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May 19th, 2017

“You have exactly nine minutes to be out of that bed and downstairs at the table!”

Thus rang out the Morning Mantra of Katie Hollister’s Home for Transplanted Floridians—better known, perhaps, as the Claxton, Missouri, farmhouse she inherited from her parents. It was the same farmhouse she had grown up in and fled from fourteen years ago when she married Kevin Singer. She’d sworn at the time that no power on earth could ever make her A) return to Missouri for any period of time longer than two weeks, or B) live on a farm again, or C) ever, ever subject her children to either of the above.

Unfortunately, she had not reckoned with the powers of a stinking, no-good, lying, evil, there-aren’t-words-bad-enough, piece-of-number-two, deadbeat ex-husband. As a result, while there were some jobs she might have managed to eke out a living from if she’d been alone, the fact was that, with two kids to support, her options were pretty much non-existent. Five-foot-one-inch, blue-eyed, blond-haired Katherine was finally forced to admit that her lack of a college education made it essentially impossible to remain in the Miami economy. She looked at her kids, swallowed her pride and disappointment, and told them that they were embarking on a great, new adventure.

Ironically, she had owned the place for several years, ever since her parents were killed in ‘08 in a highway accident. She told herself she was only holding onto it in order to let the land value increase, but the Credit Bust in ‘09 caused its value to drop drastically. When Kevin walked in one morning in May of 2015 and told her he’d fallen in love with his secretary, then took said secretary onto his eighty-three foot sailboat and vanished into the Caribbean, she’d still had it to sell.

One phone call to a real estate broker in Springfield told her that she couldn’t afford to sell. The money the place would bring was less than it would cost her to remain in her Florida home for the rest of the year, and with the jobs she could get there was no way she’d survive once it was gone.

So, for the first time in her thirty-two years, she let herself do the “smart” thing. With a brand-new divorce decree, a big U-Haul truck packed full of clothes, furniture and toys, and her maiden name tucked comfortably back in place, she returned to the one hundred acres of Hell that constituted her last refuge.

She’d sold her Mercedes and held a high-end rummage sale, added that to what Kevin had left in their joint accounts (and the private one she’d started when her first child, Mackenzie, was born—college fund, she’d thought at the time). All together, it gave her a tidy bit of working capital when they drove up in front of the Hollister Homestead. Her plan was to go back to the only work she really knew, since she had to return to the farm, anyway; and, of course, it was exactly the work she’d fled from all those years ago.

Her father, Frank, had been a goat farmer, raising the hardy but cantankerous creatures for milk and meat. Katie had grown up, she’d often said, with a milk pail in each hand and one hanging from her teeth. While this was a rather wild exaggeration, it conveyed the image she wanted people to get: the poor lil’ farm girl, working herself away to nothingness!

Despite her desire to escape farm life, however, she was quite capable in it, and knew that she could—probably—make a living at it, especially if she put in a healthy flock of chickens, for both egg production and salable fryers. Her dad had been well respected throughout the area; she planned to capitalize on his reputation and let the whole area know that there was a Hollister on the Hollister Farm once more.

If she carefully managed her money and didn’t run into too many unexpected expenses, Katie could stock in a dozen milkers. She was sure there’d be some for sale; if not locally, then she’d surely find some down among the Amish communities in Arkansas. And the big chicken plants often had culls—roosters, and hens that were not pure white—that their farms would give away for free! Yes, if she played her cards right...

Oh, my, she thought, as they pulled into the driveway.

The yard was so overgrown that she could barely make out the front walk. There were several broken windowpanes in the upstairs windows that she could see, and that meant there were likely to be more that she couldn’t. A few of the big shingles were missing along the eastern edge of the roof.

Her brain kept ticking off the bad points until she finally had to give up counting. She was about to decide it wasn’t worth the effort to resurrect the old place when she realized that her daughter was weeping silently beside her.

“Kenzie?” she said. “Honey, I know it looks bad, but it’s just because it’s been empty for so long...”

“He hates us, doesn’t he?” said Mackenzie. “Daddy hates us, and that’s why he left, so we’d have to come here and live in this dump! It’s our punishment, isn’t that right? For whatever we did that made him hate us so much?”

Katie almost fainted at the vehemence in the child’s voice, but she kept her composure. “Kenzie, I wish I could tell you why your dad left, but I can’t. I don’t know why he left us, but I do know this much. It wasn’t anything you kids did, and I don’t believe it was anything I did, either. I think it was just that—to be perfectly honest—he and I should never have gotten married in the first place. But hate you guys? Even he couldn’t go that low. You and Aaron are the best thing to come out of the last fourteen years!”

Aaron had watched but said nothing. He looked back at the house for a moment then shrugged his shoulders. “It isn’t that bad. And maybe we could get a dog out here in the country.”

She hugged both the kids, and then she, twelve-year-old Mackenzie and eleven-year-old Aaron all piled back into the truck and headed into Claxton to find a motel room.

Returning to your hometown after an absence of some years always involves some surprises. The only motel the town had when she left was the Claxton Motor Court, but it was now gone and she had to choose between Best Western, Super 8 and Motel 6. She chose the last simply because she’d always thought Tom Bodett had a nice voice in all those radio commercials she’d heard as she was growing up (“...and we’ll leave the light on for ya!” )

Then there was the mall—that hadn’t been there, before. And all those restaurants, where did they come from? All she recalled were McDonald’s and the Sonic Drive-In, but every fast-food outfit in America was now represented. Lots of changes!

Some changes were less positive. The Claxton Garage, where Frank Hollister had gone for all major mechanical work, was gone. There were plenty of gas stations, all of the convenience store variety, but she didn’t see a mechanic anywhere.

Among the things she had inherited was her dad’s old ‘95 Ford F350, and she planned on using it rather than spending the money to buy a vehicle. Trouble was, it hadn’t been started or driven in five years at that point, so she knew it wouldn’t just fire up and go; it was going to need a battery, oil change, tune-up, possibly brake work or more.

They bought dinner at KFC next to the Motel 6 and Katie started flipping through the yellow pages. It was late, so no place was open; she made notes of a mechanic with a tow truck, and a general handyman service, then joined the kids in some mindless vegetation in front of the television.

The next morning was a Wednesday, and the mechanic said he wasn’t too busy, so he’d be glad to go bring in the truck and get it going for her. Her next call was to a handyman, who turned out to be an old classmate of hers, Kit Woods; she cringed. She and Kit hadn’t exactly been friends, due mostly to his annoying crush on her, combined with—well, with him being from the wrong side of town. Unfortunately, he was the only handyman, so she smiled into the phone and set a time to meet at the farm.

Mackenzie and Aaron were tired from the trip, so Katie let them stay in the room and watch TV while she took the big truck back out to the farm alone. Kit and the mechanic, an older man named Floyd, were already there; her dad’s old pickup was already loaded onto the tow truck, rear end off the ground. It was literally coated in dirt and animal droppings.

As she parked the U-Haul, she heard Kit say, “There she is now,” to Floyd, and gladly let him make the introductions.

“Floyd, this is Katie; Katie, Floyd Cooper, best mechanic in all the Ozarks!”

She smiled and shook hands with Floyd. “Thank you for coming so quick,” she said. “I need the truck desperately!” She gave him the keys.

“Not a problem,” said Floyd “Barring anything unexpected, she’ll be ready by mid-afternoon.”

“Oh, that would be wonderful!” She pointed at the moving van. “This thing isn’t easy to drive around town.”

Floyd chuckled. “No ma’am, I reckon it’s not. Tell you what—when it’s done, I’ll give you a call and meet you back out here with it, so you can leave that monster locked up til you get her unloaded.”

“I’ll go you one better,” said Kit. “We’ll go ahead and park the van inside the barn, and I’ll drive Katie back to town. She’s at the Motel 6 up the street from you, so it’ll be closer than hauling the truck back out here.”

“That’ll work, too,” said Floyd as he climbed into the cab of his wrecker. He tapped his horn twice and was gone.

Kit turned to Katie. “Shall we?” he asked, tilting his head towards the house, and she noticed he’d—improved a bit over the years...

At six foot one, Kit wasn’t the tallest guy she’d ever known, but the lanky looseness of his teenaged years was gone. He was quite well-built, now, and fit, and only the memory of his annoying advances kept her from getting flushed. Well—mostly.

She pushed such thoughts away. “Absolutely!” Katie led the way through the tall grass.

“I noticed a mower in your barn,” said Kit, “a big rider, a Ford. After we look the house over, why don’t I see if it’ll fire up and try to knock down some of this jungle?”

Katie laughed. “Is that monster still here? If you can get it started, I’ll mow! Dad used to say that mowing was good for a girl; I’ll bet I spent a thousand hours driving that thing.”

“Okay, then—let’s see what we’ll need to get your house set for you to move in.”

It wasn’t as bad as it could have been, Katie reflected after they got inside. The couch had a family of raccoons living in it, and the downstairs carpets would have to be torn out, but most of the rooms had been closed off and were unhurt for the most part. The broken windows upstairs were in her parents’ old bedroom and its bathroom, and not much damage had occurred, but she found a couple of dead birds.

“Are those some kind of bad omen?” she asked, only half joking.

“Nah,” said Kit. “They fly in looking for food or nesting material, then get confused and can’t find their way out. Just bad luck, but only for the birds.”

Katie frowned. “That’s sad. And what if they had baby birds in a nest somewhere?”

Kit looked at her. “That’s right; you and Kevin had kids, didn’t you? They at the motel?”

She nodded and smiled. “Yep. Girl and a boy, my pride and joy!”

Kit opened another door and peeked inside. “No damage here,” he said. “So—Kev just up and ran out on you guys, huh?”

“Huh! Yeah! Took his secretary and the yacht, and was gone before we knew what happened. Last I knew, he was in Jamaica. Bastard didn’t even tell the kids goodbye.”

Kit shook his head. “What a creep. Let’s go check out the basement.” He led the way back downstairs and went on down to the basement alone. Luckily, Katie had thought (at the last minute before leaving Miami) to call the electric co-op and have the power turned on; the lights were all working, and Kit was able to see fine down there.

“Looks good,” he called up. “And the furnace looks to be in good shape.” He came back upstairs to where she stood in the kitchen. “So it looks like all I really need is a few shingles, a couple of windowpanes, and a lot of elbow grease. How about we run on in and get you back to your kids, and I’ll get what I need and maybe you can sleep here by tomorrow night?”

She smiled. “That sounds just great, Kit. I can’t thank you enough!”

He followed her out the door and shut it behind him. “Sure you can. Let me take you to dinner tonight, you and your kids.”

She cringed. “Um, Kit—I’m not...”

“Too soon?” he asked, and she nodded, grateful to him for giving her an easy out. “No problem,” he said, “I understand. You’re the first girl I’ve asked out since Beverly and I split two years ago.”

“Beverly?” Katie asked. “You married Beverly Walker?” Ridiculously, Katie felt a surge of jealousy; Beverly had been a contributing factor in one of the worst moments of her life, and to find out he’d gotten over his crush to end up with her. Well...

Kit pushed a button on his remote and his pickup honked. “Yeah, I did. No kids, though, and now I’m glad. She, uh—She ran off with our mailman...”

She felt sorry for him. She knew what that felt like. “Kit, I’m sorry...”

“I’m not,” he said. “We were over long before that, but I was too stubborn to admit it. Last I heard they were both in jail in Texas, some kind of drug charges. But I’m okay. Hop in, and I’ll run you back to the motel and get my butt back here to work!”

It was nearing noon, so she had Kit stop at a pizza place to get lunch for her and the kids before he dropped her at the motel, and an hour later she was surprised when her cell phone rang. Caller ID told her it was Floyd’s Auto Repair calling.

“Hello?” she answered.

“Hi, Mrs. Hollister?”

“Um—It’s Miss, or better yet, just Katie, but yeah. Is something wrong? You’re calling early.”

“Oh, no, no problems. Your truck’s ready, is all. I was callin’ to see if you needed a lift to come pick it up?”

She’d had Kit show her where the shop was as he drove her to the motel, and it was within walking distance, so she told him she’d be right over. The kids hadn’t seen the truck since before their grandparents died, so they slipped on their shoes and walked along with her.

The truck was not only running like new, but Floyd had sent one of his helpers to the car wash with it, so it looked great, too. The “barn dust” was all gone, and the inside had been vacuumed out and sprayed with air freshener. She happily paid the tab and they piled in and drove towards downtown.

By three o’clock she had taken care of the “little details” of her return. The truck was insured and tagged, a new phone would be turned on in the house the following day, the high speed internet installed within the week, and now they were in Wal-Mart. Brooms, mops, dustpans, cleaners, and about every kind of disinfectant filled a shopping cart, and they were in the clothing section buying work clothes when her phone rang again.

It was Kit. “Hey, there,” he said when she answered. “The house is tight, couch and carpets are on the way to the dump, and the raccoons were safely relocated to the river bank behind the barn. Oh, and the mower has a new battery and a full tank of gas. Sharpened the blades, too!”

“Cool!” she said. “The kids and I are going out there in just a bit to start cleaning, so we can get an early start moving in tomorrow.”

“Sounds like a plan. Need any help unloading tomorrow? Got heavy stuff?”

She hesitated. “I think we can manage,” she said, and heard Kit chuckle.

“No strings, Katie, I promise. I can call a buddy and we can haul all your stuff inside in no time.”

“Well, if you’re sure it’s not a problem...”

“None at all. What time’s good?”

She let herself grin. “How about nine? I’ll have the coffee maker hooked up by then.”

“Nine it is, then! I’ll bring the doughnuts!” And he was gone.

They went to the grocery section to buy coffee and snacks, then headed for the checkout, and soon pulled into the driveway of the farm.

Kit had done more than he let on—the front yard had already been mowed and raked, and Katie made a mental note to add a bonus when she paid him.

And it was time for the Grand Tour. Mackenzie had only been five, Aaron four, the last time they’d visited her parents. The brief stop at the house after the funeral wasn’t memorable for them, so it was almost as if they were seeing it all for the first time. Katie led them in, and let them see all the memories that still filled so many walls, so many of the house’s uncountable nooks and crannies. She showed them everything from the cuckoo clock on the living room wall to the canopy bed she’d slept in for most of fifteen years. Mackenzie’s eyes grew wide at the sight of the big dollhouse in the closet, and she let out a squeal of delight when Katie said it was hers, now, along with the rest of the bedroom. (Twelve is not too old for a dollhouse!)

Aaron would get her brother Alex’s room. Alex had joined the Army right after 9/11, and his unit was one of the first to see heavy action in Pakistan. Katie told the kids again how Alex had won a medal for bravery because he stayed behind and fought, and died so that several others could escape an ambush. The medal hung on the wall of his room, and Aaron stared at it for a long time.

Katie would take her parents’ old room because it had its own bathroom. She showed the kids the other bathrooms, one upstairs and one down, and she could tell that Kit had checked them all and probably fixed or adjusted as needed, for they all worked fine.

The first floor had only the living room, kitchen, bath, and what Katie called “the sewing room.” That was the room her mother had used for her quilting group, and her dad had used for storage, which had led to some spirited discussions at times. Katie didn’t sew, so the room would be used as her dad would have wished.

They cleaned the house thoroughly. Aaron was a handy boy with a broom and swept the newly uncovered hardwood floors while Mackenzie followed him around with a mop. Katie scrubbed the kitchen til it shone, and then the three of them worked together to dust everything.

They took one break for dinner—frozen TV dinners, popped into the oven—and Aaron discovered that the television would only pick up one channel, so Katie called 1-800-SATELYTE’s twenty-four-hour hotline and ordered service on a rush plan.

By the time they were done, it was almost nine o’clock that night, and they dragged themselves out to the truck for the ride back to Claxton and the motel. She had to help Mackenzie when they got there, but Aaron was still awake enough to follow her in and close the door behind them. She piled the kids onto one bed, looked longingly at the other, and then made herself go and take a shower.

She roused the kids at six and they hit McDonald’s for breakfast on the way back to the house. They’d grabbed everything out of the room and checked out, and both Mackenzie and Aaron were excited that it was finally move-in day. They were out of the truck as soon as Katie parked it in the driveway, then waited patiently while she got the U-Haul out of the barn and backed it into the yard. She got it at least partially aimed at the front door and was satisfied.

They opened it up and pulled out the ramp, and the three of them began hauling boxes inside. The kids happily piled them in the rooms they would eventually be unpacked in, with any questionable ones stopping in the living room. Katie found her kitchen boxes, and true to her word she dug out the coffee maker and rinsed the dust out of it, then set it up and started a pot.

Kit and his friend Matt drove up at a quarter of nine and carried in the rest of the boxes, then took down Katie’s parents’ bedroom furniture and piled it into the storage room. They took a short coffee and doughnut break then, and Kit managed to make the kids laugh so hard they almost had tears by telling them how their mom used to pretend she couldn’t see him in the hallway at school.

“Oh, no,” she said, “and I thought I had you fooled!”

“Well, you might have, if you hadn’t kept peeking at me to see if I’d noticed!” Even Matt, who was very quiet, laughed when she hid her face behind a doughnut.

The men carried Katie’s bedroom suite up and assembled it, and switched out her mom’s old range and refrigerator for her own newer, high-efficiency models. Katie had brought along her own wall-mounted flat screen TV, and they hung that up, too; the old console model went into storage.

While the guys worked inside, Katie fired up the Ford mower and got started with it. By noon, the U-Haul was empty and gone, and she’d gotten the back yard mowed, along with most of the east side. Then, that butthead Kit had shanghaied her by showing the kids the golden retriever pup he was trying to find a home for. The dog was about three months old and christened—of all things—“Fluffy!” It was happily at home on the front porch, laying on an old rug the kids had found in the storage room and gnawing a bone almost bigger than he was.

A new family had bought the Capps place down the road; a boy about Aaron’s age had ridden down on a bike to meet them, and a friendship was apparently forming. That boy, Lannie Powell, had a sister near Mackenzie’s age, he said, but she wasn’t very healthy and didn’t get out much. Kit had explained that the girl had leukemia and was having it rough. Her name was Miranda, and Mackenzie followed the boys down the road to go and meet her. Within days the four were like siblings, and Katie got to know the Powell parents well.

But more than a year had passed since then, and on this May morning Katie was frying eggs and bacon as the kids dragged themselves down the stairs, mostly dressed for school, and mostly awake. Not a lot had really changed. Oh, she was managing to not-quite go broke with the goats and chickens. The Amish butcher down in Blue Eye was her best customer, and she had a fair trade in goat’s milk barter around Claxton, as well as one Health Food Store over in Branson. The county had finally paved the old gravel road that summer, but Fluffy was still just an overgrown puppy. Kit was still around a lot—they’d even had a few dates—and poor little Miranda was still stubbornly refusing to surrender to her illness, but it was wearing on her, and it showed.

She set plates in front of them as they slid chairs up to the table.

“Okay, guys, eat up. The bus’ll be here in about twenty minutes. Aaron, remember to tell Lannie to tell his mom I’ll have her three quarts of goat’s milk on Friday, and Kenzie, yes, you can spend the night with Miranda that night, let her know. Now eat up!”

They shoveled the food into their mouths in plenty of time to gather up homework and backpacks. Katie followed them out onto the porch and sat on the swing as they walked down the long driveway to meet the bus. She waved as they climbed aboard and then took a moment to count her blessings—including the fact that Kevin was gone—and got up, ready to start milking her two dozen nannies.

She stopped as she saw Fluffy come dragging something across the yard.

“Fluffy! What have you got, there? C’mere, boy, whacha got for me, huh? Lemme see...”

The big, lovable furball dragged whatever it was up to the porch, and Katie reached for it, but something was snagged on his fang. She tugged at it gently til it came free and realized it was a sticky mass of cotton, but she caught a glimpse of brass—so she wrinkled her nose and...

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


December 8th, 1712

It never happened that on a warm and summery night there might be a knock upon a ramshackle door and a voice asking for nothing more dreadful than the pleasure of a lady’s company. Or at least that was the complaint that was carried on the breeze on a cold and wintry night, as three pairs of feet tramped down the sparse grass that grew—sort of—’neath the thick canopy of the Welsh forest.

A winter fox, his coat not fully turned to the color of snow, peeked out of his den and saw the three familiar women traipse by, carefully holding his breath until he was sure he’d gone unnoticed. It’s not that they were in any way bad, you understand; it’s just that they were them. The Witches!

Of course, in fox, it was more along the lines of “Those-three-female-two-legged-creatures-that-bend-all-nature’s-rules-completely-out-of-kilter-with-the-rest-of-the-known-universe.”

In English, because of the things they did which defied normal explanation, they were simply known as “the Witches,” but only in whispers, of course. And since the entire story we are about to share could not exist in any form without them, then it is probably time for you, dear reader, to make their acquaintance.

The tall one on the left, there, is Miss Emma Sothby. As you might surmise from the “Miss,” she has never been married, though it was not for lack of suitors. It’s just that she never found one that she didn’t want to brain with a rock within a fortnight, and while a two-week courtship and engagement (both, not each!) might be good enough for some people, ’twas not for her! Or so she said, in any case.

At sixty-four, her hair is white and tucked up in a bun so severe that cats had been known to stalk it, and her temper was legendary, but she had her soft spots. Notably, they were her two companions.

The one in the middle is Mary Higgins, a petite blond just into her middle years—okay, okay, she’s two years shy of fifty, but doesn’t look a day over thirty-five according to almost all the men in the whole local countryside. Her trim figure, blue eyes and blond hair have been the cause of the cracks in more than a few rolling pins and, as everyone knows, the only thing harder than a good oaken rolling pin is the skull of a no-good, stinking, cheating louse of a husband!

The third of this trio is Annalee Scot, who happens to be the Godchild of Emma Sothby. At fifteen and a half, Annalee is thin, shy, clumsy and easily embarrassed, which is probably why she seems to have no social life at all. She spends almost all of her time with her Gammer Emma and Mrs. Higgins; her notable lack of curves and long, Irish-red hair might have had a bit to do with it, as well. (Gammer, by the way, means Godmother; it’s an archaic version of the word, and not much used, nowadays.)

The date was the eighth of December in the Year of Our Lord Seventeen-hundred and twelve, and the only reason these three were out in the cold night air was the message that had come an hour before.

The evening had been extremely “tight,” as Emma called it when the Forebodings hit. Even before the sun lowered to the horizon, she knew something was about to happen, and she’d already had the tea aboil when first Annalee, and then Mary, had come walking the path that led to her cottage in the old Druid Clearing.

“Tea’s hot,” she said to each as they’d entered. “Pour yer own.”

Annalee was sitting quietly at the table across from her by the time Mary got her own cup and joined them.

“So,” Mary began, “d’ye know wha’ ’tis, yet?”

Emma shook her head. “No’ as yet. Had a thought of Miz Bascomb, her bein’ gravid and comin’ up due soon, but she’s still a good six weeks shy o’ birthin’—so I don’ think it’s her.”

Mary nodded. “Well, I expects we’ll know soon enough.”

“I’ve been feelin’—a-frighted, I’d say,” said Annalee, “since about mid-afternoon—as if somethin’ bad’s a-comin’. So scared, I left early from home, so it might follow me away from my mum and dad, and baby brother!” Her cup rattled on the saucer as her hands shook.

“There’s likely little t’ fear, lass; ye be one of us, are ye no’? Ah, but I expects there’s change o’ some sort afoot tonight.” Emma drained her cup. “Aye—change o’ some sort,” she went on, and their eyes went wide as a sudden chill hit each of their spines. The sound of a horse’s neighing broke in the front dooryard. The knock came only seconds later, just as a cold whisper of wind from nowhere spun through the cabin, making the lamp on the table flicker.

Emma looked at Annalee, who was apprentice to the older pair, and nodded once.

“See t’ the door, Annalee,” she said calmly.

Annalee rose, shakily, and went to the door. Her hand trembled as she turned the knob to reveal young William Cadmoor. The boy, or more properly the lad, held his hat in his hands, wringing it as if it were soaking wet. He opened his mouth as if to speak, but nothing came out, so he closed it and tried again.

“Hullo, Miss Annalee,” he managed, and seemed to gain a bit of courage from the sound of his own voice. “Um, the parson, good ladies, he sent me t’ bid ye t’ come. He’s poorly, he says, and would have ye t’ come and see t’ him...” He trailed off, his words failing him as he saw the look in Mistress Sothby’s eyes.

Emma turned toward Mary, who looked her eye-to-eye.

“Well, now,” Emma said. “What think ye o’ this, now, Mary Higgins? The parson’s ill, and callin’ for the likes of us in his hour o’ need, him that’s been condemnin’ us for the last four years?”

Annalee stared nervously at her Godmother. “But, it’s good, isn’t it Gammer? That he’s come to acceptin’ our ministrations?”

Emma and Mary eyed each other.

“William, you ride on back,” Mary said, “and tell the parson and them that’s with ‘im that we’ll be along right shortly.”

The boy swallowed, fairly bolted to his horse, and was gone.

“Close the door, Annalee,” Emma said. “We’ll not be goin’ for a moment or so.”

“But—but this is good, surely?”

“We’ll know soon enough, child, I expects.”

Mary looked into her own now-empty cup.

“So, be the darkness comin’ our way, d’ye think? I’d thought us Welsh t’ be less tainted by the fanatics than be those in England...”

“And so we were, at least til now. Mary, we both know Parson Davies ain’t about to let us see t’ any ailment o’ his. This is naught but a ruse t’ draw us to a meetin,’ where those good folks as have benefited by our skills can be extorted and frightened into speakin’ agin us!”

Annalee, who had taken her chair once again, looked from one woman to the other and back.

“Gammer, folk here about will not speak against us!” she said. “Why, there’s not a family ‘round these mountains that hasn’t a mother or father, or son or daughter, they’d be without were it not for us, and especially not for you and Mary!”

“Aye, lass, there’s no,’ but that won’t stop what’s comin,’ if ’tis t’ be. We’ll know shortly, and that’s soon enough for us t’ decide which way we need jump.”

Annalee rose to her feet and leaned across the table at her Godmother, fear giving her more spine than she usually displayed.

“Gammer, no! These folk are our friends; I’m sure it’s just as young master William said, and the good Parson is only abed with a fever and wantin’ of our cures...”

A glimmer of amusement played across Emma’s face, and it’s even possible that one eyelid dipped slightly where only Mary could see it clearly.

“Well, then, Miss Scot, we’d best be gettin’ on our way t’ see t’ the poor man, hadn’t we? I’ll only fetch my kit, then, so’s we can be about it.”

She went into her pantry and gathered an assortment of small jars which she tucked into a leather bag. Mary busied herself rinsing out their teacups, while Annalee gathered their cloaks. She and Mary had already dressed for the cold when they had left their own homes. They had to wait only a brief moment for Emma, who quickly slipped some heavier woolens and boots onto her feet.

When they were ready, Emma hesitated at the front door before opening it. She looked as though she was considering something quite seriously and then blurted out, “Well, gads, it can’t hurt us none just to be a tad cautious, now can it?”

“No’ a bit,” answered Mary. Annalee only shook her head vigorously, her eyes wide.

Emma’s expression grew stern, and she gave one curt nod.

“Just a precaution, then,” she said, and reached out to pluck a half dozen hairs from the heads of each of her companions, then an equal number of her own. She looked around the room for a moment, and then chose an old brass lamp that hung from the wall and tucked the hairs inside it. She held the lamp up high.

“Nos morituri—te floreat! Resurgam!” she said thrice.

Mary didn’t react to the powerful words, but Annalee’s eyes grew wide. Latin was not a necessity, but it lent an air of importance to a spell cast in its somber tones. It was much the same as when uttered by a priest in church. There was also the added benefit that very few might understand what was being said. Annalee had been learning it since she was ten.

Emma had uttered a powerful spell of protection: “We die not, but flourish! We rise again!” The very fact that she would cast a spell that would literally snatch them out of the grip of death frightened Annalee more than ever.

Emma started to hang the lamp back on its peg but stopped short. Instead, she strode to the hearth and lifted a large flat stone, revealing a hole in the earth beneath. She tucked the lamp into it, muttering: “En solis, luminatos, resurgam!”

The spell was simple; should it happen that they be faced with death, they would reappear unharmed the next time sunlight touched the lamp. Emma thought this to be a safe condition. It was certain that, should anything unfortunate happen to her, someone would undoubtedly come to loot her home. She reasoned that everyone had a hidey-hole under the hearthstone, so it would be one of the first places someone would look.

She grinned, imagining the surprised face of the thief who tried to carry that lamp home in the morning!

Precautions and preparation completed, the three set off for the parsonage, which was near the village green. The hike was a mile or more, but the path was one they knew well, and they chatted as they went in order to calm poor Annalee’s nerves. The three walked on, with the continuing conversation keeping their minds off the unknown meeting that would soon take place. The forest around them, alive with the many night predators, grew silent in sections as they passed. Even the wolves slipped into their burrows, shushing each other until the women had passed them by. In the past, each had their dealings with the trio and wished not to relive the experience.
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Chapter 3
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There was a lamp burning on the porch of the parsonage, and a figure stood just out of its glow. The three ladies saw the man long before they were visible, though he seemed to sense their approach.

Quickly whispered instructions, breathed softly into the ears of Mary and Annalee, caused them to move apart and walk silently. Mary went left while Annalee headed right, as Emma drew her deep blue cloak around herself and continued forward without the slightest sound. Stopping less than three feet from the steps of the porch, she was still completely unseen by the man standing in its shadows.

As one, the ladies reached up to throw back the hoods that kept his lamp’s glow, and the moonlight, from their faces. Marcus Drommand suddenly found himself surrounded. Emma stood before him, Mary on his right, and while he couldn’t be sure, he thought that the young one to his left was Annalee Scot. He fought down the panic that rose in his chest.

“Why, um, g-good evening, ladies...” he stuttered.

“Good evening to you, as well, Mister Drommand,” said Emma. “We three have come at the biddin’ of the parson, but as the house seems dark but for the lamp hangin’ there beside ye, I cannot help but wonder if we’s come too late.”

Drommand swallowed. “Why, no, not at all—but I’m afraid there was a bit of a misunderstanding. The parson is not ill, you see, but only seeks to speak with you good ladies. He awaits you in the nave of the church.”

Emma let her eyes bore into his for a moment before she spoke. “In the church, is he? Tell me, Mr. Drommand, how many others be attendin’ him? Seems a tad bit late for a prayer meetin,’ wouldn’t ye say?” When Drommand was silent for a long moment, she continued. “Yer hesitation tells me that I have it right, aye, and that he is not alone?” She eyed him suspiciously.

The man seemed to swell, like a hedgehog fluffing its quills to make itself appear larger, a common sign of fear in both man and beast.

“Well, er, yes—there are some of the good folk of the village and countryside a-gathered there...”

Mary took a step towards him, and on his other side Annalee did the same. His bravado deflated almost instantly. He whipped his wide eyes from one to the other and back again.

“And what might be the cause of their gatherin,’ Marcus Drommand?” asked Mary.

“Well, er—there has been some—some talk, you see...” he said, while licking his lips. “Some of the folk have come forward, er, come forward—with some odd tales, you see.”

“Odd tales, ye say?” Emma put one foot on the bottom step, and Drommand backed against the wall. “Would them be tales, Mister Drommand, regardin’ us three?”

How did she get so close to the steps? He thought. I didn’t see her move at all...

“W-well, it does seem, Mistress Sothby, that there’s been a few folks who have seen some—unusual things.”

“Well, now,” Emma said. “Then p’raps we’d best be on over to the church. It’d be interestin’ to see just what odd tales might be flyin’ about.” Quickly, she reached up to give a bit of a twitch to the hood of her cloak, and although he’d never tell a single soul, Marcus Drommand found himself alone once more.

’Tis true, he thought. They use dark magic—no other way could they vanish so!

Ironically, all three women were still within a half-dozen feet of him as he had these thoughts; all that had happened was what Emma called “Head Magic.” As she quickly raised her hands to lift her hood again, Drommand had flinched, clinching his eyes shut for a long second, during which all three raised their hoods and simply turned their backs to him. Emma’s dark blue cloak looked as black in the night as the black ones worn by Mary and Annalee, and all three were utterly invisible against the backdrop of a night under a sliver of moon in the forest.

The church was less than a mile from the parsonage, and the ladies wasted no time, stepping quickly along. Annalee broke the silence once they were clear of Drommand’s hearing.

“So it’s true, then? They’ve gathered to accuse us, but of what?”

“Of bein’ evil, o’ course,” answered Emma. “That Parson’s preached many a sermon on how ’tis the will of God for His children to suffer, and how anyone who does anythin’ to ease that sufferin’ must be doin’ the work of the devil himself!”

“But that’s silly! God loves his children, why would He want them to suffer?” Annalee stammered.

“Sufferin’ be good for the soul,” Mary said, “or so says the good Catholic Church, and a fair lot o’ the Protestants! The idea, child, is that if ye pray for relief from sufferin’ and don’t get it, then the sufferin’ is God-sent punishment for yer sins!”

Emma nodded and added, “So, if we come along and relieve any of the sufferin,’ then we must be on the side of the devil. ’Tis pretty simple, once you gets the understandin’.”

Trembling, Annalee opened her eyes wide. “Do you recall that Mister Meacham, who passed through last spring? He was that old man who told all the tales about the colonies? He said that, in the new world, there had been witches burned at the stake!”

“Aye, he did,” Emma said, “but ’twasn’t true.”

“It wasn’t?” Annalee asked, relieved.

Emma snorted. “O’course not!” she declared. “There was no witches burned at no stakes!” She walked on in silence for a few moments and then said, “’Twas innocent women they tied up and burned. Witches wouldn’t let themselves be tied up and burned, o’ course!”

Annalee whimpered, and the three walked the rest of the way without talking.

The church was ablaze with light. Every candle in each chandelier, as well as all of the wall sconces, burned brightly. A few men stood out in the churchyard, smoking pipes. At the women’s arrival, they all began knocking them out against boots and hitching posts. The men followed them as they made their way through the double doors heading into the nave.

Nearly all the local population was seated inside. Mary and Emma weren’t terribly surprised, but when Annalee saw several girls she’d grown up with, it was apparent that she was shaken. She had always thought them to be friendly, but now they were all here looking at her and her companions darkly.

“Thank you, ladies,” boomed out the parson’s deep voice, “for coming to join us tonight.”

Without any indication that it was planned, Mary took a position on Emma’s left while Annalee stood on her right. The people in the pews glared at them. Despite the terror Annalee was feeling, all three gave off a quiet, calm appearance.

Emma, her face serene, looked up at the man in the pulpit.

“We’s here, Wilton Davies, though I don’t think it’s us joinin’ you as is wanted,” she said. “By the looks on the faces of those around us, ye’ve got all ye could wish for to be on yer side.”

The bald-pated man on the platform broke into a sardonic grin.

“Indeed, Mistress Sothby, you are close to the truth,” he intoned and suddenly swung an outstretched finger in their direction. His voice rose in volume until it was almost a howl as he cried out, “For these good folk are gathered here to expose you as the handmaidens of Satan!”

Silence, louder than the preacher’s shout, rang out. The three women all began looking at one another, their faces reflecting confusion.

“Did ’e say ‘handmaidens o’ Satan?’” Mary asked in a loud whisper.

Annalee nodded her head, slack-jawed and wide-eyed, as if amazed at the accusation, and Emma stage-whispered, “Aye, that’s what it sounded like. D’ye think the poor man’s gone ‘round the bend?”

“’E does look a tad peaked, does ’e not?” Mary said.

“Oh, no, ma’am,” threw in Annalee, “the parson always looks like that.”

“Does ’e now? Shows how often I gets to church, don’t it?”

“So, what’s it mean, then,” asked Annalee, “what he called us, this ‘handmaidens of Satan’?”

“’E’s sayin’ they think we’s servants of the devil!” Emma responded.

Mary smirked. “Means a wee more’n that,” she said. “Means we go off in the forest with Old Scratch and...” She finished by whispering in Annalee’s ear.

The girl gasped loudly, covering her mouth with a hand as her eyes flew wider still. “Why, we never!”

Mary patted her back and gingerly said, “O’course, we never. ’Twouldn’t be any fun, not with a creature such as that. I, for one, would much prefer a fine gent like...” She raised a hand as if to point, but Emma slapped it down.

“Not now, Mary, not now!” Emma turned back to the parson. “Handmaidens of Satan, eh? No’ sure about this. D’ye think ye could tell us what he looks like, p’raps?”

Davies’ eyes bulged as several of the onlookers chuckled.

“Do not trifle, woman, with the messenger of Almighty God!” He bellowed. “On this very day hath God’s Holy Spirit moved these good people to recount the dark and evil magic that each of you have used in service of your wicked master!”

Once more the trio looked confused, turning to one another.

“Here, what’s this about evil magic?” asked Emma.

“Pay that no mind, I want to know who’s this ‘wicked master’ ’e’s talkin’ about!” Mary said loudly. “I’ll have all here to know that I’s got no master, not wicked or otherwise, not since me last husband drew his final breath, may God rest ‘is pitiful soul!”

“What? Is he sayin’ we’s wed to the Prince of Darkness? Why, that’s silly, I’ve never been wed at all, and Annalee’s only just got her womanlies last year, not even looked at a man for the thought o’ marryin’ yet, nor o’ triflin,’ for all of that!”

“Gammer!” said Annalee, turning pink.

“...so where’s he gettin’ off with all this, then?” She turned back to face the clergyman. “Parson, it’s always been common known that what we does, we does in the name of the very God ye claim to serve! What yer callin’ our ‘dark and evil magic’ be naught but a skill with the herbs God gave us, and p’raps some bit more faith in Him to answer our prayers than other folk got. We trusts and serves our Lord Jesus same as any preacher, and it starts to seem as ye might be wantin’ to be rid of us as might expose ye for a fraud! So, let’s hear what’s bein’ said of us, then, shall we?”

She turned to the people in the front pew and squinted as if she had trouble seeing. “Ruth Rhodri, is that you? And I sees ye got little Benjamin, there, in yer arms. How’s his tummy been? Still free of the sickin’ up, is he? And, look, there’s John William. How’s that arm ye nigh cut off last month, John? Is Annalee’s needlework still holdin’ it on?” She looked around the room.

“So, then, who is it amongst you who’s come to say all the good we done ye is somethin’ as dark and wicked as the parson says?”

“Be silent, thou foul sorceress! These good folk need not...”

Emma wheeled on him, interrupting his speech. “Sorceress? Sorceress? Don’t ye be callin’ me such names as ‘sorceress,’ ye old binney! I may confess to a knowin’ of herbs and such, but I’ll have naught to do with the conjurin’ of spirits!”

Mary crossed her arms under her breasts, glared at the parson (at which point Annalee tried to imitate her and got confused about just where her arms should be crossed on her own, less-contoured chest), and said, “Ach! The very idea!”

“Idea!” echoed Annalee.

“Arthur Harkness!” called the parson. “Stand and give testimony!” Harkness rose slowly in the fourth pew, looking nervously about himself. “Well, I, uh...”

“Speak up, good Arthur! Recount the tale you shared but an hour ago. Tell how these sinful creatures forced their way into your home and tore the babe out of your poor wife’s womb! Recall how you had known it was against the will of Almighty God, whose right it was to call your missus to die in childbirth. Remind all of us how you were tearfully submitting to His will, when these who know not the God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob usurped His right and forcefully delivered the child in opposition to what you knew was right, how...”

Emma lifted her gaze to look Parson Davies in the eye. She raised one hand, in the age-old gesture that means “stop,” in every tongue.

The parson’s voice trailed off.

“Let’s be havin’ a moment, ’ere,” she said. “Arthur, I’s wonderin,’ which one o’ yer nine children was it we so ‘forcibly delivered?’ Ye must be speakin’ o’ either me or Mary, here, since ’twas we what midwifed the whole lot of ’em.”

“Emma,” Mary said, “it musta been young Rufus, don’t ye know, for ’twas he what near to kilt his poor mother; I recall how Mister Harkness sent his wife’s brother to fetch us while we was checkin’ up on Esther Dondras, her bein’ still a couple months from birthin’ at the time...”

“But, Mary, it couldna been, for all it took to deliver little Rufus into the world was just a little extra push at the top of his mum’s belly an’ ’e just fairly squirted out right into my hands. And, to be true, I’m not recallin’ a one of the Harkness whelps as needed any real force to get ’em begot.” She turned back to Harkness. “Go on, Arthur, tell us, which one was it? And what was it we did that was so evil, I wonders?”

Harkness, his eyes round and big, opened his mouth once, twice, and suddenly sat himself down with a loud thump on the pine bench. Emma looked back at the parson.

“Well, Mister Harkness seems not to recall what he may have said, Parson. Do go on.”

The preacher, whose mouth had been working without sound uttering forth throughout the entire episode just described, suddenly found his voice.

“Witch!” he cried out. “All the three of you are witches! Even here, in the house of God, you use your foul magic to silence the witnesses against you!”

“Silence?” Emma asked. “Did ye not hear me ask Arthur to tell his tale? ’Twas him as reconsidered, Parson, not any doin’ o’ mine! And as fer bein’ witches, aye, that’s what we’s called, for a true witch ain’t but one who’s been gifted by God Almighty with a touch of His own Power, to heal and mend and do fer them as needs help! But lookin’ out over the faces here present, I feel sure ye can find a few to speak agin us. Go ahead, then, let ’em talk, as will.”

And then it began. Megan Dell stood and told how Mary Higgins had bewitched her good husband Charles until she had been forced to follow him only to find her own beloved husband, a good Christian who was never given to carnal desires of any kind (well, not in some years anyway, them having six children and all), spying on Mary as she bathed in the stream, and when she’d confronted him, poor Charlie swore a mighty oath that he must have been bewitched. Surely no God-fearing man would do such a thing of his own free will, he’d said.

Two dozen husbands shouted “Amen!” Mary had to stifle a grin, and the frenzy took strength.

Amos Bordwyn confessed that once, when “that woman”—at which point he indicated Emma—had passed by his chicken yard, his hens failed to lay a single egg for three days. That was a sure sign that she had hexed them; had naught to do with foxes, no matter what anyone said!

Cormack MacGregor told how he’d (hiccup) heard some voices in (hiccup) the forest late one night in the summer and discovered the three of them, naked as (hiccup) newborn babes, dancing and singing, “as if they (hiccup) awaited the Devil!” (Annalee, upon hearing this, stomped both feet several times and would have probably said something stupid had not Mary put a restraining hand on the girl’s shoulder.)

Lista Bradiff, who was a year younger than Annalee and never liked her, told how Annalee had “often bragged” about the “secret, wicked things” she was learning from the two older ladies. She said that the three of them had tried to entice Lista herself into joining in sinfulness (which she was delighted to describe, although most of the things she said were not possible for a group that included no men, or at least a pony!).

Ingris Rangor, Martha Killian, Vergal Broadmoor, Samuel Bracken, Talon McLeod—one after another the people they had known and helped for years stood and spoke against them. Occasionally Emma or Mary would ask a few questions that seemed to weaken the statements, until finally Parson Davies began shouting them down when they tried to speak, and the congregation joined in with him.

Annalee was sick, barely able to believe that the lies she was hearing were coming from the mouths of people she knew. She was only thankful that her parents lived over at Village Ghentony and weren’t here to see...

She’d barely thought it when the doors burst open and some of Brel Herney’s lads dragged her mum and dad inside, and another held her little baby brother.

“Here they are!” yelled Zed Herney, holding Erin Scot’s bound wrists. “Here’s the ones as birthed the youngest of the witches!”

Annalee cried out, and moved to run to her parents, but Emma raised a hand to warn her back. Slowly the old woman turned her eyes and let them move over the crowd, then came to rest on the parson.

“We’ve given no violence, Wilton Davies! There be no call to be takin’ hostages to our surrender. Let ’em go,” she said. “Ye’ve had yer fun, convictin’ us with solicited and tainted testimony. We’ll submit to the sentence you’ll be pronouncin’ on us. Let these good folk go.”

A cry rang out in the church, then, as Erin and Rolf Scot understood what Emma had said. They knew instinctively what it would mean. It had been whispered, now and then, but until now, no one had taken it seriously...

If Wilton Davies had his way, the Witches of Aberystwyth in Cardiganshire of Wales would be put to death—and their young daughter, the witches’ apprentice, would die with them!
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Chapter 4
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“What trickery is this, then, old woman?” the parson looked at her quizzically. “By what token shall we believe that you will truthfully submit?”

“Ye daft old fraud, are we not standin’ here awaitin’ yer judgment? Better ye do yer worst to us, now, than continue incitin’ these good folks to do yer lyin’ and killin’ fer ye! We’ve surrendered. When the mornin’ comes, most of these folk will be regrettin’ their part in these matters. That grief, I trust, will find its way to yer doorstep. All I ask is but one thing; that ye let the girl say her goodbyes to her mum and dad.”

The look on Davies face, if it were seen on most men, would have been taken for sadistic glee. He nodded to the Herney boys to release their victims.

“Well yes, of course she may. As God’s servant, I know the value of being merciful to those I’ve defeated in His Name.”

Emma’s eyebrows went up. “Do ye, now? Odd, that—as I recall, He always told His warriors to show no mercy at all. Go ahead, Annalee. Say yer goodbyes and assure yer mum and dad that they’ll see us again in the next life.” She took the girl’s chin in her hand and raised it til they were eye to eye and winked. “In the next life, lass. You tell them not to fear!”

Annalee, her breath catching as she choked back sobs, nodded to her Godmother and moved to her parents, who stood morosely to one side. They hugged her tearfully, and she tried to make them understand that, no matter what happened next, she and the others would not truly die. They were too distraught, though, and just kept telling her how they loved her and would miss her, and how they would all be together again one day in Heaven.

Annalee was young and not yet certain just how much she believed in magic. It had always seemed to her that her education involved an awful lot of chores, such as cooking and having your arms soaked to the elbows in blood as you stitched up wounds or encouraged babes into the world. Didn’t matter whether they were human or animal, either, such duties being in the domain of the witch—but very little she’d seen so far was more than Head Magic, and so her own fear was as real as that of her family. True, she’d learned a few things that were hard to explain without using the word magic but perhaps not impossible... and certainly easier to accept than any spell to bring them all back from the dead!

So she wept with her mother, hugged her father, promised to watch over her baby brother, Robert, from “Heaven,”—and stifled her tears and her fears when at last she heard Emma’s calm, strong voice.

“Come, then, Annalee. ’Tis time.”

Annalee moved to stand beside her Gammer Emma, as Mary took her own position beside the girl, placing her between the two older women. The three of them faced the pulpit.

“Well, then, Wilton Davies,” Emma began, “what will it be? D’ye plan to hang us? Or have ye a cucking stool down by the river awaitin’ us?”

The parson’s face went blank in mock surprise. “Why Mistress Sothby, you grieve me! Hanging? A cucking stool? These are not the dark ages, old woman.”

Emma’s eyebrows twitched upward again. “Ye’ll be needin’ to forgive me, then, Parson; ’tis a bit dark they be lookin’ from down here!”

Davies shook his head. “Oh, but you misunderstand, I assure you! This congregation is not here to condemn you, but to save you! It is your immortal souls that we all fear for—and so, all we seek is your repentance! Only vow to do no more service to him that opposes Almighty God, and we can all return to our homes and sleep in peace this night.”

Emma stood silent for a long moment, then nodded. “So, that’s how it will be, eh?” She looked at Mary first, then Annalee.

“What say ye, my darlin’s?” she asked.

Mary looked the old woman in the eye, and grinned. “Ach, Emma! Either way it goes, ’tis the people as will suffer most, without our knowin’s and doin’s. An’ if we surrenders this far, they’ll be blamin’ us, fer bein’ weak. I say we spit in the ol’ scunner’s eye! Let him reap the harvest of their anger and hate when they sees we’s gone.” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “And ’twill make our return the more welcome, so we’ll not see the likes of this again soon!”

Emma nodded and turned to Annalee. “Child, neither of us will take it amiss if ye choose to bend yer knee. You’re young, and they’ll not blame you as they will us who cared for them the past lot of years.”

Annalee sniffled, but stood straight. “As long as I can remember, Gammer Emma, you’ve been she that I’ve admired. As a little girl, all I knew was that, someday, I wanted to be just like you. When you took me as your apprentice, I was thrilled, even though at times you did all you could to run me off. All I am now is due to you and Mary.” She made herself stand just a bit taller and a bit straighter. “I’ve not seen much magic, but I know the language you’ve taught me. And so I know the spell you spoke in your cottage. I don’t know if it is real or not, but I’d not be me if I didn’t trust in you. I will stand with you, and if I die, then so be it.” She turned to face the pulpit with a stern glare and took Emma’s hand in her right and Mary’s in her left.

Emma smiled. She looked up at the parson.

“Seems the price of our lives is too high, good Parson. Do with us as ye will.”

Davies stood silent for a moment, an expression of sorrow on his face, then looked at the Herney boys.

“Lads, please escort these ladies to Mistress Sothby’s home and see them safely inside. Perhaps, on the morrow, their choice may be different. See that they do not leave, and that none come to visit tonight. Come morning, I will come to speak with them again.”

Grinning, the boys surrounded them and ushered the women out the door into the night. Annalee started to speak, but Emma cut her off with a look, and they walked in silence in the midst of the young men.

The walk took almost as long as the one that brought them to the church two hours earlier and they were growing tired by the time they reached Emma’s cabin. Two of the Herney boys tried to barge inside, but a mere look from Emma made them reconsider. They opted to settle themselves in the yard, filling pipes and relaxing, instead.

Emma closed the door and turned to her companions.

“So, what think ye, my gels? Are we to be converted come mornin,’ or does the good Parson have somethin’ else in mind?”

Mary sat herself on the deacon’s bench against the wall and leaned
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