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FOR MY MOTHER 








Dedicated to the memory of Elizabeth Southerns,

alias Mother Demdike. 

And to Alizon Device, Elizabeth Device,

James Device, Anne Whittle, Anne Redfearn,

Alice Nutter, Katherine Hewitt, Jane Bulcock,

John Bulcock, and Jennet Preston.








She was a very old woman, about the age of Foure-score

yeares, and had been a Witch for fiftie yeares. Shee

dwelt in the Forrest of Pendle, a vast place, fitte for her

profession: What shee committed in her time, no man

knowes.... Shee was a generall agent for the Devill in

all these partes: no man escaped her, or her Furies. 

—THOMAS POTTS, The Wonderfull Discoverie of

Witches in the Countie of Lancaster, 1613







A CHARME 

Upon Good-Friday, I will fast while I may

Untill I heare them knell

Our Lords owne Bell,

Lord in his messe

With his twelve Apostles good,

What hath he in his hand

Ligh in leath wand:

What hath he in his other hand?

Heavens doore key,

Open, open Heaven doore keyes,

Steck, steck hell doore.

Let Crizum child

Goe to it Mother mild,

What is yonder that casts a light so farrandly,

Mine owne deare Sonne that's naild to the Tree.

He is naild sore by the heart and hand,

And holy harne Panne,


Well is that man

That Fryday spell can,

His Childe to learne;

A Crosse of Blew, and another of Red,

As good Lord was to the Roode.

Gabriel laid him downe to sleepe

Upon the ground of holy weepe:

Good Lord came walking by,

Sleep'st thou, wak'st thou Gabriel,

No Lord I am sted with sticke and stake,

That I can neither sleepe nor wake:

Rise up Gabriel and goe with me,

The stick nor the stake shall never deere thee. 

A charm to cure one who is bewitched, attributed to

Elizabeth Southern's family and recorded by Thomas Potts

during the 1612 witch trials at Lancaster.
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I. BY DAYLIGHT GATE

Bess Southerns
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SEE US GATHERED HERE, three women stood at Richard Baldwin's gate. I bide with my daughter, Liza of the squint-eye, and with my granddaughter, Alizon, just fifteen and dazzling as the noontide sun, so bright that she lights up the murk of my dim sight. Demdike, folk call me, after the dammed stream near my dwelling place where the farmers wash their sheep before shearing. When I was younger and stronger, I used to help with the sheepwash. Wasn't afraid of the fiercest rams. I'd always had a way of gentling creatures by speaking to them low and soft. Though I'm old now, crabbed and near-blind, my memory is long as a midsummer's day and with my inner eye, I see clear. 

We three wait till Baldwin catches a glimpse of us and out he storms. Through the clouded caul that age has cast over my eyes, I catch his form. Thin as a brittle, dead stalk, he is, his face pinched, and he's clad in the dour black weeds of a Puritan. Fancies himself a godly man, does our Dick Baldwin. A loud crack strikes the earth—it's a horsewhip he carries. My daughter fair leaps as he lashes it against the drought-hard dirt.

"Whores and witches," he rails, shrill enough to set the crows to flight. "Get out of my ground."

Slashes of air hit my face as he brandishes his whip, seeking to strike fear into us, but it's his terror I taste as I let go of Alizon's guiding hand and step forward, firm and square on my rag-bundled feet. We've only come to claim what is ours by right.

"Whores and witches," he taunts again, yelling with such bile 
that his spit sprays me. "I will burn the one of you and hang the other." 

He speaks to Liza and me, ignoring young Alizon, for he doesn't trust himself to even look at this girl whose beauty and sore hunger would be enough to make him sink to his knobbly knees.

I take another step forward, forcing him to back away. The man's a-fright that I'll so much as breathe on him. "I care not for you," I tell him. "Hang yourself."

Our Master Baldwin will play the righteous churchman, but what I know of him would besmirch his good name forevermore. He can spout his psalms till he's hoarse, but heaven's gates will never open to him. I know this and he knows I know this, and for my knowing, he fears and hates me. Beneath his black clothes beats an even blacker heart. Hired my Liza to card wool, did Baldwin, and then refused to pay her. What's more, our Liza has done much dearer things for him than carding. Puritan or no, he's taken his pleasure of her and, lost and grieving her poor murdered husband, ten years dead, our Liza was soft enough to let him. Fool girl.

"Enough of this," I say. "Liza carded your wool. Where's her payment? We're poor, hungry folk. Would you let us starve for your meanness?"

I speak in a low, warning tone, not unlike the growl of a dog before it bites. Man like him should know better than to cross the likes of me. Throughout Pendle Forest I'm known as a cunning woman, and she who has the power to bless may also curse.

Our Master Baldwin blames me because his daughter Ellen is too poorly to rise from her bed. The girl was a pale, consumptive thing from the day she was born, never hale in all her nine years. Once he called on me to heal her. Mopped her brow, I did. Brewed her feverfew and lungwort, but still she ailed and shivered. Tried my best with her, but some who are sick cannot be mended. Yet Baldwin thinks I bewitched the lass out of malice. Why would I seek to harm a hair on the poor girl's head when his 
other daughter, the one he won't name or even look at, is my own youngest granddaughter, seven-year-old Jennet? 

"Richard." My Liza makes bold to step toward him. She stretches out a beseeching hand. "Have a heart. For our Jennet's sake. We've nothing more to eat in the house."

But he twists away from her in cold dread and still won't pay her for her honest work, won't grant us so much as a penny. So what can I do but promise that I'll pray for him till he comes to be of a better mind? Soft under my breath, masked from his Puritan ears, I murmur the Latin refrains of the old religion. How my whispered words make him pale and quake—does he believe they will strike him dead? Off to his house he scarpers. Behind his bolted door he'll cower till we're well gone.

"Come, Gran." Alizon takes my arm to lead me home. Can't make my way round without her in this dark ebb of my years. But with my inner eye I see Tibb sat there on the drystone wall. Sun breaks through the clouds to golden-wash his guilesome face. Dick Baldwin would call him a devil, or even the Devil, but I know better. Beautiful Tibb, his form invisible to all but me.

"Now I don't generally stand by woe-working," says my Tibb, stretching out his long legs. "But if you forespoke Master Baldwin, who could blame you, after all the ill he's done to you and yours?" He cracks a smile. "Is revenge what you want?"

"No, Tibb. Only justice." I speak with my inner voice that none but Tibb can hear. If Baldwin fell ill and died, what would happen to his lawful daughter, Ellen? Her mother's long dead. Another poor lass to live off the alms of the parish. No, I'll not have that burden on my soul.

"Justice!" Tibb laughs, then shakes his head. "Off the likes of Dick Baldwin? Oh, you do set your sights high."

Tibb's laughter makes the years melt away, drawing me back to the old days, when I could see far with my own two eyes and walk on my own two legs, with none to guide me.
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BY DAYLIGHT GATE I first saw him, the boy climbing out of the stone pit in Goldshaw. The sinking sun set his fair hair alight. Slender, he was, and so young and beautiful. Pure, too. No meanness on him. No spite or evil. I knew straight off that he wouldn't spit at me for being a barefoot beggar woman. Wouldn't curse at me or try to shove me into the ditch. There was something in his eyes—a gentleness, a knowing. When he looked at me, my hurting knees turned to butter. When he smiled, I melted to my core, my heart bumping and thumping till I fair fainted away. What would a lad like that want with a fifty-year-old widow like me? 

The month of May, it was, but cold of an evening. His coat was half black, half brown. I thought to myself that he must be poor like me, left to stitch his clothes together from mismatched rags. He reached out his hand, as though making to greet an old friend.

"Elizabeth," he said. "My own Bess." The names by which I was known when I was a girl with a slender waist and strong legs and rippling chestnut hair. How did he know my true name? Even then I was known to most as Demdike. The boy smiled wide with clean, white teeth, none of them missing, and his eyes had a devilish spark in them, as though I were still that young woman with skin like new milk.

"Well, well," said I, for I was never one to stay silent for long. "You know my name, so you do. What's yours then?"


"Tibb," he said. 

I nodded to myself, though I knew of no Tibbs living anywhere in Pendle Forest. "But what of your Christian name?" After all, he knew me by mine, God only knew how.

He lifted his face to the red-glowing sky and laughed as the last of the sun sank behind Pendle Hill. Then I heard a noise behind me: the startled squawk of a pheasant taking flight. When I turned to face the boy again, he had vanished away. I looked up and down the lane, finding him nowhere. Couldn't even trace his footprints in the muddy track. Did my mind fail me? Had that boy been real at all? This was when I grew afraid and went cold all over, as though frost had settled upon my skin.





First off, I told no one of Tibb. Who would have believed me when I could scarcely believe it myself? I'd no wish to make myself an even bigger laughingstock than I already was.

Ned Southerns, my husband, such as he was, had passed on just after our squint-eyed Liza was born, nineteen years ago. He blamed me for our daughter's deformity because he thought I'd too much contact with beasts whilst I was carrying her. In my married years, I raised fine hens, even kept a nanny goat. There was another child, Christopher, three years older than Liza and not of my husband, but he was far and away from being the only bastard in Pendle Forest. The gentry and the yeomen bred as many ill-begotten babes as us poor folk, only they did a better job of covering it up. Liza, Kit, and I made our home in a crumbling old watchtower near the edge of Pendle Forest. More ancient than Adam, our tower was. Too draughty for storing silage, but it did for us. Malkin Tower, it was called, and, as you'll know, malkin can mean either hare or slattern. What better place for me and my brood?

But folk whispered that it seemed a curious thing indeed that one such as I should live in a tower built of stout stone with a firehouse at its foot that boasted a proper hearth when many a poor widow made do with a one-room hovel with no hearth at 
all but only a fire pit in the bare earthen floor. In truth, my poor dead mother got the tower given her for her natural life—towers named after slatterns hide guilty secrets. 

When my mam was young and comely, she'd served the Nowell family at Read Hall. Head ostler's daughter, so she was, and she'd prospects and a modest dowry besides. But what did she do but catch the eye of Master Nowell's son, then a lad of seventeen years? The Nowells were not an old family, as gentry went, nor half as grand as the Shuttleworths of Gawthorpe Hall or the de Lacys of Clitheroe. The Nowells' fortunes had risen along with the sway of the new religion. Back when Old King Henry's troops came to sack Whalley Abbey, the Nowells sent their men to help topple the ancient stone walls. The King rewarded their loyalty by granting the Nowells a goodly portion of the abbey's lands. One of Old Man Nowell's sons went to faraway Cambridgeshire to make his name as a Puritan divine, or so I'd been told. Far and wide, the Nowells let it be known that they were godly folk. But even the pious are prey to youthful folly.

My mam, before her fall from grace, had been an upright girl, so the young Master Roger could hardly discard her as easy as he would some tavern maid. And that was why Mam was given Malkin Tower for the rest of her life on the condition that she never trouble the Nowells of Read Hall. Far enough from Read, it was, for them not to be bothered by the sight of her, but it was close enough for them to keep watch of her, should she seek to blacken their good name. My mam and I were never respectable—respect costs money and we hadn't two pennies to rub together. We'd Malkin Tower to live in but no scrap of land for grazing sheep. Most we could manage was a garden plot in the stony soil. By and by, I think the Nowells had fair forgotten us. When my mam passed on, bless her eternal soul, the tower was in such poor repair they didn't seem to want it back. So I stayed on, for where else had I to go? It seemed they preferred to have no dealings with me and that it shamed them less to allow me to carry on here like a squatter, not paying a farthing's rent.


My natural father died some years back, happy and fat and rich. His eldest son, my own half-brother, also named Roger, had become the new master of Read Hall, part of it built from the very stones his grandfather's servants had carted away from the ruined abbey. Younger than me, was my half-brother, by some twenty years. Rarely did our paths cross, for the Nowells went to church in Whalley with the other fine folk, never in the New Church in Goldshaw with the yeomen and lesser gentry. But once, of a market day in Colne, I clapped eyes on Roger Nowell. Impossible to miss him, the way he was sat like some conquering knight upon his great Shire horse, blue-black and gleaming, with red ribbons twisted in its mane. That was some years ago, when my half-brother's face was yet smooth and unlined. A handsome man, he was, with a firm chin just like mine. I looked straight at him to see if he would recognise his own blood kin. But his sharp blue eyes passed over me as though I were nowt but a heap of dung. 

Over the years he'd become a mighty man: Magistrate and Justice of the Peace. We in Pendle Forest were careful not to cross him or give him cause for offence. On account of my being a poor widow, he granted me a begging license. Did it through the Constable without speaking a word to me. And so I was left to wander the tracks of Pendle Forest and wheedle, full humble, for food and honest work.

But gone were the days when Christian folk felt beholden to give alms to the poor. When I was a tiny girl, the monks of Whalley Abbey fed and clothed the needy. So did the rich folk, for their souls would languish a fair long time in purgatory if they were stingy to us. In the old days, the poor were respected—our prayers were dearer to God than those of the wealthy. Many a well-to-do man on his deathbed would give out food and alms to the lowliest of the parish if they would only pray for his immortal soul. At his funeral, the poor were given doles of bread and soulcakes, so my mam had told me.

The reformers said that purgatory was heresy. It was either 
heaven for the Elect or hell for everyone else, so what need did the rich have to bribe the poor to pray for them? We humble folk were no longer seen as blessed of the Lord but as a right nuisance. When I went begging for a mere bowl of blue milk or a handful of oats to make water porridge, the Hargreaves and the Bannisters and the Mittons narrowed their eyes and said my hard lot was God's punishment for my sin of bearing a bastard child. Mean as stones, they were. Little did they know. Liza, my lawful-begotten child, was deformed because her father, my husband, gave me no pleasure to speak of, whilst Kit, my bastard, borne of passion and desire, was tall and beautiful and perfect in form as any larch tree. Ah, but the Puritans would only see what they wanted to see. The most so-called charity they doled out was to give me half a loaf of old bread in exchange for a day laundering soiled clouts. 

But I'd even forgive them for that if they hadn't robbed my life of its solace and joy. In the old days, we'd a saint for every purpose: Margaret for help in childbirth, Anne for protection in storms, Anthony to ward against fire, George to heal horses and protect them from witchcraft. Old King Henry forbade us to light candles before the saints but at least he let us keep their altars. In the old days, no one forced us to go to church either, even for Easter communion. The chapel nave belonged to us, the ordinary people, and it was the second home we all shared. Dividing the nave from the chancel with the high altar was the carved oak roodscreen that framed the priest as he sang out the mass. We didn't stand solemn and dour during the holy service, either, but wandered about the nave from one saint's altar to the next, gazing at the pictures and statues till the priest rang the bell and held up the Host for all to see, the plain wafer transformed in a glorious miracle into the body and blood of Christ. Just laying eyes upon the Host was enough to ward a person from witchcraft, plague, and sudden death.

When I was twelve, they finished building the New Church of St. Mary's in Goldshaw to replace the old crumbling chapel of 
ease where I'd been christened. The Bishop of Chester came to consecrate it just in time for All Souls' when we rang the bells the whole night through to give comfort to our dead. 

Back then we still had our holidays. Christmas lasted twelve days and nights with mummers and guizers in animal masks dancing by torchlight. The Lord of Misrule, some low-born man, lorded it over the gentry to make poor folk laugh. The Towneleys of Carr Hall used to invite all their neighbours, rich and poor alike, to join their festivities. Upon Palm Sunday everyone in the parish gathered for the processions round the fields to make them fertile. After dark the young folk would go out to bless the land in their own private fashion. Everyone knew what went on, but none stood in our way. If a lass and her young man had to rush to the altar afterward, nobody thought the worse of them for it. I went along with the other girls, arm in arm with my best friend, Anne Whittle, both of us wearing green garlands and singing. Cherry-lipped Anne loved to have her sport with the boys, but mindful of my own mother's fate, I did nowt but kiss and dance and flirt in those days. Only went astray much later in life, when I was a married woman and sore unsatisfied, seeking my pleasures elsewhere.

In my youth, upon May morning, we arose before dawn to gather hawthorn and woodruff. We'd dance round the Maypole and drink elderflower wine till the very sky reeled. At Midsummer's, upon the eve of the feast of John the Baptist, we carried birch boughs into the church till our chapel looked like a woodland grove. Bonfires blazed the whole night through. Some folk burned fires of bone, not wood, so that the stench might drive away evil wights from the growing crops. Most of us gathered round the wake fire of sweet apple wood where we danced all night, collapsing upon the grass at sunrise. On Lammas Day the reapers crowned the Harvest Queen and one year, by Our Lady, it was me, a lass of fifteen, crowned in roses and barley, the lads begging me for a kiss.

Old King Henry was dead by then, and we lived in hope that 
the old ways would live again. Crowned in roses, I led the procession of maidens on the Feast of the Assumption, each of us bearing flowers and fruits to lay upon the altar of the Queen of Heaven. Only weeks later Edward the Boy King sent his men to smash every statue in our church, even that of the Blessed Mother herself, whilst we clutched ourselves, full aghast. They tore down the crucifix over the high altar and burned it as though it were some heathen idol. They destroyed our roodscreen, outlawed our processions, and forbade us to deck the church with greenery upon Midsummer or to bring red roses and poppies to the altar on Corpus Christi. They set fire to our Maypole, forbade us to pray for the dead, or celebrate the saints' feast days. 

Six years on, weakling Edward wasted away and his sister Mary Tudor promised to bring back the old religion. For the five years of her reign we had our holidays again, our processions, our mass with swirling incense, and the sea of candles lit for the saints. The Towneleys, the Nutters, and the Shuttleworths paid for the new roodscreen, the new statues, altar cloths, and vestments. We had our Maypole and rang the church bells for our ancestors on All Souls' Night. But our joys soured when the news came of the heretics Mary burned alive, near three hundred of them, their only hope to end their agony being the sachets of gunpowder concealed beneath their clothes. Our Catholic queen was nowt but a tyrant. Before long Mary herself died, despised by her own husband, so the story went.

With Queen Elizabeth came the new religion once more to replace the old. The Queen's agents stormed in to hack apart our new roodscreen. But they could not demolish the statues or the crucifix this time round, for the Towneleys, Shuttleworths, and Nutters had divided the holy images between them and taken them into hiding in secret chapels inside their great houses. In those early days, some said Elizabeth's reign couldn't last long. Anne Boleyn's bastard, she was, and it seemed half of England wanted her dead. On top of that, she refused to marry and produce an heir of her own religion. Yet the Queen and her crushing rule had endured.


In truth, the old ways died that day Elizabeth's agents sacked our church. For the past twenty-odd years, there had been no dancing of a Sunday, no Sunday ales like we used to have when we made merry within the very nave of the church. Though the Sabbath was the only day of leisure we had, the Curate refused to let us have any pleasure of it. No football, dice-playing, or card-playing. Magistrate Roger Nowell, my own half-brother, forbade the Robin Hood plays and summer games, for he said they led to drunkenness and wantonness amongst the lower orders. Few weeks back, the piper of Clitheroe was arrested for playing late one Sunday afternoon. 

The Curate preached that only the Elect would go to heaven, and I was canny enough to know that didn't include me. So if I were damned anyway, why should I suffer to obey their every command? Mind you, I went to church of a Sunday. It was that, or suffer the Church Warden's whip and fine. But I'd left off trying to hold myself to the straight and narrow. Perhaps I'd have fared no better even if the old church had survived, for hadn't I been an adulteress? But still my heart was rooted, full stubborn, in that lost world of chanting, processions, and revels that had bound us together, rich and poor, saint and sinner. My soul's home was not with this harsh new God, but instead I sought the solace of the Queen of Heaven and whispered the Salve Regina in secret. I swore to cling to the forbidden prayers till my dying day.

I am getting ahead of myself. Back to the story. That evening, after Tibb first appeared to me, I hared off in the long spring twilight, heading home to Malkin Tower. Wasn't safe to be about after dark. Folk talked of boggarts haunting the night, not that I was ignorant enough to believe every outlandish tale, but I was shaken to the bone from seeing the boy who disappeared into nowhere. The moon, nearly full, shone in the violet sky, and the first stars glimmered when, at last, I reached my door.

Our Malkin Tower was an odd place. Tower itself had two rooms, one below and one above, and each room had narrow slits for windows from the days, hundreds of years ago, when guardsmen were sat there with their bows and arrows, on the look-out 
for raiders and poachers. But, as the tower had no chimney or hearth, we spent most of our time in the firehouse, a ramshackle room built on to the foot of the tower. And it was into the firehouse I stumbled that night. My daughter Liza, sat close by the single rush light, gave a cry when she saw me. 

"So late coming home, Mam! Did a devil cross your path?"

In the wavering light, my girl looked more frightful than the devil she spoke of, though she couldn't help it, God bless her. Her left eye stood lower in her face than the other, and whilst her right eye looked up, her left eye looked down. The sight of her was enough to put folk off their food. Couldn't hire herself out as a kitchen maid because the housewives of Pendle feared our Liza would spoil their milk and curdle their butter. Looking the way she did, it would take a miracle for her to get regular work, let alone a husband. Most she could hope for was a day's pittance for carding wool or weeding some housewife's garden.

Ignoring her talk of the devil, I unpacked a clump of old bread, the gleanings of the day's begging, and Liza sliced it into pieces thin as communion wafer.

Liza, myself, Kit, and Kit's wife, also Elizabeth, though we called her Elsie, gathered for our supper. Kit hired himself out as a day labourer, but at this time of year there was little work to be had. Lambing season had just passed. Shearing wouldn't come till high summer. Best he could do was ask for work at the slate pits and hope to earn enough to keep us in oatmeal and barley flour. Elsie was heavy with child. Most work she could get was a day's mending or spinning.

When we were sat together at the table, my Liza went green in the face at the taste of the old bread and could barely get a mouthful of the stuff down before she bolted out the door to be sick. Out of old habit, I crossed myself. I looked to Kit, who looked to his wife, who shook her head in sadness. Elsie would deliver her firstborn within the month and now it appeared that Liza was with child as well. First I wondered who the father could be. Then I asked myself how we would feed two little 
babes when we were hard-pressed to do for ourselves. We were silent, the lot of us, Elsie doling out the buttermilk she had off the Bulcocks in exchange for a day's spinning. Our Kit gave his wife half of his own share of bread—wasn't she eating for two? 

Then I found I couldn't finish my own bread, so I passed it to Kit before hauling myself out the door to look for Liza. By the cold moonlight I found my poor squint-eyed broomstick of a girl bent over the gatepost, crying fit to die. Taking Liza in my arms, I held her and rubbed her hair. I begged her to tell me who the father was, but she refused.

"It will be right," I told her. "Not the first time an unwed girl fell pregnant. We'll make do somehow." What else could I say? I'd no business browbeating her for doing the same as I'd done with Kit's father, twenty-two years ago.

After leading my Liza back inside, we made for our beds. I climbed to the upper tower. Room was so cold and draughty that everyone else preferred sleeping below, but of a crystal-clear evening I loved nothing better than to lie upon my pallet and gaze at the moon and stars through the narrow windows. Cold wind didn't bother me much. I was born with thick skin, would have died ages ago if I'd been a more delicate sort. Yet that night the starry heavens gave me little comfort. I laid myself down and tried to ignore the hammer of worry in my head. The Church Warden and Constable were sure to make a stink about Liza. Another bastard child to live off the charity of the parish. They'd fine her at the very least. She'd be lucky if she escaped the pillory. Sleepless, I huddled there whilst the wind whistled through the thatch.

When I finally closed my eyes, I saw Tibb, his face in its golden glory. Looked like one of the angels I remembered seeing in our church before the Queen's men stripped the place bare. Out of the dark crush of night came his voice, sweet as a lover's, gentle as Kit's father was in the days when he called me his beauty, his heart's joy. Tibb's lips were at my ear.

"If I could," he told me, "if you let me, I'd ease your burdens, 
my Bess. No use fretting about Liza. She'll lose the child within a fortnight, and none but you and yours will know she fell pregnant in the first place." 

My throat was dry and sore. Couldn't even think straight.

"You're afraid of me," he said. "But you shouldn't be. I mean you no harm."

"You're not real," I whispered. "I'm just dreaming you."

"I'm as real as the ache in your heart," he whispered back. "You were meant to be more than a common beggar, our Bess. You could be a blesser. Next time you see a sick cow, bless it. Say three Ave Marias and sprinkle some water on the beast. Folk will pay you for such things. Folk will hold you in regard, and you won't have to grovel for the scraps off their table."

What nonsense. The Church Warden would have me whipped and fined for saying the Ave Maria—and that was but mild chastisement. Catholics were still hanged in these parts, their priests drawn and quartered. I told myself that there was no such boy called Tibb—it was just my empty stomach talking. I rolled over, pulling the tattered blanket to my ears.

He wouldn't give over. "It runs in your blood. You've inherited the gift from your mam's father."

I shook my head no. "My grand-dad was an ostler. An honest man."

"He was a horse-charmer, if you remember well."

Tibb's voice summoned the memories. I was sat on Grand-Dad's knee, and he jostled me so that I could pretend I was riding a bouncy pony whilst he chanted the charm to St. George to ward horses from witchcraft. Enforce we us with all our might to love St. George, Our Lady's knight. Grand-Dad died when I was seven, but he'd taught my mam all his herbcraft for healing beast and folk alike, which she, in turn, had taught me, though Mam herself had no dealings in charms.

What a marvel. Grand-Dad working his blessings in the stables at Read Hall, beneath the Nowells' very noses. He must have served them well, kept their nags healthy and sound, so 
that instead of reporting him for sorcery they became his protectors. Perhaps that, indeed, was why the Nowells had given Malkin Tower to Mam—it did no good at all to vex a cunning man by treating his daughter ill. 

Still, the knowing made the sweat run cold down my back. To think that I carried this inside me. I could not say a word, only pray that Tibb would vanish again and leave me in peace.

"My own Bess, do I need to give you a sign or two? You'll see what I've said of Liza will come to pass. Now I'll give you more knowledge of the future. Before the moon is new again, Elsie will bear a son."

In spite of myself, I laughed. "Any fool can see she's carrying a boy from the way she's bearing so high and wide. I don't need a slip of a lad like you telling me about wenches bearing babies."

My mocking didn't put Tibb off. He only coaxed me all the more. "They'll name the lad Christopher after his father, and you'll see your Kit's father in the little lad's face, my Bess. You'll feel so tender that the years of bitterness will melt away."

Tears came to my eyes when I remembered my lover who had given me such pleasure before he bolted off, never to show his face again, leaving me to bear my shame and endure an angry husband fit to flay me alive and the gossips wagging their tongues and pointing. My husband refused to give the baby his name, so that was why my Kit was named Christopher Holgate, not Southerns. As punishment for my sin, I was made to stand a full day in the pillory in Colne marketplace.

"That's not all I can tell you of your future," said Tibb, nestling close, his breath warming my face. "In time, your Liza will marry an honest man who will love her in spite of her squint."

"Fortune-telling's a sin," I squeaked. In this the Curate and the priests of the old religion had always been of one mind. A dangerous thing, it was, to push back the veil and look into the future, for unless such knowledge came from a prophecy delivered by God, it came from the other place, the evil place, the Devil. Diviners and those who consulted them would be punished in hell by having their heads twisted backward for their unholy curiosity. 

But Tibb carried on in a voice I couldn't block out. "Liza will give you three grandchildren."

How seductive he was. If only I could trust him and believe that my Liza would be blessed by the love of a good man, a happy family.

"Her first-born daughter will be your joy," Tibb told me. "You'll love her till you forget yourself, my Bess. A pretty, impudent lass with skin like cream. A beauty such as you were at her age. She'll be your very likeness, and you'll teach her the things that I'll teach you." His voice sang with his promise.

"What else can you tell me?" I asked, my heart in my mouth.

Opening my eyes, I dared myself to look him in the face, but I only saw the stars shining in the window slits.





Poor beggar women mustn't allow themselves to be led astray by foolish fancies. Have some sense for once, I told myself. So I did my best to put Tibb out of my mind. Life carried on, same as it always had. I went begging or took what work was offered to me. Spent an afternoon on my hands and knees, scouring Old Master Mitton's henhouse in exchange for a loaf of bread, a cup of ale, and a bowl of thin gruel. As I scrubbed that stinking henhouse, Tibb and his promises seemed worlds away. How daft to think a woman such as I could ever charm or bless any person or thing.

After my work, I washed myself in the brook before heading home. Our Kit was gone, having found work at the slate pit, but Elsie was sat there in the firehouse with a face stark and clenched as winter. At first I thought her time had come.

"What is it?" I asked, the sweat rolling off me. "Have your waters broken?"

Lips glued together, Elsie pointed to the dark corner where Liza lay upon her pallet. The blankets and linens had been stripped off and were soaking in a bucket of cold water to loosen the red stains. My Liza was wan, her breathing shallow, but I could see no regret in her face. More like relief and silent thanksgiving.


"She took the tansy," Elsie said, speaking cold and hard. 

I looked to the rafters where my garden herbs were strung and, indeed, the stalks of tansy with their shrill yellow buttons were gone.

"You've no business growing that evil weed in your garden," Elsie went on, "knowing what sin it's used for."

"Oh, shut it, Elsie," I told her.

Bustling over to Kit and Elsie's bed in the bottom room of the tower, I stripped off the blanket and carried it to Liza, draping it over her. Took my girl's hand and pressed it in my own.

"All will be well," I vowed.

Next I laid hands on Elsie's shoulders.

"You'll not breathe a word of this," I told her.

My hard grip set her trembling. She dipped her eyes and clutched her belly, so big it looked fit to burst.

"You'll not tell a soul," I went on. "Even our Kit. Our Liza never miscarried. She never fell pregnant. You understand my meaning?"

If the Constable and Church Warden were quick to punish girls who carried bastards, there was no telling what they would do to a wench who made herself abort—or, indeed, to the one who had provided her with the herb.

Elsie clutched herself and nodded.

Sore and aching though I was, I dragged the bucket of soaking blankets out to the brook and pounded them against the stones, scrubbing with lye soap till my hands were raw, till the last trace of Liza's blood had vanished out of the wool.





None of this was Tibb's doing. Liza had taken her fate into her own hands, brewed a strong dose of tansy, swallowed it down, and waited till the herb opened up her womb. Just as I might have done those many years ago if I hadn't been so soft and still in love with the man who had given me such happiness, only to abandon me.

Less than a week later Elsie went to her childbed and I delivered her firstborn—a son, as I knew it would be. Our Kit was so 
happy he wept. Liza, dry-eyed, helped care for the baby whilst Elsie recovered from her confinement. As soon as my daughter-in-law was on her feet again, we took ourselves to the New Church in Goldshaw to have the child christened. The Curate spoke the Gospel over the baby but refused to trace the cross on his forehead with holy water, for he considered such things to be popish sorcery. 

Soon shearing season was upon us, and Kit had work every day for a fortnight. Liza, Elsie, and myself went from house to house to comb and card the new wool, Elsie bringing little Christopher along in a rush basket so she could nurse him. Walking homeward by dusk, I twisted my ankle coming down a steep track and had to hobble the rest of the way with one arm round Liza's waist. Come Sunday I let the rest of them go off to church whilst I stayed home to mind the baby. My swollen ankle was propped up on display in case the Church Warden or one of his lackeys barged in to see why I hadn't shown my face.

In truth, I was grateful for these few hours of ease with my new grandson. So sweet and perfect little Christopher was. Couldn't keep myself from taking him out of his swaddling to count his fingers and toes, then I trimmed his tiny nails gently with my teeth, for it was said that infants with long nails grew up to be thieves. I rocked and sang to my darling till he smiled. Couldn't remember when I'd last been so happy. That Sunday was the hottest we'd seen all year. Since the others were gone, I'd taken off my kirtle and was wearing only my thin smock whilst I was sat on the bench beneath the elder tree. My kirtle was hanging from the tree branch so I could slip it back on in a hurry if I heard the Church Warden coming. But for now I delighted in the cool shade and the singing birds and my baby Christopher cuddled in my arms. Elderblossom scented the air. Folk called it a witches' tree, but that was just foolish talk. In my mind, it was a tree of many gifts. I made elder cordial from the foamy white flowers and elderwine from the purple-black berries.

Little Christopher gazed up at me with innocent eyes, his fingers wrapped round my thumb, till he nodded off. Lulled by the sunlight, I leaned back against the tree trunk and, breathing in the elderflowers, slipped off to sleep as well. 

His curling golden hair haloed by the sun, he bent over me, and I was young again, beautiful enough to dazzle him. All I ask is one kiss. His mouth sought mine. Tilting my face to his, I surrendered, just as I had before, a faithless wife taking her pleasure with a travelling pedlar. How he kissed me.

I awoke with a whimper as a hot tongue bathed the underside of my left arm. In the heat of summer, I'd gone stone cold and couldn't say a word, only clutch the baby tight. By God's grace, the child still slept. I had awakened to see a great brown dog pressed against my knee, slavishly licking my arm.

Though I willed myself to order the dog away, I couldn't speak. My throat was dry as dust. In a panic, I tried to say the Pater Noster, but I couldn't remember the words. Quailing, I awakened Christopher who shrieked. The brown dog trotted away, disappearing through a gap in the hedge.

Though I'd dreamt of Kit's father, it was Tibb's kiss that burned on my lips, Tibb's visitation that made every hair on my body stand up. And then I knew that, unlike Kit's father, Tibb would never leave me, as much as I sought to banish him. It was useless trying to fight it or deny it. He would be with me always.
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TIBB APPEARED TO ME almost daily, most often at daylight gate, though sometimes in the blue quiet of morning or in the black hush of night. 

"Why are you here?" I asked him. "Why do you keep coming?"

He smiled and told me, "My lady sent me to look after you." But he wouldn't say who that lady was.

I struggled to make sense of it. Cunning folk I knew, by name and reputation at least: the midwife down in Colne, the herbwife over in Trawden. Did they have spirits such as Tibb? If so, they would scarce admit it for all the world to hear, for dealing with spirits was sorcery and the Bible said suffer not a witch to live. But, then again, you were only a witch if you used your powers for evil. Cunning folk did good. I'd heard that the Trawden herbwife had once cured a man of palsy. Fact was, people had need of charmers, for who else was there to treat the sick? Even supposing a person was rich enough to hire a physician, such doctors, with their lancets and leeches, were more likely to do harm than good to a body. In the old days, the monks of Whalley Abbey grew medicinal herbs and they'd a prayer and blessing for every illness, even holy relics to heal those with serious ailments, but the brothers were dead or in hiding now, so it was either seek out a blesser or suffer without end.

I made myself remember my own grand-dad, the light in his eyes. When I tossed in the throes of some ague, he'd only to lay 
his hand upon my brow and chant a rhyme under his breath for the fever to ease. Had he a familiar? Following my memory back far as it would go, I recalled the spotted bitch that seemed to follow him everywhere, yet the animal had never drawn close enough so that Mam or I could touch it. 

Mam wasn't a cunning woman, but she had known a thing or two. Long ago I'd heard her tell of the fairy folk. They were not like us mortal beings. Neither were they angels or demons or even ghosts, but a middle race that lived betwixt and between, made of a substance so fine that they could appear and disappear at will. Only the blessed and the mad could see them. My grand-dad had sought out their magics; many a horse he healed on account of their aid. They dwelt in a world apart from ours, yet it was very near. They'd a queen, the Queen of Elfhame, near as beautiful as Our Lady. She dressed all in green and rode a white mare with thirty-nine bells tied in its mane. Fleet as the bride of the wind, she'd ride, the music of those ringing, singing bells echoing through the forest. My lady sent me to look after you. Was Tibb, then, one of the elvenfolk, the Queen of Elfhame's host?

With such things churning in my head, I thought I'd gone stark mad. Yet on the outside, nothing much changed. I was still Demdike, the beggar woman of Malkin Tower, mother to one bastard and to one squint-eyed spinster too poor to afford a spinning wheel.

But Kit and his family moved on. It was Elsie's doing. To be honest, she'd never warmed to Liza and after I upbraided her for scolding Liza about the tansy, she'd taken to fearing me, too. I could see it in that fretful flicker in her eyes whenever I took her little son in my arms. She'd try to snatch him away, only Kit would wrap his arms round her and say, "Peace, Elsie. Let my old mother show some affection to her grandson."

Kit's words were of little use. Elsie carried on as though I'd toss little Christopher headfirst into the bubbling soup pot soon as her back was turned. So she badgered and nagged till Kit at last agreed they could move down to Sabden and stay with her 
brother's people. I was happy, at least, that Kit found steady work in a stone-cutter's yard. Strong as a bull, he was, shouldering those great slabs of slate as if they were no heavier than a lamb's fleece. 

Once he and his family moved to Sabden, I only saw them of a Sabbath. Pained me, it did, to see so little of Kit and my grandson, though I confess I didn't miss Elsie much. Why my Kit had to marry such a wet, jumpy thing was beyond my understanding. But he was a dutiful son, sending me what money he could spare. For the rest, Liza and I were left to our own devices. Two masterless women living in a tower.

Liza found what work she could whilst I wandered my lonely way begging. More often than not, I'd be walking along Pendle Water or up over Stang Top Moor when I'd see him out of the corner of my eye. Then my Tibb would take his place at my side. I'd be covered in the dust of the road, swatting at midges and flies, and he'd be fresh and clean as the first morning of spring.

"Go down yonder track," he said one morning. "You'll come across a lamb that's sore lame. Poor thing is bound to die anyway. Wring its neck and hide it in your bundle. None will be the wiser. You and our Liza can have meat this night. Later you can bury the bones in your garden."

"Hold your wicked tongue," I told him. "I might be a beggar but I'm no thief."

He grinned. "That's a sharp temper you have, my Bess."

In truth, I'd grown impatient with his mischief. "If you think you're so clever, why can't you cure my Liza of her squint?"

He sobered and bowed his head. "What God has done, only God can undo."

"What's the use of you, then, if you're only good for tempting me into getting hanged as a sheep thief?"

"I can reveal the things that lie hidden," he was quick to tell me. "What have you lost? I'll tell you where it's gone."

"Kit's father," I said, tart as anything. "Always wondered where he wandered off to."

Long before Tibb first appeared to me, I confess I was once 
desperate enough to seek out a tinker woman who claimed she could tell fortunes. Paid her a penny to tell me where my lost love had gone. Took my money, that charlatan had, and told me a pretty tale of my lost Jake being pressed against his will into the Queen's Navy. He had died at sea, so she said, pining for me till his last breath. 

Tibb was more forthright. "My Bess, sometimes you're too soft for your own good. He was a rogue, your Jake. Had a girl like you in every town and village on his way. Your Kit has a score of half-brothers and -sisters scattered across two counties. If you'd any sense, you'd have scorned his impudence."

"Does he still live?" I asked.

"Aye, he lives. In Halifax. In his son's house, off Doghouse Fold." Tibb's accuracy in such matters fair took the breath out of me. "Don't ask me to spirit you away to visit him, for you'll not like what you see. Your Jake's a helpless, toothless old wretch by now. His greedy children—"

I scowled.

"His greedy lawful children," he corrected himself, "have taken his house, his possessions, and his money, banishing him to a bed in the garret. His wits, his health, his memory, all are gone, Bess. Though he lives, he's a mere shade. His stingy daughter-in-law dishes out one meagre bowl of gruel to him in a day and leaves him to lie in his own piss."

"Enough!" I cried. Such a lot was too cruel for any man, even the one who had used and betrayed me. That night I would pray for Jake.

Tibb wandered over to a birch copse where bluebells grew in a cloudy swath. "I'd never abandon you to such a fate." He sat himself down in the soft grass, then stretched out his arm, beckoning me to rest a spell beside him.

"So you're more faithful than other men?"

"You're a fine one to talk of being faithful," he said. "Letting your husband wear the cuckold's horns. But to answer your question, my Bess: Yes, I am true. You may count on me."

"At least you're useful in that sense."


This made him laugh. "At last, my Bess, we are of one mind." 

"If you know so much, tell me this. Where may Liza and I go to find work tomorrow and more in payment than stale bread?"

He smiled, showing off his fine white teeth. "Anthony Holden's, down at Bull Hole Farm. You'll have meat in your belly without risking your neck to steal a sickly lamb."





"Why Anthony Holden's?" Liza demanded when I roused her in the morning. "Last time he had no work for me. Chased me off his land, he did. Hates the sight of me."

"Just this once," I said. "If he sends us packing, we'll never go there again, I promise."

On that brisk morning I led the way. We skirted Blacko Hill, then walked along Pendle Water, passing through Roughlee with its manor house where Richard Nutter lived. Like his father before him, Nutter had remained true to the old faith. Of late, rumours had gone round of him concealing Jesuits, a new breed of priest come over from France as part of a secret English mission. Courting ruin, that was. Both Nutter and the priest, if discovered, would be done for high treason and dragged off to Lancaster where they would first be hanged, then cut down whilst still alive and disembowelled, left to die in slow torment before the spitting mob.

The year before last Nutter had taken a new bride, young enough to be his granddaughter, so I'd heard. Kept themselves to themselves, the Nutters did, so I'd never clapped eyes on the lass. But I fair wondered what kind of girl would choose to bear such a yoke, not only to marry a sixty-year-old man, rich though he might be, but to risk her life sheltering Jesuits. I wouldn't trade places with her for all the money in the world.

Liza and I pressed on by way of Thorneyholme into Goldshaw, past the New Church and the stone pit where I first met Tibb. Felt like an age before we finally reached Bull Hole Farm. As we trudged up to the farmhouse, a brown dog shot out of nowhere and bounded up to meet us. The hairs on my skin stood on end when that beast thrust his muzzle into my palm.


"Are you not well?" my daughter asked me. "Told you it was too far to walk on no account." 

"Tell me, Liza, did you see this dog when you last came to Bull Hole?"

"I recall seeing a black dog, not a brown one." She shrugged. "But farmers are like to keep more than one dog, as a rule."

She dropped to her knees, took the dog's great head in her hands, and rubbed it behind the ears. Had a soft spot for God's creatures, did our Liza. Her bad temper vanished. For a moment I was worried she would spend the rest of the day fussing over that infernal beast.

"Enough of that," I said. "We've come to find honest work."

The brown dog scampered away, as if to lead us to the farmhouse door, but when we reached the house, there was no sign of the animal. A woman's head appeared in a window, then the door flew open. Sarah Holden was stood on the threshold, hands flapping in alarm.

"Away from here, you squint-eyed devil! We've a sick child in the house and more than enough bad luck. Be off before I have my husband turn you out the gate."

Hiding behind Mistress Holden's skirts, small children sneaked glances at my Liza, who decided to amuse her onlookers. Throwing back her head, she rolled her eyes in contrary directions till the children shrieked with laughter. Ignoring her antics, I strode up to the door and put my foot in before Mistress Holden could slam it shut.

"Is that any way for a Christian to greet her neighbour?" I asked her.

"You're no neighbour of mine," she said.

No neighbour of hers, indeed! Did we not take communion at the same table, I was about to argue when, to my astonishment, a passage from Proverbs came to me, one of the Curate's favourites.

Smooth-tongued as Tibb, I quoted the Bible verse: "He that giveth unto the poor shall not lack; but he that hideth his eyes shall have many a curse."


When I said the word curse, she whitened, her lips pressing down, but I knew she could not dispute what was written in the Good Book. At a loss, she was, and what did I do but turn that to my advantage? 

"Have a heart, Sarah Holden. I'm old enough to be your own mother. Liza and I have travelled all this way because we've no bread left in our house. Not a single egg. My girl has a squint, it's true, but she won't bring any bad luck in your house, I swear. Have us work outdoors, if you will. We could weed your garden."

The woman shook her head. "Weeding's children's work." She sighed. "If it's honest work you're after, you can scrub out the scullery. There's spinning to be done, too."

"My Liza can spin beautifully," I told her.

The children leapt and clapped their hands, begging Liza to do the trick with her eyes again till their mother shooed them away.





Leaving Liza to do the spinning, I scrubbed out the scullery myself. By noon I was near finished. Meanwhile the smell of lamb stew and baking bread wafted in from the kitchen, and I was hoping and praying Mistress Holden would invite us to her table. We'd keep our mouths shut and sit well below the salt, to be sure.

From the kitchen I heard Anthony Holden and his farmhands tramp in the door, heard Sarah Holden call her servant girl to fetch ale from the cellar. The mere thought of ale made my mouth water, though if Mistress Holden was stingy in her brewing as she was in everything else, it was probably weak, watery stuff. I rinsed out the clouts and was hanging them to dry when, from out of the kitchen, came a roar that stopped my heart.

"That bug-eyed slattern!" Master Holden shouted to his wife. "You let her in the house and she's spoiled the ale!"

"No, sir." Liza's voice came tight and scared. "I never touched your ale, sir. Never even looked at it."


"You cursed it," he said. "You're ruled by the Devil, you ugly thing." 

I rushed out of the scullery to see my daughter quaking before him. Master Holden had left the door wide open. Outside the brown dog was stood watching. All my hackles were raised. I pressed my hands together, then stepped between Master Holden and Liza. Mistress Holden, the children, and the servants were stood round, afraid to even speak with the master in such a temper. I lifted my chin and tried to convince myself that I wasn't afraid of him.

"Sir, if your ale's been cursed, it wasn't the work of my Liza. That I'll swear upon your Bible. But if you show me the ale, I can lift the curse."

If anything, my words left Master Holden looking even angrier, his face flushed a deep plum. The one thing that held me riveted was the sight of the brown dog. He was sat down now, one huge paw resting on the threshold.

"You claim to have the power to lift a curse?" Master Holden spoke with contempt, as though I were an idiot not even fit to scrub out his wife's scullery.

"Sir, you just accused my poor Liza of cursing the brew. If you believe she has such powers, merely from her squint, which was given to her by God, why can you not believe that a simple woman such as myself can bless and lift a curse?"

Never in my life had I spoken so bold to my betters. It was as though Tibb were stood beside me, whispering the words in my ear. Master Holden was struck speechless, probably wondering whether to backhand me for my cheek. But I didn't cower.

"Master Holden," I said. "Sure there's no harm in letting me try."

"Ale jug's on the table," he said. Then his mouth clamped up and he looked fair powerless to say anything more.

The brown dog lay down with both front paws resting on the threshold.

Head buzzing, I crossed the slate floor to the scrubbed oaken 
table and put my hands on either side of the jug. I was silent. Everyone was. If I couldn't do this, they'd call me a liar. Holden would chase me off with a switch. But before I could founder another second, the words came to me, sweet and pure as Tibb's voice. 


Three Biters hast thou bitten

The Heart, ill Eye, ill Tongue:

Three bitter shall be thy Boot:

Father, Son, and Holy Ghost,

In God's name.



And then, before Master Holden's unbelieving eyes, I chanted five Pater Nosters, five Ave Marias, and the Creed, all the while remembering how, a lifetime ago, my grand-dad had murmured the Latin words over me whilst I lay fevered.

"That's popish nonsense," he said, but his voice was shaky and uncertain.

Ignoring him, I turned to his wife. "Mistress Holden, if you could please bring me a mug."

Without a word, she handed me a clean pewter tankard, the best she had in the house. Her eyes were lowered like a servant's when she pressed it into my hand. I poured ale into the tankard and drank. Wondrous cool from the cellar, the ale was. As I'd suspected, it was on the weak side, but refreshing just the same. I took a good long swallow before setting the tankard back down.

"You brew good ale, Mistress Holden," I said, though that was stretching the truth a bit.

Her husband poured himself a tankard and drank. "It was spoiled before, I'll swear to it. Sour as bad fruit. But now it's right again." He looked at me with something close to fear in his eyes.

"She's a blesser," his wife said, casting her eyes down to the floor.

"Where did you learn such things?" Master Holden asked me.

"God has given me this gift, sir."

No one could fault me for calling on God, I thought, and 
everyone knew that magic could be of the good sort. With my prayers, I'd allied myself with heavenly powers, as any respectable cunning woman would do. Miracles and wonders had always been part of the old religion. Light a candle, pray to a saint, and, with the saint's intercession and God's grace, your wish could be granted. When one of the Towneley wives could not conceive a child, she went on a pilgrimage to St. Mary's of Walsingham and, within the year, she was pregnant. Now that the shrines lay ruined, what could people do but turn to cunning folk? 

The Queen herself, I'd heard it said, employed a conjurer in her court—Dr. John Dee. Surely Elizabeth would not do such a thing if she believed him to work evil. Folk said that Dr. Dee could read the mysteries of the stars and turn tin into gold. Different laws, there were, for the rich and the poor. The highborn could hold fast to their astrologers and alchemists even if their laws forbade us simple folk our magics. What if the Holdens accused me of calling upon unholy spirits? My stomach curdling, I looked to the open door. The brown dog was gone.

Mistress Holden, having recovered possession of herself, bade everyone to come eat. Knowing our place, Liza and I sat below the servants at the very foot of the table.

"Some trickster you are," my daughter whispered in my ear. "How did you fool them?"

I told her to hush up and put on a grateful face for the food we were about to receive. After the prayers, the maidservant ladled out lamb stew, the first meat I'd tasted in months. Tibb's promise had come true—I had to give him that. Whilst I ate, I made sure my head was bowed, meek and humble, over my wooden trencher. But I could feel their stares. The Holdens, their children, the servants, and the farmhands were all gawping at me. Word would go round. By Sunday when Liza and I walked to the New Church, everyone from Colne to Whalley would be saying that Demdike of Malkin Tower had charmed the ale at Bull Hole Farm. Could I endure the gossip and the looks that would follow me? Heaven knows, they'd said enough about me already.

The stew and bread were rich and good, filling my stomach. 
Proper meal like that was enough to put a glow on Liza's cheeks. If you looked at her from the side, you hardly noticed her squint, and, apart from her wayward eyes and her skinny frame, she wasn't a bad-looking girl. Had her father's glossy brown hair. Her neck and wrists were graceful, her bosom well-shaped—that she had from me. For a moment I allowed myself to fancy that I had the power to bless more than ale. Could I charm one of the farmhands sat at this table so that he would turn his heart to my Liza? But the lads just kept staring at me. Couldn't even read the look in their eyes to tell whether they were nervous, awestruck, or simply curious. Only when the maidservant rose to collect the empty trenchers did I notice young John Device gazing at Liza. Shy lad, he was. Never opened his mouth unless he was spoken to first. When Liza swung her head round and threw him a big grin, he blushed and bolted out the door. So much for that. 

"Spinning's done, scullery's clean," Liza said. "Time to be on our way—unless there's anything more they want you to bless."

How could she make light of what I'd done? My head still rang and, in spite of the good food, a coldness settled in my belly. I fair trembled at the thought of stepping out that door only to meet the brown dog again. At any rate, it was time to ask the Holdens for our payment.

The housewife and her husband were stood on the far end of the kitchen, their heads together as they spoke in low voices. Then they both looked at me.

"Mother Demdike," Master Holden said.

I was stood to attention, pleased that he hadn't just called me Demdike. "Mother" had a certain ring of admiration about it, the most a woman of my station could hope for. For the first time in my life, I'd an inkling of what it would mean to command respect.

"Could I ask you for one more thing before you go on your way?" So careful and soft-spoken, the master was with me now. Hard to believe this was the same man who had railed at my Liza less than an hour ago. "I'll pay you for it. I'll give you a capon, a dozen eggs, and a dressed hare besides."


Suddenly it seemed my labours were worth more than stale bread. I wet my tongue, searched for words. "If it's something I can do, Master Holden, sir." 

My first thought was that he wanted me to bless one of his cows. Tibb had already taught me the charm for ailing cattle: three Ave Marias and a sprinkling of water. But no. Master Holden wasn't even thinking about his herd.

"It's my son," he said. "My little Matthew. He's poorly."

Mistress Holden clasped her hands together, and I saw the red rims round her eyes. Before I could find my voice, Master Holden was leading the way up the narrow, creaking stairs, and Mistress Holden was coming up behind me, so I'd no choice but let them take me to the chamber where the child lay in a trundle bed at the foot of his parents' bedstead. Liza was left behind in the kitchen.

Of course, I'd heard of young Matthew Holden, the sickly child never seen in church, but I'd never laid eyes on him before. He looked to be about four years old. His eyes were sunken, his skin waxen and dull whilst he lay there like a poppet. I wanted to tell his parents no, nothing could be done. One look at the boy was enough to tell me it was hopeless—this child wouldn't make old bones. Mostly I was afraid. My stomach turned and I longed to be far from the room. The Holdens could keep their capon, eggs, and hare. Charming ale was quite a different matter than blessing a sickly child. If I failed, if I spoke the charm and the child's condition worsened, or if, God forbid, he died, then I would be done for. The Holdens would accuse me of bewitching the lad and that would be the end of Mother Demdike. I'd be stoned or drowned or worse.

I was about to flat-out refuse when Master Holden dropped to his knees beside the trundle bed. The sight knocked me sideways. So the loud-mouthed blunderer had a soft spot. I watched him lay a tender hand on the lad's brow.

"His heart and lungs are weak," Master Holden said. "Last winter he fell ill and never recovered his strength."

Mistress Holden knelt on the other side of the trundle bed and 
whispered fond words to the child before looking up at me. "We called in a doctor," she said. "But he demanded three pounds. We couldn't pay—" 

"Sarah!" her husband admonished.

Mistress Holden flushed in her shame of admitting to a person as low as me that she and her husband could not afford a physician. "Can you not help him?" she asked, tears in her eyes.

What a strange thing it was to be stood in their bedchamber with the master and mistress on their knees before me.

"A sick child is a serious matter," I said, so reluctant that I couldn't meet their eyes.

"Please," Mistress Holden said. "At least say you'll try."

One look at her face was enough to remind me what it was like to be the mother of an ailing child. When my Kit was only two, he fell ill with a terrible fever and I'd sworn that his death would be the end of me, only we both were lucky and he pulled through.

My knees ached, my whole body was sore from the long walk to Bull Hole Farm and from the hours spent scrubbing out the scullery. I gazed out the chamber window, wondering what to do, when I saw the brown dog stood below, staring up at me. Sinking to the floor beside Mistress Holden, I took the child's clammy hand. Listless, the little boy stared up. Resigned to his fate, he was. Hadn't any hope left inside him of ever getting better.

"Have you lungwort in the house?" I asked his mother.

She shook her head.

"I'll bring some tomorrow and brew him a tonic." Then I stroked the child's sallow face. "Best if you leave me alone with him for a spell."

After his parents had let themselves out of the room, the first spark of life shone in the boy's eyes. He looked nervous.

"Your parents asked me to bless you," I confided. "What do you say to that, Master Matthew?" I chafed his limp hand between my own. "Wouldn't it be a grand thing to rise out of this bed and go out and play with your brothers and sisters?"


From outside the window came the sound of children's laughter. 

"Fancy being out there with them. A fine day, this. You could be sat in the grass with the sun on your face. See the flowers and your father's new calves."

"You stink," the lad told me. "You're dirty."

I laughed. "So your sickness hasn't struck you dumb then. If I'm dirty, my lot is better than yours. Least I do more than lie abed all day like a great lump."

A spot of colour entered the child's cheeks and that made me go soft. Though my back hurt, I lifted Matty from his bed and carried him to the window.

"I'm only a poor beggar woman, but I can wander wherever my fancy takes me. Once I was sat way up there, atop Pendle Hill." I pointed out the window where the hill rose to touch the sky. "I could see all the way to the sea. But you're a prisoner in this room. Have you never prayed to get better?"

The boy watched his brothers and sisters, who squealed and chased each other whilst they should have been weeding the garden.

"Tell me this, Matty," I said, making the child look me in the eye. "Do you want to get better or do you want to lie in this chamber till you waste away?"

The boy's eyes were huge. "I want to get better," he said in a tiny voice.

My skin nettled. My eyes misted. It was as though I could look into two worlds at once. The child's spirit was snared in some dark place indeed, fettered at the bottom of a cold, dry well. A powerful charm it would take to raise him up into the light. The years flowed backward till I was a young woman stood in our church in the days of Mary Tudor. Above the new-built roodscreen was the fresh-painted image of Judgement. Christ the King was sat upon his throne between the glittering gates of heaven and the yawning maw of hell. Beside heaven's gate Saint Peter was stood, holding the keys. At the very same time, 
I looked through the Holdens' window to see the brown dog lie down upon the grass. 

The blessing seized me. The words flowed from my tongue, whilst the inside of my head buzzed like a swarm of bees.


What hath he in his hand?

A golden wand.

What hath he in his other hand?

Heaven's door keys.

Stay shut, hell door.

Let the little child

Go to its Mother mild.



I saw a picture, painted on the church wall, of Our Lady, clad in black, weeping at the foot of the cross, but even as she wept, she seemed swept up in a blinding vision.


What is yonder that casts a light so far-shining?

Mine own son that's nailed to the Tree.

He is nailed sore by the heart and hand.



Lastly, I saw the Angel Gabriel, all in white, holding a lily.


Gabriel laid himself down to sleep

Upon the ground of holy weep.

Our good Lord came walking by.

Sleepest thou, wakest thou, Gabriel?

No, Lord, I am stayed with stick and stake,

That I can neither sleep nor wake.

Rise up, Gabriel, and come with me,

The stick nor the stake have power to keep thee.



Inside the child was a well of deep cold. My head a-flutter, I held him fast till that ungodly chill drained out of him and into me. Held on to him and chanted till his skin no longer felt clammy, but was warm as bread fresh out of the oven. All my warmth poured into the boy. When I tucked him back into his bed, I was shivery and faint, though sunlight streamed into the close little chamber. Had to hold on to the bedstead to raise 
myself to my feet. Staggered to the door, then called out to the Holdens, who flew into the room to behold their boy with his new-flushed cheeks and gleaming eyes. The child grasped his mother's hand, told her he would pray to get better and that he wanted to see his father's new calves. I was so weak by then that I had to go down to the kitchen and sit a spell. Liza spoke to me, the Holdens spoke to me, but I hardly knew what they were saying. A bell knelled inside my head. Even when I closed my eyes I saw the brown dog. 

When I could finally stand on my feet again and was well enough to wobble home, Liza had to carry the capon, the dressed hare, and the dozen eggs—a basket in each hand.

***

"How did you do that?" my daughter demanded. First off, she'd thought I was putting on an act like some quack at Colne Market. Now she wouldn't shut her gob about it. "You never did such a thing before."

I was too drained to speak. Took my last strength to drag myself back to Malkin Tower, where I collapsed upon my pallet. Anyone could see that the illness had left young Matthew only to enter me. Never mind the victuals the Holdens had given us—I could barely swallow a cup of broth. Couldn't rise from my pallet for a fortnight, but I sent Liza to bring the Holdens the lungwort.

Whilst she was gone, Tibb appeared and let me hold his warm hand for strength.

"Why didn't you warn me?" I asked him, tears in my eyes. "If I'd known it would be like this—"

"Would you have refused to bless a sick child? I don't believe that for a moment, my Bess."

My sight blurred. The way I shuddered and ached, I feared I would never be right again.

Tibb stroked my hair. "In future, it will be easier on you. You're new to this is all. Lie back and rest, my Bess. You've earned your sleep."

He covered my eyes with his soft palms, and then I tumbled 
into a shimmering fever dream. Three paths led off into the bluebell wood. One led to the right, another to the left, but some tug inside made me set off down the middle path as I called out after Tibb, begging him to show himself. Instead I saw a lady come riding upon a white horse. Rapturous lovely, she was, her red-gold hair shimmering like the sun at daylight gate. The woodland rang with the music of the gold and silver bells twined in her horse's lustrous mane. Lifting her hand in blessing, the rider smiled as though she'd known me since I was a babe.  My lady sent me to look after you.

The haunting chimes of those bells brought back my memories of the old ways. A girl again, I joined the procession round the fields to encourage the corn to grow high. We chanted blessings over the springs to make them pure. Yet when I looked round, I saw no crosses, no priests, just the young maids and the young men wandering off into the fields of waving green barley. Again the lady appeared, riding a graceful circle round me. Fresh and new as unfurling spring leaves, she was, but older even than the popish faith. She was not the Queen of Heaven, but a queen of earth, Queen of Elfhame.





When the fever broke, Liza was sat beside my pallet with a piece of lamb pie from the Holdens. I fell upon it with a hunger that made her laugh.

"Little Matthew's well better," she told me. "Today he left his sickbed. Ate at the table with the rest of the family. Stuck his head outside before his mother called him back. Then he was sat with me whilst I was winding wool."

I smiled. At least my sufferings weren't for nothing. "You brewed the lungwort for him?"

"Aye." She looked me over, her eyes strange. "Tell me, Mam. Did you have the powers always? Or did they come to you all sudden-like?"

I stared up at the thatch and told her I needed my rest, but she wouldn't stop pestering me.


"You've always sown them herbs," she said. "If we'd nowt else, there were them weeds of yours." 

"And a good thing for you," I said, thinking of the tansy.

"But when you blessed Matty Holden, you'd no wort with you. Could you not teach me, Mam?"

"It's not something you want to be meddling with. Look at the state it's left me in."

"Teach me the charms, Mam, please! I've a good memory."

"Child, there's more to it than just words."

"Folk think my squint is enough to curdle butter," Liza said. "If my eyes can curse, sure I could bless if I set my mind to it."

The notion had lodged itself in my daughter's skull, and there was nowt more I could say.





When I was well enough to show my face in the New Church again, I was stood at the back with the other poor folk, whilst the yeomen and gentry sat in their pews. I tried to put on a good face, keep my thoughts on the hymns and scriptures, ignore how the Curate stared at me, how everyone looked my way. Word had certainly gone round.

My old friend Anne Whittle couldn't take her eyes off me. Of all the people in that church, she knew me best, for we'd been best friends during our girlhood, always sharing the other's company back in the days of the processions, our loose-flowing hair crowned with the garlands we'd woven for each other. Such a beauty my Anne had been with her green eyes and her tresses the colour of flax. In secret I used to fancy that she was some highborn lady left by mistake in a labourer's cottage. Full of herself even as a little lass. Burst her spleen if any dared to belittle her. Her temper was fierce enough to make a grown man whimper. Anne forged her own way in life. If one door was locked to her, she'd find another, ever resourceful, never one to give up when she had her mind set on something.

Catching her eye, I smiled. Her hair, like mine, was grey now, yet her eyes were as keen as they'd ever been. Like me, she'd been 
luckless in marriage, at least in the beginning. Wed her sweetheart, she had, the best-looking man in Pendle, so she swore, only he'd a wandering eye, and a few years down the line, after her girl Betty was born and the son who didn't live, our Anne found her good man lying in a haystack with Meg Pearson. So what did my friend do but sneak up with a bucket of cold ditchwater and drench them both. In a voice loud enough to be heard from Trawden to Clitheroe, she told her husband that he could have his trollop, for he'd not be welcome in their marriage bed ever again. 

When he died not long afterward, Anne shocked everyone by taking another husband, ten years younger than herself. Though folk had surmised she was too old for bearing by then, she birthed her youngest girl, Anne, a golden-haired child pretty as her mother had been in her youth. Now that my friend's second husband was dead, people had taken to calling her Chattox, her maiden name having been Chadwick, in order to tell her apart from little Annie, her daughter.

Anne had stood by me in my hour of deepest humiliation, when, twenty-two years ago, the Constable pilloried me for adultery. Pregnant with Kit, the pedlar's bastard, I shrank inside myself, my head and hands locked into the stocks, my face blackened from the sheep dung the crowd lobbed at me. Not caring what anybody thought, my Anne barged her way through the throng to take her place before me. Though I trembled and sobbed, full sorry for myself, she chatted with me as though we were market wives sat over cups of strong October ale.

"My first husband was an adulterer, as you well know," she'd told me, her face so close to mine that our noses touched, never mind that I was spattered with filth. "Nobody put him in the stocks, but when I threw that cold bucket on him, his member did shrink. God's foot, our Bess! You should have seen it."

Full blasphemous, she teased that she'd pray to Saint Uncumba, the patroness of women who wished to be rid of their husbands, and with God's grace the saint would help me get shot of Ned Southerns one way or other. So Anne jibed and told 
bawdy jokes till I roiled with laughter and could no longer pity myself or even feel shame for what I'd done. 

If that wasn't true friendship, what was? A sad thing that we only saw each other of a Sunday now that we'd no more holidays or the leisure to do much besides stand for hours in the church on the Sabbath or toil for our bread the other days of the week. Her cottage, over in West Close, lay five miles from Malkin Tower, over an hour's journey by foot.

What I wouldn't give to turn my back on those prodding eyes in the congregation, link arms with her, and set off through the meadows as we used to do. With the strange turn my life had taken, I needed her more than ever. Full of longing, I shot her another glance. Full brazen, she winked.





After the hours of preaching were done, Anne, bless her, was first out the door with her daughters in her wake. I made to follow, hoping to catch up, but as I stumbled blinking into the sunlight, Master and Mistress Holden waylaid me. Little Matthew was stood between them. How proud and pleased the parents looked, how they beamed at me, and how glum was that little lad's face. Wager the mite half-wished he was still ill so he could spare his ears the Curate's dreary sermon. But anybody could see how Matty was thriving since I had blessed him. Whether it was by my charm or by the lungwort, only God could say. After the Holdens had thanked me again and taken their leave, I saw Anne waiting for me at the wicket gate. So I told Liza to go on without me, and Anne sent her two girls home, Betty watching over little Annie.





Mindful of eavesdroppers, my friend and I strayed from the road, finding a narrow track that cut into the green near Pendle Water. The mossy earth cushioned our bare feet as we wove our way between birch trees and felt the dance of sun and shadow upon our faces.

"Tongues are wagging about you, our Bess," Anne said. "Always had a surprise up your sleeve. Now I turn round and you're a charmer." 

"I know you don't hold with such things yourself," I was quick to say.

Ever the sceptic was Anne, far too full of common sense to suffer those who claimed to work miracles. All that chanted drivel, I'd heard her say before. Worse gibberish than what we had to hear from the old priests. Give me a good herbwife to lay on a poultice, but spare me the incantation.

"It's a dangerous path you're treading," she said. "Did you not hear about the conjurer over Burnley way?"

I shook my head. Living at Malkin Tower, I could not keep track of the gossip the way Anne could, living as she did between Burnley and Fence.

"He used the spell of the sieve and shears to discover the whereabouts of stolen goods. The Magistrate had him arrested. He was sentenced to be pilloried not once, but four times, Bess: in Clitheroe, Whalley, Colne, and Lancaster. And he's been warned that should he ever deal in sorcery again, he's to be hanged."

Considering how I'd barely endured the pillory that single instance, I couldn't fathom how anybody could bear to go through it four times. Perhaps hanging would be kinder. Overpowered by everything, I just wanted to hide myself away and never speak about this to anyone again. Yet I could never conceal my true face from Anne.

"Spells and spirits," she said. "It's not what I would have wished for you, love."

I gazed into her eyes, green as the moss beneath our feet.

"By Our Lady, I didn't wish this on myself either."

Struggling over my every word, I tried to describe what had come over me that day at Bull Hole Farm, how the powers I scarce understood had surged through me with a will of their own and I their mere vessel.

Anne's mouth folded upon itself. Her steady eyes blinked. Pale and quiet, she bowed her head. First time I ever saw our 
Anne at a loss for words. What if this drove a wedge between us? She might be half-frightened of me now that I'd passed into this murky place where she couldn't follow. 

"I can't just walk away from it," I told her, fair helpless. "Can't pretend it never happened."

"No, indeed," she said at long last. "No one will let you. They'll come banging on your door at all hours, calling on you for this and that. Just be careful, love. It's a gift you've been given, but even gifts don't come for nothing. You might have to pay more than you bargained."

With a rush of heat, I remembered how Tibb had appeared to me the Sunday I'd stayed home with my baby grandson. All I ask is one kiss. That single kiss had been enough to turn me into a different woman, one who was marked and set apart. Was that the true price and did I rue it? The mere thought of Tibb and his beauty, of how he filled me with awe and set my head brimming with golden light, made me flush like a girl in the thrall of new love.

The strangeness gone out of her face, Anne wrapped her arm round my shoulders. Once more she was my friend, ever practical, quick to think up some joke to make me smile. "Never a dull one, you. Always had to choose the hardest road. Married that shovel-faced Ned when you could have had any lad in Pendle—barring mine, of course!"

Eager to put this talk of magic behind us, I grinned.

"Kindred spirits, we are," she said. "Had to do things our own way, no matter what folk said."

Her arm linked with mine, we headed back. Sermon had lasted an age, the afternoon was wearing on, and our families awaited us. Gone were the days when we could linger together for hours and hours. But before we went on our separate ways, Anne plucked a lacy spray of cow parsley and tucked it behind my ear, which made us both laugh.

"Our Anne, do you think things will ever be so good again as they were back in our day?"


I wasn't talking about the old church, for Anne had never been pious. Far as she was concerned, both Catholic priest and Protestant curate were nowt but long-winded hypocrites. What I meant were the revels and feasts, the delight we'd shared when we were two garlanded girls traipsing into the twilit fields. Our own daughters had never known such a carefree time, only this life of toil and want. 

"The old ways are lost," she said, gentle and sad. "Not even them charms of yours can turn back time."

She spoke as any sensible person would do. But after we'd said our farewells and I'd headed off home, I thought to myself that the old ways would never truly die if I kept them alive in my memory. Well important, it was, that someone remained to tell young folk that the world hadn't always been the way it was now.





As Anne had predicted, folk in Pendle Forest would never let me forget what I'd done at Bull Hole Farm. When I went begging, they looked at me differently than before, as though they feared what might happen if they sent me away hungry. Instead of giving me the work of the lowest servant, they invited me to their table, served me what food they could provide, be it porridge or pottage or applecake, with a mug of their best ale to wash it down. Then, after an age of hemming and hawing, they made their request of me. Could I sit a spell with their child or their old mother, with their cow or their lame horse?

The beasts I didn't mind. Adored cows, I did, for their huge eyes and their gentle might. All I needed do was stroke a cow's neck and she'd go soft as lambswool. Drop her ears and stand still and easy whilst I chanted my Ave Marias over her, sprinkled her with blessed water, and let her drink the special tonic I'd brewed. The most skittish horse would nuzzle my neck after I spoke to him and stroked him on the withers and under the mane. Then I'd poultice the nag's legs with elecampane, which my grand-dad had called Horse Heal, for it cured every rash and swelling.


Learned to carry herbs in my bundle: plants to cure cow, sheep, horse, and folk alike. Sick children took the most out of me. Despite Tibb's promises, this never changed. After blessing a child, I was laid up at least seven days. Perhaps it was my fear of something going wrong that left me so weak. Walking on a knife edge, it was. I prayed and prayed that not a single child I blessed would ever die. Grown folk were different. If I blessed an ailing old soul and it was for nowt, no one held it against me. Tried my best to give them some comfort and ease before they departed this world. I liked to see them go with a smile on their lips. 

Before long, folk took to asking me for more than simple blessings. Spinsters and widows begged me for love spells, and some folk I'll not name asked me to curse their enemies, but I refused to meddle in any such business. If I wanted to keep my reputation, I could only be seen to work for good and never for evil. So I told people my business was blessing and healing, nowt else, yet despite Tibb's help, there were some whose afflictions were beyond my powers to cure.





Of an August dawn, I walked to Hugh Bradyll's farm, for his wife had asked me to come. The year before Bradyll had broken his leg and the blacksmith had set it for him, but done a poor job, so the bone had mended crooked. Nowadays the sorry man limped about in such constant pain, he could no longer plough his field or herd his cows, and he'd no sons to do the heavy work for him.

Upon reaching the Bradylls' house, I took out my bundle of herbs and blessed the grey-faced yeoman in the name of the Holy Trinity, the five wounds of Our Lord, the Mother of God, and the Twelve Apostles. I spoke every holy verse I knew, chanted the Pater Noster, Ave Maria, and the Creed. But Tibb's voice came low in my ear, telling me what I already knew in my heart: Bradyll's leg would never be right again, that the marrow inside the bone had wasted away.

"This leg can't be fixed," I told his goodwife who was stood 
there, hands wringing her apron. "I'll brew a tincture of poppy seed to dull his pain, but there's nowt else I can do." 

"You said you were a blesser." Mistress Bradyll made like I'd betrayed her out of malice.

"Told you not to bother calling out that lying quack," Bradyll spat before clenching his teeth again in agony.

"In God's name, I've done my best, sir." Had to bite my tongue to hold my peace. "I'm a blesser, to be sure, but no miracle worker. Blacksmith set your leg crooked, sir, and crooked it will remain."

Master turned his head to the wall. "Show that bilker to the door," he told his wife.

My head throbbing, I followed Mistress Bradyll out of the chamber. Her good man was bitter because he was ruined. If he could no longer get about on his two legs, he'd lose his livelihood, lose his leasehold on the farm. Most he could hope for was to learn weaving or somesuch job that could be done sitting down, but even weavers needed their feet to work the loom. He'd have to sit in his bed and card wool like a woman. Couldn't really blame him for his temper or his wife for her tears, but why did they have to lay the blame at my feet?

Meanwhile, I was fit to faint away from hunger. Hadn't had anything to eat or drink that day, and now it seemed that the Bradylls were of the opinion that I hadn't earned any payment at all. Mistress Bradyll opened the door for me.

"Good day to you, Demdike," she said.

But I refused to leave till she had at least paid me in food and drink. Just wasn't hospitable to send a fifty-year-old woman on her way without even a cup of small beer or buttermilk. Holding Mistress Bradyll's eyes with my own, I recited the charm to get drink.


Crucifixus hoc signum vitam eternam. Amen.



Hearing the strange words bubble up from my lips, Mistress Bradyll started. She was too young to remember either the old 
Latin prayers or the crucifix that had once hung upon our roodscreen. On procession days we had carried it round the fields and pastures to bless the land, the animals, and the crops, for Christ's passion was the promise of life everlasting. Now the cross that hung in our church was stark, bare wood, and those walls, once painted with pictures of the saints and their stories, were whitewashed, empty as my stomach was now. 

Not waiting for an invitation, I sat myself down at Mistress Bradyll's table and stared at her with unblinking eyes till she shut the door and dragged herself to the pantry to fetch me bread, butter, cheese, and beer. Didn't take my leave till I'd eaten and drunk my fill. I wasn't going to go to bed hungry this night on account of Master Bradyll's bad leg. I kept my eyes level on Mistress Bradyll till she took the hint and packed a bundle of bread and cheese for me to take home to Liza. By the time I walked out her door, she was shaking like a reed, well glad to see me gone.

So back to Malkin Tower I tramped. Didn't know if I'd find Liza home. She might have been spinning at the Holdens' or helping with the threshing at Thorneyholme Farm. Instead I found her sat regal as a duchess upon the bench beneath the elder tree. As the swaying branches, weighted with purple-black berries, cast their shadows over her face, she looked older and wiser, a woman and no mere girl. Two strangers were sat facing her on the good bench she'd dragged out of the firehouse. Ladies, they were, sporting fine gowns of new wool trimmed in velvet and gold thread. Never before had we been graced by such fancy folk.

I was about to barge forward and announce myself when a hare flitted across my path. Tibb's voice whispered in my ear. Stay back and watch a spell, my Bess. You'll learn something of your daughter.

The elder of the two strangers spoke to Liza. "We've never before resorted to such measures, you understand, but when needs must." She spoke half in bossiness, half in trepidation. Wanted something done for her, she did. Right plump was our guest, with a lace-trimmed coif to cover her grey hair. I tried to put a name to her face, but she appeared an utter stranger.


"Madam, I can bless as well as my mother," said my Liza. 

The cheek of her! She'd sat herself beneath that witchy elder tree to make herself look like a charmer, and she made no show of trying to hide her squint.

"Tell me what I may do for you," said my daughter, speaking smooth as Tibb, who laughed in my ear.

"It's my Alice." The stranger indicated the young woman at her side. "Two years wed and barren as a mule."

"Mother!" Young Alice's voice came sharp as broken crockery. A comely thing she was. Crow-black hair and smooth white skin, cheeks flushing red from her insufferable mother's nagging.

"We made a good marriage for her," the shrew blistered on. "Her sons, should she ever bear any, shall be addressed as Esquire. Her poor father nearly killed himself to raise her dowry."

Young Alice blinked, full miserable, staring down at her small hands. Soft as kid, they'd be. No work for her but sewing and embroidery.

"Yet we've no sign of a babe." The mother went on to explain that Alice's husband had a child by a previous marriage, a daughter, and if Alice had no children, that daughter would inherit the husband's estates. "My Alice," she said, "must have sons. What if her husband has the marriage annulled on account of her being barren?"

Right harridan, the mother was. No wonder her daughter couldn't conceive. What babe would want to be born to such a grand-dam? Judging from her speech, the mother wasn't from the gentry, despite her good clothes, but the wife of some middling merchant hoping to raise herself up through her daughter's marriage.

"Peace, Mistress Whitaker," said our Liza, sounding patient and wise. "What do you want from me?" Liza looked from mother to daughter, her wandering eyes lighting on the girl's downcast face. "Herbs to bless the womb? A charm to help the young lady conceive?"

"There's a curse you must lift," Mistress Whitaker said. "My 
Alice is barren because that Chattox over in West Close bewitched her." 

"Chattox?" Liza seemed baffled as I was. "You mean Anne Whittle?"

In my hiding place, I could scarce keep myself from sputtering in outrage. Never in all my days had I heard such twaddle. My Anne cursing someone? My Anne, who thought that wizards and their ilk were puffed-up charlatans? She was the last person in Pendle who would meddle in hexes.

"Why would you ever think such a thing?" Liza asked, speaking my very thoughts.

The mother leaned forward on her bench whilst her daughter was sat there, pale and unmoving. "Just after my daughter's wedding, the pair of us saw that Chattox at Colne Market. She passed so close by, not taking care to move out of our way. My daughter trod on her foot."

"It was an accident," the girl spoke up. "I never meant to slight her."

"But slighted she was," said Mistress Whitaker. "I heard her muttering and murmuring under her breath, too low for anybody to make out her words. In God's name, I'll swear it was an incantation."

My skin prickled. Sometimes, it was true, Anne talked to herself—she seemed to value her own counsel and motherwit above all else—but what harm was in that? How dare this woman slander my friend? I was set to burst out of my hiding place to defend Anne's good name when Tibb's hand on my arm held me back.

"Wait a spell yet," he whispered. "There is more you'll learn."

"The Widow Chattox," said Liza, "has no more power to bewitch your daughter than the mice what live in our thatch. But if Mistress Alice has been cursed, I've a charm that will break it, just the same."

At that, my Liza began to recite word for word the blessing I'd spoken over little Matty Holden at Bull Hole Farm. How had she learned it—by eavesdropping? Wench was too canny for her 
own good. How clear Liza's voice rang out. Both anger and pride tore at my heart. 


Sleepest thou, wakest thou, Gabriel?

No, Lord, I am stayed with stick and stake,

That I can neither sleep nor wake.

Rise up, Gabriel, and come with me,

The stick nor the stake have power to keep thee.



Then, by Our Lady, I caught my breath to see Alice take something from her velvet purse. Garnet beads, shining dark red as droplets of blood, flashed in her white hands. Her fingers began to work them, one by one, whilst her lips intoned the forbidden prayers. I hadn't seen a rosary since the days of Mary Tudor. Even owning one marked a person out as a traitor. If the Church Warden happened by, he might well report her to the Magistrate who would have her whisked off to Lancaster Gaol. Who was this timid girl, bullied by her mother yet so willing to risk everything for her troth to the old religion? After a moment I put two and two together. She could be none other than the young wife of Richard Nutter of Roughlee Hall, the man who sheltered Jesuit missionaries. At least in their piety, the girl and her husband were well-matched.

When Liza's charm was wound up, young Alice closed her eyes, kissed the beads, and tucked them away, safe and out of sight. The young lady then drew something else from her purse—five shining shillings she pressed into Liza's outstretched palm. More brass than I'd seen in my life. We didn't take money, I wanted to shout. We took capons and eggs and ale and dressed hares, but no coins. Liza had already pocketed them.

My girl declared that she would go through my store of dried herbs and give young Alice the physick she needed to ward off witchcraft and bless the womb. But Liza didn't know much about the plants beyond the quick and timely use of tansy. For all I knew, she'd give young Alice some wort that would poison her, then we'd both be hanged.

Without further ado, I leapt out from behind the black-thorn, as though out of thin air, causing everyone to cry out. Liza's mouth opened wide enough for a hen to nest inside. Never crossed her mind that I could eavesdrop as well as she. As the saying goes, the apple doesn't fall far from the tree. 

"Peace," I said, looking our visitors square in the face.

Before the girl's mother could open her flytrap in protest, I took young Alice's arm and swept her into the firehouse, then bolted the door so we would have our privacy.

"So your husband's quite a bit older than yourself, our Alice." Couldn't say what it was, but something in the girl moved me to speak to her in a familiar way, as though she were my own kin. I took her soft white hands in my brown callused ones. "It's God's truth that he's the likely cause of your so-called barrenness. Old seed isn't very quick now, is it?"

Poor thing blushed a deeper red than her garnet rosary beads.

"It's all right, dear. Not a hopeless cause by any means."

Brisk and practical, I reached deep into a clay jar and pulled out pearly heads of garlic. "Have your cook put a clove into his food every noon and evening. You'll not like the smell of it on his breath, I'll wager, but it will help him rise to the occasion, as it were."

She turned her face away from me and seemed so shamed and lost that my heart fair melted away. Not wasting a second, I found some dried woodruff blossom for her, took her cambric handkerchief, filled it with the bloom that smelled sweet and haunting as the first of May, and tied it with a bit of string. Then I closed the girl's hands round that flowery bundle.

"This is for you, to turn your heart to delight. You'll not conceive a child unless you get some pleasure from the act, and I know it's not easy being married to such an old goat, no matter how much land he has."

She lowered her eyes, but I kept on speaking in a low, confiding voice.

"When he comes to you at night, close your eyes and think of the handsomest, most strapping young lad you can imagine. It will work wonders, I promise."


She stared at me, speechless, then her face split into a grin. Her lips parted and she laughed. A shy laugh. I encouraged her, laughing along, till she was roaring, tears in her eyes. How long had it been, I fair wondered, since she'd allowed herself a good long laugh? 

"Another thing," I said, wiping tears from my eyes. "You're going to have to learn to show some backbone and talk back to that mother of yours before she eats you alive." I took her kitten-soft hands in mine. "Honest, lass, there's nowt wrong with you. Within the year you'll bear a healthy son." Whilst I spoke, I saw it before me, her loving face bent over the baby who would give her more joy than her elderly husband ever could. "You'll have five children in all. So much for being barren, my girl. One day you'll not be able to remember what it was to be such a slender young thing without any little ones tugging at your skirts."

Young Alice beamed at me with such gratitude, the way I knew she never smiled at her own mother. Then, bless her soul, she kissed my cheek.

In the fullness of time, my predictions came true. Our Alice Nutter of Roughlee Hall had four sons and one daughter. The girl she named Elizabeth, after me.

***

After Alice and her mother went on their way, I took Liza aside and forbade her to so much as touch my herbs till she had learned their names and uses. Gave her a right scolding, I did. Told her she could recite my charms till she was blue in the face but without the aid of a familiar spirit, the spells were just words and nothing more.

"A familiar?" Her wandering eyes tried to fix on me. "You mean the Devil?"

We were sat in my tower room, the door below bolted lest some neighbour come spying. I watched her back away from me. Her dread filled the air like some awful stink.

"No, Liza. Not the Devil," I said. "I don't have dealings in any such business as that. Familiar's more like an angel."


Then I broke off because that wasn't quite true either. Angels lived in heaven. My Tibb was a creature of earth, of the hollow hills. My poor head throbbed at the confusion of trying to explain this to Liza when I'd scarce grasped what had happened to me. 

"An angel?" Liza stepped toward me, her fear turning to hunger.

She saw the power in me, Tibb's power shining inside me like light within a lantern, and she yearned for power of her own. Could any soul blame her? How she longed to be something more than a cock-eyed spinster and the butt of everyone's ridicule. If she was a blesser, folk would think twice before crossing her.

"So how do I come by a familiar then?"

I sighed. "The spirit comes to you, love. You don't go chasing after it."

"Well, how did yours come to you?"

"He just appeared to me one day. I can't explain it."

"He?" All at once her eyes straightened.

I held my breath, wondering if our strange conversation had filled her with such an almighty awe as to cure her squint.

"Tibb," I said. My cheeks went hot as I breathed his name.

Liza sat back on her heels, her eyes never leaving my face. "I'd heard you calling out to Tibb whilst you were poorly after charming Matty Holden. Thought he was some fellow you'd been meeting in private like."

I laughed till I was sore. "Bless you, my girl. Those days are over for me."

But, in a way, my Liza was right. My meetings with Tibb were not unlike lovers' trysts. The rush of joy and fear, the shame and thrill of our forbidden bond, the secret that twined us together.

"He's the power behind my every charm," I told her. "Sometimes he appears to me in the form of a young lad. Sometimes as a brown dog." A shiver gripped my spine. "And just today as a hare."


Liza was speechless, probably wondering if I'd gone mad. Having second thoughts about wanting powers of her own, or so I hoped. Her eyes went on their crooked way again. 

"Till you have a familiar, you'll not be able to work a single charm, my girl. I'll teach you of the herbs, but it's best for you to leave the rest of it alone. You don't want to be mixed up in this business." I grasped her hand tight enough to make her look up at me. "You're my only daughter. Wanted to shield you from this, love. Should the tide ever turn and the Magistrate haul me away, I want him leaving you alone."

"Mam, it's no use." Liza spoke up quiet and earnest. "Folk think it runs in our family, that we've the witchblood."

Hearing that word from her lips set me quaking.

"Everywhere I go," she said, "they ask me for blessings and charms. What am I to do?"

I willed myself to be as firm and unmoving as the cold boards beneath my feet. "You're to tell them the truth: You've no powers. If they still want their charms, send them to me. Keep your own name clean."





Late that year, just past Martinmas, I came home from a day's wandering to a dark and empty house. Hearth fire had gone out. Even the ashes were cold. The worst fears chased through my head as I was knelt there, working by moonlight, right frantic, rubbing flint against kindling. Seemed to take an age to spark flame. By the time the peat had caught, my eyes were burning, my hands raw.

Where was Liza, out so late? Had she twisted her foot and fallen into a ditch? Had a mad dog crossed her path, or a pack of lads up to mischief? I prayed to the Mother of God and called out to Tibb to keep her safe.

When the moon had climbed so high as to shine down the smoky chimney, the door opened, its hinges squeaking loud enough to set me gasping. In stepped a wild creature, her skirt smeared with clay and black earth. Her loose, flying hair was full 
of twigs, dead leaves, and spidersilk. Full a-tremble, my daughter was, stood before the fire, her eyes wandering like mad. When I touched her, she twitched and swayed. Something I'd not seen before shone in her eyes. My girl looked moonstruck, planet-struck, boggart-ridden. Looked like she'd been caught up in a fairy ring and made to dance till she was spent. Her face blazed with wonder, brimmed with shock and bliss. 

"This night I've met him, Mam." Her words tumbled out in a hoarse croak. "Met him in the moonlight up Stang Top Moor." She fell against me, clutching me for comfort. "His name is Ball."

My girl didn't need to say another word. I'd no choice now but to train her proper. Teach her everything Tibb had taught me.

So there we were, two women living in a tower, without father, husband, brother, or son to rein us in. Daughters of the witching hill, we turned to magic. Consorted with imps and spirits. We came into our powers, and they grew and grew till folk could not ignore the glimmer in Liza's wayward eyes, the fire that burned inside us both. The magic that ran in our blood.
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