TWENTY-EIGHT

TWENTY-NINE

THIRTY

THIRTY-ONE

THIRTY-TWO

THIRTY-THREE

THIRTY-FOUR

THIRTY-FIVE

THIRTY-SIX

THIRTY-SEVEN

THIRTY-EIGHT

THIRTY-NINE

FORTY

FORTY-ONE

FORTY-TWO

FORTY-THREE

FORTY-FOUR

FORTY-FIVE

FORTY-SIX

FORTY-SEVEN

FORTY-EIGHT

FORTY-NINE

FIFTY

FIFTY-ONE

FIFTY-TWO

FIFTY-THREE

FIFTY-FOUR

FIFTY-FIVE

FIFTY-SIX

FIFTY-SEVEN

FIFTY-EIGHT

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To Rob, with love.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

There was an old man came o'er from Lee, 
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Oh, but I'll not have him, said she.  
There was an old man came o'er from Lee, 
A-courting me, a-courting me, 
With his old grey beard, 
With his old grey beard 
Just newly shaven.
English Folk Song

The first day they locked me up, they brought a little bread and water.  The second day, only water.  On the third day, I was sure they'd let me out.  But no one came.  

My tongue began to swell from thirst and my stomach ached as though a sharp-clawed demon pinched me from within.  I paced the cold stone floor, shivering and gnawing my lips.  One by one, I chewed off my fingernails and the end of my braid, hoping this would quell the pain of my hunger.  During the dark hours, it rained and I pressed my face against the stones under the window, licking the thin trail of water that trickled down the wall.

The fourth day came.  I no longer paced, but lay on the floor, sometimes talking to myself, sometimes dreaming.  In my visions, I was dressed as a bride.  Next to me stood an old man, his mouth full of rotting, yellowed teeth; on his head, a few scraggly yellow-grey hairs to match.  As the priest pronounced us married, my groom loomed over me leering, his liver-spotted hands reaching out to grab me.

First, I thought it was my own screams that woke me.  As the fog cleared from my head, I realized the cries and moans were outside my stinking, damp cell.  Crawling on my hands and knees, I pressed my ear to the crack of the door.  Was someone hurt? Was someone trying to rescue me? For the first time in days, I thought of something besides my thirst or my hunger.  

"Mother! Let me out, I'm afraid."

My first cries were faint and froggy.  Concentrating hard, I willed my mouth to fill with enough spit to wet my desiccated throat.  

"Mother? Father?  Please...I was wrong.  I'll do as you wish."      

Nothing.  

“Bess!” 

No one.  

I pounded my fists against the door, but weak as I was, my blows were mere pitter-pats on the heavy wood.  No one came.  The room grew darker and colder even as my tongue cracked and bled.  Outside the door, silence.
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It had started with the worst birthday ever.  All through the dismal winter after Grandmother's death, I'd dreamed about the gifts I'd get when my fourteenth birthday finally arrived.  Thinking about them helped ease the pain of not having her with me anymore.  

Sometimes when I opened my eyes in the morning, I'd wonder in a sleepyheaded way what Grandmother and I would do that day.  Maybe we'd go for a walk in the forest to look for roots and flowers to make a remedy.  Maybe she'd tell me the next part of the story about the way to milk a dragon.  Maybe she’d tell me about her studies with Pierre Morrisette... 

Then I'd remember.  Grandmother was dead.  

Each time I remembered, it felt as if it had just happened.  As though I’d I found her lying cold in her bed that very morning, instead of five months ago.  Sometimes the sadness sat so heavy on my chest, I felt like someone had laid the gravestone on me instead of her.  

I didn't cry anymore—well, not very often.  Instead, I thought about the gifts I'd get for my birthday.  I was going to be fourteen.  Almost a woman.   

When I woke up that day and realized I was fourteen at last, I forgot to be sad.  I knew it was lunacy, but I couldn’t help imagining that my mother would come into my room and lead me outside and there it would be: a horse of my own.  My birthday horse.  A horse to ride, so I could get away from cooking and sewing and weaving and tending the ducks.  Away from brewing ale, making candles and knitting socks.  Away from the twins and most of all, from my mother.  

A horse.  A little mare.  I didn't care what colour she was, didn't even care if she was old and fat, as long as she was mine.  I imagined myself, hair flying in the wind, as I made my escape, riding hard to the bright life I knew was waiting for me over the horizon.  

I jumped out of bed, not bothering to dress, and ran toward the door.  Maybe my horse was out there, waiting for me.  I ran down the hall and straight into the banes of my life, my sisters.  In their matching pink bodices and green petticoats, with faces full of happy malice, they looked liked wicked poppets come to life.

“Isabel,” Amy looked at me, her head tilted slyly.  “Mother says you are to come at once.”

Her maddenly perfect and perfectly maddening twin Alysse smirked.  “Most wondrous news...you are to be married.” 

“Married?  By the saints, I’m only just fourteen.  I can’t marry.  You’re foolish little girls.”

“We’re only two years younger than you.  In any case, it’s true,” said Amy.

Alysse smiled triumphantly.  “You’re going to marry Sheriff Poxington.”

The image of Poxington arose in my mind.  An old man, with a mouth full of rotting, yellow teeth and a few scraggly yellow-grey hairs to match.  His last wife died in an accident a few months before and I’d heard my parents speak of his need for a new wife to provide him with healthy sons.  But my parents must be moonstruck to think I would marry him!  

Pushing past Amy and Alysse, who’d begun humming a love ballad and dancing in a circle around me, I stomped off to look for my mother and father.  I found them sitting in my father’s study; my father reading a pile of documents, my mother working on her tapestry.  

“I cannot marry Sheriff Poxington,” I said as I burst into the room.  “I can’t!  I won’t!” 

My mother, her beautiful face smooth and expressionless, looked at me without speaking, and then returned to her sewing.

“Mother, please! You don’t understand.  I want to continue my studies with Aunt Bess.  She tells me I show great promise and could be a fine healer.”

“What you want or don’t want is irrelevant,” replied my mother, barely glancing up from her embroidery.  “The desires of a rude, selfish girl matter little.  In any case, Sheriff Poxington is a fine match for the family.”

“But Mother, I...” I faltered under my mother’s cold gaze, and looked instead at my father, who was bent over a letter.  “Father, please, don’t you—“

“You’ll do as I say,” he said.  “You can do it gracefully, or you can do it painfully.  It matters little to me.” 

“Your father has...” My mother paused, staring out the window. Then she looked not at me, but over my shoulder. “Your father has lost you. In a game of dice. He bet your hand in marriage in a game of dice with Poxington. He lost and now you must wed.”

For a moment, all the breath left my body. Then, I turned on my father and screamed, “You lost me? Lost me in a game of dice?” My voice rose higher and higher as rage swelled my throat. 

“No need to make a fuss, girl,” my father said. “You’d have wed someone or other soon anyway. What difference does it make?”

“I won’t do it!” 

“You will. A gentleman always pays his debts and no one will accuse me of not being a gentleman.” Raising his eyebrows, he fixed my mother with a fish-eyed stare.  She rose and he went back to his papers.  

My mother pinched my arm, making me gasp.  I swallowed hard, trying to push down the burning tears in my throat.  I would not give them the pleasure of seeing me cry.  

“Isabel is overwrought,” she said “She will spend the rest of the day praying for guidance and forgiveness.”  Without looking up from his desk, my father grunted and waved us off.  Sighing, my mother pushed me from the room, giving me one more pinch as a reminder of what would happen if I disobeyed.  

In the hall, just outside the door, stood my old Aunt Bess, polishing an invisible mark on an old wooden chest.  She threw me a worried glance before smiling at my mother.  

“May I help in any way, my dear?” she asked.  

Without answering, my mother seized my arm and marched me down the hall.  I glanced back at Bess, whose wrinkled face was lined with worry.  Then, I was thrust into The Correction Room.  

“Kneel, “commanded my mother.  “Pray for forgiveness.”

A shriek rose up inside me.  “I hate you! I wish Bess were my real mother.  A real mother wouldn’t force her child to marry an evil-smelling old man.”

My mother stared at me, face calm, then turned her back and moved to the door.  With a swish of her blue damask robe she left the room.  

“I hate you! I hate you! I hate you!

The door closed and I heard a thud as she bolted it from the outside, leaving me in the dark.

“I wish you were dead,” I added.  “I wish all of you were dead.”

I heard her footsteps walking away.  I was trapped.  

Hours passed.  To keep warm, I began to pace.  My eyes were swollen and dry and my head ached.  Even worse, my bladder was full to bursting.  How much longer would she leave me here? Slumping down on the cold, stone floor, I began to cry afresh, thinking the unthinkable: My future had been destroyed by a roll of dice. 

The sun fell but still she did not return.  The walls of the cell, damp and grey, pressed in on me and the cold ate its way into my bones.  I had no more tears left to cry.  My heart was frozen.  I would never be happy again.  

A long time later, when I was near sleep, I heard the door creak open.  My mother, dressed in her nightclothes, moved silently into the chamber, a candle in one hand and a mug in the other.

"Come,” she said.  

I stumbled to my feet, shivering and followed her down the hall to the chamber I shared with my sisters.  

Her braids hung down her slender back giving her the air of a girl.  Her hair was a few shades lighter than my own thanks to the beautifying potion Aunt Bess had taught me to make.  The week before, in a rare moment of peace, my mother had let me wash her hair with the chamomile water I had prepared for her.  We spread her long tresses out in the sun to lighten.  While we waited, she showed me how to polish my nails with a paste made of almonds ground into a fine meal.  It was a happy moment but now I wondered.  Had she only been trying to make me look better for Poxington?  How long had they been planning this match?

I climbed into bed, rubbing my frozen feet together under the coverlet.

“Here,” my mother said, handing me the mug.  “I've brought you hot milk to help you sleep,"

Ugh.  I loathed hot milk.  

She looked down at me, her face expressionless.  "I know you feel like you’re the only girl who's ever been forced to marry against her wishes.  Believe me, you’re not." 

I opened my mouth to speak, but she laid a finger over my lips.  

"I know you feel it’s wrong and truly, I wish your father had not been...so...so impulsive.  But you must accept your fate.  It is the fate of all girls.”

"But, you could send me away.  You could..."

"No.  You mustn’t think that way.  Learn from my mistakes, Isabel.  I too fought my destiny and found myself in a world of trouble because of it.”

“What kind of trouble?” I asked but she just shook her head and looked away.  

“Just do as your father says, Isabel.  If you cry and wail, you'll only embarrass yourself.  It will cause you—and me—a great deal of pain.  But it will change nothing." She looked off into the darkness for a moment and sighed.  "Drink your milk now and sleep." 

I choked down the last mouthful and handed her the mug.  She drew the coverlet up to my shoulders.  She patted my head.  Comforted by the scent of the orange and rose perfume she always wore, I drifted off to sleep.  
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The next thing I knew, the morning sun was in my eyes and a voice was shouting my name.  Mother flung open the door and glowered at me, all traces of last night’s tenderness vanished.  

"Have you gone deaf? I've been calling and calling you.  Get to the infirmary.  There’s a sick traveller and Aunt Bess needs your help."   

Until her death, my grandmother had lived with her sister, my old aunt Bess, in a cottage near the forest at the edge of our land.  One room served as infirmary for those who fell ill or were injured.  The large, homey kitchen was full of sweet-smelling herbs, dusty roots, pots of salve and labeled bottles of tinctures.  It was my favourite place in the world and, now that Grandmother was gone, my aunt was my favourite person in the world.  If anyone knew how to help me escape my so-called “fate”, she would. 

Next to cottage, there grew a large garden full of fragrant medicinal herbs.  As I passed through it, I pinched off a sprig of lavender and rubbed it under my nose to cure my headache.  As I breathed in its sweet, dusty fragrance, I felt comforted.  The door to the cottage opened and there stood my aunt, her grey curls pulled into a loose knot and her sweet eyes full of love as she smiled at me.  She looked so much like my dead grandmother, I wanted to cry.  

“My dear,” she said, opening her arms to hug me.  “You’ve come just in time—we have a patient with a fever.  Come and help me prepare a remedy.”

On a cot near the fire, lay a boy my own age.  Although his hair was wet with sweat, he was shivering.  Bess bent over him, wiping his brow and murmuring a prayer.    She glanced up at me.  "You've come just in time.  Make a fever tea.  Quickly—the child is burning." 

As I turned to go, I saw a giant of a man huddled on a stool in the corner.  Wearing a rough brown tunic, he looked like a rugged oak tree come to life.  Tears ran down his lined face as he stared at the sick boy.  

I didn’t need to consult my herbal to know how to make a fever tea; it was a mixture we needed often enough.  After putting water on to boil, I gathered the herbs.  In the mortar and pestle, I crushed together lavender blossoms, rue, rosemary, sage and mint.  The aroma comforted my sore heart.  When I had a paste, I put it in a bowl and covered it with boiling water.  While the mixture steeped, I prepared a drink to soothe the boy's father.  I heated a pan of wine and milk and poured it into a mug, adding several drops each of St.  John's Wort and valerian.  The rusty brown tinctures swirled and dissolved in the hot, white liquid.  

The fever tea was good and strong now.  I strained it through a clean scrap of linen and poured it into a mug.  I drizzled in a dollop of honey and carried the mugs to our patients.

Handing the tea to Bess, I turned to the boy's father and offered him the posset.  “Please, drink this.  It will soothe your heart."

He seemed not to hear me.  I touched his hand and held out the drink.  Tears swelled in his deep-set brown eyes.  His huge body seemed to have collapsed in on itself, as though his worry had softened his bones.  I placed my hand against his forehead to check for fever.  None.  I wiped his face dry with my handkerchief.  This seemed to revive him for he smiled weakly at me and took the mug and drank deeply from it.  But, soon as he finished, his eyes returned to the limp figure of his son.  

The fever tea and all the other remedies we tried did little to help the boy.  Sweat streamed down his face and he developed a harsh, rasping cough. His skin took on a bluish hue. Finally he fell into an uneasy sleep, and his father, exhausted, slept too.  

Aunt Bess and I slipped outside to the garden.  As we picked fresh herbs, I told her my terrible news.  

“You are old enough to marry and Poxington is a rich man who will buy you pretty things,” she began.

“Pretty things? What do I care about pretty things! He won me in a game of dice! He is old and ugly! I could never, never, never love him!”

“We shall talk of this some other time.”

“But, Aunt Bess, I –“­

Bess raised her hand to stop me.  “We must attend to our patient, whose needs are greater than yours.  A healer puts her patients first.  You are being selfish, my dear.”

My aunt’s words hit me like a blow.  I swallowed tears and looked away.  Bess patted my shoulder, saying, “We need to make an ointment to put on the young boy’s chest.  I will show you how to mix it.” 

While I ground up the roots and herbs we needed, and mixed them together in duck fat, Bess opened her herbal and reached for bunches of lavender, sage, rosemary, rue, mint and wormwood.  “We’ll also mix a batch of Vinegar of the Four Thieves and I’ll tell you the story of how the remedy came into being.  Pass me a large jug of vinegar, dear.  Now, many, many years ago, during my grandmother’s time, a terrible plague swept the country.  So many people died that there was no one to bury them.  When the Sherriff heard that the fever had taken a family, he would put the mark of the Cross on their door to warn people to keep away.  But, there were four terrible men who, when they saw that mark on the door, saw also a chance to profit from the dead.  

“They broke into houses in the light of day, for there were so few people on the street that these thieves didn’t need darkness to cover their crimes.  Once inside, they stole from the dead, even going so far as to steal the jewels from their necks and fingers.”

“How was it they didn’t take the fever themselves?” I asked.

“Patience, Isabel, patience.  The people of the city, hearing of the desecration of their neighbours’ bodies, forgot their fear and set up watch over the houses of the sick.  Soon enough, they caught their prey: four young men, their pockets stuffed with the riches of the dead.  

“The men were brought before the judge.  Hearing what they had done, he sentenced them to death by hanging.  Of course, those who had been brave enough to leave their houses to hear the trial cheered when they heard the verdict.  But over their cheers, a voice cried out ‘Tell us your secret!’

“The judge, hearing the voice, asked what the speaker meant.  A woman stepped forward and said, ‘These thieves must be possessed of magic.  How is it they still live, when they breathed the vapours of the dead, and touched their polluted corpses?’

“At this, the people cried out, wanting to know what magic these thieves possessed.  Some thought they must have magic amulets to protect them—maybe the finger bone of St.  Sebastian, who protects us from the plague.  Some cried out that they must be servants of the devil, and should be burnt.  

“The judge was curious.  He ordered the thieves to reveal their secret.  But the leader of the thieves was a cunning man, who realized that he could profit from what he knew.  He told the judge he did indeed know of a special remedy that protected all those who had it against the plague.  But, the shock of hearing that he was to be hanged had made him forget the recipe.  The other thieves, just as sly as their leader, turned out to have lost their memories as well.  

“The crowd was enraged to be taken for fools by these evil men.  Some cried out that the thieves should be tortured till their memories returned. But the judge was a wise man.  After thinking for a while, he ordered the men to be stripped of all they wore.  This way, if they possessed some magic garment or amulet, they would no longer be protected by it.  Then he ordered the thieves to be locked up with the bodies of those who had recently died of the dead.  If they were alive in three days, he would let them go free.  

“Hearing this, the thieves began to look very afraid.  They whispered amongst themselves then, their leader turned to the judge. ‘Milord,’ said he, ‘we wish to reveal our secret, for it is true that without our garments to protect us we will surely die.

“And so, they revealed the secret of the vinegar, the very mix you see me preparing today.  The leader of the thieves had learned it from his mother, a respected wise-woman.  She taught him to mix the vinegar of apples with these herbs, and then let the jar sit in sun for a fortnight.  Then, to purify the body by drinking a cup each morning and splashing another cup on the clothing.  And that, my dear is how we come to make the Vinegar of the Four Thieves to this day.” 

Like all my aunt’s stories, this one had captured my mind and soothed my heart.  I loved to pass the morning with her, learning the ancient ways of the healers.  Today though, I couldn’t shake the fear that all this would soon be lost to me.  Sensing my mood, my aunt told me we had done enough for today.  She hugged me and sent me home, clutching a honey cake “to sweeten your mood, dear one.”

No sweetmeat could help what came next.  The afternoon had turned cold and foggy.  My favourite willow tree loomed like a threatening giant in the mist, its branches reaching out like cold, hard fingers to grasp me.  Feeling uneasy, I hurried my step.  As I approached the manor house, my sisters Alysse and Amy ran toward me, their bright, blue eyes sparkling with excitement.  

“He’s here! He’s here!” they cried.

“Who’s here?” 

“Your husband!” said Alysse gleefully.

“Your old, ugly, stinky, swag-bellied husband” added Amy.

“Your old, ugly, stinky, swag-bellied, toothless husband...and Mother wants you to come at once to talk with him.”  

“He probably wants to kiss you.” They danced around me making sloppy kissing sounds and squealing with laughter,  

Before I could make my escape, a hard hand grasped my shoulder and spun me around.  I found myself staring into my mother's cold green eyes.  In an instant, she and my sisters pulled me up the stairs to my chamber, stripped off my workaday dress and old woollen hose.  Amy scrubbed my face with a wet cloth while my mother dragged a comb through my hair, tearing her way through the knots and tangles.  Tears of pain spurted from my eyes.  Without thinking, I swung my arm and hit my mother on the chin.  She seized my hair in one hand, snatched my hose from the bed and used them to tie my arms to the bedpost.  

"You will greet your future husband looking like a gentlewoman and you'll do it with the good manners I have taught you," she spat.  "And don't you dare cry." 

In truth, I was too shocked to cry.  Soon, my hair was smoothed and held back with combs and I was untied only to be laced into my mother's best blue dress.  It was so tight in the waist I could scarcely breathe.  Worse, it was cut low at the neck to reveal the two apple-sized bumps that had sprouted only a month or two ago.

My cheeks burned at the idea of my new breasts on display.  I wrapped my arms around myself.  Mother pulled my arms down, and pushed my shoulders back.

With that, I was marched down the long dark hall to my father's study to meet my future husband.
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From the stench of the ale and the sound of loud, coarse laughter, I knew that my father and his guest had been drinking.  My father's piggy little eyes, sunk further than usual into his drink-swelled head, brightened when he saw me.  “Ah, your bride arrives." 

And so I beheld my groom.  His cracked lips pulled back to reveal a few yellow teeth.  His greasy, grey hair lay in rat-like coils on his sunken chest.  Though I was not yet a skilled healer, even my novice eyes could see the man's humours were out of balance.  His eyes were yellowed and his skin a strange orange colour.  Clearly, the old sot suffered from too much bile and needed one of Aunt Bess's dandelion teas.

"May I present my eldest daughter, Isabel." My mother pushed down on my shoulders to remind me to curtsey.  As I bent my knees, a trickle of cold sweat ran between my shoulder blades and down my back.

Poxington’s dull eyes ran over me as though I was a pig at the market.  For a moment, I wondered if he'd pull up my skirts and check the soundness of my trotters.  As fast as I could, I rose from my curtsey and took a wobbly step back.  

"Hmm...a strapping lass, though none too pretty.  I prefer a blonde girl and a daintier one too.  This one is a bit meaty for my tastes.  " 

My foot itched to kick him.  

“She’s ready to bear children?" 

"She's ready in every way to wed, and by my word, she'll bear you some fine sons." 

"And the other womanly skills? She can cook, sew and what not?" 

I looked away, forcing down tears of rage, no longer listening.  I pictured myself in a happier place.  I imagined popping a few leeches on to the tip of Poxington's bulbous nose to help drain away his bad humours.  I imagined slipping sirop of poppies into the old tosspot's wine, so the he would become sleepy and confused and maybe forget he had ever heard of me.  I imagined discovering the ancient recipe for a magic potion that would turn the man into the frog he was.  He would get no kiss from me.  No, I would drop him into a slimy, old pond and pray for an eagle to eat him.  

A sharp prod from my mother brought me back to cold reality.  The men were gaping at me.  Father held out a pen and parchment for me to take.  

"What is this?" I asked.

Poxington raised his caterpillar eyebrows in surprise.  "Is the girl simple as well as plain? Did she not just now hear us discussing the betrothal agreement?" 

"No doubt she was lost in dreams of her wedding night,” said my father, with a snicker.

Poxington guffawed.  "We'll have a fine night then, wench!" he leered.  He swayed toward me, and grabbed my breasts, squeezing them hard.

For a moment, I felt frozen to ice.  Seizing his hands, I bit him as hard as my jaws would allow.  The sour taste of his flesh made me gag and I opened my mouth and spat.  "You gorbellied, fat-kidneyed, jolt-head!" I yelled.  "I will not marry you! I’d rather be a serving girl. I'd rather been eaten by a bear.  I would rather DIE!" 

For a moment, my mother and father stared me open-mouthed.  Then my mother slapped me across the face, a slap so hard flashes of light appeared before my eyes.  She drew her hand back for a second slap but already I was running for the door.  My father lunged after me, but sodden with too much ale, he slipped and landed on the floor with a heavy thud.

Aunt Bess was waiting by the door and I ran straight into her arms.  Her face was white with fear.  "Hurry,” she said.  “We'll go to my cottage.  By the time your mother finds you, perhaps her temper will have cooled." We flew out the door as fast as our heavy skirts would allow.  

In fact, it took my mother remarkably little time to find me where I sat huddled and shivering in a chair the fire.  Her face was hard and white as a carnival mask.  Without a word, she grabbed my arm and dragged me to my feet

“My dear, please,” Bess cried, trying to insert her body between us.  “The child is unwell.  Let her rest here for a time." 

My stared at Bess.  When she spoke, her words were more terrible than anything I could have imagined.  “You will leave this place by sunrise, Aunt.  Pack your belongings and be gone." 

A cry of horror and shock escaped my aunt's wrinkled lips.  “But the girls.  They need me." 

"No one needs you anymore.”

“How can you be so cruel to me? Didn’t I raise you from a baby and care for you in the same way as I cared for your daughters?" 

My mother said nothing.  

"But, where am I to go? How am I to live?"

"I neither know nor care.  Now, step aside.  You know what he’ll be like if I don’t bring her back." 

Speak of the devil and he shall appear.  My father burst into the infirmary, seized me and dragged me toward the door.  Aunt Bess and I fought him with all our strength but with one blow of his fist, he sent Bess flying into a wall.  The last glimpse I had of my beloved aunt crumpled in a heap on the floor, blood mixed with tears trickling down her wrinkled cheeks.  

He dragged me through the garden, into the house and down the hall to The Correction Room.  Without a word, he threw me inside and slammed closed the door.  I lay on the floor where I’d fallen, too stunned to even breathe.  
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Days passed and no one came to free me from my punishment.  The torment of my hunger and the pain of my cracked and swollen tongue drove all fears of Poxington from my mind.  I would do whatever they wanted.  The Correction Room had done its job.  
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And then, in the darkness, a knock at the door.  

"Isabel." Bess's voice made me jump and I scrambled on weak legs to the door.  

"Let me out.  Please, I'll do whatever they wish, only let me come out."

"My dear, you must listen.  I won't open the door till you give me your word." 

“I’ve given you my word.  I'll do what they want.  I'll marry Poxington."

"Isabel, be quiet." Bess's voice was sharp with fear.  "I want to bring you food and medicine.  But you must promise you'll sit back from the door and not try to come out." 

"But I told you," I wailed.  "I'll do as Father wants.  I'll marry the old man.  You must let me out, you must!" 

"Hush, child. Listen.  The pestilence has come to the manor."

The pestilence.  I remembered the sick boy, the one we had nursed.  

"Your sisters, may their souls rest in peace, are dead." Her voice choked with tears.  "Both your mother and father are gravely ill.  I've done everything in my power but..." 

The ground seemed to tilt.  

"Can you hear me, my dear? I want you to move as far from the door as you can.  Pull your skirts up over your face and try not to breathe.  I fear some poisoned vapours may reach you.  Will you do that?" 

“Yes.” I stumbled to the corner and pulled my skirts tight over my mouth and nose.  I heard the door open and the scrape of a tray being set down on the stone floor.  Then, the sound of my aunt’s voice, much closer.  

"You must do exactly as I say.  Wait for an hour after I leave.  Touch nothing until any vapours that may be clinging to the tray have blown away.  When an hour has passed, take the Thieves' Vinegar and wash your hands.  Pour some near the door to stop the pestilence from entering.  Sprinkle what's left on your collar.  On the tray, you'll find an amulet of arsenic, angelica and rue.  Say a prayer to St. Sebastian to protect you as you put it on.  Drink some of the wine and herbs I've left in the bottle—but not too much.  You must make it last." 

"But when can I come out?

"Listen, I haven't much time.  I must return to your mother.  I've left you bread, cider and apples—enough for several days." 

"Days? No! I can't stay in here for days."

"You can and you must.  Do you not understand? If you come out, you may die." 

A bitter cry tore out of my throat.  "But I can help you, Aunt, you know I can.  I can make amulets and burn incense to drive out the pestilence.  I can make the Thieves' Vinegar." 

"You are a fine helpmeet, but I could not bear it if you were to take ill and die.  Do you understand?" Her voice, shrill with fear, made me flinch.  

Through my tears, I mumbled my agreement.

"I want to leave the door unlocked in case I get...in case I can’t come back.  But you must swear on the graves of your sisters that you will stay in this room till I tell you it is safe.  If you don't promise, I'll have no choice but to lock you in." 

I promised.  Then I sat down to wait.  
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I watched the sun rise and fall twice through the tiny window high up in the stone wall of my cell.  I sat with my ear pressed against the door, desperate to hear a noise—any noise—from without.  

There was nothing.  

Fear burned in my chest like dragon fire.  When the sun set on the third night, I could wait no longer.  No matter what awaited me I must know what had happened to my mother, my father and Bess.  

Hands trembling, I opened the door.  The hall was still and dark.  Feeling my way along the wall, I crept towards my father’s study, twice bumping into benches and chests, before my fingers felt the heavy oak of the door.  I pushed it open.  More darkness met my eyes.  

“Father?”

No response.  

“Mother? Aunt Bess?”

Nothing.

The moon slid out from behind a cloud, its cold rays illuminating the room.  Parchments, usually piled neatly on my father’s writing table, lay strewn on the floor.  Father’s chair was overturned and a jar of Thieves’ Vinegar lay empty next to it.  

From the corner of my eye, I caught a flash of movement.  I spun toward it.  A rat, nothing more.  Seizing the jar, I hurled it at the filthy creature, which scuttled to a corner and eyed me warily.  

I backed out of the room and inched my way slowly to my mother’s bedchamber.  Standing before her closed door, my courage failed me.  What would I find when I entered the room? Would my mother be there, sleeping? Dying?

I pushed open the door and saw...  no one.  My mother’s bedclothes lay in disarray.  Several bottles of my aunt’s remedies sat on the chest.  But of my mother, my father and Aunt Bess, there was no sign.  

Indeed, the entire manor appeared to be empty.  Even the kitchen, normally full of heat, warmth and servants bustling to fill the cook’s orders, was dark and cold.  A small pile of embers smouldered in the hearth.  I felt my way to the box of candles and used the dying embers to light one.  

At first the warmth of the friendly little flame gave me hope, but when I held the candle up and surveyed the kitchen, hope turned to dismay.  The only sign of life in the kitchen was rats.  Dozens of them scurried over the remains of the meals the cook had been repairing, tearing into roasts and gnawing their way through loaves of bread.  When the light hit their eyes, some of the rats reared up and hissed at me.  I was faint with hunger but the thought of fighting with rats for a heel of bread made my stomach clench.  Gagging, I stumbled out of the kitchen into the courtyard.  

The moon threw eerie shadows over the courtyard.  In its light, I saw the huge branches of my favourite oak tree.  How long ago it seemed since I sat happily in its
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