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      The legends surrounding Anne Boleyn were the inspiration for this book. Though this novel is based on real characters in history, this book is a fantasy. I wanted to weave together fact with fiction so it would difficult to tell where one stopped and the other began. After all, isn’t that the essence of every good story?

      The web of mystery surrounding Anne Boleyn is an alluring one. Depicted in history either as a heroine or a villain, the second wife of King Henry the VIII has captured the hearts and minds of people all over the world. But what is it about our beloved Anne that draws our collective interest?

      For years, Anne Boleyn has fascinated me. Perhaps it is because, beyond some basic historical facts, we know little of her true story. We don’t actually know, for example, the year of Anne Boleyn’s birth, nor whether she or her sister Mary was the eldest Boleyn daughter. Much of Anne Boleyn’s story in popular culture comes from legend, a medley of micro-fictions and truths that have given rise to the mythical creature we know today.

      For the record, Anne Boleyn was not a witch.  And she may, or may not have had six fingers on her right hand. In a piece of writing meant to demonize her, the Catholic propagandist Nicholas Sanders noted that Anne Boleyn had a ‘projecting tooth under the upper lip’, ‘a large wen under her chin’ and ‘six fingers on her right hand’. Though this description was written some fifty years after her death, it is arguably one of the most influential in defining our memory of Anne Boleyn, and one that helps promote the witchy image that many have come to believe.

      What do we know about Anne Boleyn for certain? We know that Anne was Queen of England for only three years from 1533-1536. After a seven-year courtship, Anne and Henry were married on January 25, 1533. On May 23,1533, Thomas Cranmer, the newly appointed Archbishop of Canterbury denounced Henry’s first marriage to Catherine of Aragon and validated Henry’s marriage to Anne.  In less than one month, Henry Tudor was excommunicated by Pope Clement VII and so marked the beginning of the Church of England’s break with Rome and the English Reformation.

      Anne was crowned Queen of England on June 1,1533, already roughly six months pregnant with Henry’s child. Throughout their short marriage, Anne gave Henry only one living daughter. Elizabeth Tudor was born on September 7, 1533. This little girl would go on to become the last of five monarchs of the House of Tudor. Following Elizabeth’s birth, Anne had multiple miscarriages, cursed by some unknowable force that prevented her babies (one a boy) from living. By the time little Elizabeth Tudor was three years old, Henry had already cast aside his new wife, Anne, and was courting Jane Seymour.

      Anne was arrested on May 2, 1536 and taken to the Tower of London. She was found guilty of high treason against the King, adultery, and incest. She was beheaded on May 15, 1536. Many people have suggested that Anne was also charged with witchcraft, although there is no formal acknowledgement of this indictment on the public record.

      Perhaps even more fascinating than Anne’s rise to power at English court is her life prior it.  Anne’s time in France is almost completely unknown. Most scholars believe that Anne Boleyn travelled to France to accompany Princess Mary Tudor as a bride’s maid for her marriage to King Louis XII. Intended as an act that would seal a negotiated peace treaty between England and France, the wedding took place in Abbeville on October 9th, 1514 when Mary Tudor was eighteen years old and King Louis was fifty-two. Their marriage was a short one. King Louis died on January 1, 1515, rumored to have been ‘worn out in the bedchamber’ by his new wife.

      It is widely believed that Anne remained in France for at least seven years in the service of Queen Claude. Queen Claude suffered from a severe form of scoliosis and had a noticeable hump on her back, though her deformity was not a source of hatred from her father. In this novel King Louis was portrayed as villainous and unkind, however this was a departure from the historical record, one I took intentionally in order to forward the plot line. In fact, King Louis XII was best remembered as ‘the father of the people’, a King who cared for his proletariat, eased tax laws and was generally well loved.

      During her time in France, Anne met Marguerite de Navarre, a cousin to the King and a proto-feminist in her own right. Marguerite wrote the Heptameron, a book of seventy-two short stories, though the short story portrayed in this novel was not part of the original text. Although Marguerite did not tutor Anne in witchcraft, she was an important mentor to young Anne, helping her to become the thoughtful strong woman she grew up to be.

      Leonardo Da Vinci arrived in France in 1516 at King Francis’ request, two years after the wedding of Mary Tudor and King Louis XII. Leonardo lived out his remaining years at the Chateau Clos Lucé, and was reputed to be one of King Francis’ closest friends.

      Given that Anne spent seven years in France, it is likely that she met Leonardo Da Vinci, although there is no absolute evidence of their relationship.  Leonardo’s famous painting, Lady with an Ermine, was not actually inspired by Anne Boleyn. The Lady in this infamous portrait was most likely Cecilia Gallerani, the mistress of Ludovico Sforza, the Duke of Milan, whose nickname was ‘The White Ermine’. Leonardo painted this portrait in 1489 when he was in the Duke’s service.

      This painting however is shrouded in a mystery of its own. In 2014, Dr. Pascal Cotte used a specialized scanning technique to reveal that Leonardo Da Vinci actually painted this portrait in three phases. The first version was a simple head shot with no animal whatsoever. In the second version, a small grey ermine was added. On his third and final attempt, Leonardo painted the large white ermine we see in the painting today.  While Leonardo Da Vinci’s motivation for doing this in unclear, it is one of the many intrigues surrounding this great man who was clearly the light of the Renaissance.
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        Of Anne Boleyn, fair legends told

        Some tell false, fables old

        But in the place twixt not and true

        Her curse doth linger, conté anew
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        Darkness ends as day begins

        Mother Goddess gives birth to the Sun

        And the witches keep vigil
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      Three hooded figures, hands clasped tightly, hurried through the winter night. A biting gale blew the snow in all directions, its swirling tempest a wall of white fury. The group leaned into the storm with the weight of their bodies, their heavy cloaks beating like bat wings in the wind.

      The tallest pointed to a narrow close off the main street and they stumbled past tilted half-timbered houses towards it.

      “Who’s there?” a haggard voice called into the darkness. A dim lantern seemed to float mid-air.

      The figures moved toward the light, their steps more certain in the murky glow of the flame.

      “Who’s there, I say?”

      “’Tis Lady Boleyn,” hissed the tallest. “Hurry, girls. We mustn’t be discovered.”

      A door slammed shut in the alleyway ahead, but the group continued, edging towards the sound with determination now. At the entrance of the little cottage, a shadowy face emerged from behind a crack in the door.

      “Aga… Let us in or we shall catch our deaths.”

      As the door crept slowly open, Elizabeth Boleyn and her daughters shuffled inside, the low light of the cottage wrapping itself around them like the fine strands of a spider’s web.

      An old woman stood by the hearth, a tattered shawl pulled around thin shoulders. Only two brown teeth remained in the dark hole of her mouth. A milky film clouded one eye. The other revealed a blue iris, a sharp pupil dancing with a life of its own.

      “Elizabeth, it has been some time,” she crooned.

      “These are my daughters, Aga.” Lady Elizabeth brushed the snow from her skirts. “Anne is sixteen. And Mary, not but a year behind that.”

      The old woman approached slowly. Scrutinizing the youth with her good eye, she dragged a thickened fingernail along each of their jawlines in sequence. Her eyes narrowed when her finger reached the eldest girl’s chin. “This one I have seen.”

      Lady Elizabeth took the old woman by the arm. “Aga, I hate to rush an old reunion, but I come to you in desperate need.”

      The crone closed her eyes. “Yes. I wondered when you would come. But are you certain you wish to save him?”

      “He is the father of my children.” Elizabeth paused. “I love him.”

      “Do you really?” Aga sneered. “I have often wondered how a woman could love such a man. But you have risked great things in coming, so you must at least need him, if not love him.” She shuffled to a chair by the fire. “Now then, what ails him? How many days has he been ill?”

      The ancient Aga eased herself into the seat and gestured for her guests to join. Wide-eyed, the girls shuffled to the hearth. The cottage was but one room. Dried herbs hung from the exposed beams in the ceiling. A low fire crackled within a simple hearth and a black pot hovered over the cinders. Teetering shelves along the wall housed a dozen mismatched jars, each containing dark and unrecognizable things.

      Lady Elizabeth wrung her hands as she paced the floorboards. “It began four days ago when Thomas came home from the hunt. He felled a deer but had not an appetite for it once it was served.”

      The girls sat perched, backs straight, along the bench by the table. They leaned forward to hear what their mother had to say.

      “The next morning, Thomas said he was much refreshed but took little bread to break his fast. Later that day, he began to cough.” Elizabeth turned to Aga. “He took to bed with fever and has gotten worse by the day. He does not eat. He barely drinks.” She knelt down, grasping Aga’s gnarled hands in her own. “I think he is dying.”

      The old woman stared into the flames for a time. “I have seen it. He will not last the week. But are you prepared for what is to come if you interfere?”

      Elizabeth’s face hardened, but she did not reply.

      “You vowed fifteen years ago not to live this life anymore.” Aga’s lips twisted into a smile.

      “I have no choice,” Elizabeth finally whispered.

      The old woman drew herself up with some effort, nodding as though she already knew the answer she would be given. She cleared away a surface on the careworn table and began pulling jars from the shelves.

      “You will require assistance, Elizabeth. You are unpracticed of late and will lack the fortitude required to shift things.”

      Aga opened the first jar and pulled out two dried frogs, long since dead, hardened and black. “One frog that will never become a prince, one prince that will be ever more a frog.” She tossed them into a wooden bowl, their dried bodies skittering across the basin’s surface. Next she added four pinches of gray powder, filling the air with a pungent smell of fungus. “A pinch of wort for each day your husband has been ill.”

      Her fingers searched the top shelf, feeling for another vessel. She found a jar filled with thick red liquid and poured the contents over the other ingredients. A metallic scent layered atop the earthy one in the room, creating an odor consistent with that of a slaughterhouse.

      “Blood of the pig, in place of the blood of your husband—although I’m not sure which one is more of a swine.”

      Lady Elizabeth interrupted. “Aga, I am committed to do this, but I will not involve the girls.”

      Aga sprinkled in some dried rosemary and rosewort, and gave the girls a knowing look. “Two innocent roses, two innocent daughters. Both will be required.” She added a bit of fetid brown water from a jug in the corner, and then tossed in a pair of twisted bird’s feet. “Crow’s feet to help him claw his way back from death.”

      As she ran her fingers through the bloody brew, Aga pierced Lady Elizabeth with her dancing blue eye. “And finally, the spit of a witch...”

      Elizabeth glanced at her girls and back to the clouded gaze of the woman. A pained expression pinched the fine skin along her nose.

      “You must do it, Elizabeth. There is no other way.” Aga’s lips trembled in anticipation.

      Elizabeth hesitated before moving to the table. Then, puckering her lips together, she bent over the bowl and spit fiercely. She stared down at the vile concoction for a moment before wiping the spittle from her mouth with the back of her hand.

      “Mother!” exclaimed her eldest daughter, Anne.

      But the two women took no notice, lost in their old ritual. Aga poured the contents of the brew into a jar as Elizabeth slid it into the embers. They held hands as they watched the small glass pot boil, mumbling a strange incantation as the elixir took form, a hot little wind swirling around them. Finally Aga pulled the glass from the flames with an iron poker and placed a stopper in the top.

      “You know what to do from here. The moon has entered its healing phase. It will assist you.”

      Elizabeth nodded.

      Aga wagged a finger in the air, still red with pig’s blood. “You will require your coven. A powerful coven you have, a mother and two daughters. If you attempt this alone, he will die a painful, watery death. I have seen it.”

      “But I want my girls far from the Craft,” said Elizabeth softly.

      “Then why did you bring them? Why make them witness?” the crone shot back.

      The two women stood face to face, one tall and elegant, one crooked and haggard. Their silhouettes cast an eerie shadow on the floor.

      Finally, Elizabeth bowed her head. “I promise.”

      “There is one last thing.” The old woman grabbed Lady Elizabeth’s arm, turning her so her back was to her daughters. “I have seen your eldest in my visions. Anne… Anne... Anne Boleyn… You must send her away when this is done.”

      Aga’s lips almost touched the lady’s ear. “Your daughter bears the mark. I have seen it. In time, she will be a danger to herself and your family.”

      Elizabeth stumbled back, avoiding the dancing blue eye. She deposited the small glass jar into a hidden pocket in her cloak and gestured to her daughters. “Thank you for your help, Aga. But we must go.”

      Lady Elizabeth and her girls stepped into the night, back into the driving storm that brought them to this strange little cottage not but an hour ago.
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      The treadmill whirred beneath my feet, its driving pace keeping my restless mind at bay. The machine was set at level eight with a thirty percent incline. Suicide speed. My heart was beating so hard I could hear the blood coursing through my ears. Killing myself on the treadmill was usually the best way to relieve my anxiety, but today, no matter how hard I ran, the threat of failure taunted me like a schoolyard bully.

      What if you’re not smart enough, Ellie? What if you’re too stupid, stupid, stupid?

      The university’s undergrad students had scurried off to their nine a.m. classes with professors ready to begin their first-of-the-year lectures. The early gym crowd, the pretty girls with screechy laughter and messy hair buns, had left without a whiff of perspiration. Only a straggle of graduate students, with their strange schedules and independent studies, remained at the gym this morning.

      I hit the treadmill’s acceleration button to fend off the negative thoughts jostling through my mind. My legs were on fire but the pain was pleasantly distracting. It allowed me to forget my fear for a few more minutes, and I dug into my unladylike perspiration with a vengeance.

      My cell phone sat on the treadmill’s water bottle stand. Its silence was maddening. I flicked at it and cursed under my breath.

      “Come on, let’s have it. Send the bloody exam question already,” I muttered.

      But the phone remained unresponsive. I considered hurling the device across the room but decided against it. The exam would arrive soon enough and I would finally have to face it. I would see if the months of preparation and study had been enough.

      The Comprehensive examination was a PhD’s worst nightmare, set to snag even the brightest students. And history students had the worst of it. “In preparation for your Comprehensives, you will be expected to study all major periods of human history since the Bronze Age. That shouldn’t be too much to ask, should it?” Dr. Fishburn had announced with an arrogant chuckle at the History Department barbecue last summer. “No one ever said becoming a PhD was going to be easy, now did they?”

      The Comprehensive exam was legendary for sending graduate students right off the edge, and we had all heard the rumors. Peggy Parsons had fled from her orals last year when she had been unable to provide a response to a question about ancient Mayan weaving traditions and the role of female fertility. Several years before that, Bernard McAllister had vomited on his examiner when he had been asked details about Lord Byron’s pet bear. That story was the favorite. It usually incited a healthy dose of pride amongst the graduate student body.

      But the Comprehensive examination was no laughing matter. Students who failed it were thrown out of the university. Simple as that. My insides churned at the thought of it.

      Run, run, run, Ellie. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

      BING...

      The phone’s cheerful trill signaled the moment I had been waiting months for. A shiver ran up the back of my neck. I should have hit the treadmill’s emergency stop button, but somehow after all those months of worry, my legs wouldn’t give up their dogged pace.

      “Come on, chicken,” I whispered as I eyed the blinking screen. The disappointed face of my father flitted through my mind. He always said I would be great, but now I wasn't sure I could live up to his expectations.

      I pushed away the worry that had been growing inside me for months like bacteria in a petri dish. The screen displayed its foreboding message and I grabbed it up from the water bottle stand. Before my eyes could focus, my body wobbled on the conveyor belt and I seized the side rail. I slowed the machine to a safer speed, level four—somehow it seemed better than stopping altogether—and clicked the email open.

      
        
        To: Ellie Bowlan

        From: LFishburn@queensu.history.ca

        Subject: Department of History—PhD Comprehensive Exam

      

      

      
        
        This email marks the commencement of the Comprehensive Examination period for PhD students in the Queen’s history program. Your exam question is contained in the attached file. You may not communicate with your thesis supervisor, faculty, or any other student in the history program during this process. You will have two weeks to develop a defensible paper. An oral examination will follow where you will be expected to demonstrate the depth and breadth of your knowledge of the subject matter. Per university regulations, only the students who pass the Comprehensive will continue in the PhD program. Those who fail will be asked to leave Queen’s University immediately.

      

      

      
        
        Best of luck,

        Dr. Landon Fishburn, PhD

        History Department Director, Queen’s University

      

      

      

      Sweat dripped into my eyes and I wiped at a stinging pupil. The cursor hovered over the attached file as I prepared to review the examination outline. I expected to see several long-winded paragraphs detailing the position the committee had taken in selecting the examination topic. I expected a full description of the contextual framework, word counts, and formal evaluation criteria. Instead, there was only one cryptic line:

      
        
        Anne Boleyn. Woman or Witch?

      

      

      The five simple words loomed black and large against the otherwise empty screen. I gave the phone a shake, hoping to make more words appear. But nothing happened. The words blinked at me, unsympathetic and daunting. I read them again.

      
        
        Anne Boleyn. Woman or Witch?

      

      

      I fought off a surge of nausea. Was this the exam? Comprehensive exam questions were never this short, this simple, this terrifying.

      I swallowed hard, trying to control the anxiety that was starting to crawl up my arms and into my neck. The muscles were tightening under my collar, a slow-moving pressure closing in with gradual force. Suddenly an invisible set of hands seemed to wrap themselves around my neck and squeeze. I felt my throat close up, cinched tight like a boy scout’s knot, as a full-blown panic attack set in.

      In all my months of study, this wasn’t something I had prepared for. Was it a trick question? Was it a joke? The exam question was too brief. It was too weird. Who the hell asked a question like that?

      As my brain drained of oxygen, my legs turned to jelly. My head swooned and my stomach lurched. Soon, I ran out of air entirely. My body wobbled on the treadmill as my running shoe caught the edge of the conveyor belt and without a moment’s notice, I was flying through the air with arms flapping like an ostrich wearing spandex. I hit the floor with an ungraceful thump.

      Shit… It hurt.

      For a few moments, I lay in a crumpled heap behind the treadmill, clutching my cell phone. Nice job, Ellie—very smooth. I glanced around the gym. Thankfully, not many people had witnessed my maneuver. Even my fellow graduate students had left by now, making their way to tiny closet offices around campus.

      
        
        Anne Boleyn. Woman or Witch?

      

      

      I reread the question from my splayed, belly-up position on the floor. The disappointed face of my father flashed before my eyes. Dad had been a professor of history here at Queen’s. He was the one who instilled in me a love of research, a love of books. “Our capacity for greatness is born from those who came before us. And when you study, Ellie, you will stand on the shoulders of giants, and you will be great too,” he used to tell me. And I believed him. That was, until he died.

      "Ellie, what are you doing on the floor?” a voice scolded from above.

      From my horizontal position on the spongy gym tiles, I spotted a large man dressed in a white lab coat. He was blurry at first, but I knew him in an instant.

      “Hi, Dez.” I tried to reply casually from my crumpled position on the ground.

      My best friend Dez was a nerdy academic like me, but he did a much better job of hiding the nerd part. He’d been watching me all summer, worried I had become obsessed with this Comprehensive exam. He seemed to think I was close to a having a nervous breakdown. Maybe he was right.

      Dez knelt down and looked me in the eye, no doubt checking for signs of concussion. His hands were stained purple, as always, from the gentian violet he used in the biology lab. “I thought you might be here beating the hell out of yourself while you were awaiting the almighty exam.” He gave my arm a squeeze and left a violet smudge on my skin. “Are you hurt?”

      “Nope. Just trying not to puke.” I smirked. “The treadmill tripped me while I was reading the exam question.”

      Dez broke into a grin. “Honestly, do you have a death wish or what? You didn’t think of getting off the treadmill before you read it?”

      I smiled at him sheepishly and handed him the phone. I wanted his honest reaction. Maybe I was freaking out for no reason.

      He winced when he saw the five short words on the screen. “Damn. That is nasty. I’ve never seen an exam like that before.”

      My eyes bulged. “What am I going do? What if I fail?”

      As Dez reread the email, a look of determination passed over his freckled features. He shook his head. “Listen, El. You’re not gonna fail. You can do this. Hell, maybe Anne Boleyn was a witch. Do your research—like you always do. You’re the smartest person I know. Youngest student in the PhD program, and all that.”

      But his pep talk didn’t register. The fear of failure was swallowing me like a snake, and I was in the belly of the beast up to my toes.

      He tried again. “Ellie, come on. The exam isn’t what you expected. I get it. But you’ve got to stop panicking. You always do this—panic first, think second. And it doesn’t help. It never helps.”

      One of the reasons Dez was my best friend was because he understood my neurotic Type A personality. Usually he was placating me when I panicked about academics, forgiving me when I retreated to my study like a hermit crab. But today he was less permissive.

      “Listen, I have an idea,” he continued with mounting enthusiasm. “Jane’s sister, Mindy, is holding a séance tomorrow night. She and her theater friends have got some lady who claims to be a spirit medium coming to their house.”

      I gave him a dirty look. “Please tell me you’re kidding. I’m facing the biggest challenge of my academic career and you’re asking me to go to a stupid séance? I only have two weeks to figure out how the hell I am going to answer this crazy exam question.”

      But Dez persisted. “Don’t you see? It’ll be an opportunity to wrap your head around this witchcraft stuff. Hell, we can call up the ghost of Anne Boleyn and talk to her ourselves, if you want to.”

      I remained silent, but Dez was gaining ground. “Mindy’s friends will be there. Half of them are Wiccans, so if nothing else, you can pick a few brains about modern witchcraft religions. It will give you some insight. A good place at start.”

      I stared up at him.

      “Come on, Ellie. Don’t make me go to the séance by myself. I can’t handle Jane and Mindy without you.”

      That was it. Dez had established his argument, linked it back to my most recent academic obsession, and finally played the pity card. How could I resist?

      “Okay, but I want it on record. I think this is the stupidest idea in the world.” My acquiescence sounded like more of a whine.

      “Duly noted.” He extended his hand. “Now get off the ground. They’re going to call the paramedics if you don’t get up, and that would be really embarrassing.” He pulled me off the floor and gave my sweaty shoulders a squeeze. “You’re gonna have this thing in the bag in no time. You were born to do this. So quit whining and go do it.”

      Dez always knew how to get me back on track. Sometimes it was with a reassuring hug, and sometimes it was with a swift kick in the pants. In this case, it was the latter. I was still stunned, but being upright did provide a renewed sense of empowerment.

      I allowed myself to think, to breathe. My panic levels came down and a little of my own determination returned. I gave the schoolyard bully in my mind a firm shove and she stumbled back into the shadows. I could do this. I would do it for my father. I just needed to break it down like I always did, stick to my research plan, and make it happen.

      “Thanks, Dez,” I said.

      He kissed me on the cheek and gave me a light push towards the changing room. “Now go have a shower, Ellie. You stink.”
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      Anne lay in bed, examining her fingers. She scanned her manicured nails and the soft pink skin of the nail bed. The winter sun shone through a beveled windowpane, a beam of light setting upon her face. Her sister Mary lay asleep next to her, breathing slow and deep.

      Anne rotated her palm and scrunched up her nose. The sleeves of her white cotton shift bunched at the elbow, revealing a long slender forearm, a delicate wrist, and six lovely feminine fingers. She scowled at the sixth one on her right hand. It sat beside her pinky, as though it were perfectly natural, as though everyone had one. Sucking on its rounded nail, Anne remembered what she had overheard the old woman say last night. “She bears the mark, I have seen it...”

      Could this be the mark? Anne had always hated her right hand. It made her different, but she never thought it might be a mark of significance.

      Her head swirled with the previous night’s events. They had returned after midnight, speaking little on their long walk home, opting to go on foot to ensure their privacy. They had arrived home frozen and miserable. Anne and Mary had climbed into bed shivering, toes icy, cheeks red. Now, in the light of the morning, the evening’s events seemed more like a dream.

      “Mary, wake up,” urged Anne, poking her sister under the heavy quilts.

      “Mmmmmmm...not morning yet,” Mary murmured.

      Anne looked at the back of her sister’s head. Her long blonde hair fell across the pillow, nightcap askew from a night of tossing and turning. Leaving her alone, Anne swung her legs out of bed, her feet reeling against the frigid floor. She grabbed for her housecoat, tied it snug at her waist and went barefoot. Cold as it may be, she could move through the castle more discreetly without footwear.

      She slipped from the bedroom and padded down the hallway to the room that held her dying father. The heavy oak door groaned on its hinges as a foul odor accosted her senses. A hint of sweat mingled with the cloying scent of illness. Anne willed herself to approach the sleeping form in the bed. A large man with a graying beard lay on his side in a pool of perspiration, woolen blankets kicked aside. She listened to his breathing, something she had not noticed until her mother had pointed it out last night. A dangerous rumble emanated from within his chest.

      Fear crept over Anne like a shadow. Her father, the Earl of Wiltshire, had been reduced to this. She recognized little of the former man. He was the very image of vulnerability. The old woman said he would die.

      “Aye. I’ll take it up to him, my lady,” a kitchen maid called from downstairs. Her mother was obviously awake and dispatching the orders. Anne spun on her heel and slipped from the room. Racing down the hall, she launched herself back into bed, jostling Mary beside her.

      “What?” Mary blinked her blue eyes against the morning sun.

      “Shh... Pretend you are sleeping,” Anne hissed, pushing Mary’s head back into the pillow. “Mother is coming…”

      The oak paneled door swung open to reveal their mother, posture poised and chin high. She was a vision of calm with her hair tucked under a coif, a rich velvet gown of deep russet framing her elegant figure. Only her eyes gave hint that something was amiss.

      “Girls,” she announced as she sailed through the room, surveying the dresses tossed in the corner. She eyed the gowns with mild irritation as she strode towards her daughters.

      The girls sat up in bed, the image of innocence, hair unkempt and night shifts askew.

      “Mother?” said Anne, feigning a voice thick with sleep.

      Elizabeth perched upon the edge of the mattress, taking each girl’s hand into her own. “Today, I shall require much from you. Today, you must ask no questions.”

      Mary rubbed her eyes. “Maman, what is happening?”

      “Bathe,” Elizabeth whispered. She seemed to summon her strength in the words as they came. “You must each bathe in lavender and lye.”

      Mary’s face was alight with uncertainty.

      “Maman?” pressed Anne. “We could catch our deaths. It is January.”

      But her mother’s tone was firm. “I shall call for the servants to bring the copper basin and boiling water. You shall not catch cold. I will order a great fire in the hearth. Soak for a good long time, wash each other’s hair, and let it dry by the fire. Come to dinner dressed in your night shifts. We will sup in your father’s sick room.”

      “But why?” exclaimed Anne. “What will we tell the servants when they ask questions? What will we tell George?”

      Elizabeth turned to her daughters, her back rigid with resolve. “Today, I require your absolute obedience. You shall tell the servants to mind their business. And you will never breathe a word of this to George. You brother is fetching a doctor so he will have no cause to ask questions. This must remain our little secret.”

      “Yes, Mother,” said Mary immediately.

      A pause hung in the air like a soap bubble waiting to burst.

      “Promise me,” pressed Lady Elizabeth, her eyes focused now on Anne.

      “Yes, Mother,” Anne finally agreed.
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      The dream was always the same. It had plagued me for years. I was a child, standing in the miserable rain. A dark river rushed behind me. A clock tower rose in the distance and rang out the time, the peel of the bells calling out to the now abandoned city—twelve o’clock midnight.

      A flannel nightgown clung to my skinny legs and I clutched a stuffed animal under my arm. The little elephant was shaggy and well loved, with black shiny eyes and a tattered trunk. A French braid ran the length of my chestnut hair, frazzled after a night of sleeping. I pushed a loose strand behind my ear but it dripped with water and it wouldn’t hold its place.

      From the shadows, my mother and grandmother begged upon their knees. Soaked with rain, hands held in the air, they stared into the face of a loaded revolver.

      “Please don’t,” my mother pleaded. “Don’t do this.”

      Grandma put a hand up to shield her daughter. “Take me. Please take me.”

      I tried to run to them, to come to their aid, but it was no use. I was only an observer in this recurring nightmare, not part of the terrible tableau.

      “Mom!” I cried. But she could never hear me.

      Instead, she remained focused on the weapon pointed at her head, a look of resolve set upon her face. She closed her eyes and reached for her mother’s hand, ready to accept her fate. Grandma closed her eyes too.

      A third voice called from the darkness, but it was too late.

      Three shots rang out in the night. Bang. Bang… Bang.
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      I gnawed on my favorite wooden HB pencil deep in thought. It was already bumpy with a day’s worth of bite-marks and bits of yellow paint had chipped off onto my lower lip. I was enjoying a mid-morning cup of tea, and the taste of pencil wood mixed with the soapy essence of bergamot on my tongue.

      I reflected on my Comp exam progress so far. Though my research was not as far along as I wanted, it was probably vastly further ahead than most of the other students in the program. I was always the one that raced ahead of the pack, desperate to get out in front, desperate to be the best. It was a need for perfection that went far beyond the reaches of normal. But the truth was, I was not normal. I had known that much all my life. To my chagrin, I had been born a nerd—an unfortunate character trait embedded within my DNA, a deep-seated need for perfection that could not be wished away.

      My abnormal nerdy-ness manifested at a young age. While the other kids in kindergarten were learning their A-B-C’s and putting glue in their hair, I gripped my childproof scissors with surgical precision. I had started a year earlier than most because I was already reading Charlotte’s Web instead of See Spot Run. I didn’t make many friends in my first year of school, but I did manage to produce a spatially accurate replica of the solar system made from Styrofoam balls and Popsicle sticks. The childish school project still hung above my bed today.

      The theory I had developed over the course of my educational career was this: Nerds walked among the normal. They were desperate to be normal themselves but were hopelessly unable to achieve it.

      For the last twenty-four hours, I had locked myself away in my study, breaking down my Comprehensive exam question the best way I knew how. With plain old fashion fact-finding. I had focused most of my study preparation on Ancient Greece, an area I was considering for my thesis dissertation. And I had to admit, sixteenth century Europe was not my speciality.

      Based on my findings, Anne Boleyn had been a very interesting woman. As the second wife of Henry Tudor, King Henry the VIII of England, she was queen for only three years. Her marriage to the king was rather political because he was still married to his first wife, Queen Catherine of Aragon. In order for them to marry, King Henry needed to have his first marriage annulled. When it became apparent that Pope Clement of Rome would not grant the annulment, King Henry broke with the Roman Catholic Church and so marked the start of the English Reformation.

      I highlighted the more interesting bits in the next passage. After several years, Anne and Henry married, but they could not have a son. They had only a single daughter, Elizabeth, and this little girl grew up to become Elizabeth I, Queen of England. Henry became unhappy in the marriage because of Anne’s inability to bear him sons. Three years after their union, he had Anne investigated and thrown into the Tower of London. She was found guilty and was executed by beheading on May 19, 1536 on charges of high treason, adultery, and witchcraft.

      Witchcraft. I circled the word a few times with my wooden HB pencil and rubbed my face with fatigue.

      “Bloody ridiculous,” I grumbled.

      I scratched at a little scar on the side of my hand. It had always been there, a little white line at the side of my knuckles. I couldn’t remember how I got it, but it always got itchy when I was frustrated. And this morning it itched like crazy.

      The idea that Anne Boleyn was a witch was pure tomfoolery, plain and simple. You didn’t need to a PhD in history to know that. An accusation of witchcraft was medieval power at its finest. In the 1500’s, a powerful man only had to accuse a woman of witchcraft and she would be hauled away, tortured, and put to death. That is what happened to Anne Boleyn. She got screwed and everyone knew it. It was Medieval History 101. So why would the Comprehensive examination committee ask such a stupid question?

      Downstairs, a door slammed shut and the unique sound of my great-grandmother’s footsteps echoed up the stairs to my study: schlumb-bum, bum…schlumb-bum, bum…schlumb-bum, bum.

      I recognized Grapes the minute I heard her, but I didn’t get up. She’d always been fiercely independent and never liked the extra help. But ever since she had broken her hip two years ago and needed to use a walker, she had become a nightmare of determination.

      She arrived at the doorjamb, looking hot and flustered, but wearing a certain amount of pride on her face. I knew it made her feel good she could still conquer those narrow steps at the ripe age of ninety-three.

      She shuffled into the room—schlumb-bum, bum…schlumb-bum, bum—and planted a kiss on top of my head. “Did you get my note? I taped it to the Cheerios, so you’d be sure to find it.” Grapes looked pleased with her cleverness.

      “I had oatmeal this morning,” I said.

      “Shoot.” She sat on the bed and caught her breath. Today Grapes wore a lime-green yoga pantsuit. Her sculpted hair was a curly white helmet, Ms. Clairol’s firm-hold hair spray holding strong. “I would have been home earlier, but I took Bernice and Gerty to the senior’s social last night for the dance marathon.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. In spite of her walker, Grapes was as competitive as ever. A dance marathon would have been right up her alley.

      She shook her head with a hint of frustration. “It was going well until Bernice had a dizzy spell. We were beat by Mr. and Mrs. Kontiki from the senior’s residence. They were unstoppable.”

      “Well not everyone can be super-granny like you, can they?” I tried to sound a little stern. Grapes needed to be more realistic about people’s physical limitations. The woman’s friends were ancient. She would end up killing them if she wasn’t careful.

      “Did Gerty tell you about our poker tournament?” Grapes changed directions. “Do you think you’ll be able to make it? If you don’t come, we’ll have to ask Vernon. And you know he has that terrible gas.”

      These three old women were the Titanium Trio. They had been aptly named by my great-grandmother after she had hip surgery and could claim all three of them had steel reinforcements holding their bodies together. Since her operation, she had begun thinking about their threesome as indestructible.

      My shoulders sagged. “I’d love to go, Grapes, but I’m snowed under.”

      Grapes studied me. She’d always been able to see right through me. Grapes knew me better than anyone. She took me in at the age of eleven when my parents and grandmother died, and had been my greatest defender ever since.

      “Well, what’s the exam question? I can take it.” She growled with mock ferocity.

      “They want to know if Anne Boleyn was really a witch,” I scoffed.

      “Oh?” A shadow flitted across my great-grandmother’s eyes.

      I tucked the chewed pencil behind my ear for safekeeping and settled in to tell Grapes the whole story. She listened as I covered the major points of my experience yesterday: the queasy stomach, the evil treadmill, the brutal exam question, and the spongy gym floor tiles. She plied me with questions, intent on understanding the complexity of the research and its potential pitfalls.

      All the while Grapes’ eyebrows bobbed around like snowy white caterpillars. I’d seen it a thousand times before. She was thinking deep thoughts. Once the caterpillars finished their dance, the thought was ready. Ding!

      “Now dear, perhaps this isn’t as bad as it sounds. It may be a stroke of luck,” said Grapes.

      I scoffed. “Not bloody likely.”

      “Darling, listen. Don’t you see? The sixteenth century? That’s the era your dad was researching before he…well…before he…died.”

      A momentary silence fell between us, stopping the conversation short. My parents’ death was the toughest thing for Grapes and me to discuss. It always had been. Ever since the day we got the awful news, I simply could not talk about it. Grapes had always understood not to push me too hard. Every few years, she would raise the parent-talk topic in conversation and then back off when I gave her the silent reaction.

      I gave her the silent reaction now.

      “Ellie, it’s been years. I think it’s time we talk about this. Maybe this exam is a sign you need to reach out to your family, even though they’re not with us anymore. There are endless boxes of your dad’s research in the basement. It would be a way for you to understand your father’s work. To find that ‘history’ connection between you.”

      I stared at the floor. She was right. I wasn’t a kid anymore, but a part of me resisted. The dream from last night pushed through my mind.

      “The nightmares are back,” I confessed.

      Grapes put a wrinkled hand on my knee. “Oh dear.” She winced. “I thought you were finished with those awful dreams.”

      I shrugged. “They started again yesterday.”

      After my parents died, I was plagued by terrifying dreams. They never made much sense. They were more like a string of terrifying flashes: A gun to my mother’s head, drizzling rain and a clock tower, three gunshots in the night. I often woke up screaming. Grapes would hold me for hours until I fell back to sleep. The dreams stayed with me for a long time before they faded. It was such a relief when they finally went away.

      Grapes’ voice was softer now. “Maybe the exam triggered something in your mind. This might be your opportunity to deal with the ghosts of your past. I’m telling you, sacrifice a half hour tomorrow and go down to the basement. Open a few boxes. Your father’s research has been waiting for you all these years.”

      “Maybe.” My shoulders gave way to another involuntary shrug.

      Grapes’ white hair helmet glimmered. “Maybe is a good start.”

      She patted my hand. Grapes had this way of easing me into new ideas. Despite her age, she was the free spirit in this family.

      “Oh darling.” Grapes gripped her walker as she eased herself off the bed. “Would you stop by the liquor store and pick up a bottle of gin? A splash of gin in the tea always makes for a more interesting poker tournament.”

      I laughed. Now that Grapes had patched me up, she could return to her vibrant social life.

      “Sure. But maybe I should buy nose plugs too—if Vernon is coming along.”
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      The door at the end of the hall was ajar, the light from within casting long shadows. A fire surged in the hearth, copper flames devouring thick logs in the grate. Bread and cheese sat atop a simple table, three silver goblets and a flask of ale standing aloft. The washbasin sat at the room’s center, now filled with hot fresh water that wafted steam.

      The scent of illness had receded, but it continued to hover over the bed, forming a cocoon around their father’s dying body. Anne shuddered at the sight of him. He was ashen gray, hair askew and hanging in damp clumps about his forehead. His chest rumbled with every breath, as though an ocean of water boiled within his lungs and he would soon drown upon the waves.

      Mary ran to his bedside and sobbed. “Father.”

      It had been two days since the girls and George visited their father. And in that time he had deteriorated rapidly. Whereas before he had managed a weak conversation and drank a little tea, now it was as if it took all his effort to heave one great breath, rest, and then muster the strength to take another.

      Anne saw her mother standing in the shadows of the sick room, dressed in her shift, her long red hair flowing down her back. She stood with her eyes set upon the night sky. A white sliver of moon hovered in the dark void outside.

      “Mother?” whispered Anne.

      Elizabeth reached upward and pulled at the iron latches holding the window in place, hinges squeaking as they gave way from their mounts. She lifted it down, leaning it along the wall in the corner. A cold wind wafted in but receded quickly, the scorching temperature in the room holding firm.

      “It is unlucky to view the moon through a pane of glass,” murmured Elizabeth. “Especially when you are meeting her for the first time.”

      Anne found her voice. “Maman, it is cold outside. You will let all heat out.”

      “Not tonight. The warmth shall stay within.” Elizabeth glanced at her daughters. “Girls, you must trust me. I will try to explain, but much shall remain unclear. Do as I say and your father will come out of this all right.”

      This time Mary spoke. “Mother, I am afraid.”

      Elizabeth smiled sadly. “Don’t be frightened. There are things in this world that can endow great power. But you must trust in it, swallow it, and accept its spirit—the dark and the light.”

      The girls looked at their mother, two sets of large unblinking eyes set upon her face.

      “Just follow along with me. In time, you will come to understand.” Elizabeth moved towards her girls now. “First, take off those night caps and unwrap your braids. A maiden must meet the moon looking the part.”

      Curiosity snatched up Anne with a vise-like grip as she pondered this strange request, but she knew better than to ask questions. Instead, she untied her nightcap and helped Mary with hers. When the girls had finished, their hair hung loose in rich waves of russet and gold.

      “Better,” Elizabeth announced. “Now turn to face the moon. I want you to hold it in your gaze, swallow in its energy, and curtsy three times.”

      Anne looked up at the sliver of white light against the black, and tried to breathe it in, feeling its power, as her mother had explained. She curtsied three times as she held her eyes constant on the pulsating arc in the night sky.

      Elizabeth spoke barely above a whisper:

      “Crescent moon, Goddess of Light, I give you two Boleyn daughters. A new coven is formed.”

      A surge of energy coursed through Anne's body, her cheeks flushed and her fingertips tingled.

      Elizabeth moved through the room as if retracing the steps of a dance she had performed as a child. She crossed to the hearth and picked up a pot of ashes. Breathing steady now, she sprinkled the ash in a large circle on the floor, enclosing the three ladies, the washbasin, the bread table and the bed that held their dying father. When the circle was complete, she looked into the faces of her daughters, determination on her brow.

      “Girls, stand at the edge of the circle.”

      The girls exchanged glances. Mary’s eyes were full of bewilderment. Anne’s eyes danced with adventure.

      “Quickly,” Elizabeth ordered.

      The three women stood in a triangle flanking the edges of the circle of ash. A hot wind swirled around its outer rim, pulling at their hair, twisting and curling in all directions. Elizabeth took her position at the northern-most point of the circle and called for the wind to gain strength, her body a comely silhouette against the light of the fire. The wind eddied around the circle of ash, gaining vitality as Elizabeth spoke. She raised her voice above the gale and commanded the room and the objects within it.

      “Virgin Moon, Maiden’s head,

      Bring your light, from once was dead.

      Swell with life, wax and wane,

      Share your light, squelch his pain.

      Virgin moon, I give you thee,

      My daughters chaste, our coven three.

      For his life, a price is paid,

      Blood doth charged, a virgin maid.”

      The wind picked up, a storm raging within the chamber. Elizabeth braced herself against it and grabbed the knife from the bread table. She moved to the steaming bath, hovering her hand just above the water. She ran the sharp blade across her palm, watching calmly as her blood dripped into the water, turning it a rich crimson red.

      Elizabeth looked at her eldest. “Now you, Anne!” she called over the gale.

      A prickling energy danced through Anne’s heart at the sight of the blood. Her fingers tingled as she gripped the knife, her belly hot with the power. She lowered her hand to the bath and slid the blade across her palm. Blood dripped into the water, but this time it hissed as it hit the surface. Anne clenched her fist to stop the bleeding and handed the knife to her sister.

      Mary was ashen gray, her face frozen in horror.

      “Do it, Mary. It doesn’t hurt!” Anne urged.

      Mary had not moved from her position along the circle since her mother had begun the incantation. She wrung her hands but otherwise remained inert.

      “Mary, you must!” insisted Anne.

      Mary glanced at her sister and stumbled toward the bath. She took the knife from Anne’s bloodied fist and held her hand over the hissing water.

      “God forgive me,” she sobbed. Mary closed her eyes and sliced the blade deep across the flesh of her palm. As Mary’s blood dripped into the water, a swell of bubbles rose to the surface. The red liquid boiled hard, popping and spurting violently.

      “Excellent,” Elizabeth called over the lusty gale. “There is much power tonight. Help me carry your father. We must place him in the bath.”

      She heaved her husband by the armpits as the girls took hold of his legs. Still unconscious, his head tipped back with weakness. He was surprisingly heavy, despite his weight loss, and the women struggled to lift him from the bed. They breathed heavily as they lowered him into the bubbling red water, liquid spilling over the edge as his body displaced it.

      “Anne, be sure his head stays above the water. Mary, fetch the elixir.”

      Mary retrieved the auburn liquid the old crone had conjured and emptied its contents into the bath. The oily brown ooze dripped from its container. Two hardened frogs floated on the surface. A bird’s claw sat atop her father’s chest.

      The wind surged as Elizabeth flew to the basin and hovered above her husband’s head. She placed her hands on his chest and pumped her palms on his ribcage. With every thrust up, his chest swelled. With every thrust down, blobs of green phlegm flew from his mouth. He coughed and sputtered as he expelled the vile illness, and with each new breath, he inhaled the steam, now putrid with the contents of the potion.

      All the while, he remained deep in his slumber, unaware of their efforts. Anne held his head to ensure it did not slip below the water’s surface, but she struggled to keep her father in place. Just when she wasn’t sure she had the strength to hold him any longer, Elizabeth shouted over the tempest,

      “We implore you, Goddess. Heal him!”

      With one great heaving breath, Thomas Boleyn, the Earl of Wiltshire, bolted upright, eyes open but looking nowhere, body stiff with magic. A long, high-pitched cry escaped from his lips. The cry of a child. The cry of terrible suffering. The women looked around, gripped with uncertainty.

      Everything stopped. The wind dropped instantly. Only the cry of Thomas Boleyn echoed through the night. His wail continued from somewhere deep within for much longer than any man could muster a single natural breath. All at once, Thomas Boleyn ceased. Unmoving, eyes glazed, his body stiff with magic. His mouth was a black gaping hole, his fingers gripping the side of the tub that held him. He drew no breath. He exhaled no more. He was a rigid frozen statue.

      The three women stood immobilized, eyes wide with fear.

      Finally, Thomas Boleyn drew one great heaving breath, his spine curved back like a viper. He emitted a painful wheezing as his body resisted the life-giving breath, but the magic gripped him hard. It filled him and filled him until he could take on no more. Then, as the force that breathed new life into him was satisfied, he fell back into the bath in a deep, exhausted sleep.

      “It is done,” Elizabeth announced. “Girls, help me get him back to bed.”
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      I ran along the waterfront this morning rather than subjecting myself to the evil treadmill. For forty-five minutes, I cleared my head while looking out over the deep blue water of Lake Ontario. The waves were coming in like Poseidon’s fury, rolling white caps smashing up against the rock barrier of the seawall. I got soaked a few times from a rogue spray that squirted from between the breakers, but overall, I found the whole thing to be therapeutic. After a lot of serious sweating, I was ready to face my day.

      The limestone houses in our neighborhood boasted a well-preserved demeanor with stately facades and manicured lawns. Majestic iron lamp posts stood like soldiers along the tree-lined streets. Our English cottage seemed a bit out of place amidst the other homes on Gate Street. The Bowlan family residence was folksy rather than imposing, complete with a rounded front door, lead glass windows and a crooked chimney. Bluebells climbed the garden walls and wildflowers filled the garden beds. The ivy growing up the brick had turned a fiery red, hinting with color that autumn was around the corner. It was a little odd, it was a lot eclectic, but it was home.

      A familiar face on the porch looked up with enthusiasm. Two big brown eyes, a stout black body and one large swishy tail rose up to greet up me. In the commotion of our reunion, the enthusiastic tail knocked over a planter full of Grapes’ prize-winning begonias.

      “Hey Zach. Are you here to hang out with me today?”

      The black lab dropped a hockey puck at my feet. The Ottawa Senators hockey puck was full of slobber, its logo all but licked away. This well-chewed little puck was Zach’s favorite thing in the whole world. Zach was the neighbor’s dog. Grapes and I had known him since he was a puppy. His owners occasionally got too busy for him, so Zach came to visit us through his doggy door.

      I threw the drool-soaked puck across the lawn. “Go get it, you psycho.”

      Zach bolted away to retrieve it. I waited for him to gallop into the house at full speed. Slam. The door closed too hard against its frame. It was one of those home repairs we hadn’t gotten around to fixing. It had been that way for years.

      Zach made his way into the kitchen and plopped himself down by the food dish. He gave me his best ‘good-boy’ face and I grinned. Like a well-trained human, I scooped a blob of peanut butter into his bowl and watched him eat it, his licks growing slower as the stickiness took hold of his tongue.

      “I’m glad you showed up, buddy,” I said. “Because today, you and I are going into the dreaded basement to dig around in Dad’s old research.”

      Zach wagged his tail as he ate the last of the peanut butter.

      The heavy oak door squeaked on its hinges as a smell of mildew wafted from the bowels of the house. I reached in and flipped on the light. A bald sixty-watt bulb dangling from the ceiling came to life, casting a dull glow over the basement. I took a deep breath and headed down the narrow steps. Zach followed behind me. The place didn’t seem to creep out the dog at all, but my skin was crawling. The basement of our century home was not a pretty sight. It was more of a hole than a basement, barely a step above a root cellar.

      Most of the subterranean space below our house contained antiques and heirlooms. Spinning wheels and butter churns, rocking chairs and armoires, and enough cobwebs to host an award-winning Halloween party. I grabbed a well-worn blue and green quilt from an old armoire—no doubt made by someone in my family from generations ago—and threw it across the floor for Zach. It was a comfortable bed and he stretched out with his hockey puck, ready for a rigorous day of sleeping.

      My heart skipped a beat now that I had found the courage to come down here. The darkened north corner of the basement had been untouched for over a decade. Despite the thick layer of dust and a few creepy spiders, it was perfectly preserved. Almost fifty office boxes sat stacked along the wall. White labels with names and dates identified each box with crisp efficiency. I picked up my box cutter and wiped the dirt from the first few labels.

      “Which one should I open first?” I asked the dog with forced optimism.

      Zach thumped his tail.

      I selected the box entitled ‘Arthur’s Published Papers.’ It seemed like a good place to start. Running the cutter along the top, I tried to contain the nerves working their way through my intestines like greasy motor oil.

      “Come on, Ellie. Don’t wimp out now,” I whispered.

      I peeled back the cardboard lid and peered inside. Manuscripts filled the box in question, each with a pink top page stating the title of the paper, the academic journal, the dates, co-authors, etc. A cover page crowned the first package in the pile.

      
        
        Matriarchal Naming Conventions in the 16th Century

        Author: Arthur Wright, PhD

      

      

      
        
        Traditional patriarchal European naming conventions are the foundation of modern genealogy. That a family name is passed from father to child throughout generations, allows the modern researcher to establish genealogical lineage across hundreds of years. However, there are rare circumstances in which a family name is passed from mother to child across generations because of some particular title or prized trait bestowed upon the mother. It is critical to the study of modern genealogy to grasp the circumstances of this unique naming convention to establish appropriate and accurate lineage, especially in the Middle Ages when other forms of documentation were limited.

      

      

      “This stuff isn’t related to my Comp at all,” I scoffed.

      Zach looked up from his hockey puck. His eyes said, “Suck it up and keep looking.”

      I tossed the first package of papers beside a now cold cup of Earl Grey tea and continued digging. After an hour, I felt completely deflated. I had found nothing but mind-numbing genealogical records and enough information about that bloody matriarchal naming convention to wilt a willow. I stood up and stretched my back, popping out the bits of compressed cartilage. Dad’s disappointed face flitted through my mind.

      “Zach,” I said with an accusing tone. “There’s nothing here.”

      The dog stretched his back too, a big bushy tail shooting up in the air. He seemed satisfied I had done my best. He dropped his hockey puck at my feet and looked up. I gave him a pat on the head and headed towards the stairs with promises of another game of fetch.

      As we headed out, my eyes caught on the box I had been sitting on. This box, brown and benign, was marked ‘Personal.’

      “Hold on, bud,” I whispered.

      Zach lay back on the quilt, happy to wait a little longer.

      This box held a jumble of paper clips, sticky notes, staples, and dozens of wooden HB pencils in a dizzying array of chaos. I ran my hand over a childish-looking clay horse with googly eyes sitting amongst the other items. I had made this trinket for my father when I was a little girl. A rush of happy memories flooded my mind. A birthday party, silly hats, Mom, Dad, Grandma, and Grapes. Dad was blowing out his candles, a new mountain of gifts piled high on the kitchen table.

      Without warning, the warm laughter faded and the images blurred together. My throat constricted as the memories began to strangle me. I backed away from the box in question, giving my head a shake to fend off the memories. I simply couldn’t deal with these happy images. They were the stuff of nightmares.

      “Keep looking Ellie. Focus on your Comp exam,” I said steadily.

      A red and blue folder from Kingston Travel flashed from within the box. It didn’t seem related to my Anne Boleyn research, but something about it made me take a closer look. I flipped it open, pleased at having skirted a full-blown attack of memories.

      The folder contained travel receipts for three plane trips to London, England for my father, mother and grandmother—Arthur Wright, Eliza Bowlan, Beth Bowlan. The plane tickets were set to fly from Toronto, Canada to London, England on August 20 and to return August 28, 2007, the year my parents died.

      “Look at this,” I whispered. “This travel receipt says my parents and grandmother would have been in London, England on August 25.”

      Zach tilted his head.

      “But that’s impossible. My parents died on August 25 on a camping trip here in Canada.”

      More memories swirled through my mind in the dim light of the basement. The harder I fought, the greater the memories grew in clarity and strength.

      I was a little girl again, waving goodbye to my family as they loaded the car. Mom and Grandma, dressed in matching sweatshirts and hiking boots, argued about what order the camping gear should go into the trunk. Dad wore his special vacation hat as he peered over a guide map, ready for their grand adventure. Grapes tickled me as we disappeared through the rounded red door with promises of cookies and milk.

      A familiar set of invisible hands grabbed my neck and squeezed. I closed my eyes and tried to push back the hurt, the loss, the pain. In spite of my efforts to contain them, the memories kept coming in flashes.
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redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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