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  DEDICATION

  I offer this book, in thanks, to my grandmothers -

  the vicious pixie, Nina, for her pain and her poetry,

  the glamorous wanderer, Alma, for her beauty and untamed heart.

  With my words, I offer the peace of acceptance. We live within each other.
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  STORIES

  Amidst the exploration of ideas, as is often the case with my writing, I have placed brief anecdotes, memories and sketches of moments. Each of these stories is true. Though each is written in the first person, they are not all my own. In speaking to women over the period of my research, in living my life’s journey alongside others, I have collected many tales; some of these I here share. In order to protect the sources, at times two stories have been woven together. Names have all been changed.

  Those who know me well will know which are my stories; those who know me a little will no doubt guess and be both right and wrong; those who don’t know me should not worry either way. Further, I would dissuade any speculation as to whose stories they are. Details may change, but through millennia of human lives they have all been lived a thousand times and more.


  FIRST WORDS

  Hag is not a nice word.

  Yet there comes a time in every woman’s life when nice is tedious, when nice is insipid, seeping into the soul like souring milk, warping the mind. Indeed, nice can, at times, be all that is offensive.

  Hag: it’s a fascinating word. As I speak it aloud, the sound is as smooth as an out breath. Aspirated, its vowel is extended and then clipped as if with a warning kick of death. It is a primal word, formed with barely any effort required. It whispers of cold wind, of thick fog and the stench of stagnant water. It is a word robed in spiders’ webs, dusty and worn, unsure where to place itself on the shiny veneers of today. Lingering at the edges of life, it waits to run a broken nail down some blackboard of the soul.

  No, hag is not a nice word. Like princess or pole-dancer, the word quietly slips us a picture, and though for each of us the image may differ slightly, it invariably embodies all that is declared to be simply and irrefutably not nice in woman.

  This book is about her.

  It is about us all.


  THE TALE

  I sit here in the soft light of another new day.

  My eyes ache to be closed, lids sliding as I watch, and breathe, conscious of tired muscles lifting and falling about my bones. My skin is rough, like linen too often washed in haste, dried in the salty breath of another seamless wind. It stretches, too loosely, over the scaffold of my face.

  A few strands of hair dance before my eyes, picked up by the breeze, and silently I wonder at their lack of substance. Thin, like the last long grasses of autumn, scoured by the wind, burnt by the first frost, they touch so lightly, grazing against the weight of my bloated body. I am full, swollen with all that has been my life, holding within me its rich emptiness, and as I chuckle my belly shivers, lying upon itself in the folds of its idle carelessness.

  I sit here, and watch, as life hurtles by.

  Inside this body my words echo, thoughts half formed and drifting in the vast stillness of a lifetime’s breathing. Words unspoken, tumbling past the chill of damp stone, an ancient well, ever seeking out the dark of water far below. It roots me, this stillness, feeding my ambivalence. So does the ache in my ankles, swollen, unmovable, like pillars in the mud wrapped up in dry ivy, dusty like the memories that hold me from crumbling. Where once there was life, sweet earth and grass soft and fresh, dew wet beneath bare toes, there is now just a glimmering of some distant dream.

  And it seems to me as if now, were I simply to exhale, knowingly exhale, releasing the stories of my soul, the winds would take me for an old seed husk, up and far far away into the darkening skies. There is nothing more to do.

  LET ME TELL YOU A TALE

  Let me spin you a yarn and use, if I may, long strands pulled from the language of our ancestral blood, threads rough and skinscratchy, dyed red with old hemp and purpled with woad, threads that have held together the pathways of our souls generation after generation, since the days when the great ocean steadily rose to cast adrift these islands from the great unceasing forests beyond.

  Listen. Sit back and listen, to the call of the crows, the breeze in the old leaves, the words of our grandmothers.

  ~ ~

  It was a time like so many times that have come and gone within these lands, a time when men found themselves living with peace.

  Yet by ‘peace’ I don’t mean a peace that comes to the soul and fills the heart with the divine breath of tranquillity; this was, like most, the peace that comes when, by some quirk of fate, there is a lull amidst ages of cruel fighting. Such times are always rich with victory for some, while death and pain are the taste of others’ lives.

  They are strange, such times. Men long used to battle, hearths used to scarcity, at first celebrate with feasting and wild colourful games, releasing the energy held still in reserve for the anger of the fight. Then there follows the quiet, when the tide recedes and exhaustion seeps across the land, with the longing and bitterness that accompany grief and violent change. Slowly, as the seasons turn, men start again to see the footprints of daily living. A few are able to sigh deeply enough to set aside the pain, but many stumble on the furrows of the newly sown fields, wandering into the forest, searching for distractions that will keep their minds from memories. There is left a deep craving, one that is felt ought not be mentioned, the craving for purpose, the longing again for the rush of the kill.

  It doesn’t help that the land, too, takes longer to forget. Blood soaked into the mud may disappear, the scorched earth is soon covered with chickweed and groundsel, the mess of the hooves of war is soon enough ploughed over, but drifting in the breeze linger the stories of the dead. Their cries are trapped like horses’ hair tangled in the thorns and twigs of the old forest. No, the land does not easily forget.

  So it is that at such times men come together, squabbling like young village dogs, and this time was no different.

  The feasting hall still smelled of cool dust and damp mortar, for the stone masons weren’t long gone, and the hangings draped across it were bright with the colour of their dyes, letters in gold thread celebrating victories so newly won. That night, as each one since winter had come creeping in, the voices of the men grew steadily louder, shouts echoing, reaching into the dark heights of the ceilings, laughter clattering with the slamming of fists upon the tables as one claim evoked another, as challenge provoked challenge, as ridicule was countered with insult and threat.

  I don’t recall what it was that, the next morning, hastened them all so from their warm beds, but it was some wager I do not doubt, on the killing of a stag or a great tusked boar, a stake of honour set high enough to ensure the court was emptied of the shimmering energy of their frustration before sun’s rise. A couple of the young maidens, the wild ones who could, went too, hair tied back and riding hard like squires, the knights calling to each other in the wind as they galloped over the meadows towards the forests below and beyond. Only a few watched them go; the wife of Cedrin, her gown tight across her pregnant belly, and a few young boys kicking stones on the track outside the castle gates, one the son of Tanna, the king’s blacksmith.

  The paths, white with hoar frost, were soon mud beneath the sleeping trees as the chase careered through in a blur of dawn’s icy breath, and before long the gathering was scattered, hounds chasing a dozen scents in each direction, yapping and yowling, horses chafing at the reins to follow the tension of their riders’ lust. It seemed the deer that day were all about them, yet too elusive to be seen, and the young hunters leapt at every hint of a lead. Distracted by the sound of a branch dryly breaking, it wasn’t long before the young king found himself alone, the clamour of the others moving quickly away.

  For a moment he stood dazed; there was a strange quiet in the air, a familiar scent he couldn’t place yet which clung to him, intriguing him. Beneath a canopy of ancient yews, the winter light dim, he tried to catch his breath. His horse’s hooves had sunk deep into the mud of a stagnant pond that now sucked and squelched at each foot the creature lifted. Staring into the black water, every nerve awoken, he remembered the smell: that of death. His vision clouded, his heart pounded, as the images of battlefields again flooded through his mind, fuelled by the kick of it, the adrenaline of instinctive fear. The great fires were burning, smoke searing his eyes again, fields of ripe barley, swelling golden in the breeze, laid waste in the cause of barbaric war, and that smell, now a stench of blood and piss, thick in every breath. Holding his head, trying to shake the vision, from amidst the trees he heard the shlice of metal slowly unsheathed. Catatonic, half blind, he searched the grey light for the sword.

  The horse that came towards him was blacker than night. So huge was it that the king’s own stallion was quite dwarfed before it. Some say the rider was wore gleaming black armour from his mask and helmet to the spikes upon his boots; some say he wore a long cape of blackest cloth, lined with the colours of the midnight sky; and some say he wore no armour, but a cloak of cormorant feathers and his eyes were of molten gold so that none may ever bear his gaze. But we shall not know, for on that day no one saw him but the king.

  His sword glistened darkly as if wet with blood. He spoke in a whisper which could not be misheard. “Arthur Pendragon. Come fight me. For your crown.”

  The young king later told his queen that as he reached for his sacred sword, that cast by the Pheryllt back in the mists of time, he heard the screams of every man who had died in fighting, every starving child’s cry, every wail of grief, yet the sounds were not in his mind but in the very wind around him. And when he realised that he had left Excalibur behind, bringing with him only his raw dagger, arrows and bow, he knew for a moment that he would die, that he would die for all who had died upon the fields of war. And listening to his words, with fingertips wet with her tears she touched his face so gently, flowing through him with wisdom like the waves of the seas that washed and shaped the shores of his kingdom.

  The black knight, his horse moving with ease through the deep muddy water, put back his head and laughed and laughed, a laugh that rumbled through the land like rocks falling, crashing down a mountain side, splitting his mind, “You are mine,” he roared, his great sword lifted to the skies. Then lithely he brought it down to point directly at the king’s cold bare throat.

  As the tip touched the skin, he whispered slowly, “Your land is mine”

  For a moment the young king wondered how he had every thought it to be otherwise.

  Closing his eyes, he tasted the blood in his mouth, the taste of his living. He longed only for the touch of his lover’s cheek upon his own. He longed for the sweet shrill moment of release, ice breaking, blood flowing, perfect death.

  But it did not come. Aware of his own breath, moving not a muscle, Arthur looked up into the trees and the knight, shaking his head, slowly spoke again, this time with a sigh of a thousand years. “Too easy.” And he laughed again, hard and sharp, “Too easy, too ... easy”. The sword’s tip dropped from the throat to the heart of the young king whose fingers had tightened bloodless about his reins. “I will ask a question of you.”

  The young man wanted to scream, What?! What is your question?! but if any sound could have come from his throat it would quickly have been silenced: a great raven landed on a branch behind the great knight.

  “I will give you three days. After which time you must return, and to this very place. If you answer well, I will leave you your kingdom, and your life. If you do not, you lose both to me. And I ... ” again he laughed, wild as distant thunder, “I will be High King, of all this land.” The raven watched the young king, his sleek head tilted, listening.

  When quiet draped again the yews, he raised a hand before him, cupped as if holding a liquid treasure, a glint in his eye. “The question?”

  “Tell me,” demanded Arthur, in all the voice he could muster, “and let this be done.”

  The knight’s whisper pierced the mist like a rusty scythe. “What is it that women ... most desire?”

  There was a pause, a silence softened only by the horses’ breathing in the cold damp air. Then pulling on his reins, he turned as the steed reared and, splashing down into the dark mud, within moments both were gone.

  Anger rose in the young king, quickly and coarsely. Nobody had patronised him, had threatened and treated him as such a child since the days before he was proven king. Nobody but the Druid, and for a moment he wondered if this were some new trick of the wily old man, another way of forcing him to learn the dirty lessons of life’s web, and rage grew inside him as, forgetting the hunt, he pulled at his horse and rode as fast as the beast could take him, veering through the trees, out into the meadows and up towards the castle walls.

  Guinevere was on the floor rugs before the fire, winding wool, laughing with the women that sat around her. She looked up when he strode in, so happy to welcome him, a curl of hair like sunlight upon her cheek, but her open smile faded before the anger in his eyes. She spoke quickly and softly to her companions who, in a swirl of skirts upon stone, were hastily gone. Alone, she watched him, keeping her distance as he prowled the floors.

  Slamming his fist against the wood, he threw the door open to the parapet and walked out into the winter cold.

  A blanket wrapped about her shoulders, she quietly followed, the wind blowing her hair every which way. A flurry of doves took to the air, circling and landing on the thatch of far off barn roofs, and she waited as he searched the landscape, scanning the forest that lay below them like a sea of pale grey, islands of evergreen, his eyes focused somewhere within his own soul. When his gaze settled tenderly upon the fields down the valley, his sigh encouraged her to look into his face.

  He whispered, “This land is torn apart”.

  She smiled, murmuring sadly, “It’s the hunger now killing, my Lord”.

  In the clarity and love of her pale blue eyes he felt her pushing him, and he turned away, filled again with irritation. Why did she feel so much older when the difference in their years was believed nothing at all? Why had he surrendered, without a fight, by the forest pool? The memory of his submission hung about him like a shit-soiled rag.

  When later she held him, the winter’s air was in his hair, and she breathed in the sharpness of its cold clarity, feeling the muscles of his body still taut. He had ridden out with Kai, desperate to quell his restlessness, and their friendship had soothed and strengthened his soul but a little. Taking his hand, she led him into the warmth of their chamber. There, in the dark dyed rugs of their bed, she kissed his face and spoke softly of her day, the sickness in the village, an accident at Willow Cross, the laughter of the children playing with baby kids in the pens. Not listening, he relaxed beneath the stroke of her fingers and the play of her voice, until he found that he was telling her of the dawn’s early hunt, and the black-robed knight.

  Before she was able to hold it in, the laughter was bubbling through her and his angry indignation only made it worse until tears were running down her cheeks, shining on the cream softness skin of her face already flushed by the fire. “Wench, will you stop that!” he shouted, struggling to find his feet, but she pulled him back down, gasping her apologies as she tried to suppress her giggles. He stared at her, shaking his head amazed, wanting to tell her of the fear, really tell her of the fear, but she rubbed her eyes and touched his lips with her soft fingertips, touching him so gently, tangling his mind.

  “Tell me his question again, my Lord?”

  “If you tell me why you laugh.”

  “Because your bravery is beautiful.”

  He turned away.

  “And because, my Lord, what a woman most desires is you, a noble husband, a king, brave and true.”

  In the feasting hall that night, amidst the celebration of the stag caught with young Sir Aleric’s arrow, the talk was only of the Black Knight’s challenge. There was no mention of the danger they might be in, but only the glory that could and would be won. Their good king had again offered purpose to his warriors and the mead horns and flagons were emptied with laughter and with agitation. The court’s women were asked, maids, wives, kitchen girls, grandmothers of every rank and in any turn, and many stood up in the great hall, declaring their words true, but each gave a different answer. Love was all a woman desired, loyalty, truth, an unwavering devotion. Wealth, another swore, enough for gowns of silken thread, lace and silver buttons, or jewels of gold. But surely it was beauty, and the revellers laughed, a bust that was lush and a bottom of velvet. No, surely just love. Yet what good was love without bonds of trust, so without doubt it was vows made on stone that a woman craved. Salvation, one said, a woman of the new gods who wore no jewels about her neck, and a moment of silence followed her words before a knight declared that it must be a spanking, for discipline was what a woman desired. Laughter broke across the tables once more that long night, as a young maid teased him, “I’ll be disciplining you,” she cried, “with the back of my spoon!” and so the bids continued on.

  Three days Arthur had to solve this strange riddle and each knight, each soul, wished to be the one to bring him the key. Feigning tiredness, he listened with an uncharacteristic detachment. He wondered at the faith these people had in his ability; not one seemed to consider that he might not succeed. He wondered at their inability to imagine he could die.

  At one point, old Finnian, a little worse for the ale, drove his knife into the bench and said, “I do believe these women have a hatched some plot against us, for here we are discussing all that they would most desire and we, sires, listening like pups at a skinning. It’s a conspiracy. I declare there is no one reply!”

  A new antagonism spread around the tables, peppered with wit, and behind its veil Arthur rose and quietly slipped away. His Lady, within a moment, was by his side.

  In their chamber he laid his head upon her belly and closed his eyes.

  Taking blankets and provisions, the court emptied the next morning as every free hand went questing the answer so needed by the king. The women of every village were stopped and questioned, and with young children whining, tugging at their skirts, arms filled with muddy turnips, jugs of water, suckling babies, they each smiled or shrugged, looking into the skies, offering a vision of their own deepest longing. One woman, by the old mines, paused from her log cutting to survey the young knight. “What we’ve ever wanted, sire, and no doubt will ever want - a man who don’t want to fight,” she said and slammed her axe into the wood.

  Sir Praid went up into the Blue Hills to find the wild man who could see the paths of life ahead. Another even journeyed to the abbess of Haughton Ford. It was said that Bards had been sent to the Cells of Song to dream-vision, and one was preparing to offer the verses of Mon at the Old Stone.

  Arthur sent word to the Druid. The response came quickly: “You must reckon the price and pay it with honour”. Slamming his fist down upon the table, his patience broke as he threw his cup, yelling, “Why won’t he tell me clearly?” His voice was so loud the young runner jumped with fear and surprise. “Tomorrow, I will go. I myself will find it.”

  He was not seen in the feasting hall that night, and though there was laughter as stories were told, it was hard not to look up and see his empty chair.

  When, early the next morning, the young king made his way alone from the courtyard, a good many watched, a gravity sinking.

  He had been riding all day, without knowing why he chose this track or that. And even though he had passed many farmsteads and villages, though he had slowed the pace of his horse, all he had really seen was the hunger in the land. One old man looked up from the fence he was mending, saying, “Good day, son”. And not knowing the rider, he added, “Is it as bad where you come from?”

  Arthur shook his head, baffled by his own uncertainty, his gaze upon the ragged sheep and skinny silent children in the yard. “But, sir, the Saxon wars have not come this far, surely?”

  “The foreign butchers? No, son, this famine is from lack of rain all summer long. The land has turned sour, and that is the truth of it.” The man looked up into his face, sad and tired, “Were you in the fighting, son?”

  Making his way down through the valleys, his coats wrapped high about his shoulders, he found he could not shift the desolation within him. The Druid’s words lingered in his mind, like mist hanging low above a swamp meadow.

  “What have I done?” he whispered into the scarves about his face, the warmth of his breath white in the evening air. “I saved my people.” Isn’t that what I did? He threw his words out into the silence, to the Druid, to his father’s Druid and all those before him. And silence returned to him.

  A snort broke the air.

  The hilt of his sword clasped tightly in his hand, the young king quickly turned, the hunter instantly awake to the sound of wild boar. His eyes scanned the forest, waiting for the scent of it. But he saw no boar. Just ahead, at the joining of three muddy roads, there was an ancient oak, vast and winter grey with a girth the stretch of three good men, and in a crook of its gnarled roots he spied a heap of filthy rags. There were blankets and grain bags, and a dirty shock of crimson cloth and from beneath them came again that mucous-thick snort. While a part of him was revolted by what appeared to be the destitution of some forest vagrant, he wasn’t completely sure that it was human at all. Curiosity provoked him from his horse and, sword unsheathed, he tiptoed towards that strange pile of shreds and tatters, wondering at the smell.

  When she looked up, he flinched.

  She smiled; at least, it could have been a smile, for her cracked lips parted and she showed her teeth, three black crooked teeth, as sharp as they were broken. She shuffled in her heap of rags and horror overwhelmed him as the stench intensified. She lifted her arm towards him, her skin white and raw with cold, flesh hanging from bones that were hideously bent. Slowly she uncurled a twisted finger, the nail extending further, and she beckoned.

  Come, she seemed to say, come here.

  And though every cell in his body seemed to fight against it, Arthur took another step closer. She beckoned again. He swallowed and stepped again, aware of the smell sickening him to his belly. Her eyes were black as beads between red, swollen lids, wet and streaming. Her nose was hooked as a goshawk’s beak, her great nostrils flared and oozing a green mucous that was collecting, congealing, on the ridge of her top lip.

  He stammered, “G-good day,” and her mouth opened again. She nodded her head as her face broke into that horrifying smile, and her body began to shake as a croaking, choking noise emerged from somewhere within her, a coughing and barking that soon, to his alarm, rose into a snorting, cackling, squealing roar.

  She was laughing.

  He stepped back, and she stopped abruptly.

  In one deft movement, she shrugged the blankets off completely, revealing the dark crimson of the robes she wore. And with her head on one side, like an old bird listening, her black eyes boring into his soul, she spoke, slowly, clearly, directly. Her voice was little more than a hoarse dry whisper, like a wind that files rocks to the grain.

  “What’s troubling you, sire?”

  Before he knew why, he had begun, and as he was speaking he found he could not stop, perhaps because if he had he would have dishonoured her. More likely it was because her eyes denied him the choice to disobey. So the king stood, beneath that great oak in the grey forest of his land, in the pool of her stench, a thousand years from his castle and the warmth of his lover’s embrace, and he told the dreadful hag of the Black Knight’s challenge and the quest that had since the meeting so consumed him, and his words tumbled over themselves as pebbles in the surf.

  She watched him, and when his head hung, his eyes closed, confused and tired, she smiled again and whispered, “That’s too easy”. She waited until the young man looked up into her face. Pushing away a wisp of hair, like colourless straw, she sucked her teeth, snorted, swallowed. And smiled again.

  “Do you ... know the answer, my Lady?”

  She breathed deeply and sighed, the stagnant smell of her breath seeping into his lungs. “If I tell you, you must vow to grant me one wish.”

  “What would you wish?”

  Lifting a crooked finger, the knuckles swollen and gnarled, she said, “Any wish I like”.

  He nodded, suddenly eager to hear her words and get away, back to the world he could hold and understand, “Anything at all. You have my word, my sacred word”.

  Though he slept in his beloved Guinevere’s arms, it was fitfully, his dreams jarring him awake again and again, dreams of a mouth dark and cavernous, the broken black teeth, about to devour him. Reaching for his wife, he whimpered and sighed, and her soft fluid warmth held him close in the darkness. She never asked what had happened, or why he looked so bleak. He wondered if, through some mystery of women he did not understand, she knew already.

  When he rose before dawn, she helped him to dress.

  At the gates, Kai was already astride his horse. “I’m beside you, my Lord,” he said, his chin rigid with the determination of his loyalty. But Arthur raised a hand, looking at nobody as he rode on through the gates, calling behind him, “No, sir, I must do this alone. Do not dishonour me by speaking again”.

  Guinevere watched. Some young child reached up and she took the cold little hand in her own, listening to the wind as her husband rode away.

  There was little done at court while he was gone. People seemed somehow stuck in long moments, gazing at nothing, dreaming visions that disappeared, numb and wondering. Young knights gathered by the gates, and they bickered and fidgeted, scuffing their boots on the ground beside their horses, debating when to disobey and follow their king down to the forest below.

  She was sorting loaves for the village widows when the young lad skidded on the stones, yelling as he tumbled through the doors into the kitchens, “The King’s horse has been seen!”

  “But is he upon it?”

  The scout shrugged, “I dunno, Mam,” and he turned on his heels and skidded back down the passage. She dropped the bread and hurried after him, making it into the courtyard as the gates were drawn open. Arthur was indeed upon his stallion, but his face was so pale he could ride through the band of knights, to the stable boy waiting to take the horse from him, with not a word said by anyone. Dismounting, he took her hand and they walked inside.

  “My Lord?” she whispered.

  In the great hall before the hearth he slumped into a chair and, rubbing his forehead, he stared into the flames devouring the wood before him. He seemed not to have noticed that he had been followed by so many of the court. Shaking his head, he turned to Guinevere. She motioned to a slave girl, “Bring ale, child, go, now,” and, crouching before him, she whispered again, “What is done, my Lord?”

  “It appears, my love,” he sighed, “it appears my answer was that which he desired. Or did not desire, for his rage brewed some extraordinary darkness of a storm that seemed to come from the land itself, from beneath the old trees, with spirit winds that screamed ... ” His words drifted as if he were remembering something he could not understand.

  There was a murmur from the crowd behind them and Guinevere squeezed his hand, “So it is done, the challenge met?”

  Frowning, he looked at her, her eyes of pale sea blue, and he half smiled, “Yes”. Yet everything about him seemed to question her as if he were suddenly in awe of all that she was.

  “Then what is your pain, my Lord?”

  “I have met one, and found myself another.”

  There was silence in the hall. Then footsteps rung upon the stone as Aleric walked forward, his hand about the hilt of his sword.

  “Allow me, my King, to take this weight from your soul.”

  “No,” Arthur shook his head. “Not you, sir.”

  Letting go his queen’s hand, he got to his feet, painfully carrying his anguish, and turned to face those gathered in the hall behind him. “I have made a promise I do not know how to fulfil.” And he told them of his ride over the hills and down into the valleys beyond, he told them of the vile hag, of her stench and the hideous nature of her appearance, and he told them that, in return to the answer sought by the Black Knight of the pool, he had agreed to grant her any wish she desired.

  There was a stillness as every soul waited, barely breathing.

  “She asked for a knight, of this court, to wed.”

  The gasp was chilling. He closed his eyes and sat again in his chair before the fire. Guinevere took his hand as he shook his head. “I cannot ask any man here to give his life in such a way. It’s inhuman. I cannot stand by my word. It must be broken.”

  For every soul in that room the revulsion was like a tide receding, drawing them silently back from the threat, horrified, unnerved, away from the young king who sat with his head held in his battle-scarred hands. Only one fought the tide.

  Sir Gawain, soft faced with youth, stepped forward onto the empty floor.

  Of course, a dozen men, as many women, begged him not to do the deed, exploring in their own minds how repugnant such an act might be, telling him with such graphic detail what would happen from the moment they were wed, how his life would be ruined, his body and his reputation soiled, explaining to him how he would have to leave the court (for the court would not tolerate such a stinking beast). There were others who, so overwhelmed by the idea, did all they could to avoid him about the castle, as if the young knight were already sullied with her gruesome stench. Some wondered if the young knight were so naive he did not understand what was meant by marriage and a few made such a suggestion directly to him. But Gawain listened to no one. In his heart he held the pride of being the one, the only one, who had upheld his king’s honour. To anything else he was blind. He sensed that he would have to be.

  Preparations were made for the simplest of ceremonies as Arthur, taking a simple wain, rode out with the young knight to the far valleys beyond the hills, there to find the bride. Nothing was spoken for many miles, not a word between them, both men tense with cold and pride. As they neared the crossroads of the ancient oak, the king turned to the younger man. With his eyes he offered him one last chance to escape this fate. Gawain nodded, lips pursed, and they hurried on.

  The ceremony was a succession of steps needed to be taken. It lacked any hint of fluidity for it lacked joy, the guests hiding their horror and melancholy with varying degrees of success. The vile appearance of the hag could not be concealed despite the fine robes lent by the queen and, before the crowd, at her side, the young knight walked as if in a trance.

  The feast that followed was quieter than any meal at court since the worst tragedies of the wars. The Bards played their lutes, the harps and drums, but even the jigs sounded desolate, mournful as twilight, though the songs, upon the orders of the queen, were those of honour, not of love. Plates were left uneaten. One man of the court even wondered whether the meat had turned, and called questioning a servant maid, but his wife hushed him quickly, whispering, “It’s sour in your mouth, my Lord. Eat and be glad of it”.

  Though he waited as long as he could, the time did come when the young knight could put off the deed no longer. Guests were falling asleep across the tables, the king and queen had long since excused themselves and left the feasting for their chamber. Rising, Gawain turned to the hag, barely looking upon her face at all. He offered his hand, murmuring, “My Lady”. As her chair was drawn back, she stood, bent as she was, and together, step by step, they left the hall arm in arm. As they walked down the dark passageways, a swell of voices rose behind them.

  Terror had long since flooded the young man’s mind and, blank, he ushered her into their marriage chamber. The great iron bed was hung with lace and veils and shadows hovered in the firelight, draughts playing as ever with the candles’ flames. She moved awkwardly, as if in pain, making her way to sit upon the bed.

  He stood before her, his legs stiff and shaking, knowing he must say something but unable to find words. There was a sparkle in her swollen, watering eyes, and for a moment he wondered if she were crying. Perhaps, in that moment, he saw her for the first time. The folds of her face seemed scarred with deep lines of age, her black beady eyes half hidden between puffy pink lids, her mouth misshapen by the wreck of her teeth, her skin deformed with warts and boils, the beak of her nose, yet in that moment Gawain saw her as a human being and his revulsion was broken by a wave of compassion. He realised that he had no idea how old she was. He knew only, suddenly, in the flickering light, that she must have lived through days he could not conceive.

  She spoke and he blinked, for he realised he’d been staring.

  “You are a knight indeed,” she croaked. “A true knight of this land.” There seemed softness in her gaze, as if she really did understand what he had been through that day. He stared still. Then drawn forward, trembling through honour, through awe, revulsion and sadness, bending towards her, he kissed her gently upon the rough skin of her cheek. She smiled, cracked lips breaking apart across her dreadful teeth. For a moment their eyes met. Until, shocked, turning away, Gawain stumbled into a chair,

  “I - I will sit here a while. It has been a long day”.

  Pouring a drink from a jug of ale, he held his head in his hands and sipped. A part of him half listened, for her movement, her presence behind him, but he heard nothing. She made no sound at all. Not a breath.

  When he turned, curious, what he saw shocked him senseless. Upon the marriage bed was sitting, quietly waiting, smiling softly, eyes shining, the most beautiful maiden he had ever dreamed he would behold. Her hair was spun silk of a thousand autumn colours; like moonlight in polished bronze, the fire seemed to dance within it. Her skin was clear and smooth as the blossom of the may, and the robes lent by the queen no longer hung about the shrunken shoulders but stretched over the fullness of her velvet breast. Gawain swallowed, wondering suddenly if the ale had been overly strong. His mouth fell open.

  She laughed and the music of it drifted down through his soul.

  “Who are you?” he murmured, fraught with disbelief.

  “I am your wife,” she said softly.

  “What? How?” he pushed his hair from his forehead, stunned.

  She just smiled. And, for an instant, the young knight glimpsed something of the mystery of woman. While another man might have leapt to his feet to hold such beauty in his own hands, Gawain was too much struck with awe. He stared at her, feeling his face change until a smile stretched from one ear to the other. She laughed at his wonder with a warm affection. “Come.”

  Staggering to his feet, he came to her, scared that touching her would break the guise, but she reached for his hand and put it to her cheek.

  “Feel me,” she whispered.

  The emotion poured through him, overwhelming his senses, and she laughed as he sunk into the warmth of her, burying his face in her hair, hiding the tears that wet his face, muffling his gasps of relief and disbelief, amazed at the body his hands were holding.

  “My Lord,” she whispered, “yet you need make a choice.”

  Breathing in her sweet scent, he lifted his head from her bosom, “What choice?”

  “I cannot be like this all the time, Gawain. You must decide if you would have me fair by the day or through the night. If I am beautiful by day, the court will be proud of you, the other knights envy you. But by night I would revert to the wild hag you have seen.”

  The young man flinched, looking up into her face, “Oh please, no. Surely you would not”.

  She pushed him a little away.

  “If you would have me like this by night, in the privacy of our bed chamber, where we can enjoy the pleasures of each other’s touch, then by day I would be still in the form of the old hag. The court would pity you, perhaps shun you for my ugliness that so revolts them.” She touched his brow, combed her fingers through his hair and whispered, “What would you have me be?”

  He stared at her, horrified, confusion skidding through his mind. Stumbling to his feet, he paced the room, speaking half words, pushing his hair from his face. He lifted the cup of ale and put it down untouched, staring at her again.

  “I cannot,” he protested.

  “You must.”

  He picked up the fire rod and dug roughly at the burning logs, shaking his head. “By the gods, how can I make such a bloody decision? I would lose either way.” And flinging it down upon the hearth stones, he came back to the bed where, sitting beside her, he touched the softness of her skin, running his finger along the line of her jaw, and he sighed from the depths of his soul. “You must decide.”

  Looking into his eyes, she smiled, filling his soul again with sound of her laughter.

  “Then you shall have me fair, day and night, my Lord. For you have given me what a woman most desires.”

  “What have I given you?”

  “My own way.”

  When the sun’s early light crept into the bed chamber, Gawain lifted an arm lazily from the curved belly of his beloved wife, slowing the trail of his fingers across her skin. Opening his eyes, he smiled, amazed still by the sensation that flooded through him with every touch, and as he gazed at her sleeping face the excitement in him rose, intensifying with the remembering of what she had been. He hardly dared think of it, yet at the same time his mind sung as if with the tension of some acute exertion, as if he’d just outrun a furious storm and, panting, knew all too well that, somewhere out beyond the horizon, the skies were being torn apart with the wildness of their very nature. He pulled the rugs up higher about them and smoothed the hair from her eyes, overwhelmed.

  As she awoke, her own smile melted the young knight all over again and, when he closed his eyes beneath the wash of pleasure, her laughter was as soft as rain. Moving her hands across his thighs, she let her fingers play upon his skin, her kisses searing his mind again until the excitement had filled his soul like an ancient ocean, the surge of the waves throwing him into a freedom that took him soaring through clear high skies. He hardly knew whether he should laugh or cry. All he knew was that his love was as pure as worship.

  “My Lady,” he whispered, “I am utterly yours.”

  She breathed in as if breathing in all that he breathed out, sighing a thousand sighs, closing her eyes, giving up her body to the hunger of his hands.

  They slept and loved and slept again, and when finally a slave girl crept in to set the fire, they hid beneath the rugs and giggled like children, knowing all too well how beyond their chamber the castle would be wondering what had happened in that dreadful wedding bed all night long.

  With the fire ablaze, she drew away, rising to find water in the chamber’s dressing room, and alone beneath the rugs, he stretched as if pushing himself into the form of a man grown now suddenly a little older. He rubbed the soft down of his youthful beard and rolled from the bed, drawing the drapes from the window slits. And as he breathed deeply the morning air, misty and fresh, he was quite sure he caught a hint of the first scents of spring.

  The court, though at first alarmed, were too relieved to insist too closely upon knowing the nature of her change and many assumed it was a hex that had been placed upon her, a hex dissolved by the purity of the young knight’s compassionate heart. Though it took a while for some to overcome their fear of such a powerful and mysterious magic, most still would have admitted that the couple’s love was the beauty of the castle all that summer long.

  Gawain himself did not know what spell had been cast upon her, what could have caused such a ghastly countenance, nor did he ask. Sometimes something made him pause and he would watch her as she whirled, singing in the fields that grew rich with their barley gold, dancing in the meadows chasing swallowtails and laughing, laughing, or playing upon the shore lifting her skirts before the waves, and he would wonder.

  Perhaps he feared it was the form she wore now that was the guise.

  Perhaps he knew.


  CHAPTER ONE

  THE WILD AND DARK

  THE WHISPERS OF THE TALE

  To lay a foundation, I began with a story. An old tale, the lives of its heroes were woven long ago into the fabric of our heritage. They are lives, fears and faces that exist within each one of us, tangled in the lines of our blood and evolution. It’s a story that can be found in very many forms, in old myth and legend, in folklore and music, in the history of our people, in the laws of religion and the laws of men, in the ‘burning of the witches’, the slander of modern bitching, the statistics of divorce, the crises of self image, in the babble of psychology. It’s her story, a hag story and one of many; and just as they all do, it teaches us of both love and terror, and not necessarily in obvious ways.

  As a book about the hag, the journey across these pages is, too, an exploration of desire and fear, love and betrayal. Yet my interest is here not in the analysis of that tale. I don’t seek to unravel it in order to find its validity or relevance logically. More than anything else, the tale is told to hang silently as an illustrated backcloth, to linger in our memories as we journey on, allowing our perspective a little of its rich colours, its emotion. That is the nature of the old stories, each telling holding within it some of the ancient threads that remind us how we are connected, through centuries within ever-changing worlds, as individual human beings and as communities, to the magical landscapes of our far off ancestry, where history is drenched in misty scents and dreams. With slight variations, every story told has been lived before, and told before, again and again.

  In many ways the tale is also the holding force of this book. As if it were its magical encompassing circle, it holds the matter that brings me to this desk to write at all, to listen for inspiration in the crackling of the hearth fire. For what drives me to chase words here, stumbling, laughing, frustrated, amazed, is that quest for understanding played out in the old tale. It’s an enigma that has raged through my own life, not only flinging down challenges and barricades, but creating moments of intense wonder and sheer exhilaration. It is the place where woman and nature meet.

  For a long time in our Western culture, intellect, understanding and reason were thought unnatural in women; it was with grace, silence and obedience that we were expected to hide our natural savagery. Our grandmothers fought to be heard, and in many forums of society we continue their work, but these pages aren’t concerned with our ability to reach or match some standard set down by men: women’s wit and ability can outdo or be outdone by men’s in equal measure. Instead, what I am exploring are those parts of us that we as women continue to hide - and what happens when we don’t. For though we can be brilliant in so many ways, womankind is not often sunlight upon soft ripples, spring dew upon petals, the smiling and gentle ease of mothering comfort; grace, silence and obedience are not qualities that the average woman can sustain for any length of time. Sugar and spice and all things nice isn’t the whole recipe: we too have snips of string and apple cores, bugs and slugs, tails, snouts, conkers, splinters and mud in the mix. Gloriously, it is not our failings but our very nature that is constituted of black clouds, cacophony, sudden storms and wild, treacherous mire. Here, in the muddy, bloody, raw essence of woman, we glimpse the face of the hag, the pith and fibre of woman that is just not nice.

  Round-bottomed, soft-bellied, irrational, magical, too caring, too carefree, proudly demanding, unfettered by dependence, sexually unashamed, hairy, hungry, unpredictable, silently present, intangibly distant, ceaselessly gossipy, alarmingly uninhibited, seething with potential, incomprehensible, altogether unfathomable, dangerous and deliciously powerful, she is the hag. She bleeds. She laughs so hard her belly shakes, she snorts and farts. She is the dark side of woman, the inside, the raw side beneath the surface skin we are taught so well to cleanse and tone and remedy with paint. She is the woman whose self-expression is not quite under control. Mysterious, intuitive, emotional, curvaceous, lustful, needy, selfish, natural and free, she is the me we long to - but know we shouldn’t - reveal.

  Feeling suppressed, we can rant and complain, blaming those of our peers we perceive to be competing for the lucrative success of acceptability, teetering on the thin ice of their own insecurities. We can blame the younger generation, the older generation, both clearly judging us against their own biased measures of experience and expectation. We can blame men for wanting some artificial perfection of sexual plaything, efficiency and subordination. Any number of elements of modern society are perpetually and effectively asserting an agreed vision of what is acceptable. Yet rather than decrying our society, I would rather remove the notion of blame, and focus upon ourselves. Perceiving the wild, muddy, determined and selfish within us, we tend towards feelings of shame, worthlessness, the self-negation of fear, not because others necessarily declare the hag unacceptable (though they may), but because fundamentally we do. And in turn we judge others as quickly and as poorly.

  If we hold to this belief that swathes of our nature as women are so unacceptable, inevitably we live in a state of perpetual tension. We consistently disable ourselves, too afraid to express our barefaced creativity, crippled by our inability to live as fully as we would wish. We suffocate all that we would hope to be, sabotaging our honesty, our relationships and our potential. With no medium for our creativity, no chance of satisfaction, we live unfulfilled, frustrated, bored and alone, seeking out the cocktail bars and chocolate bars of repetitive and addictive quick-fix absolution.

  The hag, the wild soul of woman, lingering in the verges of our mind, shudders at such hollow and ineffective escapism. Any lapse of self-awareness, the briefest loss of self-control, a slip of the tongue or foot, a disconcerting confrontation, is an opportunity for her to slide her wrinkled butt out of the shadows and into our limelight, soaking us in an ice-warm flood of humiliation. It is the nightmare that is the exposure of our own raw and uncivilised nature, revealed in its naked state of emotional release or clumsy physicality, her stench filling our mind with the chilling fear of rejection. And such a fear makes us crazy, emotional, irrational. The frustration can erupt as hysteria, perhaps even exploding into psychotic behaviour, as destructive and uncontrollable as any creature scared and wild. More often it leaves us closed, numb and bewildered, feeling utterly alone, and lost as to the point of living at all.

  So is this book an exploration of the hag, her cravings and our fears: the love and the terror. It’s about learning to live more wholly, weaving the longing for darkness with the usefulness of light - not in some need to find balance, but in order to express the exquisite fabric of honesty. It is about learning how to access and express the richness of our potential, pouring out our soul creativity with laughter and with pride. It is about learning how to touch and be touched by another, surrendering ourselves into the wild flood of lust, love and celebration. It’s about learning how to live without escapism, without inhibition, yet with full responsibility, getting what every woman most desires: her own way.

  The book is written from the perspective of woman. In doing so, my hope is that, as a female reader, you can find yourself sitting within my words, looking out at the world through those moments of frustration, outrage and despair, of aching empathy, tears and laughter, that we share with other women. There will doubtless be times when my words veer away from your experience, but their validity still hums in that these are the stories of the women around us. While I have not written to allow the same intimate empathy within the male reader, I welcome him too, inviting him to read on, to watch and listen, that he may come to know the women in his life a little better, and particularly those whose wild, awkward and difficult nature both intrigues and enrages him. Further, there is an undercurrent beneath what I suggest to be women’s nature that is in reality fully a part of human nature, indeed nature as a whole.

  My perspective doesn’t come from a standpoint of personal development. The New Age movement that promotes its plethora of nice, clean guides to life seems to me tipped towards a secularised, godless search for a loving truth and blessings of light. I write instead as an animist in the British Pagan tradition, a polytheist who acknowledges numerous gods and is utterly devoted to a dozen or more. A priest of the land that is my home, the islands of Britain, I have trained as a Druid perceiving nature as both sacred and merciless. I am often in the presence of death, I know pain and I am no optimist. My quest is not enlightenment. There is no sentimentality in my vision, but instead a profound and potent current of wonder and fealty to the gods, the land, the ancestors - to nature, human and nonhuman - and as such a deep desire to explore the creativity of living well.

  My religious tradition is explored fully in many other texts, written by myself and others, elucidating its essential practice and the ongoing quest to learn to live with honour, with and within nature. As a reader, it is not necessary to share my theology, for where I speak of it here my focus is the hag and the primal deities that inspire her: the many faces and forms of the dark goddess of nature. An elemental and primitive force, she is all that is beyond our control, pushing us, pulling us, shocking us witless, threatening to raze our world, tearing us down with the power of her need to be expressed. Within humanity, she is revered as countless ancestral gods of myth and folklore, from the Morrigan to Black Annis; I shall not limit her reach here by naming her. If to you she is an archetype crafted by human nature, it would not alter the foundation of my thesis. Nonetheless, she is honoured from the outset here, for her dark nature whispers, like a cold and quiet wind in the last leaves of autumn, through the tale that begins this book, and each page from there on.

  The wild and nature He puts his arm around me and immediately I want to kill him. There is a chivalry in his action, but within it an assumption that I need or want his guidance. I smile at him and almost imperceptibly shake myself free, moving from the sensible route between the puddles, fallen leaves and twigs into the deep pile of leaves that lines the path. He steps forward as if to stop me, to support me, but I dismiss his concern with a movement of my hand, and throw him a complex question about government policy and legislation. It’s an obvious ruse, but he understands it and, though disquieted, he tries to answer, watching me nervously as I shuffle through two feet of autumn leaves, dirtying my elegant shoes, the hem of my skirt becoming wet and muddy; I lift it a little to avoid excess drag. What he’s telling me is information I need to know, but I hear very little, my soul transported to the age of four, in red welly boots and anorak, remembering throwing great armfuls up into the air, the gold and russet and dark brown, the brittle dry and tiny yellow ones floating down, the wet leaves falling faster, over my head and all around. I’m soaked in the experience. I can taste the thrill of the moment like a shimmer in the breeze, the hint of autumn’s chill, the soft chatter of my parents moving slowly behind, the shlush of the pram wheels through the leaves and puddles. Stopping to look up at the enormity of the trees, their branches arching over the path, I feel so wonderfully small. My brother is hollering for me to ‘Come on, slow coach!’, the others running ahead, throwing leaves, playing like puppies, and standing there in my red boots such an extraordinary peacefulness fills me. A leaf is falling, dancing above me, heading slowly down towards me.
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