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AN HISTORICAL NOTE

This story takes place in the year 1583. England at this time was under the reign of Elizabeth I – ‘Queen Bess’ – whose mother, Anne Boleyn, had been executed as a sorceress (or witch) when Elizabeth was still an infant.

The English laws on sorcery under Elizabeth I were less severe than those in continental Europe at the time. Because England had broken with the Catholic Church under the reign of Elizabeth’s father, Henry VIII, sorcery was not considered to be heresy. Contrary to Catholic practise at the time, a distinction was made in England between ‘black witches’, who practised secret arts to do harm to others, and ‘white witches’ or ‘wise women’, who had a knowledge of the medicinal properties of plants.

Under Elizabeth’s reign, there were 270 trials for sorcery in total. The majority of these took place in Essex, a county in south-east England where there were regular outbreaks of hysteria on the subject in a town called Chelmsford. One such trial of fourteen witches took place in 1582, the year before this story happens.
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I

The clear August sky over Oxford was darkening rapidly as Maude Mansfield exited Christ Church College. Although she was not a timid girl, the first thunder-clap of the storm made her jump as she emerged from the college on to the crowded city street.

To her left the South Gate was busier than usual. People outside the city walls had seen the storm approaching across the fields and were moving fast to take refuge. Carts, animals and humans pushed and jostled to get through the gate.

Maude had not realised there was a storm coming. The day had been hot and humid, as had every day for weeks now. Some of the older people said 1583 was the hottest summer since a Queen sat on the throne. It was an intense heat that turned the milk and made the meat go bad. The townspeople sweated, and the city stank of excrement and decomposing rubbish.

By the time Maude reached Brewer Street the first fat drops of rain began to fall. She pulled her cloak further over her head and around her body, cursing her elder sister under her breath.

“Jane has another colic! God’s teeth! I am glad not to be such a fragile damsel of a female as she! Huh! And yet I have to play the damsel’s servant girl.” She hurried on her way towards the house of Susan O’Flaherty, the woman who sold healing potions.

The rain gave up all reserve and fell now in thundering sheets. The damp smell of fermentation from the beer brewery filled Maude’s nostrils as she ran towards the corner.

Although not a ‘fragile damsel’ like her sister, Maude cried out in shock as even louder lightning ripped across the sky, and she bumped straight in to a similarly-hooded figure rushing the other way. They both cried out in surprise.

“My apologies!” shouted Maude, over the noise of the storm.

“No mine, indeed, ma’am!”

“Susan?” Maude said, seeing it was the potionseller herself.

“Mistress Mansfield? ‘Tis you! Why in God’s name are you out in this storm?”

“I am going to your house, Susan, for a potion for Jane!” Maude said, pulling Susan O’Flaherty out of the rain to shelter under an ornate doorway. “And surely I could ask you the same question? Why are you out in this?”

“Oh Mistress Mansfield, I cannot stop! A lady staying at the Flying Horse Tavern has called for me – she’s terrible sick and needs my help, the messenger said. But… oh Lord, Mistress Mansfield! I was instructed to tell no one and here I am telling you!” Susan put her hand to her mouth, “You must forget – I never said nothing, d’you see? Why she wants me, I don’t know. It’s not the likes of me that gets called to smart taverns like the Flying Horse, but an apothecary.”

“But you are the best potion-maker in the whole of Oxford, Susan!” Maude protested, “That’s why I was on my way to see you – to get an infusion for Jane. It’s her colic – again! I will walk with you and take your advice, if I may.”

The two women hurried back along Brewer Street towards the centre of the city, bent against the driving rain.

“Tell her to drink an infusion of the chamomile I gave you for now,” Susan O’Flaherty said as they walked, “If you come to my house tomorrow morning I’ll give you some other herbs that will help. And remember – place warm stones on the muscles. Now if you will excuse me, Mistress, the man was most insistent I hurry. God bless you and keep you dry, Mistress.”

“God bless you too, Susan! ‘Til tomorrow then, in the morning.”







II

“What do you mean ‘she’s gone,’ Patrick?” asked Maude, looking down at Susan O’Flaherty’s little boy the next morning. “She told me especially to come at this time.”

“She said she might be gone an hour or two, Mistress Mansfield,” said the young boy, frowning against the bright morning sun, “but she has been out all night and not sent word to us.”

“But that’s not like her, Patrick. Not a word, nothing?”

“Nothing, Mistress,” the boy confirmed unhappily, “I went to the Flying Horse Inn to ask after her and they sent me away most nastily. They called mother a sorceress and said they wouldn’t allow the likes of her past the door. And they hit me, Mistress, hit me so hard my ear is still smarting from the blow.”

“The monsters!” said Maude, rubbing the poor boy’s ear. “I know she was there. She was specially asked for – she told me.”

“It’s true, Mistress, we all heard the man ask for her – urgent like – didn’t we?”

The other two, even smaller children nodded vigorously at Maude, their neat, little brows furrowed with concern.

“’Flying Horse Inn’ he said, clear as day. And then the storm, and she ain’t come back…”

Tears welled up in the eyes of the brave little boy, fists clenched at his sides as he struggled to keep control of his fears.

Maude hugged him to her and the other two instantly fell upon her skirts too. She glanced desperately around the room as the three children cried, hoping to see some explanation. But there was nothing to help her except silent bottles of herbs and potions.







III

Out on the street Maude lifted her face to the sun. The storm had cleared the air. She headed uphill, away from the marshy streets and re-entered the city through the breach in the city walls between the west and little gates. She walked east along Great Bailey, towards the great carre-forks at St Martin’s Church.

Deep in thought about Susan and wondering why she had not come home, Maude jumped as she heard,

“Penny for your thoughts, pretty lady!” close to her ear.

She looked up in to the face of a smiling, handsome young man in a smart green doublet.
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