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For Michael


and


For the women who fell victim to the 1645–7 East Anglian witch-hunt: in these pages, you are remembered
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Suffer me that I may speak; and after that I have spoken, mock on.


– Job 21:3


Search diligently therefore for it in euery place, and lest one bee deceiued by a naturall marke, note this, from that. This is insensible, and being pricked will not bleede. When the mark therefore is found, try it, but so as the Witch perceiue it not, seeming as not to haue found it, and then let one pricke in some other places, & another in the meane space there: its sometimes like a little teate, sometimes but a blewish spot, sometimes red spots like fleabiting, sometimes the flesh is sunke in and hollow, as a famous witch confessed, who also said, that Witches couer them, and some haue confessed, that they haue bin taken away; but, saith that Witch, they grow againe, and come to their old form. And therefore, though this marke be not found at first, yet it may at length: once searching therefore must not serue: for some out of fear, some other for fauour, make a negligent search. It is fit therefore searchers should be sworne to search, and search very diligently, in such a case of life and death, and for the detection of so great an height of impiety.


– Richard Bernard, A Guide to Grand Iury Men, 1627





PART ONE



Yellow Bile
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Early September, 1645


Wednesday
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She was in the garden at first light. There were herbs to cut: rosemary for the roast meat, mint and mallow for her cough. The house and the street and the hill beyond it were dimmed by a thick, flame-coloured haze, and as she crossed the grass she saw how the morning star was swathed in vapour. A single magpie flew from it, so close that its wing-beat stirred the air by her face. It landed on the roof’s ridge and mocked her in its grating voice.


Two bad omens, but what was she to make of them? The day would unfold as God intended.


The mallow grew full and fierce at the street’s margin. Martha crouched and cut handfuls. Over her shoulder she saw three men approaching. She stood. The men faltered and fell back as though they had seen a hell-fiend rise: that hag was her.


When they recovered they came on apace, right up to the house. Then she knew them – Hesketh’s lads from the smithy at the far end of the village, and Herry Gowler from the gaol. She ran for the door and was almost through it when they reached her. They had the blunt look of men uneasy with their task and their fear told itself in needless force. They shoved her aside and she went down like scythed barley, lying over the threshold while her lungs pumped noise like punctured bellows. They stepped over her and went in. She turned her head and saw Simon coming from his bed under the stairs with his hands raised: part greeting, mostly alarm. With their staves they felled him and then turned for the kitchen. Martha pushed herself onto her knees and crawled after them, trying to call Master Kit’s name. The curtain rail splintered as they wrenched it. Cloth poured onto the floor. Prissy had been shelling peas into a dish. Martha heard the dish break, the hail of green beads, Prissy’s animal wail. Accusations – unconscionable, shocking – issuing harshly from the men’s throats. They left dragging Prissy between them like a heifer bound for the slaughterhouse.


Martha got to her feet and watched them go. The front door was ajar and the mist seemed to clot and fold in, as if to veil what had happened.


Simon came and stood by her. ‘It were only time,’ he said thickly. One of his nostrils had split and the red ran into his mouth. ‘For our turn,’ he said.‘In Cleftwater.’ They looked at each other in silence. His eyes were dark and glassy, fixed on her. In them she saw her own fear reflected.


She made a wide circling gesture, to the kitchen, the house, their village.


‘Right enough,’ Simon said. His voice was flat with misgiving. ‘Nothing’s safe now. Nothing.’


All the black of the world rose then. In it was a vision of the Archer babe – his blue mouth, his waxy pallor. Dread grew through her body like a vine. Simon saw her sway and grasped her elbow and brought her to the kitchen stool, making her sit while he went to bring the master. His steps flustered away over the flagstones to the stairs. Droplets of blood marked his route. After a moment she heard his hesitant knock on the bedchamber door and Kit’s voice, deep and with the husk on it that it always had in the first of the morning. And then Mistress Agnes’s also, high with alarm.


Gone Prissy. Taken Prissy. They had wrenched her from here so roughly, from her hearth and her home, Prissy’s hard-won places. Everywhere there were reminders. Proving bread dough in a bowl in the hearth embers. Gold hairs glinting from the floor rushes.


Martha forced her legs to move, hauled herself upright, pulled back the kitchen shutter. Meagre light seeped in and she found the ewer and drank straight from it, so fast that ale runnelled from both sides of her mouth. The fire was all but out. She raked it, coaxing the embers by blowing on them. Her breath was short and the flames took a long time to catch and were weak until she fed them pine cones and a piece of salt-wood from one of the wrecked boats on the beach. She sat on the stool again. The sun wrote strips of light on the wall and for a long time she studied them, unsure of their message. Her cheek was smarting where she had fallen, the split skin puffing up on either side like lips. It felt bad, like some judgement, to be marked in such a way. Through the kitchen window she could see the backyard’s dimness beginning to thin, and through it came the faint repeating pulse of the sea, regular as breathing. She listened to it until her heart began to slow.


Maybe she dozed or maybe it was just that her eyes closed. Her thoughts were dark and running and she did not like to be in them. Why Prissy, and not her? And what of the other taken women, from the villages not far south of here? Women in Salt Dyke and Holleswyck, a mother and daughter among them. More in Sandgrave, not a half-mile away. Some of them dead already of gaol fever and some still to die, if the courts willed it so. Kit said a London lawyer had been hired to try them, a man known to take coin in advance of a judgement; a man not known for clemency.


She was Cleftwater-born and knew many things, but not the true nature of this new terror that had until today been safely distant, a rumour only. Now it had arrived. Now it was real. Prissy’s arrest would not be the first. The kettles hissed over the fire and their noise mingled with the ripe waft of the slops bucket, setting off a queasy current that ran from the base of her throat to her guts. The same anxiety came and went and nudged again. When? When would they come for her? If they came, what then? Nothing then. She would be less than nothing. Disowned, stateless. Worse than that: she would be reinvented, made monstrous; every one of her misdeeds and defects – real or imagined – magnified a thousandfold.


God help her then. God help them all. All the taken women.


A hand was on her shoulder, anchoring her with its grip. She opened her eyes.


‘How do you, Martha?’ Kit said.


She looked at him, then at her hands. They must talk for her. Inside her were unvoiced words – so many – that shoved and bobbed in her head and chest. That could not be sounded because of the thing in her throat – a thick, throbbing form that stole her voice and used her breath for its own. Something lived in it: a serpent, a worm. Since childhood it had been there. The herbs she took damped the coughing but did not stop the worm’s work. It hurt to talk. Because of it she rarely spoke. Now her hands drew the shapes of their language, soundless signs and gestures – made up more than thirty years ago between Kit and herself – that was their way of speaking to each other.


Well enough.


He put some fingers lightly under her chin and tilted her cheek to the light. I will bring the doctor, he shaped back.


Nay, she motioned. I have my herbs.


He brought the jug and a beaker and poured more ale and squatted beside her while she drank. ‘What did they say? When they came. What reason did they give?’


She shook her head. None.


‘They must have reason to enter a house – any house – like this.’


Her cheek throbbed. She found she could not look at him. Life with Kit had gone along of its own accord; she had lived it more or less content, had never thought to question it. Or be questioned, in her turn.


‘Martha?’


She let out a breath she hadn’t known she was holding. Kit was a good man and a kind one. He had rescued Prissy – their comely, golden-haired cook – from a life of whoring on Salt Dyke docks. Similarly with her, Martha. She had been his boyhood nurse and he had kept her on, given her the dignity of work and a home. It was impossible to lie to him.


She made her hand into horns and brought it to her forehead.


‘They said… what? That she is of the Devil?’


Aye… aye. His servant. She circled her ring finger. The Devil’s bride.


He looked uncertainly at her, then past her. His expression hardened, decided itself. ‘Rest here a while,’ he said. ‘Mistress Agnes is still abed. Simon and I will see about Prissy.’


He squeezed her shoulder and went. She tried to stand but all her strength had drained away and she had to lean against the kitchen table. The house was quiet except for familiar sounds: the constant soughing of the waves and over it the grunt of the hogs that were beginning their day’s foraging in the unyielding dirt of the yard. The window showed the wash-house and her physick garden and behind all these the far flint wall with its gate that opened onto Tide Lane. Beyond the lane was the sea: flat, listless, the colour of polished pewter. With Prissy gone there would be so much more to do. Ale to be brewed. Meals to prepare. Mistress Agnes would soon rise and want help getting dressed.


There was a ringing numbness on the hurt side of her head and for some minutes she sat without moving, trying to steady herself in the kitchen’s disarray, scattered pans and plates and drying herbs, shards of broken dish, the slew of peas on the floor. Hearing Kit’s voice upstairs as he conferred with Mistress Agnes; knowing with utter certainty that Prissy’s arrest was the beginning, had set something in motion, some brutal, pitiless mechanism that would be neither stopped nor diverted.


The prospect set her in motion. She went upstairs and along the narrow passageway that passed the main chamber, then up another flight of stairs to her room in the attic. Its one small window looked out over the back garden to the sea.


Mam’s small cedarwood casket was under the bed. She lifted it onto the mattress and unlocked it. The hinges complained as she raised the lid. On top was a layer of yellow flowers that crumbled to dust at her touch. The casket held the past, the difficult past: heirlooms from Mam mostly. One by one she took them out. Mam’s rosary beads. Mam’s scissors. Mam’s thimble, carved from a walnut shell by one of her lovers. Mam’s best bodice of wine-coloured damask, too small now for Martha. Pins, needles, three wood bobbins, an awl, two shallow dishes of beaten brass and a copper cross that had once been set with chips of blue glass, all but one of them gone. Pieces of fabric: thin pennants of silk and an oblong of green velvet, cut from some lady’s gown and still bearing the traces of rotted embroidery, which held some tiny yellow teeth and a coil of brown hair. Whose? Hers, most likely. Baby teeth and hair.


Underneath all these was the chamois pouch. For years – decades – it had lain in the chest. She had never needed its contents. The pouch held all Mam’s charms, ones she’d been gifted as well as those Mam had made herself. Martha loosened the drawstring. The first charm was a tiny, wizened organ, grey-pink and dried to a nut-like hardness: the gallbladder of some field creature – a vole or shrew. She threw it on the bed, mouthed a soft curse, brushed her fingers clean. Went on with the unpacking, discovering a tiny lidded jar holding a handful of nails, a corn dolly, some dried trumpets of foxgloves, a shrivelled sprig of white heather. Then a toad, crushed flat as paper, with a crushed collar of briar-thorn wound around its neck.


Blood sang in her temples and ears: these things occurred when Mam was near. She put the dried toad on her bed with the other charms. The worst of her panic had subsided but still she paused, needing to gather herself. She regarded the charms. Not these. None of these. What she needed was still in the pouch.


She looked at it again. From its open mouth she thought she heard a tiny sound leaking – a sinister, persuasive hum. She took a breath, steeled herself to reach in, brought out the package. The linen wrapping was frayed but otherwise as she remembered. She unwound it. The contents fitted neatly in her palm. A prickle of feelings went over her; the lancings of memories and old grief.


The doll was ill-made and lumpen, crudely fashioned from a stump of candle, egg-shaped where the wax bulged at its hips. Remnants of burnt wick were still in it.


She turned it in her fingers. It had two aspects, she remembered now. The two faces. One without eyes or only pinpricks for eyes, the nose a pinched-out nub, the mouth barely discernible – a sickle-shaped nock made by some woman’s fingernail. This side, this face, quite peaceful. Closed-looking. The face on the other side was more formed and more frightening, the burnt-in eyes widely staring, the O of its mouth agape, as if it were trying to scream. The hands looked splayed, their fingers crudely scratched into the wax. The legs, likewise, suggested only a carved line.


The doll seemed to cling to her skin. Mam had taught how a left eye was the witching eye, able to see things not readily visible but present nonetheless. She turned the doll to one side and studied it aslant. Light haloed it, put a sheen on the dingy yellow wax, kindling the recollection of its purpose. It would need rousing if she were to use it – make use of its powers.


She took the doll down to the kitchen. A fly on its back spun frantically on the windowsill and she watched it without really seeing before pulling the shutters closed. Her apron with its map of stains hung from a peg and she put it around her neck. Prissy’s skillet swung from the beam and she lifted it down and put it on the trivet and lit the big candle beneath. The copper flushed as it warmed. She pressed the doll’s legs first into the pan and after a moment the wax began to yield. She turned it upside down and repeated the process, holding the doll’s head to the heat until the wax was doughy. She took the pan off the trivet, set it aside. With her thumb she stroked the curve of the head.


Her body felt cold and partly vacant, as if her own solid self had been nudged aside to make room for something other – a force, a spirit. It coiled up her, very chill. The doll’s wax skin was clouding. Its eyes as yet were blind. A small draught toyed with the flame of the trivet candle and the strands of hair that hung about her face. The flame died. With its disappearance came hesitation and she put the doll quickly down and stepped back, wrapping her arms about her ribs as if to reassure herself of her own substance. Her undershift needed washing; her own musk came from it, reassuring.


Surely, always, it was better to do something. To take things in hand.


From the table the doll looked out. Already it was cooling, firming its purpose. She relit the trivet candle and held the doll’s nether end over the heat until the wax softened again, then inserted her cuttings knife, slicing longways up until the blade came to a nub of wax. Let that be its groin. She teased the segments apart. Let these be its legs.


She propped it against the ale jug. It was done. Was it done?


In her chest excitement and alarm jostled, speeding up her heart. She picked it up again to study it. The thing seemed to quiver; she felt air moving around her as though people – women – were brushing past; she could hear rustling skirts, felt the touch of hands on her face. There were sounds also – she brought it to her ear: an echo of voices; cries and protests and shrieked entreaties; Mam’s warnings – coming from its open mouth.


She held it away from herself, at arm’s length. The noises stopped. Her heart calmed a little.


The doll was just that – a child’s toy, a stick of wax. All the same, she brought it again to her ear and heard it once more: a thin, reedy keening.


A hammer of thoughts in her head; the doll in her fingers, which now she dropped, as if it had stung her. What was it really, this deformity she had woken? What had she woken in herself? She squashed her hands together, as in prayer. Forgive me, forgive my trespass, O Lord. Wax flaked from her fingers. The doll was for using, that was its truth, the essence of its nature. As much as she feared it, she needed it.


She went back upstairs and searched in Mam’s casket for a bodkin, pulling it gingerly from a scrap of plain linen. Downstairs she was struck with fright, threw down the bodkin and put her hands to her temples. Felt her own flesh, her pulse that was quick with a springing excitement.


She wanted to live, and live freely. Prissy must live, and live freely.


She pressed the needle to the doll’s bloodless skin, working the tip to make a wound.


Prick, aye, she must prick the hardening wax, pierce the rind of the poppet’s throat. On her neck and arms the hair stood up, responding to some unfamiliar, alien current: revulsion, attraction, a variety of awe.


Wax doll.


Witching doll.


Poppet.
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She wrapped up the poppet and hid it in her apron, then went out of the kitchen and the house, crossing the yard as fast as her stiff knee would allow. Yesterday’s unnatural heat was still trapped in the brume. The street was full of Thomas Archer’s cows, which had pushed down their fence to get at the clumps of grass that fringed the road. In the wash-house she stood on Kit’s old birch stool and hid the doll in a join where a rafter met the wall.


She came down off the stool and went to the tub. The sheet was where she’d left it the night before. She lifted it from the pink water. Mostly the blood was gone. There was only the suggestion of it, faint red marks on the cloth. She worked the handle of the pump up and down but carefully, so that its metallic bray wouldn’t wake Mistress Agnes. New water came in gouts into the tub. Thoughts of last night crammed her head and she pumped harder to try to rinse them away. The harsh soap worked into the grain of her skin as well as the linen. As she scrubbed she considered the remedies for different stains. For wine, salt, to draw up its redness. Wax could be got out by heating and blotting, but it would oftentimes leave an oily mark. For blood, cold water was best. She pumped again, rinsed the linen and wrung it into a twist that she carried like a swaddled babe to the rope strung across the far end of the yard. The sun would reach here soon. The sheet was heavy to lift and she mouthed a protest at the pain in her gullet that came with any effort, no matter how slight. She stood back, rubbing her throat. The street ran beside the garden wall and beyond it was the long strip of wasteland where nothing but campion and sea poppy grew, and beyond that the shale beach sloped gently down to the sea. The water was mute and grey and very still. From the width of it a big orange sun was crowning, burning away the mist.


Last night’s birth had come before time and on a tide of mother’s blood.


Her neighbour Jennet Savory had come knocking very late, after the household had gone to bed. Simon had woken Martha and she’d gone to the back door. Jennet’s face was whey-coloured in the lantern light. She was gabbling, gesturing down the street to where her sister Marion Archer lay, exhausted from trying to birth her first babe. The child would not come.


Martha had gone to the kitchen and roused Prissy, a maid keen to learn the arts of birthing. Together they went to the physick garden, working quickly to cut the necessary herbs. When they got to the Archer house Marion was lying utterly spent on the pallet, her mouth opening and closing with hoarse screams. Her friend Liz Godbold was crouched by, stroking Marion’s head. The light of the bedchamber was dim and uncertain and Prissy had lit the lantern and more rushlights, and by them they could all see the too-much blood of Marion’s labour and the obstinate bulge of the babe. Martha knelt at the mother’s thighs and saw that a single tiny foot was through – a first bad sign. Take hold of it, she’d told Prissy, who’d pulled while Martha eased the rest of the body out, in rhythm with the mother’s straining. The shoulders came and then the head, face down into Martha’s cupped palms. She lifted the child and wiped away its skim of blood and muck. Red and white – love colours, life colours – that she rubbed off with an old cloth, and she kept on chafing its head and spine until she heard its first in-drawn breath, the first thin cry. A cry for the beginning. A cry for itself.


Then she turned it over. What she saw stopped her breath. She crossed herself. The child had ears and eyes and an abundant thatch of dark hair, but that was the best to be said of it. There was almost no neck; the head grew straight out of the torso, angled up to the sky. A stargazer babe, its milky eyes fixed on heaven. Its top lip was over-large and riven, unnatural, wrong.


She had seen such babes before. Always they were a shock. Of their own accord her lips prayed, Yea will I fear no evil, for Thou art with me, and she wrapped the babe tightly to stop the flail of its stringy arms, shielding it with her body from the view of the others. They were busy with Marion, who was asking again and again for her child, a first look at her firstborn. Her voice was weaker than before. The pallet was soaked through, dark with blood. It would have to be burnt.


Martha moved away, out of the lurching rushlight to the dimmest corner of the room. She sat on a stool cuddling the babe, rubbing the small cage of its ribs. Feeling the quiver of its heart, its moth breath. A rush of feeling went through her; she was tender for him, this innocent runt of a boy, this wrong babe. He was turning his face blindly this way and that, already wanting to suckle. Wanting to live, as all babes did. Gently she examined his lip and nose. How would he suckle? He might live for a day, two at most. He could not survive; she could not see how he would survive. Already his fists were cooling, his mouth turning blue.


She thought of all the infants helped into the world at her hands. It had pleased God to put skill in her, the necessary gifts for this birthing work. Fast, slow, healthy, sick: every babe mattered to God as they had mattered to her. Often they were healthy and survived and sometimes they were sick or born dead, called straight away to the Lord; regardless, she had delivered them all in a bliss of yearning and envy – oh, countless, longed-for babes; this child of Marion’s among them.


A knowledge nudged and nudged again, like an insect battering at a flame. She could feel it arriving even as she tried to hold it at bay. Some evil must have found its way into his mother’s bride bed. He must have been cursed, to be born so ill-formed.


Her bowels writhed. How dreadful it was, how unworthy, to harbour this singular terror – primitive, ancient – that among them, these women, her friends, there could be a witch. The thought spread, consuming, eclipsing all things of grace in the world, dawn light on pearly seas, the various golds of the autumn harvest, the miracle of a newborn, the kindness of neighbours. Which of them was it? Which?


She held the boy closer, tighter, closing her eyes as she cradled him. Mouthed a rapid prayer, for courage as well as protection. When she opened her eyes she saw the babe’s blank ones. She brought him to her ear, listened for his breathing. There was none, or none she could discern. Godspeed. Godspeed him, tiny boy. She wrapped him in the birthing cloth and got up.


The mother was still bleeding, well on her way to death. Martha handed the boy to Prissy. ‘Oh, but it is ill-made!’ Prissy said, low-voiced. A look went between them that was itself infected. Say nothing, Martha motioned. Liz had gone out to tell Tom Archer he was a father; they could hear him in the passageway, anxious for news. Jennet came to Prissy for a glimpse of the babe, catching sight of it and gasping, ‘Save us, Lord, save us!’ She struck her breast and began to sob, a quiet choking. The fire was low and a strange dusk had got in the room. Lithe shadows bred in it. Martha lit a handful of dried sage and bay leaves and its small smoke worked around the bedchamber, masking the raw smell of blood and horror. The mother asked over and over for her child until Jennet made a cradle of Marion’s arms and put the body in them. They wept with their foreheads together; two sisters, one with her life bleeding away. Martha worked quickly to make a stemming tincture. There was nothing to be done for the babe except bless him and bury him, and no salve except prayer for his mother’s broken heart.


On the way home a gull had come with them, its wings fanning white against the night.


‘Why does it happen? When little lives are gone so quick,’ Prissy said. Her expression was unreadable in the dark. ‘It was so marked… I’ve never seen the like.’ Her hands knit together, clenching and unclenching. ‘Was it my fault? Did I do it wrong? Did I pull too hard and damage him?’


Nay, nay, girl, Martha shaped. She patted Prissy’s shoulder. You did nothing wrong.


‘Then why did it happen?’ Prissy said again, beginning to be tearful. The night was clear and very still, stifling in the heat that had lain over the village for days. The tide lapped, coming in; moonlight glanced from it and from the shale that lay in big shining drifts.


The gull was back. Three times it circled overhead. Martha took Prissy’s arm and they followed as it led them down to the water. Their shoes made soft biting noises as they walked. Near the tide’s edge Martha scooped up a handful of stones and handed them to Prissy.


Choose.


‘What do you mean?’


Choose one. She made a cradle of her arms and rocked it. For the boy.


Prissy studied the stones. After a moment she held one up, egg-shaped. ‘Like this?’


Martha kissed the tips of her fingers, inscribed the shape of the stone, then mimed casting it away. Put your blessing on it, she wanted Prissy to understand. Then give it to the sea.


Prissy hesitated, then kissed the stone, once, twice – ‘A kiss for the babe, another for his mam’ – and lofted it, far out.


The stone arced and sank. Small dark waves lapped and broke and came again: like certainty, like doubt. Martha set down the soiled linens and crouched, rinsing her forearms in the black. Let the water wash away the night’s sorrows. Let it wash away panic. Trust in the Lord with all thine heart; and lean not unto thine own understanding. Let the Lord deal with any witches. Foam came about her hands, quick with darting green lights that faded as she watched. The tide brought things and took things; the Lord gave life and took it. It was the order of the world, not for her to question. In time the mother would know this also. If she lived.


Almost at the house Prissy had said, ‘It’ll never leave me. The memory of it,’ and Martha was suddenly testy, wanting sleep, wanting peace, impatient with the struggle in the younger woman’s face. Roughly she’d grasped Prissy’s shoulder, given her a long look. If the girl would learn birthing, she must learn death as well.
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The worm roiled in her gullet and the painful scrape of it brought her back. How long had she stood here? Motionless before the stained birthing sheet, with her head lowered and the bruise on her cheek pulsing?


She opened the garden gate and went out into Tide Lane. The street was a dirt line running from the Cleft through the village to the harbour. She went along it, skirting Archer’s cows. Their udders bulged. This afternoon she would bring Simon and milk them, leave the full jars at the Archers’ door. If Marion could take food she would do well to drink off the cream. Passing the Archer house, she saw that it was shuttered and their chickens still cooped. She went into their yard and freed the birds and scattered some grain. A clump of hollyhocks grew by the fence, tall spears of yellow. On an impulse she cut some before going on her way.


At the corner she turned right and along Slip Lane. The church spire rose ahead, butting a bleached, hard-looking sky. She wanted to go and she did not want to go; there were prayers that needed saying – that were overdue – for Prissy and the dead babe, also for her own immortal soul. Even so, her feet dragged. She crossed the High Street and began to climb. The street went up, gently at first and then very steeply; some long-ago wit had named it Wish Hill. It was lined with dark elms that cast long shadows over the street and as she passed, a clamour of rooks lifted, circling over her in a noisy, lopsided figure-of-eight. Spirits seemed to swarm, around and through her. They were of her and also of the world beyond this one: sprites, boggarts, the souls of the unshriven dead. Of unbaptised babes.


How was it that such dark thoughts could prosper on a day so bright? But they did, and she could not be rid of them. They could only be quelled. The heat weighed and her shadow stepped noiselessly alongside. Her panting had a creak in it. The sound was not new but of late it was disturbing. It was caused by the worm. At times during the day and often at night she could feel its pressure in her chest and throat. It was eating her, stealing the vigour from her heart and making her slow and heavy. Even now it was stealing her breath.


Many times she had thought on how to halt it. The only certain way was to stop breathing for good. At the hill’s crest she thought she was finished. She bent over with her hands on her knees.


Where she stood the road branched into three. Left for the track to Top Field and Oliver’s Paddock, named after the donkey that once grazed there. Right for Psalm Cliff and All Saints Church. A traveller or a witch-hunter going straight ahead for another half-mile would join the coast road that ran in both directions, north to Blythe Bay and Seachurch, south to Holleswyck and Sandgrave and then the bigger port of Salt Dyke.


She turned and walked the last short distance to All Saints. Its door swung to, shutting out all noise. At the altar, late-harvest offerings of hops and barleycorns and squashes. Colour, pooling on the flags from the last stained-glass east window, the only one saved from soldierly smashing. She stood for some moments while her breathing levelled; hesitant; unclean because of what she was or what she brought here; the worm’s taint, the stain of guilt.


Some redemptive reflex stirred. She crossed the nave, went up the aisle to the eighth pew, which was the place where she and Mam had always worshipped. Its kneelers were arranged in a line. Mam’s was faded, a white dove stitched on a yellow ground. She lowered herself onto it. Closed her eyes and steepled her hands and waited for the swarm of thoughts to abate. It didn’t. Her agitation grew. A parade of images welled pinkly against her eyelids: Mam, Prissy. The dead babe, its blind eyes open. In them was a lament. Her lips began to move: I will call upon the Lord who is worthy to be praised: so shall I be saved from my enemies. From myself.


The prayer faltered, clotting on her lips. Too many times it went this way: short-lived. Prayer was necessary, a habit like sleeping or breathing. Faith was different. Hers was not like other people’s. It had some basic defect, its restless inner needle always roving, from conviction to disbelief to shame and round again, moved about by some unseen current, the source of which she didn’t know. Mam had always said to pay no heed to how it worked; where the needle came to rest was a matter twixt a woman and her soul. In the end it was deeds that counted. In life Mam had been loud, practical, earthy. Her faith shallow-rooted, carried lightly even on Sundays; failing entirely at the end. Martha’s was similar, leaning to solid things that could be seen and heard and handled. Such as hollyhocks. Such as stones kissed for dead babes.


Such as, a little wax poppet.


A shadow had assembled in the corner of her closed left eye. She opened it. Father Leggatt had edged into the pew beside her.


‘Ah, no – don’t let me disturb your prayer.’


She unclasped her fingers and raised herself to the pew, indicated for him to sit. His cassock smelt of fire-smoke and old wool and onions. ‘How are you, Martha? I heard about Prissy,’ he said, not waiting for her answer. ‘These are dark days that we are in.’ His expression was unfamiliar, had lost its usual brightness. ‘She is fortunate to have good friends such as you, who pray for her. And a master and mistress who will surely speak for her. If she is innocent…’ His gaze was on the altar, and then abruptly upon her. ‘What think you, Martha? Is she of the Devil? I hear it was her hands that marked the Archer babe. Could she… is she capable of such a deed?’


Martha shook her head emphatically, kept her look on the priest while she inscribed the letters in the air. Prissy did no wrong.


‘Prissy…?’ the priest said, puzzling out her meaning.


Did no harm, she told him, with large scything gestures.


‘Nothing…?’


Oh, he was slow. No. Harm.


‘Nothing wrong? Prissy did nothing wrong?’


Aye. No wrong.


The priest’s face relaxed. He was almost smiling; and then he wasn’t.


‘I’m told the babe was… a kind of monster. A terrible face.’ He let out a breath. ‘You were at the birth, I think?’


Aye, I was.


‘And which of you was it who delivered the child?’


The needle skimmed: truth, treachery. She was dismayed at where it had stopped. Her mind took up its whisper: careful now, go careful. For Prissy. For herself.


I did.


He let out a breath. ‘That’s good, Martha. I’m relieved.’ He sighed. ‘Evil travels every road in these times. God be thanked that the witchfinder rides after it, routing it from our homes. From our lives. Though I confess, even last week I thought, he will find nothing here. Cleftwater has its share of sin, but it is free of witches. I knelt and gave thanks to God for it.’ His voice sank, as if burdened. ‘But now Master Makepeace is come with his great knowledge of witches, and already there are tattle-tellers. Master Makepeace has got evidence, I’m told.’ He turned to face her, his mild blue eyes filled with alarm. ‘It seems that after all there are witches in our midst. Of whom Prissy is just one, so Master Makepeace declares.’


Her voice made a noise, a refusal, that came out as a groan. Nay. Not Prissy. Not her.


He watched, absorbing her message, then turned away, thrusting his hands into his sleeves. His profile was perfect, the head of a young man in his prime, its skin clean and unblemished, its dark hair lustrous. He was known beyond Cleftwater for the perfection of his sermons and his beauty, both. He had an innocence, a sturdy faith so unlike her own. His reverie lengthened and her discomfort with it. She wanted to be away, to go home; where Kit was, and Mistress Agnes. And the poppet. Already there was need of it, of its powers, however slight. Prissy must have its help. She shifted, preparing to get up. The priest was blocking the pew. He had a puzzled expression, as if uncomfortable thoughts moved inside his head.


‘Was the birth writ down? Have you put it in the register?’


She shook her head.


‘Then we’ll do it now.’ He got up and went away to the vestry, where Cleftwater’s ledger-book of births was kept. Her mind churned, muddying with concern. She must sign the register; she had hoped to avoid it – to leave no trace of her presence at the birth. She got quickly to her feet, wondering whether she might simply slip away, but already the priest was returning with a pen and the ledger-book that he balanced on the edge of the pew.


‘Did the child have a name?’


She held out her hands, palms up.


‘What was it? A boy or girl?’


A boy.


He nodded and passed her the quill. Brown ink leaked from its tip. She wrote: Creature. A blunt word for a blunted life.


The priest regarded what she’d written. ‘Creature.’ He sighed. ‘It will have to do. I will pray for him and for the family, nonetheless. Now you must make your mark, Martha, to show that you were there.’ Reluctantly she wrote it. He took the book and blew on it. She dipped to him, a small curtsey. Good day to you, Father. Took only a few paces and he was at her side again, taking her arm, turning her to face him.


‘Was there anything else, Martha? Any matter you want to tell?’


The blue eyes were assessing her, very earnest.


No. Nothing.


‘You are sure?’ He still had hold of her arm. ‘Because you can, you know. Unburden your conscience. If you have need.’


What was it that he knew? She arranged her face into a frown. His grip tightened. ‘I must tell you that Master Makepeace is a thorough man.’ He glanced about him, almost furtive. ‘His searches spare no one. Every Cleftwater woman should look to her safety. Prissy is not the only one to be accused – already there are others in the gaol with her—’


Her blood dropped. She lifted her hands into a V. Who? Who?


‘You ask who they are? Well. Ellen Warne and Hannah Holland. Also Ma Southern, brought from Holleswyck. All of them now in the gaol.’ He rubbed his forehead. ‘I cannot believe that any of them could be so blighted or have done any wrong. But I’m told that Master Makepeace has gathered considerable evidence of their Devilish work.’ He looked away, into some distance, as though he were studying Cleftwater’s quandaries. She could see how far he was in the clench of fear. ‘It does perhaps explain Cleftwater’s recent afflictions. Last winter’s storms. The sicknesses that have plagued us all year. And the deaths of our babes.’ His voice softened. ‘We are fortunate to have you, Martha, and your skills. But I pray you – in these times – make sure you are blameless. Search your conscience, be sure your every deed is utterly turned to God. Make sure that the witch-hunter can find no trace of wrongdoing, no stain on your record, for he will make more arrests, of this I am certain—’


The church door groaned open. Footsteps; feet scraping on the wad of sacking in the footwell. Tom Archer coming in. At the font he halted and took off his cap. He was here no doubt to pray for his child’s soul, to plead with Father Leggatt for a proper burial within the churchyard walls. For a moment she was seized by the unthinkable: that the minister had arranged it – some reckoning with the dead babe’s father, here in the church. The needle spun, the worm lurched. She must get away, naturally and with ease, like someone clear of sin. Slowly she pulled her arm free of the priest’s grip. She clasped her hands demurely and dipped her head. I thank you for your concern, Father. Then she tapped her fingers to her lips and held out both blank palms. I have nothing to tell.


The font looked imposing, stark in the half-light of the west end. She could feel Tom’s eyes on her, the burden of his grief. The pilfered hollyhocks fairly singed her hands. She had taken them to put on Mam’s grave but they belonged here in the church, for Tom’s poor babe. Their purity, the simplicity of their colours, said something she could not.


She dipped to them both, the two fathers: one upright, abounding with faith; the other bowed with grief.





— 4 —


The graveyard was full of squirrels that scattered as she approached. Her hands were in fists and she loosened and shook them as if to rid herself of Father Leggatt’s warning. She went to the hedgerow that ringed the graveyard and cut an armful of hawthorn and cow parsley and dog roses, ignoring their barbs, the suffering of her flesh. Wildflowers were better, had been Mam’s favourite. She put them on the grave. Its wood cross was very weathered.


Mam had died an unjust death, a cruel one. Now even her name was fading. But her voice was everywhere, its familiar cadences spouting from the grassy mound and the flowers and the cross. Always she began this way, this same tirade of lament, her catalogue of injuries and injustices. After a time she would settle, as she was beginning to now, her tone calming, her voice a filament of sound coming across the long gap of years. Soon it might be possible to greet her, ask questions. Ask about the poppet.


Martha sat down on the grave. Her head sagged onto her knees. All her zest seemed to drain away, as though through some puncture, some rend in herself. On the black screen of her eyelids the poppet faded into view. As she watched, its wax grew vivid, its features stirred and were animate, everything concentrated in its pallid, intense face. Its burnt eyes fixed on her, unlidded, unblinking. She was skewered by its stare. Its lips fluted, parting wider: it was going to speak, tell her something – some message only for her. Her heart pummelled, her every fibre strained, wanting to know. Take care of it, Mam said. Take care with it. Still the poppet watched, on and on, impelling Martha with its no-eyes as Mam spoke again. Two choices. Two choices. Saying it over and over – urgent, compelling – even as the sight dulled, dimmed, dissolved into the black.


A warning. A caution. To do with the poppet. The properties of its nature, the consequences of its use. Speechlessly Martha begged Mam to speak again, to explain. But Mam now was going, her words waning, their sense less and less graspable in the rush of the present.


She stood up. All was as before and yet not so. The graveyard was quiet but she sensed a certain commotion in the soil and in the air, these layers dividing the living from the dead. Her face was suddenly damp. She scraped her cheeks and the movement wiped Mam’s presence away. For a long moment she stood, stooped over Mam’s mound. Alone again. An orphan again. Mam gone abruptly as was her habit, impatient with the living world.


Going back down Wish Hill was a trial. Her knees protested, her throat ached. She walked slowly, her conscience unquiet, her thoughts also, jumbling quick and hard against her temples. As if summoned from them, Slip Lane had a waiting figure in it, neat-framed and thin, who fell in step with Martha. In silence they went down to the shore. The tide had gone out a long way and water birds were gathered below the tideline, pulling prey from the exposed sand. Before them the view unfolded, sunlit and expansive. Martha shielded her eyes and looked out. The village followed the bay’s curve. At the southern end was the harbour. Then came the market square, bounded on one side by the Moot Hall and Market Cross, and the Four Daughters alehouse on the other. Then a line of cottages, then Kit’s field that he rented out for grazing. At the northern end was the Cleft, the shallow gorge from which the village took its name. Sand martins nested in the bluffs either side and the river ran between them. Twice an hour the flat-bottomed foot-ferry crossed it, carrying goods and livestock and people.


She had lived in Cleftwater all her life, four decades, almost five. Time had not much altered it, the war had passed it by. She knew its every aspect, its tides, its moods, the nature of its soils, where the nightingale nested, where lovers went to tryst, where its bee orchids grew. She thought of every household, touching each one with her mind: prizing all its folk.


Fierce feeling came up in a surge. Cleftwater was home, her place. Her love of it ran through her like the seam of clay in Psalm Cliff. Even in its faults she found perfection. Nothing must change; no harm come to it.


‘I don’t quite know what I seen,’ the woman said suddenly.


Martha started. Her companion was fidgeting with her coif, pulling it over the wine-coloured birthmark that spilt down one cheek. ‘Last night. At the birth. But I know I seen something strange, maybe terrible. That’s all I know.’


Martha’s heart adjusted, speeding up its beat. Jennet Savory was a plain speaker, not always liked for her bluntness.


‘I don’t want to think ill of you.’ Jennet rocked her head from side to side. ‘I been blocking my mind against my doubts. All day I’ve been telling myself, no. It cannot be. Not Prissy, gentle soul as she is. Nor Martha, neither. Not our Martha, that has brought so many of God’s children safe into this world. So many children and their mams, alive because of you.’ Her cat’s face – lively, triangular, thinly pretty – came round, its glance sidling to Martha. ‘But then… after last night, I can’t not wonder.’ The small eyes were full of questions. Speculation. ‘I thought I knew you inside out, Martha. You’re my friend. I never thought I’d doubt you. But now I’m thinking, maybe I don’t. Not so well as I thought. Nor Prissy, neither.’


Stop this, Martha signed, scraping the air between them as if to scrub all uncertainty away. No more of this. She ran her fingers down her face, miming tears. I sorrow for you. Pointing along the street to the Archer house. For you all.


Jennet watched, very still. ‘Aye. Well. ’Twas a bad night. The very worst. My sister had the brunt of it. I think she’ll be grievin’ forever.’ On Jennet’s face small tears seeped. ‘You brought me into life, me and Marion, and we’ve been friends all this time,’ Jennet wept on, her tears running freely. With her thumbs, Martha smoothed them away. ‘And I know, I do know it, Martha, we’d have lost her last night if it weren’t for you. But you’ve got so very quiet, even for you. Keeping to yourself, keepin’ out of the way. Ever since Kit married and your mistress lost that first little babe. That no one ever saw.’


Because it died.


‘So you said. And I believed you. I truly did. But last night, after what happened, I got to thinkin’. I got to adding up all the misfortunes as have come to you, Martha. Or come around you.’


Martha opened her hands wide. What’s your meaning?


‘I mean, the coughing sickness in your part of Cleftwater that no one’s been able to cure, not even you. I mean Kit’s ships that sank. I mean the Durrikens’ hens that’ve died, one after another. Then Tom’s cows with the bloat. And now, my sister’s babe.’ She stared past Martha, retreating into some distance. ‘It’s like Cleftwater’s got ringed about by badness – by ill luck,’ she said. ‘And at its middle is you.’
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