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Author’s Note 

The events described here happened in the village of Warboys, near Huntingdon, England, over the period 1589–93. Many of the details are as described in a pamphlet published at the time, but I have shortened the time frame, so that events in the novel take place between autumn 1589 and 1591, and I have invented characters and incidents. For my main sources, please see the Acknowledgements.


Part Four

The Trial

 

The sun is lowering as Alice and Nessie arrive in Buckden at the palace of the Bishop of Lincoln. The light strikes the gold tips of the spiked gates and the building – a great tower, a castle, Alice has never seen the like, with its diamond-patterned bricks and its moat of sailing swans. It looms more frightening and glittering than ever as they hurtle in the strange contraption towards its thundering gates.

Her joy at her daughter joining her in her dank cell last night soon turned to despair when she examined Nessie’s arms and hands – scratches, some very raw, some already dark and scabbing. Alice’s tears flowed: ‘Did you confess? Is that why they brought you?’

‘Mother, you look smaller than a mouse! Do they feed you nothing at all?’

The two women examined one another in bleak despair and fell quickly to silence. In the morning they heard that John Samuel would stay another day in his cell in the men’s gaol, chained to a pillar after blacking the eye of a guard. (Alice pictures him like a bear she once saw at Sturbridge Fair, shuffling its great feet and raising itself up, like a man, to sniff the air.)

This visit to the Bishop of Buckden is the Church part of their trial. The criminal part will follow at Huntingdon Assizes.

‘What should I confess to?’ Nessie says miserably, in answer to her mother. ‘And that Squire of Throckmorton, he asked me over and over, out of the sight of the others, what did I know, and what had I told? And I kept answering, “Nothing, my lord,” but he did not seem to believe me.’

At this, Alice hangs her head. That shameful day.

It was him. That day when she first saw him in the manor at Warboys had stirred a terror, like something floating up from a pond. She had known one of them to be Sir Henry – she had long ago unravelled that. But who the other two had been, the first man, the last, the one who hung back: that she had never known.

Sir Henry: his name could never be mentioned without the same sharp pain, as if someone turned a knife in her ribs, followed by the surge of rage that made her feel that things around her, twigs, logs, might burst into flames. It had been a flickering thought, in the manor house on her first visit. She had wondered, fleetingly, if the two men were friends, and then Mistress Throckmorton had assured her that they were but a distant association. A lie. A lie no doubt to protect Elizabeth Throckmorton’s husband from association with a landlord whom many in the village of Warboys – her own husband included – loathed.

Still, that first day in the manor house, she had feared it. For so long she had both avoided and dreaded ever meeting Sir Henry again, and yet in some small pocket of her heart (the part of her that cut spinas at Muchwood), she had also cherished a desire to destroy him and destroy his property, burn and slash the things he possessed. If she had brought such a memory into the parlour that day, the day when Jane first accused her, it was only a glimmer, hardly formed. Yes, over many years she had sometimes permitted herself to wonder who the other men were who had accompanied Sir Henry. Then she had seen Sir Henry and Robert Throckmorton together, giving her a new anxiety that it was not such a distant acquaintance at all. Finally, with Throckmorton’s insistence, his guilty panic, his great terror of witchcraft and retribution, his need to snuff out her entire family, he had fanned that tiny spark into certainty.

The strange cart they are brought in shakes and rumbles, the horses’ tails flying up in front of them. They trundle along rutted paths, like eggs tossed in a basin, hardly sighting the receding waters of the fens, full of godwits and giant sweeping herons.

‘If I confess I will surely hang,’ Nessie whispers miserably. ‘When I denied it they scratched me further. Those girls! Oh, those daughters of the house. Why do they hate us so?’

Alice has no answer for this except an irrational one, or an unlikely one. Could the girls have felt such strong instincts, such instant hatred of the old woman and her daughter because they perceived something bad the moment they saw her? Something evil that she brought back into their home? (Am I a witch?) How can things that were unknown, that were secret, be known at last, and no one said a word?

The wheels of the cart slide over damp leaves and stones laced with lichen and slippery with rain and come to a halt at the bishop’s gatehouse. The men accompanying them are speaking to an official at the gatehouse, showing papers, muttering. Next door a church bell tolls. Alice cranes her neck to glance up at the pink sky and sees a golden cockerel twisting in the wind – a weathervane – looking one minute like a spear, a golden sheaf of wheat, the next like her own brown chicken.

Alice hears her name spoken by the men, Nessie’s name too. There is some mumbling and even a burst of laughter – shocking, cruel. Then the gates are opened and they are admitted.

Ahead of them on the damp grass a squirrel darts, tail flat behind it, then whisks along the rim of the walled garden, fleeing into the twilight. Sounds of sheep bleating, axes chopping, men’s voices from the cottages dotted around the grounds, and they pass a gardener with a wheelbarrow full of herbs: the smells of lavender, rosemary, tansy rise up, and for a moment Alice is startled by the vivid yellow of a pot of marigolds, their colour a stab to her heart in this bleak place.

They approach a bridge, curved and small, spanning a moat of brown water, thick as gravy, the swans like pieces of snowy bread drifting in it. They rattle across it and Alice peeps over the side, seeing feathers floating and swans drifting, one with its leg cradled oddly under its wing, as if it carries a long ladle. Craning further, Alice spies a strange oversized fish with gaping mouth, and closes her eyes. If only she might topple into the water, sink beneath the swan’s black feet, let it rake over her . . .

She shifts position, her ankles feeling swollen, but the chain cuts into them and does not permit movement. As I am a witch . . . Of course, Nessie is right. The confession was a grave mistake. She had only been confessing to bewitching those naughty girls! Or, rather, the occasion had dragged it from her: the shame and humiliation, the whole of Warboys turned out to watch as if she were a performing bear with chains around her feet.

She had believed she would be whipped or put in stocks, and the matter would at last be ended, her family kept out of it, and she could return to her life baking bread and drinking beer. How could she have known that trull Susan Weeks would die within the blink of an eye and of nothing, nothing as far as she could tell, apart from bad timing?

Such a blessing, such relief it had been, Oh, it’s over, at last, all of it, it’s over, made more joyous later, when she heard that the girls were asking for her, wishing to share a little cake they had made with her. A cake! Made for her! An apple cake with medlar jam inside it!

Now they are travelling on the wooden bridge over the moat, the horses stepping carefully, fearful of the moss and the wet gloss of the rain that hangs soft and drizzling in the air.

The bishop’s coat of arms is above the door to his quarters: white rosettes, gold and black chevrons. Alice remembers that when the good queen, Katharine, was banished here, her people knew that she complained bitterly of the cold and damp, of the fenland bogs that circled the towers, with the trees peeping out of the watery lands, of the fen ague that moans in every aching bone, and she feels it too, the creep of cold and damp and misery here that no fire will warm.

The diamond patterns in the brickwork of this building, grey and black and red, are dazzling and shining wet but make Alice think of a theatre, of the fair, of puppets and players, acrobats and tumblers and (though she would not wish it) of those long-ago Plough Boys.

The shame of it flames in her again, the memory and shame worse than any pain. The back of her head smashing hard on the stones as if it might crack and the two boys so silent, only grunting, that she had wondered for a second if both were dumb or if it were not really happening but only a nightmare from which she might soon wake. One held her, the other laboured. And then a third boy appeared inside the church, also with soot-blackened face. She had not heard any door open. He was obviously known to the first two, and she had the sense that they were preparing her for him, like a chicken trussed for a meal. A meal fit for a lord.

Foolish, craven Robert Throckmorton. Doesn’t the imbecile know that a woman would rather die than tell her daughter or husband such a shameful thing? That he had no fear of her telling? Such tales are to be shared only between women friends, who can be trusted to have a tale or two of their own. His anxiety in asking Nessie what the girl knew only confirmed his own guilt – although she suspected he had some other shade of interest in Nessie too, a kind of sickness, that made it impossible for him to stay away from her. Yes, while at the manor house she had soon observed many hints, a sort of miasma that hung about him, that struck her as foul and intense. It was he himself who allowed the doubts and suspicions that she had tried to keep at bay to take hold.

She had worked so diligently her lifetime to forget: she had buried the day so far inside herself, like cloth pushed deep into the back of the fireplace, there to lie blackening, turning to ashes. She had kept it from her family. She had never intended to confront Sir Henry. But that day, that sudden moment when he appeared on his horse, from out of the trees, how startling he had been. There he was and she was no longer in control of herself, shaken as if some devil did indeed have her in his grip. Her fate was sealed, then, perhaps. She should have kept her mouth closed, kept a ‘women’s virtue’ as the other Henry, the young knave, had once urged her.

But knowledge had come to her in its own devilish way. As I am a witch . . .

Who was the third, the one who held back, the man who had the lesser part? Dressed like the others and hidden behind his blackened mask, but also a wide-brimmed, feather-trimmed hat. He might have been the Bishop of Lincoln himself for all she knew.

Her eyes stray then to the terrible building they are about to enter. To a plaque with the names of previous bishops upon it. John Langland. Sweat springs, pooling in her back, dampening her bodie. The constables shout, tug and pull the women from the carriage, where they at once tumble on the grass until keys are produced and ankle chains undone. Soon mother and daughter will be led down some stone steps and along dark, cavernous corridors, then shaken out and tossed at the feet of the bishop, like teasels tipped from a basket. Who knows what fresh sorrow awaits them?

 

The theatre continues. The bishop, in his robes and his pointed cap, is a small and spry man, like an elf or a scamp, or a fool in a travelling show. Mild-mannered, red tufts of hair explode above his ears, he is not at all the terrifying figure Alice expected. She and Nessie are herded to the front of the grand hall, then the constables step back, disappearing through a small wooden door hung with curtains. The vast room has a fireplace, lit and glowing red, but giving no warmth. Above it are grand portraits, gold-framed, and tapestries of Bible scenes line the walls, along with coats of arms. Alice’s eyes fix on a painting of a fine gentleman in fur and robes with golden goblets and bowls of fruit and a black servant behind him, like a shadow. When she squints the blackamoor seems to step back, disappear. When she opens her eyes wider, he reappears, staring at her.

They shuffle, unable to walk freely, although they are now unchained.

The bishop sits in the grand chair, lost inside it, like a child. Church officials are seated at desks to either side of him. This is a court, an ecclesiastical court, but nothing like Alice expected.

To Alice’s great surprise she and Nessie are offered refreshment, and stools brought for them to sit on, placed on a magenta rug on the stone floor in front of the bishop.

‘I am the Bishop of Lincoln,’ he pronounces, in a squeaky voice, ‘William Wickham.’

Alice refuses the stool, ‘for after that wretched journey my backside pains me’, and the court erupts in titters. Nessie sinks to the other, lowering her head.

‘You may well act ashamed, young lady,’ squeaks the bishop. ‘I have heard your mother will not hold her tongue, and that is no doubt the cause of much of your trouble.’

Nessie keeps her eyes lowered, but accepts the little silver tankard of ale from the tray, sips and looks around for somewhere to replace it. A footman takes the tray away.

Alice stares at the bishop, taking in his silly pointed hat, his richly embroidered cloak and the old, wizened figure of him inside it. What had she expected when told she was being sent to an ecclesiastical court? She hadn’t understood the word, but she knew – or did Robert Throckmorton say? – that it had great power and could deal swiftly with the most serious of crimes. She had not expected the drink brought on a tray for her, or the stools, or the cold, cold stony castle room with its curiously lavish furnishings, the smell of burning incense. Her breathing quietens and the feeling of nausea ebbs.

The bishop sits a little straighter in his chair, raises his height, to peer at her daughter. There is a fringed velvet cushion under him and he adjusts this. His gaze rests on the girl. It is a look Alice knows well: Nessie always provokes it.

‘You are Agnes Samuel, nineteen years, known as Nessie, daughter of Alice and John Samuel, yeoman of Warboys?’

‘Yes, sir,’ Nessie says quietly.

He turns to Alice. ‘And you are Alice Samuel, fifty-one years, of Warboys, wife of yeoman John Samuel?’

‘I am.’

‘You must lift your chin when you speak, Mother Samuel. And call me “my lord bishop”.’

‘I am, my lord bishop.’

To the man seated at a desk to his right he says: ‘Write this down. The examination of Alice Samuel of Warboys, in the county of Huntingdonshire, taken at Buckden before the Right Reverend Father in God, William Wickham, by God’s permission Bishop of Lincoln, 1590.’

Ink is dipped, scratching of a quill: Alice’s soft breathing fills the silence.

‘Now, Mother Samuel,’ says the bishop, ‘you have confessed to the Reverend Doctor Dorrington and Master Throckmorton, Squire of Warboys, of your witchcraft, and that you did curse and bewitch their children, sending your imps to do it, likewise sending your imps to bewitch Lady Cromwell of Huntingdon, wife of Sir Henry Cromwell, residing in Ramsey and Hinchingbrooke House, who has now died of a lingering illness. How do you plead?’

‘My lord bishop?’

‘You confessed, I believe, to the vicar of Saint Mary Magdalene church in Warboys, in front of witnesses?’

‘Yes, I did, my lord. But to the children – to the sickness – not to hurts to Lady Cromwell. I did not confess to that.’

‘Note that down. She claims she did not hurt Lady Cromwell but confesses to being a witch and hurting the Throckmorton children. And who does this work for you?’

‘Huh?’

‘I asked you to address me properly, Mother Samuel. Do you have imps to do this work for you?’

‘My dun chicken, my lord.’

‘Is it a natural chicken?’

‘No, it is not.’

‘How do you know this?’

‘Because it suckles on my chin, my lord, and when I wipe it off, though I feel nothing, there is blood there. And in church it sent me a nosebleed. And the harm that came to the children has come by means of this chicken.’

Nessie sighs, as loudly as she dares, and lifts her head a little, to try to catch her mother’s eye. Now she has mentioned her dun chicken Alice feels comforted. Oh, she can say what she likes now, what does it matter? Alice pulls the stool a little towards herself, remarking chattily, ‘Ooh, I think I’ll have a sit now, sore backside or no.’

Again, titters.

‘The dun chicken is now in the bottom of my belly,’ Alice says. ‘It makes me so full I’m likely to burst. This morning I could scarcely lace my coat. When they wanted me to get on a horse it was so heavy it pulled me off. They had to bring that – thing instead to carry me here.’

‘And was it your imp, the dun chicken, that cursed Lady Cromwell? Did you send it to her?’

Here Alice pauses, takes a sip of her ale. She crosses her legs, glances around the room, trying to remember. Didn’t she say a moment ago that she had never cursed Lady Cromwell? Nessie tries with eyes ablaze to convey to her mother to hold her tongue. Alice feels the look, but shakes it off. That old bitch Susan Weeks. She was glad she was dead, glad, glad, whatever or whoever the cause of it.

‘Well, my lord, Lady Cromwell did cut my hair and my hair-lace and throw them on the fire. I said to her that I had never harmed her yet. But I believe she did tell one of the maids, or was it her daughter? Anyway, she told someone that I sent a cat to claw at her in her sleep.’

‘And did you?’

Nessie makes a sound, a loud breathing sound, staring at her mother as hard as she can, but there’s no stopping Alice.

‘No, my lord bishop. The ill and trouble that came to the children, that came because of the dun chicken. And that has now gone from them.’

‘Who gave you this gift of the familiars?’

‘My lord?’

‘Was it a man? Who sent the dun chicken to do this work for you?’

Ah. This is what they want. Men’s names. She had not reckoned on that. She is feeling dizzy, with the drama and the tension of it all. Perhaps there is something in that ale. Stronger than the sort she might brew herself. A feeling of nausea welling . . . Well, as long as she keeps Nessie and John out of the tale. That is what she must remember. She glances at her daughter.

‘It’s all in the confession, my lord, that Doctor Dorrington – the vicar I mean – he did write down. You can read it there.’

‘I’d like you to say it here, Mother Samuel, for the court, and we can then write it and I will be able to decide what next steps to take. Was there a man who gave you the gift of the spirits?’

Nessie blurts: ‘My lord bishop! My mother has suffered much already at the hands of our neighbours and is but a simple woman whose tongue is prone—’

At this, a guard steps forward. He has been standing behind them. Neither woman had noticed or feared him, but as he looms in front of them, his sudden and deliberate step quells them both. Alice has a fit of dry retching, as if something is trying to escape her. The sound sputters weakly in the huge hall.

Nessie lowers her eyes once more, quivering, her hands folded in her lap, their scars and scabs such a pitiful sight, glowing darkly.

‘Our Lord guide and preserve us,’ the bishop says, drawing his hands together in prayer for a moment, then raising his eyes above them. ‘Let us turn to you, Nessie Samuel. What is your part in this?’

‘None, sir.’

‘Then why are you sent to me?’

‘I do not know, sir – my lord bishop.’

He begins reading the dispensation on his desk. ‘It seems that it was the fifteen . . . oh, she is sixteen years old now . . . the daughter, Johanne Throckmorton, of Robert and Elizabeth Throckmorton, who accuses you. She says the spirit came to her at night – the Thing – and brought news. It claimed she would now have extreme fits and this came to pass. And she saw your figure in ghostly form, a green gown moving on its own. And during these torments, Doctor Dorrington writes, the spirit, which was called Blue, made her nose to bleed copiously and other parts of her, and when asked why, this spirit said: “I have been sent, not by Mother Samuel, but by Nessie. For she too is a young witch.” ’

‘No, sir!’

‘You deny it?’

‘I do . . . I do not confess to it. I beg you, my lord, to believe me.’

Nessie begins crying and Alice’s trial of coughing gathers pace again, rising to a squawk: ‘You must believe her, my lord! She is innocent, she . . . Why, the imps come only to me and their names are – what is it? – Pluck, Catch and Smack, and this one, Blue, well, who is he? I’ve never heard of him!’

A burst of laughter then from one of the officials somewhere in the room. The bishop silences him with a wave of his hand. ‘Blue, Catch, Pluck and Smack. This is not a matter for mirth. My judgment is this: you, Mother Samuel, will be taken to a room in the palace with the guards, where you will give the name of the man who sent you these spirits and tell if he had carnal knowledge of you. You are fit to stand trial at Huntingdon along with your daughter and husband. You have confessed yourself a witch, and if the others do not confess we may yet discover evidence to find them guilty.’

‘They have never done hurt to any!’ Alice cries, leaping up. Nessie begins quietly weeping. Alice is shouting, her words tumbling over themselves, as two guards step up and try, with arms under her elbows, to escort her from the room.

‘It’s the children!’ Alice wails. ‘Aren’t they well now, apart from Johanne? She was always wanton! She is a wicked girl, foul-tempered. Someone else could have sent this imp Blue! He might be acting for another!’

The bishop leaves his seat and steps forward. ‘You acknowledge you know him, then?’

‘I’ve told you, ’tis the first I heard his name!’

‘You would do well not to curse the daughters of Robert Throckmorton. This Blue, he is not the brown chicken that lives in your belly? Or a mouse, perhaps, for it is written that you also sent a mouse to appear in the mouth of another daughter, Bessie Throckmorton, and a cat to visit Lady Cromwell.’

At last the room gathers heat. The fire seems to be rising, flames shooting from it. Alice, dazed, looks about her, as if she herself caused the flames to leap. There is laughter and the sound of stools tumbling over and the bishop is up and standing and directing his men to march Alice Samuel from the room, she loudly protesting, the fire roaring in its high golden vigour, Nessie trying to stifle her sobbing, as she sinks back to her stool, seeing her mother escorted away.

The bishop steps forward. ‘You, my dear, may wait. When we have finished recording your mother’s words, we will send you back to the gaol at Huntingdon. Your trial is set for the twentieth. By confessing, as your mother has done, you may be able to offer balm to the family and help the children to leave their fits.’

Alice hears Nessie protest: ‘But, my lord, my mother. Her mind is beset by devils but not true ones . . .’

‘That is not for you to say, young lady. The secular court will decide. Your mother has confessed to Doctor Dorrington some things that perhaps you did not hear tell of. She will tell my men privately in an anteroom. It is not for a daughter’s ears. A wise woman is the ornament of her house – I bid you be silent.’

Over her shoulder Alice sees Nessie pull her thrumbed cap around her face and hears her sob afresh.

 

In the small room, it is the face of Johanne that flares in Alice’s mind, with her big dark eyes and her sulky mouth. And the little one – the first to accuse her. Jane. That girl has a look of her older sister: spiteful, determined. Cicely Burder told her she disliked the girls, those two in particular. Nessie had asked her, when they stayed at the house, what was the wrongness that hung everywhere, like a miasma, something that wasn’t about illness, but about spirit? Why was the lady of the house so downcast? Why were there such hard speeches, shouting to be heard at times, and not from servants, such endless churching, such a curious feeling of – what? – in the air at the manor house? The dumb maid who swooned around the master and the son who was sent away . . . Grace, Mary and the boy Hob having a lightness to them, an unspoiled nature, which Jane, Bessie and Johanne seemed not to possess. Not quite the pall of misery, it sizzled: almost a smell, like a will-o’-the-wisp over the fen, the bad gases twitching.

Alice had not wanted to reply, but only thought, Yes, Nessie is right about this miasma, this foulness of the soul, of the spirit, not a sickness quite, that hangs in the house. If only she could understand it, name it, it might save her. Was it the nature of the master that had brought it about? A naughty house, she once said.

Alice cannot speak, while two men stare at her like that. They are too close. It is making her sweat and a great fear arise in her, and it draws a memory to her, too. The men have parchment and one holds a quill, dripping a blot of ink. They need names, they say.

The room is cramped, the furnishings dark, a green curtain drawn across the wooden door. A coldness creeps in with her as if something else is in the closeted space with them, beating its wings.

Fingers on her face. The taste of soot. The smell of terror and the fire and the flapping and fighting and tumbling and she struggling to exist, but cleaving in two, trying to kick but one of the boys holding her legs, and pulling up her skirt.

The bishop’s men’s words confuse her. She feels hungry, hollow, like a blown eggshell, its contents spattered; her legs ache, so old she feels. Where is her spirited self now, the girl who fought like that? Seeing how the world shapes itself around her, wanting it to be over, now.

‘Is there a man who bedevils you? Whose bidding do you do, old woman?’ the bishop’s guards ask her. Again she is bewildered, as if they are speaking in French, in Latin, although dimly, somewhere, she believes they are not.

The three faces, blackened with soot. The churchyard. Plough Monday, the Plough Boys.

‘Did he have carnal knowledge of you, this devil?’

She remembers what she is always trying not to remember. The thing that makes her feel foolish and girlish and ugly and wrong. Her hand goes to her chin. She wants to sit but the men are now pacing around her. Sweat trickles icily down her spine. She must stand, they say. She will be asked these questions in court, so it is better that she tell them, now, under the ears and eyes of God, in the bishop’s house. It will be better, they say.

And in that little dark room, a confessional, her lungs are squeezed and thoughts are tumbling: the men who roughly handled her, the Plough Boys who changed her life, who set this in motion – and she shakes her head, sickened and confused. Her grey plait has come undone and, under the scrutiny of the men, she feels as she did then: naked.

The terrible smeary soot-blackened face of the biggest boy. A man, really. She told herself she would never forget him if she survived. And yet she had tried with equal strength to forget. His eyes, the colour of pond-water. His long nose. His complete silence, except for his breathing, and his grunts. He did not even curse her. And until that day, the day she had seen him again upon his horse, she had wished never to see him again and hoped him dead.

Struggling with the man’s weight on her, on the cold stone of the church floor, she had seen an eagle carved in wood, atop the lectern, talons poised to strike and she prayed with all her blood and terror pounding, Oh, help me help me please help me, dear God, thank you for loving me and giving me all that I need and now in my darkest hour, please . . .

And moving her eyes from the eagle, she had seen something else, a little face, carved in the biscuit-coloured stone, the strangest of faces, the size of a vixen’s face, or a little cat’s, low in the interior wall, made by the stone mason for what? To ward off evil? To amuse the parishioners? Its mouth was open in alarm, she felt, blunt stone shock at what it was seeing. And so she found herself praying to the little ugly open-mouthed face, Oh, help me help me please help me, and then – miraculous, indeed! – she had heard something, a door opening, and her prayers had been answered, in the shape of God’s servant, the vicar she thought it was, though she hadn’t dared to look at first, such was the shame of how she was: so tumbled and so disturbed.

The Plough Boys had instantly released her. They were standing, adjusting their clothing, hardly even hurrying, sliding out of the church and somehow disappearing like the mischief-makers they were dressed up to be, into the bosky lands beyond the church wall. The leader, the man, had managed to climb off her, reorder himself. He was dressed in a labourer’s hose and shirt but he had a small purse, tied with a belt, and it was that, that which had alerted her. She had stared at it, trying to make sense of the thoughts churning inside her. Thoughts about the fine shoes that the Plough Boys wore, not the poor boots of labouring men, and the feeling of a ring, a ring on one of his fingers digging into her skin, a ring such as no poor boy would possess. Of course Plough Boys might carry purses to keep safe their gathered loot, but this was of a different order. Silken, it was of a good material, and his gesture, that arrogant, deliberate, gesture. Still he did not speak. As he turned, he had dropped some coins on her, with a glance and nod at the vicar.

The Golden Knight. When she heard his name later, she knew.

The man, the vicar, had reached out a hand to her to offer his handkerchief to wipe the charred black from her face and her throat and her apron. She had stood up, her knees feeling like marrow-bone jelly, thinking about their silence. Why had none uttered a word? It must have been because they were high-born and all the soot in the world could not disguise it. She was thinking about those coins: should she pick them up? In the end, she only pulled down her skirts and pushed the filthy handkerchief back into the vicar’s hand, thanking God for answering her prayers and saying to herself: It is over and I am alive, I am blessed, truly blessed, and I must be grateful and good for evermore and surely nothing bad can now happen to me after this, because didn’t I come near to being a tiny vole in the talons of that eagle and God Himself delivered me from danger?

But it was not over, as she discovered.

The bishop’s men are waiting. They have not been patient while her mind drifted and they are calling her name, ordering her to attend to their questions, to give them an answer. Her mind returns to the stone face the mason had carved inside the church. Whenever she had attended church she had looked for it. But it was cleverly disguised among all the interior stones, the colour of toasted bread. It was low down – you might only see it if you were on the ground. She could not remember exactly where it was. She felt it must have been a fancy, because it was nowhere to be found. And then that day, the day of her confession, just before her nosebleed, she had glimpsed it again. Who on earth was it, looking out at her from deep within the church? Was it an imp, a devil? Was it God, or the Holy Mother, directly staring at her, its mouth












































































































































































































































































Part Five

The Dream

 

It is not the whole truth, what the pamphlet says. I’m reading it now, from our new home, in Ellington. Not one of them have had any fit at all . . . in perfect health . . . No, this is not the truth. Bessie is still very thin and not the same lively girl: her fits happen less often but they have not ceased entirely. Johanne has not been in her fits, she is the one most improved, but not little Jane: she is still sometimes afflicted. The same is true for Grace. Worse is Mary. Mary, who strove to be invisible and cause no alarm to any, these days she is a sickly child, meeker than a mouse, lost always in her bible and trying ever more to please and slip unseen into any room. But what do the writers of the pamphlet care for that?

After my mistress died – a year, I think it was, after the trial – we moved from Warboys to Ellington. In Ellington, there have been some small improvements: we have left behind the poor rye bread that came from Warboys and the fen air that carried so many ticks in its marshy waters. The fits and antics have been less dramatic: the girls have not struggled between life and death but, as I have said, only in Johanne have they disappeared entirely. The younger children seem to be recovering their spirits little by little, though, of course, much grieved by the loss of their mother.

My master surprised us on our settling into Ellington by taking a new wife – and her name being Alice, and she being so much younger than him, and the marriage a little sudden. The girls were much disturbed, and heartsore, but of course they did not trouble their father with that, only me.

Privately, I understand my master now. I intend to stay here with the family in Ellington until Grace and Hob are old enough to have no need of my care and supervision, then join the new household of Bessie or whichever daughter marries first, to care for their children. Even Gabriel, one day, perhaps, in the future.

At my mistress’s bedside as she lay dying, and I held her hand and wept over her, my master only stared at her and muttered – he was much the worse for drinking, ‘Martha, is her reach beyond the grave? Am I being punished even now?’

Though I did not answer, I knew exactly whom he meant.

The vicar and the judge had both said that a witch’s power is entirely ended by hanging, but I did not feel like consoling my master with this fact. I should say that I intend never again to make efforts to console my master. I might even add a wicked thing: that I was glad he suffered so from his own fears and fancies that had long claimed his reason. But my task here is to care for the children, biding my time, as I have said, until I can leave.

The day of my mistress’s death I concerned myself with little Hob, weeping in my skirts, and the other children’s shock and dismay, and with making sure that a letter my mistress wrote to her son Gabriel some days earlier might find a secret way to reach him. In the envelope, I included a curl of his blond baby hair I had once kept for a love token and remembering his childhood self, small and sweet. I wrote: One day I would like to come and visit. Send word. Your loving servant, Martha. I hoped that Gabriel might see my heart beating there on the paper, and understand all that I ached to say.

It felt a strange coincidence that the master’s new wife was called Alice, and an ill-starred one.

Sir Henry sold off the Samuels’ house and belongings and with the money from the sale – forty pounds – a goodly sum, he paid for a sermon to be given in the church next door about the evils that dwell in every village and town, and how to root them out.

Before we left, only Mother Caterill mourned the passing of the three Samuels. Or, rather, she was the only one to dare speak it. ‘Some girls who know no better,’ she said, once, and Dottie squealed and cried that she would tell the master that Mother Caterill was ill-wishing his daughters.

Dottie said, ‘When the gaoler came to cut down their bodies, Alice had little lumps of flesh, like warts, adjoining so secret a place it was not decent to be seen. The gaoler said that’s all the proof needed that the devil had had his way with her.’ Mother Caterill put her apron up to her face. She did not want us to see the tears still flowing.

In our new home, I no longer dream of vipers. Instead, as I fall asleep – I have a feather mattress, in Ellington – I smell peaty soil, the flicker of camomile tickling my nose. I feel the shadow of a kestrel turn above me, like a sundial, and see the three shapes, dangling there.

My longings, my life before I came into being, my life afterwards. The mothering of the Throckmorton children, my life of service. A life of waiting and waiting. My naughty arrival on this earth, a naughty beginning, and never to know – only in dreams – where I came from and what naughtiness seeded me.

In bed, I feel my spine stretch and uncurl from my form. My long ears are dark at the tips – they twitch and flicker like corn in the field. At last! I have perfect hearing and perfect understanding; I am no longer afraid to speak. I hold out my hand in front of my face: my paw is furred, my eyes are golden; I am bounding over the fen, down through time, legs strong and huge – I feel their power, bouncing up behind me. I’m swifter than a deer, a fox, a greyhound. I’m the fastest creature in England. And at last I am together with my true mother, all my mothers, a long legged stubble-stag, a wood-cat, a jill, a hedge-springer. The jumper, the rascal, the racer. The sudden start, the shake-the-heart. The creature bearing all men’s scorn. The creature no one dares to name. Quicker than a spell, a curse, a wish. Quicker than truth or memory.
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