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What people are saying about


Bea’s Witch


A deft blending of historical, fantastical, contemporary and political fiction. I was genuinely transported.


Rachel Connor, novelist, dramatist & prize-winning short story writer


An enchanting story, beautifully written.


P.J. Whiteley, author, journalist & ghostwriter


A heart-warming coming-of-age story that captures the stormy and vulnerable relationships of an adopted girl, with an added sprinkling of magic.


Hannah Seat, early years lecturer & adoptee


I love, love, love Bea’s Witch so much... The last two chapter had me crying and sobbing... I would recommend to all our prospective adopters...


Paula Winterbottom, adoption team manager


Moving and captivating. With the touch of a master craftsman, Daniel Ingram-Brown deftly interweaves a realistic portrayal of adoption with a story of magical encounter.


Dr Tom Dobson, Course Director for School of Education Masters degrees at Leeds Beckett University.


Brilliant… A very powerful story. Spooky and haunting, but factual.


Morag Caunt, author of young adult fiction & adoptive parent


I liked the strange merging of history and contemporary times. This is a story about transition and finding a sense of place in the world.


Austin Bradshaw, English teacher & former support worker for parents with learning disabilities & difficulties whose children have been taken into care


An atmospheric story, full of witchcraft and magic. The protagonist, Bea, is a strong character dealing with the problems of everyday life, set against a background of sorcery and illusion. I would recommend Bea’s Witch to all our library users.


Dianne Blashill, school librarian
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For Kenny









A Note to The Reader


I’ve always liked to read and write. I think my fascination with words grew as a way of taking control of life, over which I often felt so powerless.


I kept a diary as a child, a scrapbook of sorts. I’m glad I did – I might have doubted my memory without it. Of course, I still doubt things happened in quite the way my twelve-year-old self describes; but then, I have the vial that was left to me that night, and that’s not something I can easily explain away.


I’ve edited the account from my childhood diary, made it easier to read and put it in the present tense, just because that’s my favourite way to write. But I still present it to you as accurately as I’m able. I’ve also included a few photos that were in the diary and others I’ve collected since. If you would like to see more photos, and a few other documents I’ve gathered, I’ve published them on my blog www.beaswitch.wordpress.com


I hope you find my story nourishing,


Beatrice









Chapter 1


It’s been seven weeks, three days and five hours since I was forced to leave the place I called home. Time feels like rock in my belly.


I wish…


What do I wish?


My hand’s cold. I can’t concentrate. I’m holding it in a pool of freezing water. The sign says it’s a natural wishing well, fed by “magical waters.”


“Make a wish within this well,” it says, “give your hand but never tell.”


There are rules:


“Use your right hand.


Make your wish.


Let the water dry naturally on your hand.


Don’t wish for money.


Don’t wish harm on others.


And keep it secret.”


Stupid.


The pool is carved into the side of a rocky passage, tucked behind a waterfall they call the Petrifying Well. It’s damp in here, and I have to stoop, making my back ache. It’s all part of a tourist attraction called Mother Shipton’s Cave. There are woods stretching along the side of the river, hiding this pool, the waterfall and the cave. Denise brought me here. I didn’t want to come.


They say Mother Shipton was a witch.


Whhh…hhii…hhhiii…shhhh…shhh…


Wind blusters down the passage making me shiver.


Somewhere above, a jackdaw caws, its harsh cry echoing along the rock. I wish it would shut up. I can’t think.


What do I wish?


It cries out again. It knows a storm is coming. Storm Ali – I heard it on the radio this morning. I imagine Prince Ali from the Disney film, but giant, made of swirling, dark clouds, looming over us, flicking a genie-like tail. I hate Disney.


Think, Beatrice, what do you wish?


I wish I could concentrate!


My palm’s flat against the bottom of the pool; the rock is worn smooth, cold and slimy. It feels weird to touch. Green light shines through the water, making my shadow look ghostly and misshapen, as if there’s someone standing behind me.


What am I doing?


Usually, I wouldn’t pay any attention to this sort of thing. It’s for kids, and I’m eleven, nearly twelve – not a kid anymore. But something made me want to put my hand in the water. I don’t know what it was – a feeling in my belly. I was going to walk away, but I kept looking back, as if something was calling me, as if something almost… whispered.


Whhh…hhii…hhhiii…shhhh…shhh…


Stupid.


Wind whips mouldy leaves around my legs. They smell of decay. Drizzle has trickled under the edges of the sleeves of my coat. Summer’s over. It’s a new school year.


A new school.


A new home.


I don’t want to think about it.


I wish…


The cold stings my skin, but I push my hand down harder, holding it under the water. The light has changed now. Blue. There are tourists chattering in the distance and the constant sound of dripping water.


I wish…


Whhhaa…ooo…ooo…iii…shhhh…shhh…


I flinch. What was that?


Is Denise calling me again? She’s always calling. I look round.


No. There’s nobody there. It’s just the wind. The old iron lantern above me sways, creaking.


I turn back, irritated. But despite feeling the whole thing is childish, my hand is still in the water. It’s starting to go numb now. I’m about to pull it out when a coke can clatters along the passage, making me jump. The ivy hanging from the rocks flicks, as if an invisible hand is brushing through it. The icy gust hits me and I close my eyes.


Whaaa…aaa…isss…iii…oooo…oo…whiishhh…


My eyes spring open.


‘Who said that?’


There’s nobody there. I’m alone.


You have an overactive imagination. Everyone says so.


I scrunch my eyes closed. What is it I wish? What do I want?


I feel the light in the pool change again. Red. The dark spots behind my eyelids pulse and I watch a shape form. It’s familiar, a figure I’ve pictured many times. I see the strands of her hair appear first, writhing, Medusa-like, a swirl of energy. The strands are tangled and chaotic. She’s like a torch, a flame. I feel my heart lift, her energy pulsing through me. She’s the only thing that lifts me this way, the only thing that makes sense. Below her twisting hair, I see her body. She sits still and rooted, crossed-legged, as solid as a tree, anchored deep in the earth. I feel her stillness, her safety. It surrounds me. I breathe it in.


Mum…?


She holds her head in her hands, the sleeves of her jumper pulled over her fists. Her eyes are covered, her head turned down. I want to burn with her, to be lost in that stillness. I begin to reach out.


Mum…?


‘Bea.’


My trance is broken, and the fiery-haired woman vanishes. Cold stings my skin again.


‘Bea?’


It’s Denise. I spin round, pulling my hand from the wishing well, embarrassed.


Denise smiles. She’s watching me, just along the passage.


‘You’re making a wish!’


Her smile is perfect, her teeth whitened. Even in this wind, her hair looks like something from a catalogue. She’s wearing vintage Levi jeans, white pumps and a Saint James top with red, sailor stripes. She’s trying to look younger than her age. She must be at least fifty. She’s trying to be my friend. I don’t want a friend. And I certainly don’t want a new mum.


I move to wipe my hand dry on my jeans.


‘Oh, don’t dry it!’ Denise interrupts. ‘Haven’t you read the sign? You have to let it dry naturally, otherwise your wish won’t come true.’


What does she think I am – five?


I shrug and move to wipe my hand anyway, but as I do, I realise it’s clenched. There’s something in my fist, something small and hard. I release my grip and look down. In the centre of my palm is a shiny pound coin.


I glance round. I must have taken it from the well.


I didn’t take it.


‘Come on,’ Denise says. ‘I want to show you something.’


I stare at the coin again, and something icy brushes the back of my hand, the ivy above swaying.


Mhaaa…ssreasure…


I look up ready to tell Denise I wasn’t stealing, but she’s turned away and is heading back down the passage, away from the pool.


I peer at the coin. It glints in the light from the well. It looks brand new. The water must have washed it clean.


Nobody’s going to miss it, I tell myself, as I slip it into my pocket and hurry down the passage after Denise.


As I turn the corner, I freeze, my pumps skidding on the stones. Ahead is the cave. Denise is standing in its mouth, looking up at the cliff above. Ivy tumbles over it like the hair of an ogre. There’s a hollow in the rock. I imagine an empty eye, the cave a distorted grimace. I step away.


That dark…


Denise moves further into the mouth of the cave.


Mouth.


Exactly.


Like it’s going to eat me.


Don’t be stupid!


I tell myself to move forward but can’t.


The river hisses.


That dark…


Don’t think about it.


I push the feeling away, the feeling of being alone, scared. I want to cry.


Don’t be such a baby! Only babies are scared of the dark!


I look away from the cave.


It’s just a cave! I’m angry with myself. A stupid cave!


My skin is sticky with sweat, and I realise my hands are trembling.


Something touches my shoulder, and I spin away, suddenly alert.


It’s Denise. Why is she creeping up on me?


‘Bea, what’s—’


‘Get off! Leave me alone!’ My voice sounds weird. People are watching.


Denise looks embarrassed and steps towards me. She speaks quietly. ‘Don’t you want to look in the cave? It’s where Mother Shipton was—’


‘No!’ I glare at her. It’s the look I use to let people know I’m serious. We hold each other’s gaze for a moment. I won’t turn away.


‘Okay,’ she says, slowly. ‘We don’t have to go inside the cave.’


Why does she have to be such a loser?


‘We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do.’


Pushover.


‘But there are other things to see, why don’t we just—’


‘I want to go back,’ I say.


‘Home?’


It’s not my home! I nod.


‘Okay.’ Denise pauses. ‘Do you want to have another look at the waterfall – the Petrifying Well? Did you see all the things people have hung in it – that old mask, all those teddies, the kettle and that strange looking lobster – did you see how they’ve gradually turned to stone?’


Of course I saw. It’s like something from a horror movie.


‘Apparently,’ she continues, ‘it’s because the water comes from a deep underground lake. The pressure forces it up through the ground and minerals get dissolved into it – that’s what makes the stone. People used to think it was cursed. I think Paul Daniels hung something in it a while ago.’


‘Who’s Paul Daniels?’


‘He was a magician. Like an illusionist. He was on the telly when I was younger.’


‘Oh.’


‘…It doesn’t matter…’ She fumbles for something else to say. ‘And there’s a playpark too.’


I shake my head and look away. Playpark? I can still see the cave out of the corner of my eye, the ogre watching. It makes me shudder. Great looming gob. I grin, my face turned down into the collar of my coat. Gob. Sometimes the words that pop into my head make me smile, like there’s some goblin poking them into my ears. Who uses the word gob?


‘Where d’you get all these words from?’ my old social worker, Gwen, used to say. ‘Must be all those books you read!’


‘What are you smiling at?’ asks Denise, trying to lighten the mood.


I stop smiling. ‘Nothing… Can we go?’


She sighs. ‘I suppose… I thought you’d like it here. You like stories, don’t you?’


I shrug.


‘This is a story right on our doorstep.’


For a moment, neither of us speak. The dripping is giving me a headache.


Denise breaks the silence. ‘Alright, let’s go home. Shall we have pizza when we get back?’


I shrug again.


‘Okay, we’ll do that then.’ She sets off along the path, away from the cave. I follow her, slipping my hand into my pocket and touching the coin. The metal is warm.


Sreassssure…


I run the coin between my fingers. Somehow, it makes me feel less anxious.


As we walk away from the cave, the waterfall and the wishing well, wind stirs the surface of the river.


Gooodbyeee…lass…sseee…yooo…sooooo…
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Chapter 2


Back home, I sit on my bed and show Turtle the coin.


Turtle is my teddy. I’ve had him for as long as I can remember, right back when I was with my mum, all through my time with Pam and Sandra. He’s always been with me. He’s my only real friend. I tell him everything. If he doesn’t listen, I flick him in the face or stuff him down the side of my mattress until he’s ready to be good again. Sometimes he speaks. I mean, I know he doesn’t really speak; I’m eleven and I’m not stupid. But I hear him. He’s pretty dirty now, gross, but I won’t let anyone wash him. Pam tried to wash him when I was with her, and I didn’t speak to her for ages. He’s lost an eye too. I think I pulled it out as a punishment when I was little. He’s battered, and his shell’s discoloured. The good thing is, he’s small enough to fit in my pocket. Kids of my age aren’t supposed to carry teddies, but he’s not a teddy really; he’s real. I take him everywhere. I can hide him.


‘Look,’ I say, running the coin through my fingers as I lie on the bed facing him. I drop it in front of his face. His expression is fixed, his mouth turned down beneath his greenish shell. ‘It just appeared in my hand.’


I’ve already told him, but I don’t know if he believes me.


‘What do you think of that?’


He stares at the coin, unimpressed. I pick it up again. ‘It feels weird when I hold it…like it was meant for me…like it’s mine.’ Frustrated at not being able to put into words what I mean, I grab Turtle and throw him across the room.


‘You’re useless!’


He lands upside-down next to the bookcase.


I pick up the coin again and run it through my fingers. It’s strange, relaxing, as if it’s…


Magic…


I look at Turtle. ‘What? Don’t be stupid! Magic is for kids.’


His one eye stares at me, accusingly. He doesn’t reply, just stares. I know what he’s thinking.


‘Well I don’t like it anymore,’ I say. ‘It’s stupid!’ I stomp over to the bookshelf, pick up Turtle and perch him next to my copies of Harry Potter. I pull one of them out – The Chamber of Secrets. It’s thumbed through, dirty, the corners of the pages bent down. I open it at random and tear out a page. It feels good to rip it. I like the sound. ‘Look!’ I scrunch it up and toss it towards the bin. ‘Stupid bloody magic. It’s for kids. I’m done with it.’


There was a time I thought it was real – Hogwarts, muggles, all that. Pam had to take me to one side and tell me it wasn’t. I thought I was going to be rescued, taken away from all this…this crap. I thought I was magic. I’ve given up on all that now.


I throw the book on the floor and take Turtle back to the bed.


Outside, it’s started to rain, big, heavy drops hammering the window. It’s dark, but I don’t want to turn on the light. I like the gloom.


The purple guidebook from Mother Shipton’s Cave lies on my bed. I open it and sit Turtle on one of the pages.


‘It says here that she was born in that cave.’ There’s a picture of it. It makes me feel sick just to look at it. I flip the page over, hiding the image. ‘She was a prophetess – could see into the future. People said she was a witch. Look, she was born in…’ I trace my finger across the page to find the date, ‘1488. Long time ago.’ I work it out, counting on my fingers. ‘Five hundred and thirty years.’


I pick Turtle up by his foot, holding him in the air between my thumb and forefinger so he’s dangling down. ‘The water in the well turns teddies into stone, you know. If you’re not good, I’ll hang you there!’ I imagine him getting heavier and heavier, gradually becoming encased in rock, but it makes me sad, so I hold him to my cheek. He’s soft. ‘I won’t let them get you.’


‘Bea!’ Denise calls from downstairs, making me jump. I run to the door and pull it open gently.


‘Bea!’ she calls again. ‘It’s time to get ready for bed. You have school tomorrow.’


School. My heart sinks. I hug Turtle. ‘We’ll get through it. It’s us against them.’ I picture one girl – Charlie – she really doesn’t like me. I don’t like her either. School scares me. I’ve been there a few weeks now. Most of the kids already knew each other from the primary schools around here. My old school and friends are far away. I picture my old best friend, Lizzie. She could be five hundred and thirty years away now for all the difference it would make. I glance at my bedroom with its bookcases and cosy corner; the big, colourful flowers on the wall. It’s not my room. I think of my room at Sandra’s house. There’ll be another kid there now. I wasn’t the first, and I won’t be the last.


Denise calls again. ‘Bea!’


‘Alright, alright,’ I whisper, pushing Turtle into my pocket. ‘Coming,’ I shout, as I head to the bathroom to clean my teeth.


* * *


In bed, I can’t sleep. The rain sounds like fingernails scraping the glass. The moans of the house are unfamiliar. The wind rumbles and thuds, as if a cave ogre has risen from a five-hundred-year slumber and come walking. For a moment, the noise quietens, and I think I hear the ogre squatting astride the house, its great ape-like nose sniffing the air, its hairy ear close to the wall of my room. I pull Turtle close and burrow down under the duvet. ‘What does it want?’ I whisper.


It wants you.









Chapter 3


I’m sitting at my desk in class, staring at the playing fields through a grimy window. A group of boys are jogging along the edge of the rugby pitch, their shorts covered in mud. A group of girls in little gym skirts spills onto the field, each carrying a hockey stick. This school is so backward.


I’m trying to block out the noise behind me: chairs scraping; girls squealing as they hunch over their phones looking at Instagram; a group of boys talking loudly about Minecraft creepers; another two playing tig, knocking the tables. There’s a phone blaring chart music; the sound of running in the corridor outside; someone jangling keys, tapping them on their desk. I can hear it all. It makes my head hurt. I push myself against the wall. It’s cold, but the solidness makes me feel safe. I slip my hand into my pocket and feel for the coin. As I touch it, my body relaxes.


‘Dare you!’ Charlie’s high voice cuts through the noise. It grates on me. Although I tell myself I don’t care what she’s saying, I look round. She’s talking to a lanky boy with bright blue glasses – designer frames, I reckon. His name’s Freddy. He pushes the glasses up his nose. ‘Go on, dare you,’ she says again, leaning back on her hand, her feet dangling from her desk. She tilts her head, blonde curls falling across her eyes. There’s a group of doll-like girls around her. People call them the Angelettes for some reason, as if they’re backing singers from some Netflix series. They look expectantly at Freddy.


He shrugs. ‘Alright, I’ll do it.’


Charlie grins and the Angelettes dissolve into giggles.


‘What’s he going to do?’ Tyler Corbet asks.


Charlie looks at him. ‘When Ferret gives out the books, Freddy’s going to walk after him and collect them up again without him seeing. Then when Ferret asks where they are, we’ll all say he never got them out in the first place.’


The Angelettes giggle again.


So childish!


‘Ooh, messin’ with his mind!’


‘He’ll see you!’ a podgy boy called Jumbo says to Freddy. ‘You’ll get sent to Mrs Rudge.’


Freddy shrugs.


The door opens and a thin man with a little moustache, not much more than a hairy lip, enters. He’s clutching a pile of books that teeter precariously and grips a brown leather satchel. This is Mr Ferez, known as Ferret, partly because of his name, but mainly because he looks like a ferret. I imagine him planning to break into Toad Hall. I think Mrs Rudge would have to be Toad. He pushes the door closed with his hip and looks at the scene with resignation. ‘Take your seats, SHP7,’ he says in a nasal whine.


The class slouch to their seats. The sound of chairs scraping sets my teeth on edge. Charlie stands up with deliberate slowness and, nodding at Freddy, sits primly at her desk. Tyler Corbet slides onto the chair next to me, pushing himself to the far side of the desk, as if I have some sort of disease.
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