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Author’s Note 


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










Part One


The Accusation


 


Although now in her fiftieth year, Alice Samuel remembers that Plough Monday as if it were but a week ago. She hates to walk through the springing sprouting gravestones laced with bindweed, the angels marred with lichen, foul-faced and scowling. This churchyard is an ungodly place and she is the only one truly knows it.


Sixteen she’d been and newly flowering. The naughty part of it, the part that always made her blush remembering, was not the Plough Boys themselves, with their soot-blackened faces, and their eyes seeming to glow red inside the masks of dirt and ashes, but something else. It was the thoughts she’d been having. In that she felt shamed.


She had been dreaming, playing; she’d been pleasing herself. It was probably only the second time she’d ever been to Warboys, seven miles being a long morning’s walk from her home in Chatteris. She’d come with the Plough Monday celebrations. A plough was dragged through the mud; boys with faces disguised by soot were behind it, crowds of young men, and a fiddler playing among them; the boys were shouting, threatening to plough up your land if you didn’t ‘Bestow us a ha’penny, whoa up!’ and cracking their whips at each front door. They held out soup ladles for money and their legs and sleeves were tied with ribbons: alleygags, locals called them.


It had been late and she should have gone home but somehow she had followed the crowd and ended up here, in the churchyard at Warboys wandering from stone to stone, tracing the angels and their trumpets, their green tangled lichen, with her fingers. And then she’d looked up and the procession of dancers and fiddlers was long gone, back towards Chatteris and Ramsey via every nearby village where they might hope to beg some coins. She’d drifted around the church gardens, doing nothing at all. She could not remember ever being so idle before. It was cold; she hugged her woollen shawl closer. She’d been standing with ears cocked to the sounds of a wintry robin peeping and been in no hurry to make the long walk home to help Mother, who was sick. Worst, and most shameful of all, she had crept inside the church, shoved the heavy stone covering of the font aside and, standing on tiptoe, tried to stare into its dark water, to catch her own reflection.


So, in her heart, she felt punished by what happened next. The church door opened. Vanity, a sin: the pleasure she took in her big green eyes, her soft red-brown curls. It was only to be expected.


It’s unfortunate that she has come through the churchyard and been so reminded, today. She had been gathering kindling over the other side of the manor where wood is plentiful. She takes the basket to her cottage door and sets it down, picking up a loaf from just inside, where her daughter Nessie has left it for her, still warm, wrapped in linen.


She has the feeling that someone is watching. That someone at the window of the Warboys manor has seen her, going back and forth, unlatching the gate of the churchyard, going to the door of her cottage, quickly inside and now back again, to the main door of the squire’s house. Her behaviour, she fears, looks round about, inexplicable and ungodly. She hugs to her stomach the rye loaf she’s baked, rapping the brass knocker of the manor house with one hand, remembering one nightmare from long ago, only to walk into another.


Elizabeth Throckmorton is all charm and ease as she opens the door to her. Alice was expecting Mother Caterill or another servant and is taken aback. But this lady of the manor is modern and kindness and wants you to know it of her: she is not what you would expect. Dark hair, big eyes, a sweeping emerald green dress with square neckline and puffed sleeves, such smiling and graciousness and then, yes, when Alice says how sorry she is to hear that the youngest daughter is so afflicted, Mistress Throckmorton is all gratitude and concern, saying sweetly, ‘Oh, Jane is not the youngest – that’s our Grace and Hob. Do come and meet the children.’


The room Alice is shown into smells strongly of the turves of peat burning in the fire and of damp clothing being warmed: hot and stifling. Perhaps the child is sitting too close to it. Daughter Jane Alice guesses to have nine years of age. A dark girl, like the mother, with a round face, plump, a pink spot on each cheek, like a doll. Jane is sitting next to the fire in the inglenook, sewing or pretending to, and she scowls on seeing Alice, with an expression that says she cares not for old women, least of all poor ones or neighbourly ones she has to greet and be sociable towards.


Alice is directed to a settle facing the fire at a little distance – a rug between them – and refreshment is ordered. She has hardly noticed the soundless servant girl with the slow, fat face, standing as if turned to stone, for a good few moments until Mistress Throckmorton gently prompts her: ‘Martha . . .’ then says to Alice, ‘Martha is deaf in one ear so if you get her bad side, the right ear, she misses things. She hears perfectly well in the left ear. She can understand you, though she rarely replies.’ The servant girl at last seems to understand, gathers herself and disappears to fulfil the errand.


‘It’s such a strange kind of sickness and distemperature of body . . . Last night little Jane sneezed for almost an hour. And so loudly too!’ Elizabeth Throckmorton begins. She glances at her daughter, who is listening keenly.


‘And the other children, is it just this one who suffers?’ Alice says, dimly remembering John coming back from his meeting with Master Throckmorton yesterday to report a gaggle of girls, worse than geese with the racket they made.


‘We’ve been blessed with five daughters, two sons, too, and it is only Jane . . .’


The drinks are brought then. The moon-faced servant clomps between the inglenook and the settle with her tray. She still seems bewildered or mute or a simpleton as she stumbles over every task and cannot take her eyes from Alice, until Mistress Throckmorton almost scolds her in the fondest of ways.


There are the tray and the jug and the clattering spoon to be dealt with, and both women pause to navigate the ritual as gracefully as possible.


‘The swamp fen so close to Warboys brings biting insects of all kinds,’ Alice says, slurping her elderberry wine loudly. ‘Oh, we’re strangely handled by them.’ She ignores a titter coming from somewhere, and continues, dunking a piece of almond cake in her cup, ‘You grow accustomed to it, when you grow up in the fens,’ here trying to recall where John said the family had lived before Warboys. ‘You lived . . .?’


‘Yes. We’re from the village of Brampton. Do you know it?’


Alice shakes her head. She cannot help but notice that Mistress Throckmorton looks relieved by this.


‘We . . . yes, my husband has some connections here, so when he was offered the position of squire, we were pleased. Sir Henry, of course, appointed him.’


‘Your husband – is he a long-standing friend of Sir Henry?’ Alice asks.


Elizabeth flushes and glances down at her own drink, a brief hesitation and then: ‘Oh, not at all. It is a distant acquaintance but such an honour and we are truly grateful . . .’


Jane’s big eyes widen and her mouth opens a little. The maid stares at the mistress in a way that Alice cannot read.


Alice bids her pattering heart to still, trying to focus attention on Elizabeth Throckmorton’s chatter. And, after all, why should Alice be surprised at the mention of the name of Sir Henry Cromwell, the Golden Knight, or to hear – as Elizabeth prattles on – of how kindly he has given the manor and the position of squire to this woman’s husband, Robert Throckmorton?


‘And there was not enough space in the old house in Brampton for the children. They were crammed into one small bedchamber, and here the chambers are much larger . . .’


As she listens Alice considers the name Throckmorton: the man who was executed five years ago, was he a cousin or brother to the squire? Yes, there was much talk of him, of his role in a plot to put Scottish Queen Mary on the throne. Francis Throckmorton. Wasn’t he beheaded? That was where she had heard the name before. Well, no wonder the family would like a fresh start here in Warboys and leaped at such a grand position. A sudden thought then: she hopes that her memory and connecting of the name Throckmorton to the traitor does not show in her eyes. She tries to concentrate on drinking the wine and enjoying the sweet biscuits on the silver plate beside her cup. She tries not to catch the eye of the little fat girl, Jane, with her insolent face and mocking manner.


After all, her husband John had said, only that morning (standing naked by the fire, as he loved to do, as if he were a glowing god, holding his eel spear aloft – after thirty-four years of a rackety marriage he can still make her laugh with his muscular body and his vanity), she would seem rude indeed if she didn’t visit. ‘And mind it’s the pretty mistress and not the master you speak to.’ The master, the new Squire of Warboys, well, John had heard that the man had been sent as some kind of spy to keep order and make sure nothing like the Muchwood riots ever happened again.


The Throckmortons had arrived at Warboys Manor weeks ago; it would have been neighbourly to visit, yet she had not done so, until now. An invitation had arrived, a formal one from the mistress, mentioning that the girl Jane was sick and she’d heard Alice had some gifts in healing.


‘Find out about the womenfolk for me,’ John had said, when she opened the letter.


Nessie had said, ‘I heard the new squire is very handsome for a man of that great age!’


Alice had protested a little: she had enough to do with baking bread and brewing – hadn’t she already sent them two loaves of rye bread – without making visits too? She didn’t need to meet ‘grand folk’ but John had waved her aside with one of his customary barks of laughter and a loud fart. ‘Grand! We’re grand, aren’t we? We live in a house with two rooms and eat duck for dinner five times a week!’


This is true. The pond at Warboys, though it might look like the shiny bald head of an old man with tufts of hair – reeds – at the edges, is nonetheless as rich as any stew: a soup of fish and eels, geese and ducks, and guarded by a heron that the villagers would never touch because, with her piercing eye, she is the best indication of where the tastiest morsels hide. And so here Alice is, in response to an invitation that has not been mentioned at all.


Elizabeth is still speaking of their new location, the village of Warboys in this season being surrounded far and wide by water, by marshy lands full of will-o’-the-wisps and carrying the fen ague that is more evil than the plague for carrying folk off. (Alice’s entire family had gone that way; well, no need to mention it now.)


‘Aye! My own husband were knocked off a causeway into a bog only last week by John Chappel, who broke his patine . . .’


Mistress Throckmorton frowns.


‘A wooden shoe, you know. They use it for skating out on the fens when the water freezes. It’s not been cold enough this year,’ Alice says.


‘My husband Robert spent some boyhood years here, so he is not unfamiliar with its character, and his sister Rosemary is married to the vicar next door . . . Oh, here’s Grace, come to join us!’


The younger child enters the room and squeezes into the nook beside her sister, pressing the cushion behind their backs to make them more comfortable. She is a slimmer version of the first chubby girl, with a dark foxy face and a mouth that has a little misshapen lump at the top lip. She makes no pretence at sewing or flicking through a book, only stares openly at Alice. Grace and Jane whisper to one another, touch their heads together and giggle: what an odd old lady and how they hate old women, how crinkly their skin and ugly their shapes, how watery their eyes!


And then a masculine sound, a cough, a door banging open. The father – Robert Throckmorton – enters the room and the light in the doorway darkens as he fills it. A big man. Tall, formally dressed, with a neat grey beard, finely trimmed, like the point of a pencil. Older than his wife by a good few years. Behind him, the half-wit maid Martha has returned and stands just a little to one side, her gaze resting on her master.


He is undoubtedly handsome, as Nessie had said, with a fine profile and a commanding figure. He stands very still, surveying the room. He has a small scar on his cheekbone, which looks as if the tip of a jousting lance once touched him. It only adds to the handsome effect. Alice finds herself staring into her cup of wine, unable to raise her eyes. The stillness of Robert Throckmorton is unnerving. The way a stag pauses, even after a chase, to stand and stare directly at you, just before the arrow flies, as if in rebuke or provocation. The squire is here to remind the people of Warboys that their landlord sees and hears all, has loyal men everywhere, so if they are thinking again of sedition they had better think twice. But while John ought to worry, she has no reason to. And yet the man, his great composure, makes her uneasy.


‘Our neighbour, my dear, Alice Samuel,’ Elizabeth Throckmorton says to her husband.


Alice lifts her eyes from her cup and he acknowledges her with a nod; she murmurs a greeting in return. She returns her attention to the little cup in her hand, now almost empty.


The sisters’ giggling converts to coughing, and soon, in Jane’s case, to a great expulsion of sneezing. Yesking, as Alice thinks of it. Throckmorton is striding towards his wife but falters, unable to ignore Jane’s sneezing. A sound like the wings of a swan, opening and closing with a swoosh. He makes a gesture as if shaking off something – someone – and turns towards his daughter.


As his gaze falls on Jane, something happens. Her face – none could be mistaken: something passes over it. A changed demeanour. Her eyes glaze over, unseeing. They fall first on her father and then, glassily, roll towards Alice.


The room holds its breath. A small crackle as one log snaps in the fire and then Jane’s arm jerks out in the same direction as her eyes. Her plump face no longer looks like that of a nine-year-old child. Something else – some old story – has possession of her. The focus in her eyes has shifted and suddenly it is as if the child sees in the room something that no one else can, or will permit.


Jane’s finger jerks out, pointing, and in a loud, deep voice, seemingly from elsewhere, from outside the room, perhaps, she says, ‘Look where the old witch sits! Did you ever see one more like a witch than she is?’


The room contracts like a lung. Martha gives a shriek, and quickly puts her hand over her mouth. Elizabeth stiffens, and Robert Throckmorton stands still again, alert in every fibre. A trembling begins in Alice, from her toes upwards, and she feels her teeth chattering.


‘Take off that black knitted cap!’ the child demands.


Alice’s hand goes to her bonnet. This old thing? The thrumbed cap? The girl can hardly be offended by that, though the ribbons dangle at her chin and, yes, it would have been polite to remove it on entering the warm room. She wonders now why she forgot. What can it be – what has the child seen? At the same instant, Robert and Elizabeth both move, breaking the spell of stillness and embarrassment that has enveloped them all at this perplexing command from one so young. Alice dreads to bare her head now in front of the commanding Master Throckmorton, with his grand ways, and yet she knows she must. Her fading auburn hair, woven now with grey, her two plaits braided together on top of her head with a hair-lace: she feels shabby and exposed.


Elizabeth leaps up: ‘Mother Samuel, I am sorry. You will understand – we don’t know where these thoughts of hers . . . Perhaps your knitted bonnet, unfortunately . . .’


Alice has removed it, and the muffin-cap now lies unoffending in her lap, folded and without power, like the wings of a small creature, sleeping. A bat. The little foxy-faced one that lives in the eaves upstairs, that feels like a bundle of knitted twigs in your hand and that Nessie – Nessie, her daughter – has adopted for a pet and nicknamed Patch.


Jane lowers her hand and, like a puppet, topples sideways and begins shaking and jerking, the way an eel twitches, caught in the glaive.


‘Oh!’ the sister, Grace, cries.


‘No need to apologise, ma’am,’ Alice says. ‘The poor child . . . Does she recover swiftly?’


Elizabeth rises. The spell cast over the master is broken and he strides forward to pick up his daughter. He bends and scoops her lightly into his arms, but the twisting and twitching of her little body continues, making it difficult for him to carry her.


‘Grace, come with me.’


Robert Throckmorton, a curt bow to Alice, sweeps from the room, Grace running beside her father.


Elizabeth’s face is pale, dark shadows under her eyes as she turns to her guest. ‘You’ll excuse me, Mother Samuel? Martha will see you out.’


‘Of course.’ Alice rises too, considers returning the muffin-cap to her head – which feels vulnerable, and her hair rather mussed without it – but thinks better of it, continues wringing it in her hands.


She is shown to the door. Why does the servant girl pause like that, as if she is about to say something? Why is her gaze so fixed?


In a room somewhere upstairs or along a corridor – she does not know the inside of this house and it is five times the size of her own – Alice can hear a man’s voice, speaking calmly, then the deep growling voice of a younger man (there was a son mentioned, or was it two sons?) and the whimpering of a child, or perhaps the voice of Mistress Throckmorton.


Alice’s teeth are still chattering and she wonders at the chill in her chest, the leaping heart and shaking hands in this house where the fire burns so brightly. What has just happened? As Martha opens the door for her she ponders the girl’s face up close for the first time and sees that she is pretty and older than Alice thought. She is a woman of some thirty years, and surely the dumb manner is deceptive: her eyes are green, clever and watchful.


Alice hears the woodsman in the forest chopping logs with a regular strike. Since the new squire arrived all is chopping and breaking, she thinks, for no reason at all. A bird suddenly gives a shriek of dismay and shoots across the trees. It is hardly consoling. The maid is about to close the door behind her (still with that hard gaze) when Alice suddenly spies the loaf she had baked that morning and brought warm to give to her hostess, still wrapped in linen and now cold as stone on the visitors’ table. She swipes it back – watching Martha’s expression alter – as the door closes in her face.


***


‘Was she play-acting? Where did the gruff voice come from if it wasn’t Jane’s?’ Dottie says.


In the kitchen, they are preparing the evening meal, chopping and seasoning, running to keep the fire stoked and obey Mother Caterill’s every command, but in between they prattle so persistently that my head spins.


‘No, it was her own voice,’ I say, struggling to remember. ‘It just seemed to come from the devil himself. Jane was marvellous strange and tormented . . . yesking, very loud and thick, too, just like the first time it happened.’


‘And what was it about Alice that so grieved Jane?’ Mother Caterill asks, and I hear a warning in her voice. Didn’t Popsie, who has lived in Warboys all her life, didn’t she say that Mother Caterill knew Alice Samuel well, was she perhaps a friend of this strange old woman, this neighbour?


Popsie is stirring the stew. Barely five feet in height she has to stand on tiptoe to reach up to a shelf for some parsley and sweet herbs. ‘Oh, it was her thrumbed hat! A black bonnet! Jane thought she looked exactly like a witch, and the moment she’d said it, her fits started.’


‘But you weren’t there,’ Mother Caterill says, taking the herbs from Popsie to fuss at the amount she’s used and return them to the shelf. ‘Was it Martha who told you so?’


Master Gabriel lopes into the kitchen to steal a peeled carrot to eat. His mood is downcast, but I can see he still prompts some fluster and excitement in Popsie, until Mother Caterill shoos him out, the better to resume our talk.


‘You!’ Mother Caterill turns angrily to Popsie. ‘You need to stop dallying whenever that boy is around!’


Popsie’s face reddens and she returns to her stew in silence, adding a slug of ale vinegar to the eels, and stirring more than is needed.


‘I heard hard speeches from the master,’ Dottie says. ‘Gabriel is in disgrace.’ Popsie jerks her head up, wanting to know more. But Dottie, like me, a maid from the old house in Brampton, is far keener to hear more detail of the scene that just took place, when this Alice Samuel visited. I am thinking of something else too, puzzling over my mistress’s comment that Sir Henry was but a ‘distant acquaintance’. Perhaps because Sir Henry is unpopular in many quarters and my mistress does not want our new life in Warboys to be tainted by association.


‘Everyone says she’s a scold – doesn’t she have a daughter, far too pretty to be soberly made, and live in a naughty marriage?’


Mother Caterill makes as if to swipe Dottie with a cloth and laughs. ‘Nessie. That’s the daughter. Oh, I think the parson blessed it eventually – although after all these years, who can remember? I warrant Alice rues the day she married her John. He’s a drinker, always up for a fight. But if you want my opinion,’ and here she pulls herself up to her full size and gives all of us the benefit of her wise counsel, ‘her trouble is not John or her naughty marriage, but her own short fuse and loose tongue. My, what a temper! She’s never been able to hold it, about anything. Most of Warboys will remember her ill-wishing them over some slight, refusing them bread or beer when they knew she’d brewed or baked that day. She’d speak her mind no matter what cost, and in a woman that’s lamentable. Her tongue runs away with her. She once told me a wicked secret, one she would have been better to keep to herself. A Plough Monday . . . long, long ago . . .’


‘Oh! What? What?’ Popsie asks. Dottie, too, stops what she’s doing to stare at the housekeeper, weighted with secrets and seemingly a temptation to spill them. But as we wait, Mother Caterill’s eyes fall on me. She seems to take note of me for the first time. What has she heard about me? I stiffen, pausing in my task of cleaning the silver, and wonder at her expression. Does she remember that I was raised by an old nun at Chatteris, or does she fear I will run to my mistress and master, report harshly their rude talk?


Mother Caterill passes me the sweet herbs and chopping knife as if in silent instruction and seems not to notice how ill at ease I am with taking her orders. My role in the household has always been difficult for outsiders to understand, and the old housekeeper is no exception. She looks at my face for a good long while, then takes the clay pipe from her pocket and puts it into her mouth, chewing it without lighting.


The little room swells with the warmth and smell of good eel stew. It mixes with the tansy and catnip strewn on the floor to keep the biting insects at bay. I wonder at the secrets of Mother Caterill but her mouth is firmly clamped and it seems I am the cause of it.


Popsie turns talk again to the tormented behaviour of poor little Jane, what might be the cause of the mysterious disgrace that Gabriel is in, and our neighbour Alice Samuel with her naughty marriage and her pretty daughter, who is no better than she should be.


 


On the stairs, my master passes me. I try to summon the courage to ask after Jane but can’t find the words so I stop, one stair below him, head bowed, unable to go up or down.


The master’s mood is much recovered. ‘Well, Martha, Jane is no longer in her fits and seems very merry,’ he says, as if I had asked. He puts out a hand to lift my chin, smiling.


‘Struck dumb again, are we, Martha? I hear you chattering in the kitchen with the other servants and yet with us . . .’


I feel his fingers beneath my chin, warm and firm, and I watch him smile inside his trimmed beard. I’m close enough to see the white scar under his eye, the shape of a crescent moon. I smell his breath: sweet wine, something salty. It feels too close. I would like to pass, but fear being thought rude. Not knowing what else to do, I close my eyes. When I open them again, I see Johanne, standing behind her father, glaring at me. Fifteen-year-old Johanne, in her plum-coloured dress, dark and glimmering, giving me – or perhaps her father – a disgusted glance. At last I feel able to move. The master lingers, says something to his daughter, and they continue down the stairs together.


I check myself. My arm, my shoulder, my waist, my neck and my face. Pressing my chin. Is something there? Every part of me is the same. I am the same girl with the broad face whom Sister Dorothy raised to be God-fearing and pure, a devoted servant to the Throckmortons since coming into their service at the age of thirteen. I am the same spinster woman who lived at Brampton in that crowded house and minded the children and my duties. Nothing in me has changed.


God sees all and knows our secret heart. But my master cannot do the same. He cannot know that he appeared to me. It was just a dream, and it must be put away. The different rooms, the newness, the strangeness of moving house and sleeping in a new bedchamber – and on a feather mattress – were to blame. Now that I have taken up sleeping on a straw mattress downstairs with Popsie in the kitchen by the fire, all will be as before and I am to dismiss it for ever from my mind and tell no one.


I go to the bedchamber carrying with me a little plate of pepperwort to burn for Jane’s health. But the child is not in bed: she is upright in an armchair and fiddling with her bed-curtain.


‘You look in fine fettle to me!’ I say.


I put the pepperwort on the windowsill and stamp out, much vexed, to fetch a bowl of steaming water from the kitchen to place under Jane’s feet to warm them. She lifts her chubby little soles for me and plays with a lock of my hair straying from my coif, curling it around her finger as I beck my head towards her. Of course, that makes me smile and all is forgiven.


‘You mind that bowl now,’ I say. Jane is a forgetful girl and nothing burns as bad as a steam scald.


It’s on my tongue-tip to ask her, What grieved you so about that funny old woman your mother invited, your neighbour? Why did you call her witch? A witch in a thrumbed cap. Something so sudden had arrived in the room with us all. The master. Alice. Everyone seeming marvellous strange. I shudder to remember.


Jane is idling with a paddy-whack. She accepts my tendings and my kind cautions with the water-heater, then says, ‘I had such a dream, Martha.’


She takes my silence to mean I did not hear and shouts a little louder: ‘Why is everyone fussing me so? I’m not an invalid!’


I sit back on my heels. ‘You don’t remember what you said in there?’


Jane shakes her head. She flicks the ball with the paddy-whack, catching it with her child’s skill. ‘Smack!’ she says.


‘You don’t remember pointing at the neighbour and being in your fits and all those fast sneezes?’ I say.


Do you remember you charged Alice Samuel a witch?


‘I remember the loud church bell tolling horribly. Is it a new one? Ding-dong ding-dong . . . your nose is this long! Is it just that our house is so close to the church? It hurt my ears,’ Jane says.


Her mother appears in the doorway, come to inspect her daughter.


‘The fits have been coming on stronger each time. Your father says we should send a sample of your water to Cambridge to Doctor Barrough. Would you arrange that, Martha, and we will send a messenger?’


I stand up straight, rubbing at my creaky back. Mistress Elizabeth comes to say, ‘Unless you have a better idea? Have we tried everything you know for fits?’


I shrug, then nod. We have. For violent shaking limbs, a fresh eel skin tied around it. Then there was the peat ash and horse urine.


‘There’s still fuzzballs,’ I mutter. My mistress gives me a suspicious look. ‘Puffball mushrooms. In a mouse-skin bag. Sister Dorothy . . .’


‘I thought you’d tried that the first time?’


‘They were old. I could make us some fresh.’


‘Well, do you think it might offer a remedy? What did you tell me about bones crushed in milk?’ she says, making a move to snatch the paddy-whack from Jane to put it to its original purpose as a cure. Jane wails and clutches the toy to her chest, and my mistress is so angered she looks for a moment as if she is about to strike her. Jane is our dearest beloved chubby little being but she is not admired for obedience.


I feel badly for my mistress, cast down with worry. I follow her out of the bedchamber and into the hallway, where Jane will not hear us.


‘You have thought better of our plan to ask our neighbour?’ I whisper. I don’t know why I whisper, but something makes me sure Jane should not hear too much of this. My mistress closes her eyes for a second, sighs, then tugs her gold cross out of her bodie and kisses it.


‘You saw what happened. It was ill advised. And Robert – he would be angry if he found out my intention,’ my mistress replies.


‘A prayer to Saint Valentine, then, if it be the falling sickness,’ I say, keeping my voice low.


The mistress is mindful to address herself to my good ear and never forgets which ear it is. ‘I have finished with Saint Valentine. He’s not answering my prayers,’ she says sharply. I glance about in shock at these ungodly words, quickly cross myself and murmur a silent prayer. We – my mistress and I – have tried to hide our adherence to the old ways, our candles to the saints, and our other practices, mindful of how times have changed, how the charge of papism would attach to us, with the name Throckmorton so recently sullied as a Catholic and traitor to the Crown. But it has never occurred to me that the saints were not listening. My mistress’s change of tone, her mood, what can it be about? It feels to be more than Jane’s illness. I cannot understand why she would say such a dreadful thing. This has been her tone since first we arrived in Warboys at Michaelmas. Little care for wifely duties, and with grim lines between her eyebrows. I feel anxious when I see her coldness. It is not logical, but an old habit from the nunnery means that I blame myself for things. For the misfortunes of others.


Crabbie appears then, creaking up the stairs to find us whispering in the hallway. He stands very stiffly. For a moment I think this strange young man is going to be able to contain himself, to stand still, but suddenly he becks his head to the side in the curious manner he has, and shouts, ‘Horse, ma’am! Horses ready.’ My mistress starts a little. But his mannerisms have become familiar in only a few weeks and we know that with the horses he is becalmed: the animals steady him.


‘Why have you saddled the horses?’ she begins, and then: ‘Oh! Is it for Gabriel?’ Tears fill her eyes. So it is true: Gabriel is in some disgrace, as Dottie said, and he is to be sent away.


‘Gabriel is to go to his uncle in Titchmarsh,’ my mistress murmurs. I had hoped Dottie was mistaken but my mistress’s mood confirms it: it feels as though Gabriel is in disfavour; it is not a happy parting.


‘How long will he be away for, Mistress?’


She shakes her head, not wanting Crabbie to see her tears. Crabbie returns downstairs and then, just as my mistress is about to speak, her other son, young Hob, hiding somewhere, springs out, making us both jump.


‘Make a black cat spit on mutton fat!’ he shouts, flinging pieces of fluff from his hair. He rolls and spins like a tumbler in the market square. Grace is never far behind him. The little ones disappear and reappear, like puppets being shaken one way then flipped upside down to reveal their double. In better times my mistress would tarry and embrace her youngest children but today she shoos them away. We are all rather cramped in the hallway; my mistress turns down the stairs without a glance behind.


I follow Grace and Hob into the bedchamber, calling, ‘Stop running! Her feet – her feet. Mind the water-heater!’


Grace heeds me and the water stays untroubled.


‘Oh! He’s taken the paddy-whack!’ Jane cries, stretching for her brother, who wriggles out of reach.


Hob sets up his own hue and cry, ‘It’s my turn!’ knocking the ball to the other end of the bedchamber with an almighty great whack.


Then he’s singing: ‘Scrape it off within a week, then go outside a toad to seek . . . make it sweat into a pot, with wooden spoon mix the lot!’


Since it is I taught him I can hardly scold him. I go to fetch a tray of soup and rye bread and a glass of ale from downstairs. And with it a chamber pot.


On my route to the kitchen, I pass Gabriel, in the hallway, wearing his boots and outdoor cape, a travelling bag beside him. He cannot meet my eyes, but I step forward – there is no one else in the hall – and embrace him.


To my horror, his shoulders begin shaking, and he gives a sob. I seek something to say, anything at all, to comfort him. But since I do not know what he has done, when he might return, or what disgrace he is in, I find myself mute. I only pat his back, through the thick black wool, and say, ‘Dear child, Titchmarsh is a fine place. You will— Your uncle will offer you a good home.’


‘But I’ve done nothing, Martha!’ he blurts, and his voice is full of anguish, and tears, and his huge boyish eyes seem to beg me to believe him. I continue my patting. The life of a servant is one of hidden traps, like the ones left in the woods for coneys. I must say nothing to question the master or mistress’s wishes and intentions and good judgement but my heart aches, and the fine young man I’ve raised from boyhood is staring at me beseechingly. I can only kiss both cheeks, wish him well and murmur, ‘God answers all prayers, Gabriel, and – why – you are almost a man and all men must leave home one day.’ I try to smile, but he does not respond. His curly head on his long stalk of a body simply droops forward – a flower bending towards water – and his shoulders drop as he picks up the bag and heads towards the door, without a further word.


When I return to the bedchamber, much preoccupied, Mary is in the room, sitting close to her sister, and putting aside her Bible studies to say, ‘I saw her as she left, that horrible old woman! How could Mother have asked her in? She was too fierce for someone so old! She was like one of the boys who catch rabbits. Smelt like them, too! Shouldn’t she be quiet before us, and gentle like Mama? And the thrumbed cap! She should surely have removed it sooner.’


I put down the tray and clap my hands. ‘When you’re ready, miss,’ I say to Jane, shooing Mary away. She leaps from her seat, along with Grace, and flees. Jane stuffs a large piece of rye bread into one fat little cheek and allows me to hold the pot under her, to wait for the warm, wheaty stream of urine to cease.


***


The letter from Doctor Barrough flies back in no time. I take it upstairs to the mistress to read alone in her bedchamber.


Her mood has been anxious while we awaited the results, and there is still frost between her and Master Throckmorton, her eyes downcast whenever her husband is in the room. In my worst moments I wonder if it is not Gabriel but I who am the cause of this trouble. That night when I dreamed such strange things, dreaming my master mistook my room for his own and stood swaying and drunk before I guided him out. Something about the new arrangements in the house . . . 


Since Gabriel’s departure, my mistress’s low spirits have fallen further. I have not yet uncovered how long his banishment is for, or any further detail as to the cause of the row that led to it. Sometimes, on entering the garden or hearing a horse outside the window neighing, I have a sudden picture of Gabriel as a boy: curly-haired, rosy-cheeked, his wriggling warm limbs, climbing on my lap to be cuddled and petted, the way Hob sometimes does now. And then I remember his habit of often hiding behind a door, and leaping out at me on my deaf side, just to see how high I might jump and laughing and kissing me afterwards in great delight. A teasing boy, but no cruelty in him.


My mistress has rued her wicked remark about Saint Valentine, and in penance we prayed over a silver ring and we pushed it upon Jane’s fat thumb where we both hoped it might ward off the next fit. We are afraid of discovery, using the ways that Sister Dorothy taught me. The reverend from the church of Saint Mary Magdalene would be very angry. I know my mistress is not much reassured. I stand by while she tears open the letter.


I have not brought a candle, so she squints in the grey afternoon light, calling out, ‘Johanne! Johanne! Come in here and read this for me.’


I chide myself then for I should have offered to read it, but it is too late: Johanne is already in the room. Plucked from her prayers, dark in her plum-coloured dress, she makes sure to be sulky and slow in manner, as if her mother has caused her a great disturbance to leave off her devotions.


Johanne snatches the letter, begins reading, then chuckles. ‘Worms! Not epilepsy, then. Jane has worms caused by “rude, raw, gross phlegmatic matter and through convenient rottenness, such as gathered especially in children and other great eaters”!’


Johanne laughs. A good description of her sister’s appetite. But having a little more wit and seeing the expression on her mother’s face, she quickly continues reading: ‘The doctor writes, “This urine shows no such distemperature and as for the falling sickness, I warrant she is clear from that disease.” She doesn’t have epilepsy, or palsy either. “Those with round worms feel an incredible gnawing in their bowels and belly and issue thin and small coughs. In some cases yesking from the nose occurs.” ’


‘The sneezes! Why, yes, that must be it!’ My mistress moves closer, taking the letter from her daughter. I have found a candle and light it with a stick of kindling from the fire, holding it near as she reads.


‘ “Bitter herbs will kill the worms. Especially absinthium.” ’ Mistress turns to me, bewildered.


‘Wormwood,’ says I, very knowledgeable. Sister Dorothy used that name for it.


‘ “Equal parts wormwood, marrubium” – what’s that?’


‘Horehound.’ (I’m marvellous clever in this respect.)


‘ “And lupinum . . . and cook in honey water or spiced wine to drink and also to stroke it on the navel to kill her worms. Take a stalk of the plant and girdle the child’s stomach with it. Its healing powers are astonishing.” ’


‘Wormwood. The green fairy,’ I tell her, folding my arms and trying not to make a ‘hurrrmph’ sound. So they sent Jane’s water-sample all the way to Cambridge and no doubt paid this doctor a pretty penny too, and what had the learned man told them? Worms. The green fairy. I would have made that cure if they’d asked me. That would have been my first piece of wise counsel, had the mistress asked me. Worms! Worms don’t lift you up and shake you like a doll in their arms – only the devil does that. Worms might make your belly heave up. Sometimes Jane’s belly did swell as large as a penny loaf. That is one of her symptoms, but scarce the most tormenting one.


‘You can drink it, Mistress, or if I cooked it in water and soaked a piece of linen in it, then wrapped it round her stomach . . .’ I have some downstairs in the pantry.


Johanne disappears now that the song and dance is over and her sister’s dreadful affliction named. The mistress sinks down upon the bed, flapping the letter against her face, like a fan, then folding it neat and small. ‘Well, Martha, could you do that for me and quickly? Does it need to steep or might it be ready soon?’


‘It should steep for a while, Mistress, because the wormwood is old, picked last year, dried. But I will make a start.’


I move to leave the room, placing the candle on its holder atop a blanket box. As I’m doing this, she says, more to herself than to me, ‘Thank the Lord I didn’t ask that old crone Mother Samuel. Robert would have been furious. To discuss Jane’s most intimate . . . Is it the green sickness, then? Rather than worms? Is that the real reason Doctor Barrough suggests the green fairy?’


‘She’s young to have the green sickness. She’s . . . a developed girl, isn’t she, Mistress? A little fat one. She doesn’t look pale and she eats plenty of red meat. The green fairy will cure all women’s difficulties, it’s true, but in a larger dose, it will . . .’


Here I cannot think how to put it delicately. What the green fairy might do for a woman with child who didn’t want to be.


‘They say the kiss of the green fairy gives a tremendous headache,’ is all I add.


‘Poor little Jane,’ my mistress says, and in the light of the leaping candle her face is shadowy. I see again the trouble on it and ponder to myself how much older she looks and all of a sudden, too. We are but a few years apart, she thirty-eight to my thirty-four, but lately, she is all pinched brows and thoughts that are not in the room with us. Once, at Brampton, surveying our boxes, all packed and ready to leave, she had alarmed me by looking around at her daughters sitting in the hallway surrounded by their belongings and saying, ‘If only a mother could speak truthfully to her daughters . . .’


‘Of what, Mistress?’ But she shook her head, as if speaking to herself.


Now she crosses herself once, feeling for her little necklace again, and then, seeing my look, straightens.


‘The Reverend Doctor Dorrington will lock me up for a papist yet.’ A confiding remark. In this matter, at least, I understand her. I was raised by nuns and my mistress had a secret Catholic heart. She hid it well as times changed and it became more dangerous to reveal it, but sometimes I thought of her heart as a secret chamber, a pocket or priest’s hole in her inner self: as if a little person crouched there, beating differently. She may have grown reckless, melancholy or faithless, but I have prayed to Saint Valentine devoutly, ever since Jane’s fits began.


‘Seven healthy children. I am truly blessed and must never forget it!’ my mistress says.


I nod gravely. To cheer her, I add: ‘At least there is no drink or food that Jane will refuse. For once we can be glad of her appetite.’


My mistress gratifies me with a smile, and we go down to the kitchen together.


 


Little Grace loves to watch me cook up my cures: she has hoisted herself onto a window-ledge to study me, dangling her skirts and wobbling dangerously close to the two candles I’ve stuck into bottle necks. She’s the smallest, the sweetest in nature, well named for her grace. She and Hob are rarely separated: he’s there beside her, though he is never still, and jumps on and off to shriek and stare into the pan and ask me what I’m doing.


Grace is like me, the watchfulness I learned from Sister Dorothy. The habit of quiet. Let the adults forget you’re there and they’ll reveal things. Grace has a pointed chin and a mouth that’s a little split at the front, malformed. A hare lip when she was born but we stitched it quick and now it hardly troubles her. I feel tender whenever I glance at it, or when, as now, she pulls at her mouth, tucking her bottom lip under her tooth.


‘If a person has a bad belly-ache after eating mushrooms from the woods when they shouldn’t, this is what you give them,’ I tell Grace. She nods her head to show she is listening. I always talk freely with the children, when my mistress isn’t there. ‘Equal parts wormwood, horehound and lupinium – wolf milk – cooked in spiced wine. Worms. Your sister Jane. And if you’re melancholy, in a bad way, the wormwood’s good then, too.’ Some green leaves were crushed last summer, and in the jar now it’s just a powder, which I spoon into the sludge in the pan.


‘Let me taste it!’ Grace begs.


‘It’s bitter. You don’t want to if you don’t have to. It smells good because I’m masking the taste so that your sister won’t refuse it.’


‘Jane won’t ever refuse anything!’ Bessie laughs. Bessie is ever playful, her spirit quick and lively; an unruly girl, always with some curls escaping, or a trailing hem to her skirt. She and Mary are seated on stools near the fireplace, a good deal under my feet, a nuisance and a hindrance both. Mary, at eleven years a fast reader, sings her loud verses from the Bible, quick and musical. I stop to listen for a while.


‘ “And they brought him unto Him, and as soon as the spirit saw him he tore him. And he fell down on the ground wallowing and foaming . . .” ’


The Gospel of Saint Mark, of Jesus casting the dumb spirit out of a boy with the falling sickness. I know she and Bessie, despite pasting a cheery face on it, feel much troubled by their sister’s affliction.


I stand stirring and still for a moment, and Mary goes on, ‘ “And Jesus said unto him: Ye, if thou couldst believe, all things are possible to him that believeth. And straightaway the father of the child cried out with tears, saying Lord, I believe; help thou mine unbelief! Thou dumb and deaf spirit, I charge thee, come out of him . . .” ’


Hmm. I set my mouth, dangling some extra honey from a spoon into the foul green sludge. I’ve never liked those words together: dumb and deaf. Sister Dorothy did say many a time that ‘A bit of deafness be no impediment to learning and no excuse for not studying either.’ Oh, sometimes I know others – perhaps their uncle Francis, the Reverend Doctor Dorrington, is one of them – mistake my blank looks, believe me marvellous slow. Those cases when I easily startle, when I haven’t heard them approach me – also that shriek of mine that flies up sometimes, from nowhere. I’m slight in build and some can mistake me for a woman much younger than my thirty-four years, until they see the beginnings of the fine creases around my eyes, perhaps. But I’m not a fool and have never believed myself one. The mistress understands me. The children do. Maybe the menfolk are under some misapprehension.


It’s a while since I was given the task of mixing good medicine like this. I can never do it without remembering. Those sad occasions when I learned healing were also the times when Sister Dorothy told me her stories. How Sir Henry’s father just rode in one day – it was a long time before I was born, Sister Dorothy was a novice nun in those days – he rode into Ramsey the Golden, in service to the King, and offered the abbot a huge sum of money: a big purse with four thousand and six hundred pounds in it! And, yes, the abbot would receive this as well as a pension for ever more, and the abbot, of course, did not see that it was an idea inspired by the devil and simply agreed, with little heed that the nuns had nowhere to go.


Grace hops off the windowsill to open a jar and take a big sniff, breaking into my thoughts. ‘Ugh! It stinks! ’ Grace says, putting her finger in to take a pinch of the green powder inside it, rubbing it under her nose.
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