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Book I: Man’s Isle


Chapter 1

As Weird As Sinners’ Ways

 


When I slid in my baby slime between my supine mother’s legs, I did
not comprehend the expressions of her accompanying friends, did not
understand that one was a crone, and two were hags.

I am now aware. As a matter of living I came
to learn that Mother’s ancient friends were surprised by the
abnormal birth, for they saw not a child with the expected crooked
limbs and jagged features, but a pale daughter unlike any known
witch sister, one considered perfect by the folk of societies and
cities, those persons whom the witch calls sinners. Of any living
category, the rarest member is the albino, the invert; and I am
called white witch not because my magic is beneficial—for all born
of Earth are evil—but because my skin is as soft as delicate
petals, the hags and crones around me at my birth aware that I
would not grow to resemble the average ugly witch, but pass as the
loveliest of women.

None of Mother’s friends had seen a white
birth before, and only one could recall a witch born besides
herself, Mother alone of these sisters in their centuries of living
to have conceived, a rarity because the normal witch is repelled by
intercourse, for all men are sinners, whom witches shun.
Impregnation occurs only through rape, the man to force himself
upon a witch the most extreme of sinners, the law of heritage
alleging that the more despicable the man, the finer the daughter
(in the sinning sense). My mother’s friends presumed my father to
be utterly incorrigible, so fine is my appearance. But although my
character is adequate and I am beauteous to sinners, I am, in fact,
the freak.

Although I could see at birth, I had scant
capacity to understand, but those around me were able to predict
more than my final appearance. They also saw too much sinner in
this sister, a fact manifested as my love for the sinners’
seductive ways, a love condemning me to prison and this
treatise.

No more the fragrant wilds. After an early
life of pure living in God’s wilderness, I find around me man
stench and metal bars, for my home is the sinners’ greatest prison.
Seduced too often by the city, I came to love its populace, came to
love individuals and form with them a family. But my love failed
and led to death, my family lost, and the white daughter in prison
revealed as a witch and thus due to die. But I spare myself with
words. Under Queen Anne’s auspices, I have vowed to expose every
detail of my life and my sisters’ ways, Her Majesty’s good man and
magistrate requiring my knowledge to end the mediocre evil of
witches. With impunity I convey all my crimes, for my sentence of
being quartered and burned as though meat for a sinner’s mouth has
been commuted, though my imprisonment continues until death. My
love remains as long. I will save myself, for God saves only
sinners, His folk with dying bodies and immortal souls. His witches
have forms that if unburned may last as long as Earth, but no witch
will see Heaven; for our souls are no more than personalities, our
eternity a death belonging to Satan. But by exposing the truth of
my sisters, do I promote the evil of treason or the virtue in
salvation? And the moral revelation I offer here is not that
witches are dangerous, but that we are as human as any persons with
lives and loves.

* * *

Despite a witch’s superior perceptions, my
best recollections are of times after my birth, after the sisters’
surprise and their celebration wherein they shared my mother’s joy
by sharing me, licking me clean and consuming the materials of
birth that arrived with the latest witch. Descriptions of that
initial instance and many others in this dissertation are enhanced
by details gleaned from sources other than myself, as well as the
retroactive clarity of contemplation. As well, I understand sinners
and the soulless not only from having lived both lives, but from
having loved perhaps one too many.

I was born on Man’s Isle in the Irish Sea,
sinners’ names used by witches, who are too naive to invent
languages or coffee houses. We celebrate neither anniversaries nor
holidays, and since our calendar consists of the seasons about us,
I know not my date of birth, my numerical age. Suffice to say I was
born near two decades before this testament, toward the end of King
William III’s sinning reign. I am told that the current date is the
Lord’s year of 1703, though at times the era seems Satan’s.

I was reared near the hills, but within a
hearty smell of the sea. The background for my early life was the
verdant green of spring and winter’s muddy slush, scampering does
and rotting fish, the scent of fresh blossoms and all the wild
feces; for whereas sinners love the beauty of nature, witches love
nature, all of which is beautiful.

Our home was a trapper’s cabin of timber
whose floor was the soil below, the walls log beneath a thatched
roof requiring seasonal maintenance. Within were furnishings to
satisfy only the poorest sinner: a coarse wooden table used only to
support our folded Sunday dresses, sheep sorrel snacks, and
poultice of fly agaric for that rare crop of tainted lasot consumed
by a careless witch—the white baby—whose thick, uncomfortable
tongue was soothed by Mother’s medicine. Beside each dress were our
shoes, items worn only in winter and when attending church in the
nearest sinning village of Jonsway. Witches have scant use for
furniture since they rarely sit except to appease sinners beside
them on a pew. Our beds were uncovered straw kept tidy by daily
raking with our fingers, occasionally scented with a naturally
deceased newt placed deeply within to provide a fragrant character
to the straw, which otherwise would smell like a sinner’s barn, and
barns are for livestock.

Seldom during daylight did we remain in our
house. Our activities were gathering food, visiting friends,
enjoying the forest, sitting on the cliffs and smelling the sea.
After heavy rains, we would re-mark our home with perimeter
defecation so that bothersome, tasteless vermin would avoid us.
(Although affected by the subtle smells of nature, sinners perceive
poorly with their noses, missing current information of weather and
animal behavior.) The personnel in these adventures could not have
been finer, for Mother and I were always together. And here I shall
bear no protests of prejudice on my part, for no superior crone was
ever owned by the devil than my mother, Evlynne.

Winter somewhat curtailed our activities,
for although no exposure to cold will kill a witch, we find
pounding sleet unpleasant, and surely no witch would produce a fire
for the warming. No witch would produce a fire except to court
death. Most winters on Man’s Isle, however, were made mild by the
warming currents of the encompassing sea. We lived on the island’s
side facing England, whose coast could be seen on mornings of
exceptional clarity. Jonsway was built near an inlet called Fairy’s
Bane by the sinners, their reason for this appellation surely
sensible to them alone amongst thinking creatures. Our friends
attending my birth lived nearby: hags Chloe and Esmeralda north,
toward Maughold Head, and crone Miranda south near The Chasms. To
the populace of Jonsway, all these witches professed to be widows
of seamen or generals (Mother was known as Mrs. Landham).

Mother and I attended church each Sabbath.
Our friends were not so bold, preferring to avoid sinners rather
than mingle with them. Many years before my birth, Mother had found
it necessary to move from her western home on the isle when sinners
noticed that she had lived long enough to be dead. The settlement
near which she moved grew to a fishing village, then a town with
regular streets, combinations of buildings, and a population so
large that only a sinner could be aware of every resident. Only
recently had Mother allowed herself to be known, determining that
her best response toward the ever-increasing sinners was to live
amongst them to preclude their surprise at discovering her. Better
they come to accept her as one of their own, though perhaps not one
of their finest.

Living near sinners is both deadly to
witches and necessary for our survival, for without the occasional
rape, the race of human witch would disappear. That intercourse is
unacceptable to the average witch is one of God’s mysteries. All
witches confirm perfect God as most righteous, as Creator of Earth
and its inhabitants, including sinners, those folk with souls due
eternal rest if only the truth of fine intention be fulfilled, God
the Creator of good, which sinners must promote in order to find
Him in the Heaven they will share. Only those accepting evil need
fear death, for Hell will be their eternal home. Soulless witches,
along with animals on Earth for a temporary purpose, are not evil
in themselves, but transfer evil through Satan’s work of sexuality.
Foolish, brilliant sinners, however, fail to comprehend that the
difficulty witches inspire is strictly sexual. We steal no
livestock nor cause disease, but witches are so ugly that sex seems
repulsive to sinners who pass them. (Surely, our odor, so different
from sinners’, must enhance that repulsion.) As for the white
daughter, at my birth friend Chloe asked whether this was the type
that must be kept from men, and wise Miranda replied: Nay, this is
the type who cannot be kept from men; a fact proven while yet in my
youth.

We sisters are God’s proof that sex can
tempt sinners toward evil. To the sinner is left resistance, for
those strong of spirit can reject evil’s temptation in any form,
sex or gold or political position. But even the finest sinner or
witch is imperfect, and the former is sore pressed for sexual
morality when a hag has been seen. The wife refusing her husband
has that day viewed a witch. The seducer has brushed against a
sister or heard her breathing. God tempers the sexual joys
available to sinners by providing witches, repulsive women who are
repulsive sex incarnate. But I, the invert daughter, was expected
from birth to be the evil in sex that is excess enjoyment, my
extraordinary sinners’ beauty eliciting not love, but lust. This
horror I carry with me, for even as Mother when walking through
Jonsway would make wives frigid without intent; I, when mature,
would pass a pious husband and draw his lust. Accepted by sinners
is that intercourse shared between husband and wife to promote love
and add to God’s dominion is a joy they are due. Witches are from
God for strengthening sinners, so that even while being poorly
influenced, the pious will insist upon the purity of God’s provided
love. But since witches are Satan’s tools as well as God’s
creation, an objective view of our truth will have us pitied. I do
not testify, however, to elicit emotion, but to gain my own
salvation, a selfishness that of all my sinning traits may be most
human.

* * *

Wren-beetles low in the trees signaling the
sun’s setting awakened me. My first sight was of Mother rising from
her bed across the cabin, rolling from her burrow in the straw to
immediate alertness. As though floating, I was on the upper surface
of my pile, too brazen to hide within as though an animal. Dressed
in a coarse shift as I, Mother looked to me with some concern, and
I was aware of her thinking. Certainly she had noticed my hair, for
I had not combed the mass in two days. Mother’s was never tidy,
having the quality of a guinea pig’s, whereas mine was perfectly
straight and lustrous black. But I was ill from that wooden comb’s
tearing along my scalp, ill from hearing of my perfect skin and
perfect hair and perfect bleeding face. The supposedly lovely
female sinners I had seen were shockingly different compared to
Mother and our friends. Nevertheless, I had faith in Mother’s
judgment that I of all witches would be able to move with impunity
amongst the sinners, an ability that one day might prove vital.
Being imperfect despite my appearance, however, as soon as Mother
turned her crooked back, I quietly poked straws and twigs
throughout my hair—along with a bug or two I had collected for
nibbling—as though my head were a demented bird’s nest. Before
Mother turned, I affected what to me seemed an angelic expression,
then waited.

Her cackles inspired my own laughter, though
I attempted to keep my eyes closed. Never shall I find a sound more
delightful than the shattering cackle Mother so carefully concealed
while within Jonsway, lest the populace look to the outskirts for
attacking hordes. (But what do sinners know of humor? They defecate
in pots and consider it cleanliness.) I looked up to her smiling,
brown teeth and pointed, warty nose, aware she was not angry; but
Mother was seldom angry with me, and never when my intent was
harmless. This day she playfully hobbled toward me after gathering
from the table a handful of glasswort and beach peas, which she
threatened to apply to my head as she declared with a wonderfully
nasty tone:

“And now we must feed the
puppy, for certainly this is a sinner’s pet and not the fine
daughter she once was,” and she tousled my ear with a handful of
shoots. Before I could squirm away, Mother dropped the food and
grasped my shoulders. “No, this is no sister, not with that shining
hair and smooth skin—not the first crease, no lump to be seen. And
since a true sister is subject to burning by God’s wise sinners,
who could be more worthy of a witch’s flames than a sinner
imitating my daughter?”

Forceful Mother grasped my entire body,
dragging me to the fireplace while explaining my due, her earthy
breath of eatings in my face as she squeezed me. Even at this young
age, I had been taught a witch’s death, that only burning or
quartering would send a sister to her devil. But Mother had taught
me to live without fear, and I was laughing as she dragged me to
the fireplace not used since the sinning builder died; for a witch
uses fire only to imbue her strongest potions with death, and
flames are never loosed within her home.

She crammed my hips into the fireplace and
cackled as she sat upon my chest. Unlike her tall and skinny hag
friends, Mother was a broad crone, her mass too great a burden for
any child to bear, sinner or witch. But I was a true daughter
despite my appearance, and though breathing was difficult, our love
was a joy. Uncontrollably I laughed with delight as Mother
straddled me, removing her weight from my torso. Then, with the
kindest of ugly voices, she spoke again.

“Ah, but that is no
laughter, child. That is some composer’s music made by a tin
instrument pointed at a paper with scribblings, the sound of
sinners’ debasement, as though they can improve upon the wind or
surpass a locust’s buzzing.”

I was no longer laughing. In that moment, I
determined to never laugh again until achieving a true witch’s
cackle, which later came with good spirit and firm intent. But I
felt no humor then, for the world was too grave. No sight could
have been more pleasing than my wise and wonderful mother above me,
and I wished for nothing more than to be like her. I felt I had the
worst of both humanities, for not only did I have to look the
freak, I had to aid the sinning folk in their evil.

“I don’t wish to be
strange, Mother,” I told her as though pleading. “And I would not
have people hurt one another—my only desire is to be
normal.”

She looked to me with a firm visage that
sinners found intimidating, though I knew her gaze was no more
severe than education. The erratic hair of her head was different
in hue from that of her face, brownish grey versus coarse black on
her nose and moles. I, in comparison, lacked character and life, a
featureless person, blank body.

“Prince Satan and his Lord
are responsible for your appearance, girl, responsible for my
visage and for the evil all witches supply the sinners who would
kill us for it. But allow yourself no prejudice, for sinners and
witches are as similar as they are different. Regardless of
appearance or immortality, sinners in their greed invent more evil
amongst themselves than any witch could imagine, so are neither
better nor worse than we. Only God is totally good.”

Mother then stood and looked down to me, her
tone and slight smile signifying a change.

“Comb your hair now, Alba,
and wash your face in the stream whose water is cleansed by
pebbles.” She then aided me to my feet, making certain my shoulders
and back were straight, unlike her own. “You will learn to be the
witch you are and the sinner you seem. In both worlds you must live
properly, daughter, but only one will kill you.”

* * *

I was no surprise to Jonsway, for after
being raped, Mother staggered through the alderman’s doorway with a
horrid tale of a harmless woman demeaned and damaged. Although
amazed at her allegation—such a revolting wench raped?—the
authorities’ astonishment grew vastly upon later proof—a real
child?—nearly exploding when the perfect daughter was seen. Mother
had a tale for me as well, facts she felt I might later need. No
rape, she mentioned, would have the barren invert bear offspring.
Fine with me considering the process of inception. First came a
heinous man, Mother’s beau so disappreciative and perceptive of his
lover that he promised to leave for London if he could find nothing
better in Jonsway to couple with than a dry witch. So enamored was
he with the crime that his loins had been burned with a rod in
punishment for a previous rape. His manhood had not been molested,
however, Mother’s final details being about men and their flesh
sticks, which they cram within women in order to squirt
baby-makings. Rather like shitting in reverse, is it not, Mother? I
offered. After some deliberation, Mother could not disagree.

Mother was delighted to take me into Jonsway
and prove her humanity with my presence, for one of the countless
sinning misconceptions is that witches cannot conceive, that we are
constructed by Satan from natural elements—perhaps pine cones and
toad droppings. Such is the comprehension of sinners, their
ignorance understandable in that they are more concerned with
inventing new rules for city living rather than learning ancient
truths of Earth. The sinners’ religions teach all of God’s moral
bases, but witches remain a mystery, known to be real yet unknown.
In truth, great God has created all, Satan but a manipulator of the
evil God supplies so that His people may choose themselves or His
righteousness.

Though I seem to recall my first visit to
Jonsway, in truth my thoughts are a compilation of years of
journeys; for although Mother necessarily carried me at first,
clearly I recall the sensation of stepping upon a path made solid
with flat stones. The failure of my memory and my experience to
correspond is due not only to my youth during those early visits,
but also from the very strangeness of a town never fully accepted.
Though Mother offered forewarning of the site, I was too young to
understand prior to experience.

Although we lived near enough Jonsway to
ever smell the township, Mother and I distinguished individual
odors as we approached in our Sunday attire. Soon I comprehended
that this increasing intensity signified countless sinners and a
vast source of their odd products. Evident at once were the
artificial aspects of the upcoming land, for nothing done by the
sinners seemed natural. The regular trail that turned to a packed
dirt road was surprising enough, but a pasture where cattle were
held in check by wooden fences was stunning, my first sight and
hearing of a horse-drawn cart a horror. Initially I could not
believe that the lumbering construction was from our Earth. Then I
was struck by this usage of animals as tools, as though sinners
considered themselves the creators of these beasts, thus having a
special privilege to control them. This notion departed after I
discovered that sinners intended to control every part of the
natural world for their own unnatural benefit. God created people,
but only sinners could make a privy.

Mother at my side remained calm. Though
apprehensive, I had little common fear, for the whole of my mind
and senses were filled with a barrage of accosting surprises. At
first, I had no idea of my own position in this new land, whether
the sinners or controlled animals cared about me or would respond
to my presence. I only held my mother’s hand most firmly, allowing
the sinners and their products to engulf me.

As the buildings increased in number and
size, the trail changed to a street made of stones laid with
careful symmetry. Then came sinning women walking toward us.
Burdened with sacks, they scarcely noticed the approaching pair,
for evidently Mother and I were their peers. The notion that I was
the same as these sinners struck me painfully, for the women’s odor
seemed spoiled—human, but rancid. And though mother had said not to
fear exposure in that we would not tarry in Jonsway; nevertheless,
any perceptive person childish or mature can sense many terrible
things in a brief duration. My next moment of terror came with an
approaching wagon, which brought the abnormality of men.

The first was baseborn, unusual because he
wore breeches instead of skirts, though the man was virtually
comforting because his smell and sight seemed more animal than
sinner. He seemed a small bear, with even more hair on his face
than Mother! Later I saw more social men able to afford ale who
therefore stank additionally, men consuming tobacco who therefore
stank incredibly, landowning males dressed with tall, useless hats
and glossy shoes, and a surfeit of vests and buttons. Their wives
were even more extreme, the true odors of these “ladies” hidden by
ghastly lotions and powders, their bodies’ normal shapes modified
by hoop petticoats as though their hips should imitate a bush
draped with laundry, shiny stones strung around their necks and
hands, some of these females so social as to cover their heads with
wigs like jumbled moss, hats or scarves applied above this. Then my
experience worsened.

I smelled metal, a material witches find
especially obnoxious, believing it should have remained in the
ground, unaltered, where great God via Satan placed it. Metal in
the form of silver bowls and cutlery and wheel hoops led us past a
blacksmith’s shop, then to fire. Here was one horror that
disappointed. From our distance, the heat felt no worse than a
summer’s day, hot stones beneath the feet, that new smell of coals
nearly interesting. The flames themselves were revealed as having
no solid form, as though the sun had produced a spray as do sea
waves. The first significance of fire came after the smith’s. I
smelled metal and paint and glues and mortar and dyes and finally
burning animals. I smelled burning animals, and since witches are a
type of animal, I smelled my friends of Earth burning, smelled
myself burning. Beyond any anxiety I had brought into Jonsway, my
perception of cooking meat was a horror beyond imagining. At once I
understood the stench to signify one of Mother’s primary warnings:
sinners burned animal flesh to eat it. Sinners burned living
creatures for perverse consumption, and I smelled it, sensed it,
experienced the evil, the terror, and could not move. I halted and
prayed God to remove me from that revolting smell, which was surely
direct from Hell. I ceased walking and thinking, unable to
comprehend how a mere witch could experience such terror and
continue living; and the world around me became oppressive and
unclear as though dissolving from the evil of that smell. Nothing,
nothing in my young life could have been more revolting, and for a
long moment on the street as my sinner’s skin turned more colorless
than usual, Mother had to convince me and my chattering teeth that
neither sinner nor witch was ever eaten by these folk, that no one
would leap out and set me ablaze.

After I calmed incompletely and we
proceeded, I found Mother to be a liar. Ahead were two sinners
smashing their mouths together, and I knew they were eating each
other and that I would be next. But, no, this was a type of
kissing, Mother informed me, the sinning type in which teeth and
tongues are involved, and most rude for even baseborn sinners to
display on public streets. And, yes, certain other sinning folk
shouted toward this young pair to find some decency within
themselves or be stricken by Jesus. Stricken by the loud voice they
were, the pair taking their tongues and departing.

My next fear as we continued was that
sinners would find me a stranger and attempt to smell my bottom. Of
course, this was normal practice for witches: Mother’s nosing my
hindquarters to determine my health, I examining her droppings to
ascertain her mood. Noting no such activity in Jonsway, however, I
lost my fear, understanding that sinners had no truck with
sensitive smelling, else they would not be stuffing their noses
with snuff.

The geometrics frightened me: square
buildings and windows and angled carts and fences and signs. I
presumed the marketplace to be the meal of a giant; but, no,
sinners came in droves to purchase their foodstuffs instead of
entering the forest to eat orach like any decent human. The buzzing
of the sinners’ speaking and their closing doors and creaking
wagons and metal cracks were accumulated sounds to nearly madden
me. Jonsway’s unlimited nature was an engulfing intimidation: the
buildings’ endless heights and the quantity of sinners and the
countless unfathomable smells all conspired to overwhelm my
senses.

Not until many visits and several years
would I come to understand. Social concepts were the most difficult
of the sinners’ inventions, such as their discovering a resource
(fishing), which attracted more sinners who formed a village so
that a government could be installed and taxes collected to allow
the village to grow into a town requiring higher taxes to maintain,
to pay for the constables and court system that controlled the
sinners who built the town and no longer cared to pay all those
taxes, so they turned to thievery and embezzlement. Mother and I
avoided taxes by living outside the township, thank the good Lord,
for our only social funds were coins Mother had gained so long ago
that their source was forgotten, valuable to the sinners but
revolting to me from being made of metal.

No more than politics were
society’s polite and aesthetic portions comprehensible to me. Men
wearing vulgar costumes would stand on a street corner tossing
spheres, like fruit, into the air only to catch them and toss them
up again in a circular manner certainly intended to inspire madness
in any sensible observer, but no. The audience laughed and
applauded. Bizarre objects created of metal and wood and the
intestines of cats—yes, the intestines of harmless cats—were
scraped upon by sinners and breathed upon by sinners, the resulting
sound a literal mocking of nature exactly as per Mother’s judgment.
Constantly proven was the intense emphasis the sinners placed upon
their mouths, with their noisome music and disgusting eating
habits, and worse. What witch could understand smoking? To have a
fire so near one’s mouth and to suck
it? Scarcely more rational were undergarments,
whose ownership I avoided, though Mother in later years padded my
chest to reduce the protrusions of the youth’s expanding nipples,
parts not to be seen by sinners looking for God. Fine enough for a
common fishwife were our Sunday dresses of linen, our daily burlap
being inadequate for church, which is a social function and not a
natural act as worship should be. At least services were not held
in the forest where our bodies would have gone unprotected against
rocks and brambles by the thin clothing, which was nonetheless
adequate for sitting on smooth benches as a costumed sinner
shouted, the audience itself rising on occasion to bellow
en masse from a
book.

A more quiet but equally dishonest form of
public speaking occurred on the very streets in the form of
“drama.” Therein, sinners lied about their identities while
conveying events that never occurred. I could not determine where
this activity fit within God’s world until Mother explained that it
fit within her past.

“Long ago, I lived within a
grand English city of numerous large buildings and uncountable
sinners. For many years, I lived peacefully within a decrepit part
of this city. And I tell you, daughter, that never have I found the
need to pray God to forgive me for attending dramatic readings.
Well did I come to love the sound of thoughtful words joined
beautifully. Therefore my speaking in this manner, which is shared
by few witches. My recommendation, therefore, is this: if ever you
visit London, do attend the theater.”

Smelling fondness but no humor in Mother, I
turned away from her in consternation, not shame. After all, our
speaking was the same.

Learning more of the sinners’ culture
brought me greater consternation, and blatant shame; for were we
not all creatures of Nature, if not exactly natural? Everpresent
was the notion that sinners considered themselves so profound as to
improve upon nature by modifying it, cutting the earth into pieces,
which they moved about not for survival—simple shelter or food—but
for grandiose pretensions: crops for those too lazy to feed
themselves, churches for those who would learn of God by hearing
the same prejudices each sermon, shops for dispensing social items
needed not by people but the township, and streets to connect all
these pieces so that horses could be trained to pull carriages
along restricted paths, their destiny death and skinning if not
moving properly, their hides tanned with a horrid acid to burn
one’s nose, one’s sensibilities. The most shocking aspect of this
entire process was that I wore shoes and appreciated them, thus was
virtually a sinner myself.

The streets were a terror as soon as I could
walk, because Jonsway was surely the true Hell of which the priest
spoke falsely. What could be worse than people so alien as to hide
their identities from sight and smell? How could they be considered
human when all their acts were against nature? Leveling hills and
digging furrows in flatland, making rounded stones square for
buildings, demolishing trees to make lumber for houses and space
for their placement, this latter a prime example of sinners’
perversion, which they considered an elegant solution to a problem
they invented.

Mother and I were not appreciated in
Jonsway, but neither were we annoyed. No children would dare
approach me with the beloved crone protecting me with her presence,
but on occasion they called out uncommon words I foolishly
recalled. Mother explained the significance of crude epithets the
day I repeated a phrase heard in Jonsway, mentioning to her that
she was a bloody arse. Mother explained by calling me a sinner. My
vocabulary was thereby improved by reduction.

They looked at us aghast. I learned the
sinners’ horror was due to contrast, for Mother and I seemed so
different. But no sinner noticed the difference more than I,
exemplified by my pale hand, which Mother held as we walked, a hand
like an animal washed onto shore, bleached by the saltwater and
sun. A blank hand held in Mother’s fingers, her crooked joints and
bulging knuckles signifying life, the thick skin and coarse hair
marking her as lovable and alive. How can she bear to touch me? I
thought, but did not fully understand the truth until the day we
entered a clothing shop to replace my frayed church dress.

Within were manipulated materials of such an
array that I could not comprehend the mass, the shop’s interior of
synthetic products seemingly a condensed, enclosed version of
Jonsway itself. But hoods and high-crowned hats and pattens were
not the greatest unpleasantry within. The endless, intimidating
goods so numbed me that I scarcely noticed the sinning
proprietress, who approached so near me I was engulfed by her
smell, her average sweat obscured by powders, her breath reeking of
meat instead of food. Changing my attire in the shop was of scant
consequence in that I was allowed to do so behind a curtain. Once
dressed in my insipid finery, I presumed the ordeal to be
approaching an end, but then the woman showed me the greatest
horror in the sinning world by placing me before a looking glass. I
saw another of their dull children, an especially bland example
from glossy hair to featureless face, one of no color, no
character. This creature, however, had my mother’s hand on her
shoulder. Mother bent down to her and smiled, holding this blank
sinner and smiling exactly as she held me, her only daughter.

Never before in either world had I found
something completely unbearable. I ran from the shop, from the
town. I tore the dress away and waited, nude, on a rotting stump
with grubs rubbing my backside, a condition preferable to all the
sinners’ false luxuries and comforts, which offered only torment. I
waited for my mother, but even the clearest and firmest explanation
from her did not change my understanding, because it did not change
me. My face remained as weird as sinners’ ways, and my life was yet
a perversion.


Chapter 2

Eaten By A Heat Creature

 


Several fine years of witches’ living passed before I grew enough to
look into my mother’s eyes, though she was of no grand stature,
crones being shorter than average sinning women. Because I grew at
the same rate as sinners, my size described me as virtually a
woman, for I had seen sinners of similar maturity married,
occasionally with children though virtually children themselves. A
witch might have the age of a shade tree before bearing a child. I
learned of sinning youths not by speaking with them, but by asking
Mother, for I had no desire to associate with any person who wore
pantaloons or peed in a bucket. Never was I forced to speak in
private with the Jonsway sinners of any age—only the occasional
social greeting at church—for I was never apart from Mother, and
Mother’s appearance did not encourage conversation. As for my own
appearance, imagine for yourself a conventional combination of
comely sinning features and you will have an idea beyond my means
to describe.

Mother consistently emphasized the
advantages of being able to associate with sinners, to have them
know that despite her appearance, we both were of their people.
Particularly this might prove valuable, she said, upon my gaining a
maturity not of size, but gender, when men could perceive the sex
witch in me, a condition beyond my imagination. Thus, I was
instructed in the ways of sinners, practicing social discourse for
use on Sundays, mouthing pleasantries of weather to my fellow
parishioners. Beyond this, I saw no purpose in learning to speak
politely and curtsy. Since Mother was known as a widowed commoner
of the wilderness, she and I were not expected to have a full
understanding of town politics, town gossip. Attending church was
proof of our normalcy, especially since Mother sang hymns louder
than any sinner, praising Jesus to the skies she was certain he had
never passed through, unable to understand what a man strung to a
stake like a witch had to do with the world’s salvation.

One Sunday, I was split from Mother by
sinners who had planned against us. All were respected women, their
husbands leaders of the alien community. The pack’s doyenne, one
Sarah Vidgeon, had observed me for years, occasionally speaking
with me in her Sabbatical politeness, though she had always seemed
terrified, doubtless due to my companion. Typical of sinners near
Mother was a fear seen in their tightened eyes, smelled in their
perspiration attempting to escape the restraints of camouflage
perfume, this human stress not hidden to witches. Their fear,
however, did not allay mine. Sinners, after all, were never burned
by witches.

Amazed we were at being thwarted in our
escape from church, for never before had the parishioners been
eager to speak with us so personally; for as Mother was drawn in
one direction, I was pressed in the opposite, Mrs. Hughbert being
so bold as to touch Mother’s shoulder! I was a more comfortable
prospect, for the women were not afraid to touch a lovely girl as
opposed to her…unlovely…mother.

Lady Vidgeon and her cohorts stood with us
witches outside the church building in the worn grass trampled by
the sinning mass each week. From behind, I heard the women babble
on to Mother about all sorts of vital enterprises—from insurance
practices to lotteries—of interest to no witch, though Mother
feigned delight. Doubtless, Mother was amused to see the sinners
squirm beyond her grasp as she reached to touch their arms with
their own ladylike gestures of crippled wrists and weak fingers.
And though they retreated, the ladies had to continue with their
neighborliness, for they would not abandon their plan.

I could smell Vidgeon’s pity. I could sense
how relieved she was that her part was to deal with me, so relieved
that she took extra pains to grasp my shoulder and touch my hair as
though a sinner baby’s grandmum. But she was not aware of my
response. The lady did not sense that she made me ill, for after
the first moment’s shock dissolved, after I found that the most
dangerous activity would be speaking, I became repulsed by the
strange form of stiff crinoline and brocade before me. The tidy
curls sagging beneath her commode as well as the powder dulling her
skin chilled me and I could not look to her, staring fearfully over
the sinner’s shoulder when she sought my gaze. Though too old to
flee on this occasion, I would have preferred to sit on a dead log
with bugs crawling on my naked backside rather than have the sinner
speak to me with her teeth so even, like brickwork. Like mine.

“Dear Alba, I would have
your attention but a moment,” she began, speaking rapidly. “I must
say that in the years we have known you, though this has been to no
great extent considering the area in which you live. Since we have
known you, however, we have become quite fond of you, dear. You are
such a lovely thing that we wish only the best for you, with your
polite and quiet ways, and what is certainly a fine intelligence
for a young woman, though you seldom speak. Potential for your
becoming an excellent lady is evident in all about you. The
difficulty as we see it now, dear child, is that living in the
wilderness as though an animal, you will not be able to reach your
potential and add to society as a fine lady. With your appearance
and modest charm, any city would benefit from your presence—if you
were properly reared and made to understand the ways of our modern
world.”

“Yes, ma’am; thank you,
ma’am,” I answered with a curtsy, averting my eyes. In those early
moments, I lacked a definite reply, for I was uncertain of the
sinner’s meaning.

“The offer, dear Alba, that
I make is for you to live within our town and join a program we
have begun for orphaned and other unfortunate girls wherein we make
available to them the finest homes of Jonsway, to reside with the
finest families with whom they can live and learn to their best
potential, learn the morals and manners of God and England. My
associates speak with your mother now and apply toward her our
wishes that a youth of such potential as yourself will be given to
us to rear as one of our own beneath the eyes of God and King
William.”

I looked to my mother. Though her voice had
been loud, I had only discerned Vidgeon’s incredible speaking. The
group surrounding Mother then drew near. And though sinners’
emotive smells differed from witches’, I was sufficiently familiar
with the former to judge that these women were expectant. My nature
was to consider them inhuman fools for attempting to split a
family, but I felt no malice as they approached. Briefly I looked
to their faces, then directly to their chests, their layers of
clothing, their surface artifice. The generosity of these women
described a true concern, but I could give them no thanks, for what
they considered an offer to my benefit was in fact a horror.

By my side again, Mother was speaking, her
common scent a relief.

“Have you heard, my
daughter, these ladies’ wondrous offer? Could any person imagine a
more splendid future for a poor but penniless lass than to live
with them and become their equal? Surely, Alba, we must consider
this offer deeply before deciding.”

Too young was I for Mother’s humor. Though
recognizing her facetious air, I lacked the maturity to blithely
accept so terrifying an idea. All I could manage was a failed
attempt at the social decorum Mother had taught me as I conveyed to
these churchwomen the truth.

“I must thank these fine
ladies greatly, but I would rather burn in Hell than live without
the only person in God’s world I love.”

Though I walked away from this sinning
horror, what the value over running when I stopped so near that I
heard every word? Mother remained to supply additional polite
conversation. The churchwomen, however, lost their graciousness.
Mrs. Hughbert no longer appeared kindly. Certain ladies were
disappointed, but Sarah Vidgeon was displeased, having found a type
of anger available only to sinners, an artificial injustice as
dangerous as the sinners’ more direct, material means.

“Then we shall take her,
Mrs. Landham. We shall arrange for the custodians to receive your
daughter, for no English girl, regardless of impoverished manners,
deserves to live in the wilds as though an animal. For the benefit
of the child’s own welfare, I will show that even when spurned by
the baseborn, I respond with further generosity. Nothing more
proper can I do than remove Alba from your inferior custody—and I
will do so. There are laws to support me.”

Though smelling of anger, Mother nonetheless
retained emotional control. Perhaps this was worse than mere anger.
Next she spoke in a voice much too rich for mere sinners, looking
toward Lady Vidgeon as though prepared to leap at her. Of course,
she was.

“Doubtless, my daughter
could be provided with a superior home for improving her station in
society, but what could be worse than having her live with a
Godless child thief? What could be more damaging than to have her
reared by a witch like you?”

Since Mother’s typical visage of impending
doom was never manifested, Lady Vidgeon was fully startled when
Mother reached out in a lunge to grasp her powdered and patched
face with broken fingernails, rough stubs that drew blood.

The entire church body then gathered about
the conflicting pair, a variety of cries issuing from the
congregation, but not a word for us witches. Not a hand nor order
to cease as Mother took my arm and left. Moving quickly through the
town, traveling from street to trail to wilderness, Mother held her
bloody hand cupped before her like a vessel, but I would not ask
her purpose.

“At least we’ve cause now
for no longer attending their bleeding church,” she told me,
Mother’s scent proving that her disposition had
improved.

Once in the shade of an eroded hill that had
always seemed a wall separating us from the sinners’ world, Mother
turned to me and together we listened. With our feet, we sensed
them walking. Distant voices we heard. We smelled the sinners
near.

“They are coming, my dear,”
she said with a bit of a crafty smile, and touched my face with her
bloody hand, applying thickening drops to my forehead and temples,
beneath my eyes. “Some difficulty will come from the sinners’ law,
since I have damaged one of their finest of mediocre ladies, and I
feel it best we not lead them to our home when they come for me.
You shall return and wait, using utmost care not to disturb the
lady’s portions I have applied to you, which must remain against
your skin to work with your smell and oil. With the efforts of your
person, we may fully explain our position to Vidgeon and elicit a
change within her thinking using the rare powers God has given
us.”

Mother’s final words meant nothing; I had
only heard that she would be taken by sinners.

“I cannot leave you for
them, Mother,” I told her with astonished fear. “Should we not move
at once toward a new home?”

“Oh, but sinners excel at
following,” she replied with a smile. “But worry less than you feel
you must, my daughter. Your nature is to kindle desire in men, a
force their women recognize first, a power they would have near
them as though to gain this desirability. Their offer to rear you
as their own is genuine, and though their laws can provide a force
to take you from our home, much legal discussion would transpire
first. Soon these women will have severe trouble with their
husbands in bed, but none will recognize the cause as exposure to
me. Immediately, however, the haughty sinner woman will have me
make amends for striking her. That my goal was to take her blood
now so that later we might take her intentions is a factor beyond
her comprehension. Go now, daughter, and wait quietly near our home
with hands away from the makings of your face.”

Since youthful or mature I knew that the
essence of our lives was to be together, following Mother’s wishes
was impossible.

“Please don’t send me
away,” I pleaded, my brain and body so weakened I could not
move.

“On the contrary, young
witch, I send you not away but to our home, where I promise to
briefly return. After producing a small show, the pompous sinners
will be done with me.”

“Mother, what will they do
to you?” I cried out too loudly.

“Talk no more, Alba, for
only sinners must speak to some undecided end before acting. I will
neither deceive you nor encourage your fear, only ask that you
fulfill my wishes.”

The sinners were a stink a glade’s length
beyond. Within me was a youthful terror completely convincing of
catastrophe, though disasters of later years would prove this
trouble minor. Mother next became stern, and ceased her
explaining.

“As though sinners, we
speak endlessly when heretofore I have told what is best for us
both. Move away now, child,” she declared, and turned from me as
though I no longer were present.

I waited in a hollow near enough Mother to
smell her thinking. Certainly she sensed my presence. She did not,
however, look toward me or order me farther removed as I watched
her, watched the constables approach with their three-cornered hats
and long staffs, firm men who did not expect my mother to speak
first.

“Ah! and you come for this
old woman who has only desired to save her family from the ruin of
separation!”

Mother was wailing, a sound only sinners
produce. She was moaning and bending as though collapse were
imminent. Weakly she presented her arms and told the constables to
remove her in chains if they must, for God in His wisdom would
protect those who love their poor kin more than wealthy
strangers.

At first, I could not understand why Mother
applied humor in so grave a situation; but the constables were
befuddled and unforceful, for they could only say they would bring
this Mrs. Landham before the magistrate. They could not say, We
will drag ye if need be; or, We’ll not be hearing of your
innocence; for Mother accompanied them without urging. And when she
was beyond my feel, my senses, I understood another advantage of
witches. I became so desolate that I could not move, but since
witches cannot weep, there was no washing away the blood at work
that would allow us correction, allow me revenge.

* * *

I did not return home, for the cabin was no
home without Mother. I remained by that hill. Toward nightfall, I
sensed Mother’s return, my relief complete because her approach
described her as unharmed: no animals shied from a known creature
now damaged, no plant life was improperly stumbled upon by one
familiar with woods’ movement now too pained to walk correctly. And
though our embracing was excellent, Mother could not provide me
with the proper kisses about my face, for my skin was not to be
disturbed.

She was wet, sodden in her hair and
clothing. Mother explained.

“’Tis no concern. With all
my sinner’s lament and mother’s moaning, they found my crime minor,
and insisted upon waiting till the morn before leading me to the
ducking stool, for such punition is not given by gentlefolk on the
Sabbath. With no remorse, they will steal a child, but a moment’s
wetting must wait till Monday. But desiring to exit their fair
town, I set upon them with such a great cry of my pitiful child’s
being left alone in the wilderness that they punished me at once,
temporarily rescinding their Christian beliefs either for the
child’s best interests or to quiet the mother and be rid of her.
Therefore, I am harnessed in a wooden chair hung from a long pole
above the deep trough in the town square with a minor audience to
view the immersion. A fine douse they provide me, so they believe,
and I attempt to agree by acting most frightened before, and
afterward I appear fully admonished in their eyes. No doubt, I
neglect to inform them that no witch can swim, so she walks along a
river’s bottom when a crossing is required. To the end, I’m the
humble Christian woman protecting her family, and there’s a pity in
the crowd although the women go home and sleep apart from their
husbands, and the men drink to excess, then abuse themselves in the
shed.”

Mother shook her head in pity of sinners’
ways as we stood before the segregating hill, within the forest’s
undergrowth. Then she asked what I was able to feel, and I told
her, “Our friends.”

“They will come,” she said
quietly, and touched the raw skin about my face where no blood was
working. “Bodies and minds together are superior to those alone.
All people, witch and sinner, form families on God’s behalf. In
their separate worlds, sinners form parliaments and armies, but
witches make a gathering without request and without name wherein
personalities become additive, where together the power of lives
and experience conjoin. Using our bodies and our living knowledge,
together we shall apply natural abilities to correct what is most
unnatural in our lives: the sinning woman’s threats to steal our
only daughter.”

From a distance at the edge of my ability to
sense, I felt unknown but welcome entities plan to draw near. I
mentioned to Mother, “Are not friends approaching I have never
met?”

“Correct, and all needed,
for the effort must be great. Even as sinners rack themselves to
cut forests or break stone, so must we extend our senses to produce
a vapor, a fume carried in the air so personal that only the single
lady will smell it, a task to stress us as never before. The power
of all our past lives and potential futures will be the force to
modify God’s elements and gain for us return, return to our state
before the lady’s generous thoughts. To do this, child, we will
have to remove those thoughts.”

We waited a day. Our most distant friends
would not be present till the following afternoon, though the
nearest were soon within smell. We waited because the dreaded force
of death would be needed, and our fires should burn before evening
so that the sinners could not see.

Mother and I were in a strange state, for
although not apprehensive, we were uncommonly somber as we ate the
mushrooms that kill sinners and drank dark water full of life. We
did not, however, visit with the local sisters. All would wait
until all were present.

We brought the clay barrel, emptied of
rainwater, unused since the time sisters were hunted as though
animals for the eating. Unable to recall where exactly on the isle
she then had lived, Mother was only certain that she and her
friends were saved by a forgetfulness carried in the air that
caused the hunters to be lost and finally retire from their search.
Only a few sisters burned, she told me, but a price was needed then
from us, and one will be extracted now—but what price our soulless
lives? Then she showed me her legs. White bones were visible
beneath translucent skin, fleshless bones I had never before
considered abnormal. I once was taller, she smiled with odd humor,
but at least I remain alive.

No further smiling came. On a limb sled, we
dragged the waist-high crock all morning, Mother halting now and
again to look around and sniff and ponder before deciding the
proper way. In folds of our clothing pinned with brambles, we
carried rare morsel of dulse and whelk stem properly aged for
strong eating. Mother on occasion would toss into the air splines
of the cagewood plant, which trap seeds and end forests. Then we
read the patterns as the slivers settled.

“North,” Mother said as she
viewed the fluttering barbs.

“But all of those are
tumbling, Mother,” I mentioned.

“Toward water,” she
corrected herself.

“But so many never touched
soil,” I ventured.

“Stone and sea,” Mother
decided, looking firmly toward me for further interpretations. I
agreed with her, however, saying nothing as I attempted to appear
innocent, a difficult task for the sex witch even in her
youth.

Eventually we determined to progress toward
a rocky area near the western sea cliffs, stone ground enclosed on
the inland side by the remnants of an ancient mountain collapsed to
have formed an overgrown hill of rubble. Here we gathered as one
with five sisters, a pair of triptychs to surround the white
daughter, the invert child.

Five coarse dresses in a variety of greys
and browns, one with a hood, two with full sleeves, a gathered
bodice, one shift sewn carefully from seam to seam, perhaps
repaired by a sinner. Crones and hags and a cripple: the taller
unknown sister, smelling older than any other, a bent hag who
dragged her foot and poked the ground with an iron cane, an
astonishing material for a witch.

We converged at once. Three of these sisters
I knew. Crone Miranda as usual was blinking both eyes as though
signaling. Considering speech a sinning disease, hag Esmeralda had
vowed to refrain from any utterance while recalling some ancient,
silent language forgotten by us witches due to sinners’ exposure.
Chloe might have joined her, for this hag’s face was so flat that
words could barely be squeezed from her mouth. The fourth I knew
not, but her movements seemed stern; while the lame sister looked
toward us all with a pleasant visage that would soon be shown not
to describe her complete personality.

“Ah, and here’s the spot we
drop our crock,” Mother sighed as she placed the barrel in a
clearing the lame one had swept smooth with the tail of her dress
after shamelessly dropping her iron cane to one side.

“I bid you a moderate
journey, Marybelle,” Mother greeted her.

The hag’s reply was to step near and speak a
few soft words unheard by me that made Mother smile. As they spoke,
I was pulled aside by Miranda, who near tore my dress with the
grasping, her former blinking yet to subside.

“And let us cook this white
one, for I am shy a meal,” she growled.

“Yes and yes,” Chloe and
her tight mouth agreed.

Although being dragged about so that I could
scarcely retain my footing, I summoned enough effort to
respond.

“I know not how you could
consume me,” I replied to Chloe, “for you’ve barely a mouth. And
you, Miss Miranda, could not see where to place me within your
face, what with the eye ailment you’ve contracted.”

“Perhaps with no humor what
I am saying should be true,” Miranda submitted, “for one who causes
such difficulty should be dissolved away,” and she made a dainty
gesture with her fingers as though emulating steam.

For a moment, I could not see them, only the
truth I had disregarded, that I was the cause of Mother’s trouble
in Jonsway, the cause of my own fear, and now the cause of this
great effort that might harm us all. I had to respond, but only
sinners’ words were available.

“God made me bizarre,” I
said quietly, having to blame the Almighty before telling them the
truth I felt. “I am so sorry….”

The others were not so jovial now, Miranda
gravely pronouncing, “No daughter so strange could be better
loved.” And she held her arms out for me to run to her and be
embraced by a friend who was truly family.

“Certain troublemakers,”
Chloe remarked sternly as she stepped near, “are worth their
trouble.” Then gently she reached to touch my weird hair, one
pat—perhaps all the contact she could bear—confirming the truth of
her words.

Aided by Mother and the firm stranger,
Marybelle began placing dry sticks beneath the crock, the three
silently at their task as though unaware of the activity
surrounding me. They knew, of course, but continued with their
portion of the affair as we remaining sisters proceeded with ours.
Silent Esmeralda approached me from behind to snatch me from
Miranda’s embrace, holding me like a bundle or a baby in her arms
as she looked down to my face, her jagged brow knitted as she
nodded to the crockery barrel, her visage and gesture as clear as
her smell.

“Let’s stew the wench
regardless, afore she sucks us dry of pity,” Miranda suggested with
a horrid voice.

Gleeful Chloe agreed. Even the unnamed
stranger glimpsed up to point her inverted thumb toward the barrel,
but this witch had no smile. With a mutual roar I could only
consider silly, the three began tossing me one to the other, the
silent and the loud, the crooked and the bent. This brief bout of
rough flying took my breath and left me with foolish giggles fit
more for a sinning child than a troublemaking wench.

Chloe nearly dropped me before I was placed
within the crock by Miranda, who moved amongst the busy witches
with sticks. Esmeralda with a great gnashing of her several teeth
made as though to remove major portions of my face and neck, though
of course she would have been revolted to touch me so intimately.
Not being basically frivolous, the remaining adults ended their
levity as a tapping sounded: Marybelle was striking dark rocks
together, dropping sparks onto the tinder below.

Silence came. I looked for someone to aid me
from the barrel, for the sticks were now ablaze. I nearly gagged
from the stench, my feet were becoming hot, and the surrounding
witches were retreating from the fire they hated, the flames they
required. I looked for Mother to assist me from the crock, but
Marybelle, the eldest, turned to me and spoke an order.

“Pee,” she said, but I did
not understand, displaying an ignorant face that at least was
honest. Mother clearly explained.

“Lift your dress and pee
what you can, girl, before your feet melt.”

I would as soon have complied, but my body
would not cooperate. “My person is of no mind to pass water,” I
declared with some guilt.

“Pass what you can, child,
and be quick,” Mother said.

Unlike sinners who hide their wastes as
though ashamed, witches accept the process as natural.
Nevertheless, peeing before an audience was as unknown to me as
being stewed, my anxiety so increasing along with the heat that I
considered leaping out and running. The smell of burning wood was
not intriguing here, for my feet were hot—and hurting. Fire I had
seen in Jonsway, but such heat was unfamiliar to me. As soon as I
felt heat as pain, however, I knew completely the witch’s terror of
flames, understanding fire as though sinners had tied me to a stake
and set me ablaze. With a final grimace, I tightened my entire body
and managed to squeeze a few drops of fluid from my bottom.

“Good a plenty!” Miranda
cried as the smell and the sizzling reached my sisters.

The nearest witch then reduced the fire with
kicked sand, approaching with Mother to lift me free. Though
feeling somewhat foolish and a bit of a failure, I was thoroughly
relieved to be away from the greatest fear in our world.

Marybelle was next. Without comment, she
lifted her dress, one long leg into the barrel as she straddled its
wall, her outside foot near smoldering coals. Revealed was a gash
between her legs that seemed a scar, a coarse stigma I knew to be
part of every woman’s bottom, sinner or witch, though in my youth
and whiteness mine was undeveloped, and not coated with a fine crop
of ragged hairs, but sparse fur as though from a black squirrel’s
chest.

Hidden by a clumsy boot, Marybelle’s damaged
foot supported her outside the barrel with a poor balance, her arm
held by that second stranger so that Marybelle would not tumble
into the crock—or into the fire. As Marybelle remained for a great
period of wetting, her friends kicked sand near her foot to contain
the flames, twigs added to the far side to keep the death fire
burning.

She came out wet to her steaming ankle,
aided by silent Esmeralda and Mother. Miranda proceeded with more
difficulty, being briefer in the limbs than Marybelle. A moment and
she was sweating piss, but remained within, turning stiff from the
heat and strain. Upon her removal, this sister smiled in relief,
shaking her tough leg now wet to the knee. All but one remaining
witch, including Mother, were spread and held above the crockery
barrel, dresses crumpled in their hands as their loins strained and
their abdomens pumped. From the stranger gushed a voluminous
quantity that nearly filled the crock. The last sister, however,
was dry.

“I had no pee within this
year,” Chloe informed us. Aware of the import of our task, however,
she crammed her long hair into her mouth and attempted to swallow.
After most of her coif was within her gullet, Chloe gagged once,
then leapt forward with the second retch to throw herself above the
urn and expel her hair with a loud belch and a sharp grasping of
her entire body, her hair soiled with unrecognized foodstuffs
roiling forth in a continual, lumpy rush until the crock was
full.

Turning away more bent than normal, Chloe
pressed the dripping hair around her neck where it clung to her
spine as the remaining sisters fed limbs to the fire with
reluctance. Mother and friends examined the plant and animal
portions each had brought, deciding none were required. All were
tossed aside except the bug torsos Chloe desired to begin filling
her stomach anew.

Fires on occasion are entertainment for
sinners about which they dance and sing, but flames are serious and
unsettling affairs for witches. Dancing is so distinctly artificial
that only sinners could have invented the process. To so chase
about with no intention of catching anything witches deem foolish.
And witches, not being troubadours, take no part in singing or
chanting, most of them complaining about the current fashion of
speaking to no end. Pronouncements and other speeches at earnest
affairs are another sinning invention, witches when so grave as to
intentionally initiate a burning being well aware of the purpose
with no words needed. Nothing was said until the fetid mix was
bubbling and spitting a nasty steam in our center. Then calm
Marybelle turned to me.

“This one,” she pronounced,
“the cause. She seems not the mere sinner, but the sinner
extreme.”

Miranda then scoffed, “So perfect are her
sinning traits she could only be our sister.”

Finally Mother had to say, “She may not be
the best witch possible, but neither are we. Nevertheless, she is
the best I will ever have. And regardless of the person or
appearance, I could not bear to love better.”

“But the time is now for
the proving,” Marybelle declared, “for I believe no one has ever
been within her.”

No one disagreed. Initially the meaning was
unclear to me, and to some extent I feared to learn. Then Marybelle
stepped near, and I was not allowed an opinion. She lifted my dress
above my waist and without requesting permission firmly held the
bottom portion of my body with both her hands, and—to my
astonishment—began seeking the two major entrances that lead within
any woman, every witch. This was no friendly smelling. Although
aware even at this youthful age that the entrance for procreation
existed, never had I imagined it subject to probing; whereas the
anus, I knew, normally passed material. Now the passage was
forceful and from without, Marybelle with twists and firm pressings
inserting one crooked finger within each of my most private
orifices.

The embarrassment I felt upon comprehending
Marybelle’s goal passed with her initial success, for these holes
are sealed with muscle, which Marybelle forced open, abrading the
sensitive flesh of the area with her strong and stiff fingers. My
embarrassment was replaced by pain, the greatest physical pain I
had ever experienced as I attempted to pull away from her, feeling
her bone rods enter as though ripping me; and I knew that my
insides were being injured, so great was the agony within me. The
thought flashed of Mother’s described rape, and I could not believe
something this horrible had occurred without damaging her for life.
No child, even one perfectly normal, was worth such torment. Then
all thinking was removed from me, for in the next moment I learned
how debilitating and inhuman pain can be. At once I cared neither
for a witch’s honor nor for the foolish problems sinners caused us.
The only salvation I desired was for myself, the only love I felt
for Mother the grateful relief to come after she saved me. But she
did not. With no concern for my own pride, I made no attempt to
prevent the expression of horror coming over my face nor the
rasping shriek I exhaled from terror. I turned to my friends with
these signals of damage and attempted to crawl away from the sister
who dug at my innards, for I knew with certainty that I was being
ripped asunder, and knew that nothing, nothing in the world was
worth this agony.

So great was my pain that I thought
Marybelle locked her fingers within me by ripping through the flesh
separating the two areas. But in the following moment, Marybelle
removed her hands to hold them upward as I collapsed before her.
The pain, though continuing, was so mild compared to the previous
misery that I was filled with relief and thanked the greatest God
for reducing my torment. Thereafter, I was able to look upward and
perceive Marybelle’s actions, for her hands were now covered with
my blood, this eldest sister extending her fingers for all to see
as she spoke in a voice I could not judge, not pride nor joy nor
consternation.

“This is no witch,” she
cried. “This is a white witch, and as true as any—she has the
internals for men!”

Concerned only with recovery, I did not
understand the significance of her words. That ended when Marybelle
said to lift me, and they did. I was raised to my feet, and
Marybelle began clawing my face. I thought she would smear my own
blood against me as Mother had with Lady Vidgeon’s, but feeling her
nails dig about my eyes, I understood that she was scraping the
sinner woman’s blood where it had mingled with my sweat and skin
oil. This abrading was unpleasant, but inconsequential compared to
the previous distress. Then our sisters joined us, all standing
near to scrape and dig at me, their rheumy eyes and ragged mouths a
thrill. Mother was the center of their human force, and though I
knew my skin as well as the sinning blood was being taken, I began
to share their emotion, for I was part of them, we seven literally
joined. So when they said, Raise your hands, white daughter! I did,
I lifted my hands and together we formed a mass, individual scents
filling my smelling, seven different touches against me, seven
different breaths and manners of breathing, different tastes of
spittle and textures of skin. Mother then rose in spirit to lead
us, her hands upraised as she turned to the crock without the first
sinners’ word, kicking dust and dirt ahead to kill the killing
flames, all her people following with flailing feet and lifted
arms, all hands doused as one through the brew’s steam and into the
potion, body blood and piss and puke stirred by hands boiled to
bone, skin that would blister, peel, and on some never heal, the
agony increasing with the long exposure, pain far greater than
Marybelle’s fingers within me, for a witch can come no closer to
burning than being boiled. The seven of us cooked ourselves with
pride for salvation, yet none could believe that the joy in our
family’s success was greater than the agony of our melting flesh,
and nothing more horrible nor valuable was imaginable—there was no
imagining and no belief, for all of us felt everything.

Upon our conclusion, the gas began to
function with no further aid from witches, and we were able to
consider our damage, hands held out like animals half eaten by a
heat creature. Carried by the air, the season, fumes traveled to
Jonsway, where sinners might have noted an odd scent, but only one
woman began losing her hair. As we sisters slowly healed, so the
lady lost her mind.


Chapter 3

Returning In My Better Memory

 


Mother sought no guilt from me, though it seemed appropriate for our
lengthy condition: hands wrapped in the soft leaves of the Barrule
bush, an intense, debilitating pain prevented only by constant
applications of poultice made from the noxious brough fly’s larvae.
Time passed quickly, for our nights were spent seeking the brough
fly by its particular buzzing, our days attempting to crush the
larvae between smooth stones, collecting the poultice with hands
wrapped like a sinning baby’s butt. We bore the price of our
family’s salvation, for this was one baby the sinners would not
gain. Feigning hurt mortal feelings, we attended church no more;
thus, had no need to enter Jonsway. Witch Miranda, however, made
cautious excursions, giving assurance where none was needed that no
sinners desired to improve my social state with their generous
upbringing. The witch they now desired was my mother.

Martin Vidgeon was lord of Jonsway’s finest
country manor, his estate known as far as Europe for horses of
distinction. A bored and humorless man, Vidgeon had shown no great
imagination in his life until his wife went bald and brainless.
Since periwigs were so ubiquitous that a lady’s true hair was
seldom seen even by her spouse, the disease of baldness was of
small medical concern to Lord Martin, though his missus would have
been most embarrassed had not such social factors become
meaningless to her; for after receiving fumes of her own
responsibility, Lady Vidgeon found her regained blood to be
dangerous. Her memory became particularly acute, for not only did
she recall each insignificant detail of her life, she described
them to husband, children, servants, and every stranger seen on the
streets of Jonsway. Lady Vidgeon, however, was soon no longer seen
on these streets. After demonstrating an inability to perform
average affairs such as dressing properly or covering her exposed
scalp with a wig, Sarah was ordered by her husband to remain within
the manor until recovered from her illness.

The problem seemed mere illness to Martin
until a neighbor mentioned a coincidence, that Sarah had begun
suffering shortly after her plans for receiving the Landham child
were rejected by the mother. Although not unknown to the manor’s
lord, the plan was of less interest than his horses; for whereas
the rearing of his seven children benefited from no planning on his
part, Martin each morning had individual instructions for his
thirty-eight mares and stallions. As though delivered through the
air like a thunderclap or sisters’ fumes, Sarah’s affliction
clarified in Martin’s thoughts to form a new enlightenment.
Although punished with but a ducking, this Landham woman had bodily
attacked his wife, drawing blood to engender a poisoning. Her
ability to so damage with a touch was obvious: since she was
intensely ugly of face and frame and lived in a secluded hovel, was
she therefore not a witch?

But of course. Never had the word of God
inspired Lord Martin to such passion, for as soon as the idea took
hold within his mind, off he went to demand a private meeting with
church rector and town mayor wherein he presented his evidence.
Since witches were a dangerous breed known throughout Great
Britain, the authorities found Martin’s accusations reasonable,
especially since they had seen his wife babble. A group of armed
constables was thus dispatched to the forest to gain Mrs. Landham
for an interview. Her child would also attend.

Mother had no forebodings regarding the
sinners’ retaliation for our boil. In her years, she had known
witches blamed for bad crops, lame dogs, and broken wagons as the
fashion evolved, stemming from Welsh or European stories describing
witches’ current causal problems. Sinners would become so rabid
over difficulties ascribed to witches despite how clearly the work
of God or person that no predictions could be made concerning
future allegations. Sarah Vidgeon, after all, was not the first
Englishwoman to go bald or lose her mind, understandable asperities
considering that the sinner’s brain had never functioned
properly.

Sensing men approach from the town, Mother
and I at once made our home neat, squaring and flattening our straw
piles to resemble the sinners’ beds, discarding the various insects
and plant forms lying about for meals. I suggested that we hide in
the forest, for the few sinners approaching would never find us in
our own familiar wilds. Mother then explained that the men would
return often, and if we were never found, they would correctly
deduce that we understood their approach. We would thereby brand
ourselves as too special for sinners, imbued with metaphysics,
dangerous as the devil.

I did not share my mother’s calm. From
similar experiences throughout her long life, Mother had achieved a
resolve in dealing with sinners. My thinking was not so clear, for
I suffered a fear so palpable it seemed an object lodged within me.
Despite my terror, I managed to aid Mother in our preparation as
she recalled to me how brief and harmless the last instance of
sinners’ visitation had been. But I could only see the opposing
view, that my mother had been taken by creatures known to kill our
kind who demeaned her before the eyes of God and made her suffer
from their odd society. I expected no less on this occasion.
Mother, however, intended to succeed and survive rather than
worry.

We waited outside as though examining a
damaged shutter. With no hesitation, three men approached from the
forest trail. Mother recognized at least one constable to have
taken her before, but I did not understand how anyone could
distinguish sinners one from the next—especially the men, who have
more evil within any one of their persons than all of God’s witches
combined.

Two of the men did nothing but stare at the
girl too lovely for her coarse attire. As the third man spoke, the
staring pair began walking around our home, finding nothing of
interest, passing our crock for rain water, which reeked of Satan’s
power only to witches.

“We have come, woman, under
orders of Jonsway Township’s alderman, Lord Bulkeley, to gain him
your presence so that he and Reverend Corliss may inquire of you
about certain activities.”

“And what a delightful way
to pass the afternoon it shall be,” Mother cackled as pleasantly as
possible. “Might I ask, then, of those activities concerning me as
per your implied allegations?”

“You will be told by Lord
Bulkeley, not by me. I am here only to take you, and will do so
now.”

This tallest constable would have grasped
Mother’s shoulder, but preferring not to touch this ugly female, he
merely gestured for her to move. Before Mother could respond, one
of the remaining males spoke.

“We’ve a bit more here,
constable,” he stated to his colleague, then earnestly confronted
Mother. “We would enter the premises, woman, and seek evil
within.”

Mother at once gave a sweeping gesture of
welcome toward our door, announcing, “Please enter, constables.
Simultaneously, you might recall the manners taught you by your
parents and use my proper name, which is not ‘woman,’ but Mrs.
Landham. Once within, sirs, thankful I would be for your removing
all the evil you find, since we good women of God have no use for
the stuff. If you uncover no evil, kindly leave none of your
own.”

Although displeased at my mother’s comments,
the men were also amazed at a witch’s speaking so fluently, a style
Mother used to impress sinners, one so impressing me in those early
years that I emulated her lingual abilities. The constables,
however, remained mute upon entering our abode, gaining even more
displeasure to find nothing heinous: only benches and straw. Placed
carefully on our general table were church dresses and shoes. The
arbor vine that had entered years before, a welcome friend whose
growth we enjoyed, likely seemed improper for even a decrepit home,
for is not a house’s function the exclusion of nature? Surely, our
non-evil beds were disappointing; for despite pressing their
sinning hands throughout the straw—a violation I could feel, the
act more vulgar than Marybelle’s fingers within me—the men
discovered no intimations of evil.

The sinning men’s intrusion had so
distressed me that their next vexing could scarcely increase my
dismay, yet what words could have been more frightening than the
tall constable’s final orders?

“The girl,” he submitted,
“must be delivered as well.”

Calm Mother offered no argument. Since this
latest turn was unexpected, we witches had not planned a response,
but the ways of sinners are no more predictable than their laws are
constant. Our preparation was Mother’s experience. Throughout my
life, she had readied me for the sinners’ suspecting my manner of
living, and the time was nigh to discover how well I had
learned.

Calm Mother was moved. Perhaps she noticed
some sinners’ reaction I was too young to sense. As we stepped from
our home, Mother turned to one of the constables and declared with
a voice calm as a witch’s passion:

“God forgive you for your
thoughts, with your staring at my daughter too young for your
wicked mind.”

We then departed for the sinners’ world
where I would receive my strongest lesson in evil, where witches
would be shown minor in dispensing Satan’s malice, the sinners as
dedicated in their inhuman destruction as the devil himself.

* * *

I was made to wait alone in a large room
that was all edges and angles not existing in the forest. A guard
stood outside while I waited in silence, hearing neither rustling
leaves nor moving insects, only my own shallow breathing, my heart
beating painfully with a rhythm ready to break. I heard no words,
but would later learn of the “interview” then being held with my
mother as subject.

Alderman Bulkeley and Reverend Corliss were
accompanied by constable and clerk, as though the king’s guard were
required to contain my small mother. Fearful men, these decisive
officials did not hesitate. At once they informed Mother she had
been accused by Martin Vidgeon of witchcraft.

She swooned. Praying to God for salvation
from lies to torment a poor woman, Mother wailed convincingly of
her innocence and righteous fear. After further interrogation, the
alderman in charge determined that Lord Martin’s stature justified
the township’s bringing Mother to trial. Truly, the authorities had
sought a confession from her, thereby proceeding to her punition
without a lengthy public display. Failing this, Mother was set
aside with me in a jail cell, and Jonsway made plans to kill
her.

Though having prosecuted alleged witches
before, Jonsway began a persecution with my mother. Normal fare for
an English town was publicly beating any woman adjudged to have
been temporarily entered by Satan without her choosing, though she
was held responsible for being a wicked vessel. Such crimes were
considered minor because the corruption was not thorough, but
Mother was formally accused of being a witch and therefore unholy,
in league with Satan by choice, as though the devil existed on
Earth as do peddlers and clergymen, individuals available for
discussion who provide their services for a fee. Appropriate for
such a heinous crime was the punishment of death. Here the sinners
knew themselves extreme, for having never extracted this ultimate
penalty for a crime so difficult to prove, they sought expertise
from exterior sources. The priest requested the bishop of his
diocese to attend the trial, and the alderman hired an expert in
witchcraft from London to provide her knowledge. To our sisters’
great misfortune, the fervent bishop knew his holy duty, and the
expert knew her witches.

The sinning public soon displayed one of its
more pitiable traits, for upon learning of the witch trial, they
panicked and changed it to a witch hunt. A contagion began wherein
gossip burgeoned until countless episodes of witchcraft were
discovered in average lives. In brief days, Mother and I were
joined by women incarcerated in adjacent cells: five strange
sinners, and two sisters we knew: Chloe and Marybelle.

I was not formally arrested, but the
alderman found such difficulty in separating me from Mother that
together we remained, his problem doubled because no Jonsway home
would now accept the previously fine child; and since the
authorities would have me near and not in the woods, why not with
the mother? Furthermore, since I was lovely though yet interred,
Jonsway deemed it reasonable to arrest average-appearing women: a
widow with a tiny farm who supposedly sold crops that rotted within
the consumer’s stomach, the truth being that one bad ear of corn
terrified a foolish sinner into inventing an instantly believed
explanation as inspired by the original and only true tale of the
bald and ebullient Lady Vidgeon. Another sinner was accused due to
her numerous cats, too many black, the woman thus clearly
responsible for all the wild felines roaming Jonsway, most of which
had suddenly begun to steal the breath of babies.

Additional stories of the kind developed, no
truth being necessary for a panic to have set loose human fear.
What explanation could exist for children who die young, for harsh
weather, bad crops, disease, and poverty? What more believable a
cause for all these calamities than ugly women esteemed by
none?

Our cell seemed pleasant with its roaches
and rats, the smell of body waste more honest than any varnish. For
days we waited, Mother so constant in her humor and strength that
my youthful fear was contained—but no more than contained; for
though I never screamed and raved and attempted to dig through the
stone walls, this was my desire.

The alderman and minister also spoke with
me. To Bulkeley and Corliss I praised God and Jesus, displaying
great and honest fear as they described Sarah Vidgeon’s condition.
My response to their foolish questions of lizards’ innards and
spells was true incredulity. Mainly I spoke the truth, for the
average witch displays no blatant evil; and magic is a subtle
force, difficult and rare, unlike the sinners’ easy killing. Those
lies required, I conveyed with ease; for although witches have an
honest nature, we possess too much respect for living not to lie
for our own salvation. Our lives were given only by God, Who alone
reserves the privilege of rescinding them. But since Satan supplies
evil for all, sinner and witch alike must suffer.

Though largely unnoticeable due to Mother’s
variegated skin, the crock’s contents had left pink blotches on her
hands, a mark fully obvious on the white daughter. Separately
Mother and I were asked of the injury. Equal were our descriptions,
that a stew in its vessel had overturned upon us. The constables
then noted that there had been no ashes in the fireplace nor at any
site around our cabin. And there will be none, sirs, for we are
chary of fire since it has recently damaged our persons.

The truth of witches’ effects was never
spoken; for although the men around us had more and more difficulty
with their sexual lives, the subject was so embarrassing that no
mention was made of impotence, not with so many wives revealing how
they had always hated the act, and were it not to gain
children….

Though unsatisfactory to the authorities,
our accounts of eating wild herbs and sleeping on straw were no
proof of witchcraft. Questions about lost livestock and moneys
disappearing from the treasury caused neither Mother nor me grief,
and we knew our nearby friends—long experienced in sinners’
official lies—would fare equally. The greatest difficulty, Mother
warned me, would certainly come with the trial. I then asked her of
our friends not enjailed, whether we might be saved by their hot
activities. Our friends number too few for the effort, Mother
explained, for more are captive than free.

Neither of us was aware of any expert in
witchcraft summoned from London; but Marybelle—unseen but smelled
compartments away—was familiar with such doyennes, and had connived
information from the alderman on this expert. Marybelle recognized
the name given in reference to scandals on the Continent wherein
women and witches had been burned like kindling. Marybelle knew
that this expert was genuine, knew that each true witch would be
discovered and killed. Unable to communicate with her sisters,
however, Marybelle devised a plan to save us, a strategy no
youthful witch could conceive.

The next morning, Marybelle began moaning in
her cell, producing such a commotion that the guards were prepared
to beat her to silence. Upon drawing near, however, they heard
Marybelle swear in her most pious voice that an angel of the Lord
had visited her, and she was prepared to confess her true identity.
Marybelle was thus removed to Alderman Bulkeley and one Bishop
Dalimore, who had arrived that morning, replacing the local priest
to the latter’s holy relief. In private chambers, Marybelle swore
with all the conviction she could simulate that Lord Jesus had
entered her, promising a quick death and a quiet eternity if she
confessed herself before God’s man. Therefore, Marybelle on her
knees before the bishop confessed to being a witch and Satan’s
helper, conceding that she and her kind were responsible for all
the isle’s problems. She then promised to reveal those other true
witches imprisoned—if only one request be granted.

“Oh, Holy Bishop,” she
pleaded, swooning to kiss the Reverend’s feet, “the greatest Lord
Jesus has shown me the only peace for a witch—death, death and
removal from the world where her evil does not belong! Reverend
Bishop, hear the truth of my unholy sisters so that we all can be
redeemed by death. But you must vow before the only true God as His
Son has promised me that our deaths will be without suffering. As
we give you the gift of our dying, fine bishop and fine man, you
must give us the certain death of drowning, not the horror of
flames, of burning, burning….” Then she could no longer speak,
collapsing as the Reverend in his generosity bent to touch the evil
one’s shoulder, providing her with God’s word.

“Be at peace, unfortunate
witch, for God in His utter wisdom has shown you the only manner of
rest, and so shall it be delivered to ye and your heinous friends.
Name your fellows, and before Jesus I vow to fulfill His salvation
for you by providing the death you have foreseen.”

Breathing deeply, feigning such weakness
that she could only roll onto her back, Marybelle looked up to the
bishop, with a quiet voice speaking of God’s visit that had come
solely from her imagination.

“There came a vision,” she
whispered, “a vision where Jesus from the cross reached down to
touch me, vowing that no witch who confesses in agony will be
touched by her greatest fears, by metal or flames. Lord Jesus with
His own right hand reached down to tie rope about my legs and to a
stone my size from the cliffs of Man’s Isle. Then His angels
descended with peace to lower me into the Irish Sea, to bury and
slay me as the Lamb of God watched over me until I died and the
evil within me was released, washed clean by God’s sea and Jesus’
blood.”

Marybelle then blinked, and with a more
worldly visage, looked upward to the bishop, touching his holy
ankle as she concluded.

“This must be you, God’s
man. This must be you who binds my legs and who watches above me
while I die and thereby gain the Lord’s salvation….”

The pledge was made and sealed with holy
gestures, holy phrases. No hesitation had the bishop, for what more
constant truths were known of witches than their fear of fire and
that they could not swim? After the oath was given, Marybelle again
grew agitated, asserting that her salvation could wait no longer,
for she had suffered a century with her burden of evil. Now that
God and His man had promised, the cleansing power of a kindly death
could not come soon enough. Marybelle then spoke a desire to regain
her strength quickly so that she might arise and point out each
true witch. With his fine public voice, the bishop prayed aloud for
God to grant this evil one a rapid recovery. And, lo, as though her
body were reborn by God the Maker, Marybelle rose renewed before
Dalimore with an energy gained from histrionics.

Rejoicing, Marybelle led the sinners to
their victims. Accurately she dismissed the poor sinners as mere
women, then pointed her finger to the true sister, Chloe. And
though no witch was aware of Marybelle’s plan, she described her
designs with only her presence as she stood before her sisters and
condemned them.

“These are each a witch and
Satan’s own. Know now, unholy creatures, that your time of
suffering is ended, for Lord Jesus sends His Father’s man with
salvation. Confess ye the evil of your lives and be cleansed with
the healing death of an ocean drowning, never again to suffer the
wickedness ye are made of. Confess now before Jesus!” she
shouted.

Mother said nothing. Carefully she smelled
Marybelle before exploding. After a moment of deliberation, Mother
leapt into the air and tore at her clothing, thrusting her limbs as
she collapsed to the floor, her entire body jerking as she
slobbered and screamed.

“God tears the truth from
me past Satan! I am the witch and ever the witch—God’s will be done
if His men can do it!” And she thrashed twice before calming,
breathing roughly.

Panic in Mother was a lie. Kindly love for
me and our friends was her life, not mortal passion. I could smell
no such response from her. She reeked of effort and energy, but
also of truth. Therefore, my response was not difficult. I was no
ancient witch who had suffered from sinners for decades. I was a
child, and came aware that I no longer had to feign a strength I
had yet to achieve, and suffer the stress of dishonesty. Looking
from my mother and past Marybelle, I met the bishop’s eyes,
relaxing my efforts of salvation, which were never more than
hope.

“I am the witch God and
Mother made me,” I declared, then pointed to Marybelle with a
languid imitation of her gesture. “I am the same witch as she.”
Then, with sheer honesty, I fainted.

* * *

The plan was deadly. On a sinners’ ship in a
water world we sisters imagined our salvation, imagined slow
breathing, the water’s air seeping into our lungs: even the witch
child knew how to breathe within water. We imagined grating the
rope against our rock’s sharpest edge or untying bonds hopefully
mediocre in being secured—as per Marybelle’s plan—by a bishop
instead of a sailor.

Even my fear was dying. The fish smell and
salt breeze offered me no energy. The costumed sinners set to prove
their immoral power over people they did not understand struck me
as neither unjust nor offensive. I felt but a numbness that
signified my impending demise, for smothering while bound in the
sea was not salvation but cold destruction. Because I so clearly
faced doom, I was unable to have the strength of a good witch or
the passion of an average sinner. Dying for me was as lethargic as
an animal rotting.

From my first smell of the constables in the
forest, I had been taken by countless visions of Mother’s dying.
Not my own death nor the world’s destruction could have so affected
me in prediction. So often had I felt my innards wrenched from
visions of Mother’s death that the pain became normal, cramping me
with a daughter’s ultimate terror. But never did I cry out as the
torment demanded, for this would have been cruel to my mother,
unkind to the person I suffered from because I loved her most,
Mother who retained the subtlest courage by never lying but never
refusing to accept the truth. If we are to die, she told me, think
beforehand of the love we share, and praise God that our concern
will be forever moved to His superior hands. Mother then smiled and
held me. Then I loved her as ever, and again felt her die, then
loved her more.

Our salvation became grimness. Leaving
shore, I saw child sinners frolicking in the sea waves, and I knew
that Satan had sent them to mock us. In their pleasure, however,
they remained oblivious to our execution. Not a word was spoken of
salvation by the four sisters, not a word beyond God’s will being
done and peace from death and other brief confessions. Yet grimness
was appropriate, for a lengthy submersion in saltwater was no
assured salvation. Having passed beneath rivers, I knew the
breathing to be as uncomfortable as smothering with a wet cloth,
knew that long immersion induces terror. The sea is worse because
the salt stings the eyes and nose: after one attempt at the
shoreline years before, I retreated with distress. Now our only
hope was desperation, for not only would we have to remain
submerged longer than any witch would choose, we would have to cut
our bonds on stones not completely jagged. And if we survived the
long walk to shore, what if we were seen by sinners, evil people
cavorting in a sea meant to kill us?

Upon comprehending Marybelle’s plan as she
identified us in jail, I had felt admiration for her courageous
brilliance, felt genuine love for a sister I previously found
intimidating. But Marybelle was now on the ship’s gunnel being tied
to a rock that could crush her, while a sinner playing God’s
representative prayed above an evil creature who to her shit was
his moral superior. Who had this man ever saved from death, and
when had he jeopardized his eternal existence to help his friends?
The holy man proved his evil by waving a false Jesus stick,
intending to cut God’s creatures as dead as though he wielded the
devil’s sword. Certainly, the words he murmured in some pretentious
language were meaningful to either God the King or His Prince of
Darkness, but which of the opposing forces?

The alderman attended. He at least was kind
enough to have Marybelle and her stone pushed overboard as one
instead of dropping the rock and allowing it to rip her asunder. I
watched the deep splash and thought how awkward she appeared
striking sideways, her visage lost in a tangle of hair as she
disappeared, her personal wake lost in the sea waves.

Too numb to view Chloe being tied to her
rock, I took scant notice of a sailor viewing through a metal tube
he pointed toward shore. I took no notice, waiting for a salt rush
around me to clog my breathing, to clean my disruptive life. But
the next holy demise was interrupted by this same sailor buzzing to
his captain, the captain conversing with the alderman and bishop,
all these males looking toward a boat that neared.

The sinners waited. Stinking men from the
two ships were soon speaking. Not so similar were all their faces
that I could not discern a red flush about the bishop and smell his
anger. He then sputtered with a twisted mouth as Chloe was cut
loose. What manner of salvation could this be when my sister was
released only to be beaten bloody by the holy man’s metal cross?
The alderman bid Dalimore cease, the bishop complying before Chloe
was delivered a bloody sleep even a witch would slow recover from.
But since Chloe was too dazed to be his audience, Dalimore moved to
Mother and me, whereupon he screeched down with no godly passion,
his anger an evil no witch could match.

“What sin could you Godless
wenches produce worse than lying to God and His man? The Lord’s
grace has sent truth in the form of Amanda Rathel on shore this
moment. She has heard of your plotting and described how you would
make fools of me and God by gaining the water that could be your
witches’ home. And though the devil has regained one of his
creatures, the remainder of your unholy pack will meet God’s
judgment—in ashes. As quickly as this ship can be turned, we shall
arrange the posts and chains to bind you as God’s flames burn you
lifeless. And you shall suffer the charred flesh and blackened
blood due amoral liars and their immortal evil.”

My last recollection of the return was the
anchor’s being raised. The chain seemed to be pulled through my
person, for it was massive, metal, a loud and odorous symbol of
sinners’ murder. Beyond this, I recall nothing. The incarceration
was as noticeable as common breathing. My sister and mother nearby
were positions, not people. We had no praying to God nor mocking
Jesus, no cursing the sinners, no torment so overbearing that
dementia would result, witches babbling mindlessly like the balding
sinner who guided us. No response had these sisters because the
dead do not respond.

I recall utter sadness, the pitiful waste of
the finest witches a girl could know, but have no recollection of
the smell that ripped me breathless, the smell of Chloe beyond
sight becoming rancid smoke.

She was beheaded first. As suggested by Lady
Amanda, the witches would be separated from their heads; for
although believing that under certain circumstances this cutting
might not be permanent, Rathel knew that even witches with their
heads at their feet would be immune to physical agony, for the lady
was no torturer. Only a killer.

I did not notice them take my mother, though
from the adjacent cell I should have smelled her depart. I should
have smelled her cook, but this as well escaped me. Without intent,
I had refused to die from the hell of perceiving my precious mother
become burnt meat.

With no deliberation, I met them, beginning
to step out as soon as the door opened. But they pressed me
backward as an unknown woman stated clearly that I was no witch.
For a moment, I needed to recover, not from the surprising move but
from the absolute lie. Quickly I stepped toward the door again, for
I was a witch, and since I could no longer have my mother, I
demanded the pride in our love.

I moved again and they stopped me. The
woman, whom I had guessed the Lady Amanda, astonished the alderman
by insisting that she speak with me alone. I looked at no sinner
who departed, and not the murderess who remained.

She attacked me. Of course, this was her
goal, to kill me personally. After looking behind to see that the
males had departed, this sinner quickly reached out and cut my
wrist with some implement concealed in a kerchief. But, no, she
only formed a scratch barely felt. I looked to the wound, the fine
line of blood, then up to this sinner, wondering what bizarre form
her murder was taking.

“No human can have the oil
of the Nevier thorn in the blood without a pain to set her
screaming,” Rathel began, looking carefully to my wrist. “But you
have not even a redness—because you are no human. You are a witch.
A more certain test is with the sexual tissue, but you are a youth
and undeveloped. Perhaps not even your evil is mature.” Then she
looked to my face, and with a rapid tone explained
herself.

“God help you, child, but I
could not save your mother. By the time I learned of a perfect
girl, the truth had been told of witches and water. Had I known
before, I would have spared Evlynne, even though witches ruined me,
and I would rid the world of their evil. But I have use for you,
white daughter. As a witch, you will kill a male whose father
sought my ruin. For merely being natural, your life will be
spared.”

With her words, I became as hot as any death
flame. Immediately I stood and shouted to the door, “I am a witch
equal to any you have destroyed! Before God, I thank Him for making
me a witch and not a murderous sinner!”

Moving loudly, Bulkeley entered with his
constables. At once I stepped for the doorway so that I could be
beheaded and burned. So that I could join my mother, and rejoin our
love. But I was detained by reeking men as Rathel with calm
confidence conveyed her latest lie.

“Your honor, this girl has
been taken in the mind by witches who stole her as an infant, even
as they later stole poor Sarah Vidgeon’s thinking. This child,
however, can be healed. I will return with Alba to London, where
with the grace of God, special practices will aid her recovery. But
first, I must prove not only to the world but to the deluded child
herself that she is innocent and human. I have begun by scratching
her with a thorn that will set a witch’s skin palsied, but she has
no reaction,” and the lady nodded to the thin line on my arm.
“Available, however, is a greater proof that even common folk may
understand.”

The alderman, familiar with a calm township
wherein the devil rarely ventured, was weakened from the stress of
killing, from evil and all its adjacent manifestations.
Exasperated, he demanded that Rathel explain herself and be on with
the proving or on with the execution.

“This girl is all the witch
she appears,” the lady told him, “for no witch can be sublime. As
well, no witch can swim, but neither can many normal folk. But no
human, we all know, can remain beneath the water’s surface for any
duration. The true witches were prepared to walk a league beneath
the sea, allowing this girl to die in the process, a fact I shall
demonstrate in verity.”

The alderman agreed that I should be
conveyed to the shore and submerged, but I would have no more of
the sinners’ evil.

“She lies for her own
gain!” I screeched while attempting to pull away from men too
strong for any girl. “I am a witch and will join my mother in
Hell!”

“A pitiful delusion to be
quashed,” Rathel declared with sadness. “She will calm when the
truth is shown and she becomes aware.”

Avoiding the crowd gathered to inhale
witches’ smoke as though perverse tobacco, the alderman led me
through the prison’s rear door, into alleys and then to the sea.
But once outside, I found a greater cause to continue my
screeching; for the odor in the air was stronger here, and if I
were to concentrate, surely I would be able to determine its
source. Impossible to determine was the source of that new,
phenomenal sound; for with my smelling came a shrieking so near my
ear, so near my heart, as to collapse me with its power, throwing
me to the ground where I lay—but why was my mouth open so wide as
to pain my jaw? Why was my throat stretched and sore? What power
had that sound to throw me, take me, yet allow me no feeling? With
all the shrieking and ranting of my voice, my body, my brain, I
felt nothing; for there is no higher life for a witch after death,
and I had died from that smell.

The alderman’s attempted prudence was thus
ruined by the sensual blotting I required, that mutilation of my
senses coming from me, from my mother. This girl panicked as though
stricken by Satan was a sight to rouse the populace. What thoughts
had they of this screaming child with her neck stretched backward?
What of this agony in her eyes and not a single tear?

Scores of sinners rushed from their
buildings as insistent males pulled me to my feet. Young and old
had to be pressed away from our entourage, unable to approach too
near with their shoving, though removed they could remain and yet
hear that groaning I could not control, a sound as horrid as the
previous shrieking, for both were sounds of death.

Once near enough the sea to smell salt and
concentrate on this water rather than the smoke behind, I ended my
noise, not only from exhaustion, but to give my mother her final
due. With all my prideful resolve retained, I knew that verifying
my identity would be a more important truth than revealing the
dishonesty of this sinning woman, for it would be my final gift to
Mother.

“I will take her myself in
that I have handled witches from learning their revelations,”
Rathel proclaimed to Bulkeley.

Though balking at a lady’s submitting
herself to such danger, the alderman had no desire to be splashing
in the sea or exposed to a witch’s evil. Therefore, he agreed, Lady
Amanda a believable authority.

She led me into the water as constables
restrained the sinning crowd. Immediately upon Marybelle’s
submersion, I had come to loathe water; but to honor my mother, I
would suffer it. Directed by Rathel, I slid beneath the water’s
surface to lie flat on my back in the shallows. Cooperative Rathel
guided me down, then unobtrusively stepped upon me as she
straightened, her weight on one heel and against my abdomen.

I could not breathe. Even in my depleted
state, the water caused no problem until Rathel crushed the air
from my lungs and the sea rushed in. Then I suffered from both the
force of her weight and the terrifying suffocation. I choked and
struggled to regain the surface—but the lady held me under longer,
for she would not remove that foot from beneath my lungs. With the
desperate effort of dying, I forced her leg from me and tore my way
to the surface, gasping in God’s dry air in accord with the lady’s
newest comments. As she straightened, drenched from having lost her
balance as I fought her, Rathel cried forth to the observing
officials, delivering her latest false depiction.

“Do you see this human
child and how desperately she struggles to breath God’s air and not
Satan’s lies?!”

Constables were ordered to aid us ashore.
With my lungs burning and my body bruised, I could not oppose
Rathel, even more the authority now that she had jeopardized her
own health to reveal the deluded child as innocent, to reveal the
witch as human.

* * *

Due to a true debility, I poorly remember
being conveyed along with Lady Amanda to a fine home in which she
sojourned, poorly remember being dried and dressed in borrowed
sinners’ clothes, then made comfortable upon an elaborate bed. A
clearer recollection is of my life’s first nightmare, the first and
worst sort for being true. Therein I found my sinning part, which
seemed vengeance, and for the first instance experienced the true
evil of witches.

Naturally I moved past the sinners in my
sinning apparel as though the attire signified a part we shared.
Through inactive streets I moved with no sinners aware, smelling
their presence or potential observation beforehand. The home I
sought was not hidden to one sensitive to the reek of witch death,
of piety as charred as black bodies.

Though guesting in an occupied home, the
bishop lived alone, his sinner’s station to be without a spouse as
though witch himself. The cat sensing me once within cared no more
for this witch than did any aware creature, a category not
including the well-souled and their corporeal evil. Surely, the
bishop considered the force to awaken him holy, for in me he viewed
an angel of deliverance, not asking what or whom was to be
delivered, not wondering whether angels are properly nude.

With the sinner’s gown at my feet, I was
revealed by the dim lantern as a stranger known, the bishop unable
to recognize Alba, for he saw only a creature to become his most
intimate friend—angels have neither age nor identity. As I removed
his cover and pulled at his clothing, the bishop was replaced by a
man, revealing a male’s uniqueness, that central bone grown on
occasion as though replacement for Adam’s taken rib. This rib I
smothered with an insertion foretold by Marybelle the swimmer. The
former bishop swam against me, stroking through my body, receiving
ecstasy from the special pressure of sex. Now the bishop was a man
forcing his woman flat, holding her down with his bulk and his
thrusting as he gained great pleasure denoted by his groaning,
great pleasure from the muscle he stroked through. But soon he
found the pressure of this angel uncommon, giving great pleasure
that came immediately before equivalent pain. The force of her
vagina holding him increased with his arousal until his ecstasy
hurt. Until he had to cease his swimming. But the pressure did not
end.

Careless was I, without intent, as the man
failed to remove himself, the lust rushing out of him though his
phallus was unchanged—too hard, too hard and hurting as noted by
his silent grimace. But what equivalence had I gained to be equally
pained? Was my sinning aspect the reception of the same misery in
sex as any male invading me? Surely, the bishop’s misery could not
have been worse, for my body was cramped as though crushing me, the
agony so tortuous as to convince me death was next. This
impression, however, was only feeling; the bishop’s was fact, the
former minister and temporary man grasping my thighs and attempting
to remove himself as the agony increased, filling his life as
completely as God’s awareness. But awareness was soon lost to him
as he fell away and the torture ended, replaced by a shocked
numbness more terrifying than any pain; for when he fell away, he
did not fall whole.

Too exhausted to move, too damaged to
respond, the former man only temporarily alive looked to me, to the
orgasmic contractions of my witch’s muscle. Certainly no awareness
was to be seen in my persona, only the same exhausted pain. And the
man became religious again as he stared at the child’s tearless
eyes, became religious with guilt, perhaps; or had he ever felt
remorse for fucking such a baby before she pinched his prick off?
Whether awareness or shock, his attitude was ending, replaced by an
empty sleep that remained. Before morning, the bishop was holy
again; for although without blood, permanently he was with his
God.

* * *

Again I dreamed, for God had not yet allowed
the interval between Mother’s death and her daughter’s new life to
end. Hellish was this intervening era to provide dreams as tortuous
as they were real, to be verified later only by further death.
Within this reality that my memory made a dream, I remained upon a
sinning bed. So sickly I felt the entire night that only vague
impressions of lost Mother could penetrate, soon replaced with
further pain, no comparison, no seeking a source for the illness in
my family’s death, only suffering as I perspired and shivered
uncontrollably. I scarcely felt better when a vomiting came, an
expulsion so forceful as to seem murderous. So weak that I could
not lean toward the floor, upon myself and the sinners’ bedding I
vomited utter misery. Thereafter, my pain remained dense enough to
make me oblivious to those sick materials. The Lady Rathel,
however, was interested in my puke.

I became so ill I could not distinguish that
dream of illness from the evil health itself, could not be certain
whether the lady entered in the morning of my day or the era of my
imagining. But if not a dream, it became a dream, for what other
source could generate such strange activity? Lady Amanda searched
my vomit. With the sounds of sinning males outside the chamber of
my nightmare, Rathel entered to view that literal illness coating
the bedding and me, finding an item so desirable that she stole it.
Into my vomit she reached to lift an object, and then she had six
fingers on that hand. But those nearing voices chased away her
hand, men entering the room even as Rathel entered her own
clothing, that increased hand swiftly into the bodice of her
apparel to come away with only five fingers, her stolen good safely
stored against her bosom, both hands and their body bilge wiped
upon her gown as though to lead the curious to that locale.

Then came street theater, the male sinners
mentioning witches and asking of the girl’s whereabouts as though
some reasonable association existed, Lady Amanda insisting in the
negative as per her recent proving. But with a new death and the
witches all executed, it seems one was left, the men replied. Left
in the world due to your inferior search, the lady retorted—or
believe ye this child was out killing folk in all her illness?
Rathel then moved aside to reveal a sickly lass with vomit
everywhere and a personage too vanquished to be aware. Awake the
night I’ve been with this child who has retched upon myself, the
lady asserted, displaying her bodice. And if you need more
convincing than this blatant proof, I suggest you find another
occupation. Now, away with you to find the true witch, though
doubtless the creature is escaped to the wild world, what with her
cleverness to have eluded you while in your own village.

Away the males went to gather many witches,
though Rathel pronounced them all women the following day.
Thereafter, she refused her further expertise; for surely the
killing demon had been lost, and work had she in greater England
denouncing greater evil. Away the males went, the lady allowing me
to sleep, returning in my better memory to have the servants clean
the bedding, though Rathel with a soft cloth wiped my face herself;
for some stolen items should be handled only by similars, wealthy
folk aware of an evil as expensive as death. On to London, then,
for further malice, Rathel’s greater task not denouncing evil but
promulgating her own, the lady’s best sin in the guise of a comely
lass who ate men and discharged vengeance.


 


 


 


Book II: London


Chapter 4

Grasp The Air

 


Sinners excel at calculation. From the firmament of nature issues the
Earth in portions, all its living parts mathematical in growth: the
geometry of a leaf’s veining, the pattern of a ferret’s coat.
Ponderously imitating God’s superior ways, sinners effect nature’s
numerics by calculating exact lengths and widths of the stone rows
they’ve heaped to form buildings. How profound these people are to
emulate a tree by killing it, cutting it, and rearranging the
pieces into shops. But how unnatural was this witch to approve of,
even appreciate, their architecture?

No more unnatural was I than silence, a
trait found only in the sinners’ realm. In the deepest caves are
scurrying creatures’ feet or water dripping from cracks in the
stressed but stabilized, irregular roof. No forest is without a
variety of unsilent animals; every desert has a wind. And have
certain oceans not been violated by the sounds of witches’ feet
dragging, dragging along their floors? In my dreams, every sea is
defiled by this noise. But only in a sinners’ construction have I
heard utter silence. Only in a site free of life’s activities did I
begin to understand the lives of sinners.

The tremendous buildings of London I first
saw in a daze, a dull delirium of living wherein my life of forest
and family was exchanged for a land of city and enemy. The sea
voyage from Man’s Isle to England remains to me a poor memory of
vague aching. That additional journey up the River Thames then
deeper into London I recall no more clearly, my memory tainted by a
death to last a lifetime and dreams to corrupt my recollection by
becoming real.

Days after my arrival, I was scarcely more
comfortable or actively alive, not speaking nor eating, feigning no
interest in Rathel’s world, which had been reduced to her
townhouse, a massive construct that seemed a city itself. A chamber
was provided as my own, a bed, and thereupon I remained. A place
for eating in that house-city was mentioned, but only the living
need eat, and I seemed deceased from my mother’s death. Upon that
bed surface I slept for constant hours, dark and light, until one
morn when Lady Amanda stepped from my chamber and left me an exit.
Having said something I ignored, Rathel vacated my chamber through
a door, a door left open so that she or one of her countless
servants could come with ease to speak with me fruitlessly. Since
even witches know doors to be temporary holes in walls, after
Rathel departed, I followed. Achieving my best awareness in this
sinning world, I understood that more than one door existed in the
house, and surely one to lead outside. Therefore, I searched until
finding a door in a wall with a window that revealed the exterior.
Since the door was locked, I waited behind drapery like an animal
in the wilds, one hiding for prey or from a predator. Wait I did
for the first person to quit the house through that exit I
observed. Then I brazenly ran outside, past the departing
Rathel.

Being no expert in counting, I knew not how
many days I was gone. Being no specialist in surviving within a
sinner’s world, I was too weak to struggle with the constables in
drab doublets who returned me to Rathel’s house, her city. Then I
consented to eat rather than starve, consuming uncooked food that
would not sicken me, thereafter returning to that chamber
designated as mine, returning for more sleep, further
vagueness.

Sense enough had Lady Amanda to wait for my
strength to increase before again speaking to me through that open
doorway. Her next suggestion I reasonably heeded, for the woman
offered to reveal London so fully that I would learn of quitting
the realm. Of course, I agreed to travel with her through the
city.

That day, I experienced my first coach
journey. Surely, I had been delivered to Rathel’s house in a
similar vehicle, but my vague pains shielded me from the
sensations. Now I felt everything. I felt an odd guilt for being
dragged in a wooden box by horses that should have been free in the
wilds; but were they harnessed any less than I? At least I felt
relief that I would never reek of sinners’ contact as did these
animals, because I was being shown an escape. But Lady Rathel lied.
Her true goal in this journey was to display her world as so vast
and complicated that one ignorant witch would never leave alone,
and that to promote my own continued living I should remain with
Rathel until. Until I somehow killed for her as she had mentioned
on Man’s Isle.

During that lengthy voyage, I came to
understand that London had infinite directions, all of which led to
one another. The buildings were so massive and varied that the
accumulation seemed an artificial seashore with abrupt, stone
cliffs. Though different from the structures of Jonsway as the
barrow vine is from the silkwood tree; nevertheless, the roofs and
walls were recognizable as constituting a village, one whose mass
and might changed its very species from town to city. No part of
Jonsway was so dense that the wilds could not be sensed beyond, but
London was terrifying in having no end. The very quantity of
buildings and paved streets and the accompanying populace was so
ponderous as to temper my reactions. Not then was I capable of
contemplating such a bulk of new experience, my perceptions reduced
by the remnants of my former life, inundated with past disasters.
But I understood that there was no leaving London, only being in
London. Therefore, my reaction to this endless city was a sense of
being both lost and trapped within its midst. Invoking this
response was the lady’s intent, but succeed she did beyond her
plans; for whereas Rathel meant to intimidate me with London, she
did not predict that I would also find an achievement of her people
to inspire regard.

The sight to astonish me was St. Nicholas
Cathedral. The largest building seen, St. Nicholas was the most
excessive yet least possessive of constructions, being both
extravagant and selfless, this contradictory grandiloquence
inspiring my awe.

Obviously a place of worship, the building
seemed fit for Satan as its deity. The complexity of stone levels
and probing spires, multiple peaks and curves thrusting upward,
seemed endless rude jabs toward the sky, stone gesticulations
denoting not calm worship but a type of passion; and is not passion
a type of torment? Those acute roofs, complicated facades, and
gaudy flashes of colored glass implied that the evil of excess was
being worshiped.

A fog veiled the air between rocking coach
and damp cathedral, a structure that even when obscured seemed
superior to such meager elements as moisture. But what influence
made God’s creation of airborne water seem subservient to piled
stone? And why did the cathedral’s distance from me seem greater
because of the drooling sky? I then felt dismay that all the
passing sinners found concern in only their own movement, as though
their individual progress could compare in import to their massed
religion’s greatest manifestation. But no sinner displayed such
enthusiasm, only London’s single witch.

Beside me on a stuffed seat that seemed
luxurious to no witch, Lady Amanda viewed her companion, noting my
interest, which drew her own. After tapping the coach partition
between sheltered passengers and exposed driver for the latter to
halt, Rathel spoke.

“Alba, your attention is
unhidden. The honesty you display in not concealing your interest
is typical of your people. But I find your concern with
architecture surprising.”

“My regard is not for this
construction’s being an edifice, but due to its being a church,” I
replied. “My concern is not for builders, but for God.”

“And how is it you
understand with no prior knowledge that this edifice is a church,
and not a…a university?”

“No grander building have I
seen,” I returned. “Even sinners are sensible enough to save their
greatest efforts to promote immortality.”

Evidently, the cathedral had caused my
life’s energy to return, for although I had previously muttered to
Rathel, now it seemed we had shared a conversation, one whose lack
of animosity implied that I might soon accept this sinner’s
presence as though enduring a hard winter. All my sensitive
comprehension was disheartening, however, because I would reject
the need to become accustomed to this lady—I longed for my natural
life to be returned. But I allowed no clear thoughts of such
desires, for they were impossible to manifest.

“This is St. Nicholas
Cathedral,” the woman told me, “a structure built three centuries
past.”

I could smell her attempt to enthuse me with
longevity, but since the cathedral was scarcely older than my
mother, the sinner failed to impress.

We would enter. Immediately after the lady’s
suggestion, I found myself walking toward a mountain, a natural
entity never seen by the white witch. But this mountain was a
sinner’s imitation. The structure seemed to grow as we approached,
looming as though about to fall, about to crush me with sensation.
Approaching with Rathel, I could smell more than the odor of
sinners: I could smell the stone fragrance, smell that rare scent
of glass seldom experienced by witches, smell dried resins applied
to seal the timbers, smell the metal portions on the windows and
doors, the forged and heated and beaten metal that had first
frightened me in Jonsway and would ever be distressing. But these
odors all became secondary as we gained the entry, an appropriately
grand set of doors. Rathel opened one with some needed heft, its
sound all mass and movement. Then we were inside.

The entrance chamber was as voluminous as
the entirety of any home in Jonsway, but beyond I could sense the
vast space of the cathedral proper. All around me were intricate
surfaces the sinners had oversimplified. A deep frieze’s rolling
shapes of vines and flowers lacked the subtleties of an actual
plant perceivable on endless levels. Unlike any natural mineral,
the hard floor was flawlessly flat and glossy, without life.
Woefully had the sinners failed to improve upon nature: here a
leaf’s shape, there the sheen of mineral, the colors of fruit, all
superficial.

I waited to proceed from this chamber,
waited for a superior experience, for I presumed that grandeur lay
beyond. Lady Amanda for a moment spoke with men dressed in the
manner of the Bishop Dalimore I had known. These folk I ignored
more than that man of scant reverence, for beyond was the hollow
heart of the cathedral hopefully filled with spiritual things.
Rathel and I first filled the building with sound, our footfalls as
we entered a corridor enveloping the air. The sound preceded us,
becoming lost in an inner atmosphere more sizable than hearing. To
either side were additional, smaller rooms; but at this corridor’s
end was the greatest cavern of this cliff, the main nave, which
expressed so profound a volume as to define space as another of
God’s elements. True, the floor was covered with pews as though a
larger version of the common Jonsway church I had attended, but
this hollow heart was filled with centuries of the sinners’ finest
attempts at holy grandeur, and I was moved by the sincerity of
their worship.

The far wall was so distant that I sensed a
faint haze, the cathedral encompassing such a space as to form its
own weather. But this impression vanished when I saw that the same
wall held a crassness turned sublime; for the heights of the vast
surface were filled with elaborate panes of colored glass depicting
scenes of Jesus and his cohorts. The characters, however, were of
no import. The clarity of the hues extending toward me in the form
of light, sheer light, was a true accomplishment of the sinners.
This complexity of crystals seemed a sky itself instead of a mere
usage of the atmosphere to transmit glassy hues, and the high sight
led me higher. There went my vision and my breath, for the
ceiling’s reaching dome was another sky, a curve of sharp arches
leading to the dome’s center, a round row of glass shapes each
larger than I, clear but colored connectors between God’s sky and
His witch below.

No Rathel existed in my world, for alone
with God I stood in the center of His nave, enraptured by silence
beneath the glass wall, the arched ceiling a clear cavern to house
me. Then, without the unneeded intermediary of perception, I came
to sense the concept of this edifice. Without sight or smell, I
achieved purest intellection, comprehending a most important aspect
of sinners. Though I had known of their obsessions since Jonsway,
the sinners’ need to verify themselves to Lord God revealed their
similarity to witches; for whereas no witch is obsessed, both
mortal and well-souled love God and love to worship Him. As I stood
in the sinners’ building, which was their worship incarnate, I was
filled with a contradictory grandeur appropriate for sinners; for
even as they damaged their world, they worshiped the God Who made
it. I thereby became more understanding of God’s sinning people,
who by this edifice were shown to be imperfect in their sinning. As
I stood motionless within this new universe, the experience affixed
within me a change of living. And I could read the sinners’ hearts
in this machination, their edifice device not a vain display of
craftsmanship, but a selfless expression of gratitude for expected
salvation.

* * *

What inspiration was St. Nicholas Cathedral
to Lady Amanda that following our visit there she changed her ways
by changing mine? During my early days in London, I remained
clothed in that dress lent by some Jonsway lady. After St.
Nicholas, however, Rathel determined that I would be punished for
my interest in London by dressing as did the city women. A servant
would therefore educate me in the discipline of elaborate attire.
Most of Rathel’s slaves, however, seemed less than enthused with my
presence, offering me neither smile nor kind word; but what was
rudeness to a girl stolen from her mother’s world? As for my
response, what regard did the hirelings of a murderess deserve?

I gave them the regard of offense. A
particular slave woman habitually entered my chamber to speak too
often. With her, I supped in a manner, achieving a social insect—a
cockroach—that I retained until the servant came again for
chatting. I then ate the creature, which resembled a beetle but
tasted like sinners. The woman departed at once with the reddest
face and tightest jaws.

All the servants thereafter ignored the new
girl, this mutual disregard appropriate in that we presented no
danger to one another. Especially safe the servants seemed in being
female, none having the energetic smell of their mistress, though
often they attempted to order one another about to no fruition. The
one sent by Rathel to instruct me in dressing was named Elsie, a
solid but not large woman who smelled less than young but appeared
less than old. Significant was that Elsie had been audience to my
roach repast. With no mention of bugs, Elsie approached me in that
shadow aspect of my individual room, come to aid me, so she
maintained.

“So I’m here to be helping
you learn proper dressing, lass,” she offered with uncertainty and
insistence, a combination stemming from her desire to aid a youth
who had proven herself distasteful, so to speak.

Elsie spoke with an odd inflection, a
distinctive manner called an “accent” by sinners, who speak
differently according to their locale of origin. In this manner
were the sinning regions demarked, not by the natural delineation
of glade and valley, but of suburb and estate, of wealthy homes and
the dirt streets of workers.

“Not being one of your
windows, I require no obsessive draping,” I told the servant.
“Attired enough I have been, and shall remain.”

“Not attired enough, I’m
saying, for a lady of any age,” the woman retorted, “with no
underthings below to hide your figure which one day might be
womanly, though not if you don’t start eating more properly than
you’re dressing.”

Characteristic of Elsie was her turning
sentences into speeches. Therefore, she elaborated:

“And the purpose, now, is
for you to become a lady, and none of them are wearing a shift
worthy of a servant. Aye, and your hair is fit for some wild
critter—even a servant is proper enough to be combing her
hair.”

“If Lord God had desired
his people to comb their hair,” I replied as though some clerical
expert, “He would have made our fingers thinner and more
numerous.”

“If He’d had wished His
lovely girls to seem ugly,” Elsie retorted, “you’d be looking like
me all along.”

Yes, she was ugly, her only charming
characteristic. Though nearly as short as a crone, the servant had
none of the subtle nuances of skeletal structure that delineate
witches as a different race. Nevertheless, she lacked the
pretentious odor of her employer, and required no titular addition
to her common name as did ladies and bishops. Though she lacked
sophistication, a positive attribute, Elsie was a sinner
nonetheless, not animal enough to provide me with pleasant
company.

Within my (my?) chamber we stood, a site the
servant would have me emulate by covering us both with fabric, on
our seats and extremities and every vertical surface. Regardless, I
had yet to determine why this servant’s own attire was inferior to
Lady Amanda’s, since each seemed similarly rich. Of course, the
gaudier the better was the rule of sinning clothiers. Elsie’s
frilly, white apron was servants’ wear never seen on a lady, not
even Rathel, who dressed mildly compared to some. And here was the
basic difficulty of our conversation: not appearance but
emulation.

“Learning to be a lady is
not something I need accomplish and thereby become as calculating
as the Rathel person,” I declared to Elsie. “No witch would choose
to live as bizarrely as she, not even one as odd as I.”

Standing firmly before me, arms straight at
her sides, Elsie reeked of patience as she looked directly to my
face and replied.

“And I’m hearing from our
mistress of your delusions, child, but you’d best not be calling
yourself a witch, for it’s unbelievable with your fine appearance
and without your causing the first palsy.”

“Only sinners bring
plagues,” I retorted. “Witches are a healthy folk who require no
doctoring. Instead of commenting as to my ‘delusions,’ Rathel might
have explained to you that the common sinning notions of witches
are as fantastical and false as tales of elves and
fairies.”

“What Mistress Amanda is
explaining to me,” Elsie added patiently, “is of your former life
tainted by evil. So I might be pitying your past, child, but since
your present will be fine as soon as you allow it, I’ll just be on
with me job.”

Then she approached to aid in my ladylike
dressing. But between us women, only I understood that the true
delusion was the false life being forced upon me.

“So I’m showing you, girl,”
Elsie added, “the difference between petticoats and
pantaloons.”

Elsie opened large, elaborate wooden objects
and removed fabric items that she placed upon the bed, complicated
apparel with crinkly edges that she would have me apply
simultaneously.

“The proper order I’m
telling you, and an aid in donning them as well I’ll be,” she
concluded, and stepped toward me with moves implying direct
contact.

“Being a common witch,” I
confronted her, “I demand that you allow me to remain clothed in a
simple manner as is proper for my natural state.”

“Aye, but I can’t be taking
orders from you, lass. ’Tis Mistress Amanda for which I work, and
she and me both have seen more difficult children than you are
imagining. So you’ll be doing now what the mistress tells you as I
convey it.”

But I would not. Though I made no aggressive
move as the servant stepped near, I reached her first, taking the
woman’s wrist with no exceptional pressure, though I was
discomforted by the contact.

Never before had I touched a sinner. But
from the grip of sinners to steal me, kill me, I knew their flesh
to be warm, and felt this heat upon grasping Elsie. Was not this
inner heat the aspect of their nature to make them so active, the
cause for their inventing new varieties of flame? Elsie’s response
was thus predictable. Unkindly, I intended to disturb her. Herein I
succeeded, for with my firm touch, the servant looked down to my
hand, thereafter pulling her entire body away.

Sarah Meacham had poked my hair and fabric.
Elsie received all skin, cold skin.

I felt nothing of the Bishop.

“Blessed Jesus, lass,” she
hissed while looking toward me with a distraught visage, “you would
have to be dead to feel so cold.” And she continued to step away,
backwards, quitting the room as though she had been asked to tend
the dead. So absolute was her move that I assumed she also quit the
Lady Rathel’s household, as though such employ were
abundant.

It is not. Rare is the witch with a servant.
I retained mine, however. Though I desired only to have this sinner
avoid me, I was surprised to find her soon returned. Elsie had
donned gloves, the type worn to protect sinners from winter. These
would protect Elsie from a witch’s coldness. Standing again with
her arms comfortably straight at her sides, Miss Elsie stated her
position.

“You and I, lass, shall
become familiar.”

Though making no move toward me, the servant
controlled my dressing, pointing with her gloves, which would
surely insulate her from my cool demeanor. Firmly, literally, she
pointed out how and where to apply each article of clothing.

I smelled her fear, but also her
determination. And I complied, the witch not pleased but nearly
amused with this stern servant. Because I was a witch, I felt shame
for cooperating, but loneliness precluded my receiving torment from
understanding that the next person to share with me familiarity
would be a sinner.

* * *

A seamstress was hired to construct apparel
in accord with my specific shape. Standing in thin undergarments as
a humming woman hovered around me was less distressful than many
previous manipulations of the sinners, sinning men. In fact,
Elsie’s observing every move of the seamstress was somehow
supportive. Perhaps she had mentioned cold skin to this woman.
Perhaps not. Days later, a raft of garments began entering my
chamber and my personal furniture for housing them. Elsie was
wonderfully pleased at the finery, but I lacked appreciation.
Rathel was nearer in response to her servant than her protégé.

“I am so pleased that your
attire is now excellent. Despite your disregard for satisfying me,
I would thank you for pleasing Miss Elsie. Eventually you will find
her a mild and friendly person, though not one of your kind. As a
type of reward, I would like to show you a part of London that
might refresh you in its wildness. Perhaps on our journey you might
find a way of escaping the city. Perhaps not.”

Perhaps I would agree to see Rathel’s wild
site with the briefest reply and no mention of escaping, a
possibility I had not rejected, though flight is no topic to be
discussed with one’s captor.

Since the overall ambience of the city was
oppressive, I continued to have difficulty in sensing London as I
would a new forest, whose parts would be comprehensible from
familiarity with the genre. Being dragged along by captured horses
was no aid. Along the street we clattered only moments before
reaching our destination—but we did not stop. Through the window, I
saw a green area of trees and grass, and though flanked by streets
and containing a few walking sinners, nevertheless, this was
wilderness compared to the brief frontage of Rathel’s townhouse.
“This is not our goal?” I asked the sinning lady. “This is but a
park,” she replied. “Our goal is grand.”

We continued. During this journey, I noticed
at the end of several streets smaller versions of that park, areas
of natural land—with elms and brush and grass—appropriately termed
“greens.” But since none were grand, none were visited by the
heinous lady and her slave. We did not stop until after my first
major horror in London.

Despite these comforting green bits, London
was yet a universe of ungodly products. But the first experience to
strike me with fear acute enough to be physical was another variety
of sinning transportation. This was no coach nor carriage, however,
but a bridge, in some conceptual manner the same as a boat in that
both allow passage over water. But boats are sensible in floating
like a log or animal, whereas this bridge seemed a road foolishly
made to float in the air. Bridges I had seen before on Man’s Isle,
but they were low and short and encountered prior to a family
member’s drowning. Those of Man’s Isle were sheds; the one we
approached was akin to St. Nicholas Cathedral: so bombastic as to
be of another species, like sinners and witches. Hershford Bridge
was high to allow the passage of large boats below, and constructed
not like a timber bridge of Man’s Isle nor the lesser bridges of
London. The latter had thick walls with cave-like passages for
boats, but Hershford Bridge had been set upon pilasters too thin to
support its own mass. Perverse these sinners were to make lesser
bridges more substantial than their greatest. Lower bridges
depended upon accumulated stone for support, whereas Hershford
relied on the desperate wishes of deluded sinners to remain
upright.

I was astonished to look from the coach to
see myself above a broad river. Boats floated safely below, but I
was suspended by poor idea, for roadways cannot float. They are
heavy and must sink, sink to the bottom of this river and take the
witch along, the witch utterly fearful of any water since
Marybelle’s being weighted and thrown into the sea. Marybelle’s
falling, falling through water convinced me that I could drown.
What a frightening affront to common sense was Hershford Bridge. To
stretch thin wood and brittle metal over water seemed as sensible
as attempting to support its traffic with clothing: even the
grandest gown of silk and silver buttons would be ripped with the
first application of weight. Looking out from the coach, I lost my
breath, lost my ability to think; for I was held by the devil and
about to be dropped, about to sink and drown and thereby manifest
with my own death those nightmares I had been suffering of
Marybelle’s demise. I knew not what had occurred to her beneath the
Irish Sea, only knew that the ocean had killed my sister as the
Thames would soon murder me.

My final fear was the smell of death,
Marybelle gone without an odor, but I would smell my own body
rotting on the bottom, the stench exactly as permanent as Mother’s
acrid deposit in my personal air. My upcoming death seemed
punishment from Satan for my foolish inference that because I had
never smelled Marybelle’s dying, perhaps great God had again
overcome the devil and allowed a witch to live. This imbecilic
notion vanished as my dread peaked, the certainty that Hershford
would hurl me into the water where I would smother with a death as
sure as burning. But my terror extended as though a bridge itself,
extended for an endless spell without my breathing as the coach
passed over the solid bridge no less supportive than the following
roadway.

This passage invoked such danger that I have
yet to forget, have yet to stop fearing. How could I forget an
experience never to end? As we gained the bank and I frantically
made to escape, Lady Amanda grasped me, insisting that I calm and
explain myself. I then thought of her stepping upon me as I lay on
the ocean floor, thought of her ruining my pride by ruining my
proof, but what was the equivalence? My only reply was to reach for
the door, but I could not decode the mechanism, fumbling at the
metal latch as Rathel restrained me. Finally I spoke the single
word, “bridge.” Then the sinner understood, providing me with a
comparison; for Rathel ruined me again by explaining that to return
we would necessarily cross that bridge again. And though she
insisted that our next passage would be as safe as the first, I
could not heed her truth, defeated again by the sinners’ heinous
vision of the world wherein fear was not an evil to be avoided, but
a byproduct of city living, like fumes from cooking and the effects
of plague.

I was taken to a place of geometry: the
trees and hedges of Pangham Gardens were cut into false shapes,
cubes and spheres. Pangham’s large pools held floating buckets of
flowers, and metal fishes swam below. Yes, the fishes in these
stone ponds were of the brightest gold—the astounding sinners had
managed to coat God’s creatures with their most evil material. And
the fishes were real, for they set up a smell no sinner could
replicate. Forever I would walk on the colored gravel of Pangham
Gardens, where no carriage was allowed and stare at the fishes
rather than cross that bridge again, stare at the fishes without
wondering further of their organic gold, stare at the fishes until
the sinning lady told me they were rare in England but grew wild in
the Orient. Stare at the fishes and walk forever until Rathel
understood that my prime sight was a bridge in my future, the one
to haunt me in the present.

“We return with no delay,”
she said, “so your fear will be alleviated. Within the coach, I
shall close the curtains so that nothing frightening can be seen.
Understand your safety in advance, Alba, for I am with you and have
no desire to die.”

Her tactic was successful until halfway
across when I ripped the opaque curtain aside to see, for I could
smell the water and sense the height and needed to see the bridge
collapsing so that I might react. So that I might grasp the air or
watch myself fall and sink and drown. But Rathel was correct, for
eventually we crossed in safety, the only damage to my memory, and
not to be repaired.


Chapter 5

In The Wilds Again

 


Wise was Lady Amanda not to recommend further ventures into London.
Within her house and my chamber I remained, having no intents of
escape since I knew that crossing a bridge would be required for my
exiting London. After Hershford Bridge, I was entrapped not by the
city, but by my fears, a rather insubstantial prison for so
physical a witch.

After enjoying lengthy relief from surviving
the Thames, I accepted an unusual feeling of security. Though
trapped in a city of sinners, I would not be found the witch unless
revealed by Rathel, and she desired me for herself. No other
dangers threatened me as long as I remained away from the Thames.
And though this disposition continued into evening, not until the
day’s social end came a change not to my thinking but my life.

Donning that light gown for sleeping as per
Elsie’s education, I waited for a servant to enter my chamber and
kill the hated candle, to reduce the evil oil lamp never known in
my mother’s home. Sinners are so wicked that to illuminate
themselves after God ends His true light of day they burn little
parts of their households. The smells were unlike cooking animals,
unlike any odors known to me, but they stank. Worse was the heat:
not the quantity, but the immediacy. I could not bear to approach
the candle and blow it out or use the snuffer, and the oil lamp was
worse in being surrounded by hot glass. No sleeping would I have
with those fire sources staring at me, prepared to attack, the
witch so aware of her surrounds that now she could suffer from
them.

Elsie’s entrance was virtually joyous, for
she was pleased to comply with my congenial request to quench the
flames, though she wondered why the tasks were not within my
capacity. This acceptable experience with Elsie recalled her
assertion of familiarity to come. As I lay with improved feelings,
I thanked Lord God that this bed had no major portion made of
metal, not the posts nor canopy, only some fasteners ensconced in
the joints they secured. But there my praying ended, and my misery
began.

I felt so secure that I remembered my past.
At once I was overwhelmed by my mother’s death, this truth so
terrific that despite my rejecting the memory, it always returned.
With all of my energy, I struggled not to consider Mother, her
sight, her smell, her self, not to consider her companionship and
love, all gone, completely gone. This anguish peaked with
impossibility, for she could not be gone, could not be absent from
every part of the forest, could not be separate from me, lost
forever. But she was gone, was dead, was in this impossible state,
and would never return, gone with no fault of her own. But I felt
no blame for myself, only sorrow, utter sorrow, a tormented state
to negate the relief in survival I had found that day. Nothing
remained but her death, nothing but a void in my heart where my
love for Mother resided. Then came pain, physical pain in my head
and stomach and rigid lungs, a pain to weaken me so much that I
could not think, only feel, feel the loss that was my mother, feel
an agony that no person—witch or sinner—could be evil enough to
deserve, mine nonetheless, my torment forever.

This suffering was the core of my beginning
life in London, the awareness of Mother’s death followed by bodily
pain, then exhaustion, a wearied heart and damaged thinking.
Elsie’s kindness that evening perhaps influenced me toward
considering Mother’s greatest love, and that was her daughter. I
understood that Mother would have me survive and love her forever
without torment. In my weakness, however, I could only consider my
mother’s demise.

I thought of the sinners who killed her: the
alderman and bishop, the ostensible Lady Rathel, the one to have
stolen me—or was it merely borrowing? Had not this woman attempted
to spare Mother? This contention of hers was reasonable in that
Mother’s continued existence would have been beneficial to me, and
I was the witch Rathel desired, her purpose to have me kill for her
and thereby achieve some vengeance. Now Rathel had provided me with
a safe chamber to encourage my cooperation, encourage further
murder, but that act was of the future—that act was unbelievable.
My current situation was more important: my new home and world and
my need to survive therein. Then came recollection of grand St.
Nicholas Cathedral, of heinous Hershford Bridge. Thereupon, I was
struck not with memories nor details of these experiences, but
their power, the inordinate energy they claimed within my
existence. As though a chamber pot filled to the brim with urine,
that excess energy spilled and slopped upon me, and it stank. My
reaction was to demand that I survive the power and potential of my
life in London. I determined to understand my current place and
live as best as possible with Mother in my memory and God in my
heart. I would begin with my chamber, my bed, but not that day, for
I was exhausted from emoting. I slept, no dreaming, pleased the
entire night to have no further heat within my personal quarters,
no fire within my heart.

* * *

Elsie found me beneath my bed. What a fine
place for hiding, the space below tight around me, the remaining
world separated from the concealed witch. The liquid applied to the
wooden floor was a partially natural material, for I recognized the
scent of pine sap and walnut oil; but something had been heated
here, the resin cooked to change it to a sinners’ creation. I would
make the product less noticeable by rubbing against the wooden
surface as I crawled into this adequate hole, crawling out only
when Elsie came with the broom to poke at me and complain.

“Aye, and you’re trying me
again, lass,” she moaned as though damaged, “trying me by
clambering on the floor in your lovely nightclothes. So you’re
coming out, now, to be dressing proper for the waking hours as I’ve
taught you. Then you’re hieing yourself for a meal, child, else I’m
leaving your lamp burn the entire night, along with extra
candles.”

Fair enough, and out I moved from beneath my
bed, determining to be witch enough to have gratitude for this
woman’s kindly aid of the previous night. But not enough gratitude
could I find to violate my stomach with the congealed animal grease
considered food in this obscene universe. Instead of eating, I
applied myself toward London.

Not all of the apparel Elsie provided could
I connect alone. Included in my wardrobe were diabolical corsets
and gowns whose laces and straps could not be secured by the
wearer. How could even sinners be so foolish as to design apparel
the wearer could not don unaided, and worse, not remove alone? What
if a lady caught fire and had to divest at once lest she burn dead?
What if a lady fell from a bridge into a river and had to unburden
herself of a mass of fabric so sodden it prevented her climbing up
the bank toward air?

Having sufficient familiarity with my bed
and that satisfying space below, I continued with the remainder of
my chamber, achieving a strange pride with that idea of possession:
my chamber. The pride I received came from a sense of shelter and
security. The accompanying strangeness, however, was a taint of
guilt from my taking any comfort from the sinners, strangeness
being appropriate since my mentor’s prime interest was death.

The ceiling of my chamber was flat but
bordered with cornices as though a moderate, less colorful version
of St. Nicholas’s entry with one more spider. Patterned carpet on
the floor, patterned paper on two walls, oiled wood on those
remaining. The bed I knew, but how remarkably large it seemed, and
extravagant with its layers of sheets and quilts, not unlike the
clothing I was to wear, not unlike that bed in which I slept my
last day on Man’s Isle. And here was a blessed lack of concise
recollection, for it seems I had become so ill as to vomit upon
that clean surface. Of my current bed, I imagined the deeper
contents: some type of softest straw or similar material stuffed
into a precise, rectangular form called a mattress. But, no, that
was imagination. The true substance had not been washed enough for
its odor to be hidden. From the first, I had found comfort in my
bed and pillows due to their natural odor, but now I knew it dead.
The smell was of feathers and down, materials not to be removed
from living fowl. Then I wondered of the hairbrush provided me,
wondered whether a pig’s bristles could be removed from the animal
while alive, and if so, would the plucking not be torture?
Refraining from vomiting upon my new bed despite the good cause of
my fowl awareness, I prayed that God might forgive the sinners for
their inequities if only He could end them as well, praying also in
apology for my failing to recognize the dead smell earlier, finding
selfish comfort instead.

That night, I slept on the carpet. I thus
discerned it wool, and that is a sheep’s covering. At least this
fur can be removed without destroying the bearer. How typical of
sinners to develop so odd an activity as shaving, then apply it not
only to themselves, but animals.

That day, I completed examining my (my?)
chamber. The soft blue and grey counterpane was not unpleasant, if
only because it was not metal nor unfortunate tree flesh soaked in
oil, merely woven from the bodies of innocent flax and cotton
plants. As for the other fabrics, I remained uncertain of this
“silk” on much of my clothing, though it smelled like bug
excrement. How silly of my nose.

Trees were everywhere. The entire floor, the
window frames and sills, and the myriad furniture were made of
former trunks. Here was a desk of low construction with a surface
folded flat to write upon. Many drawers and crannies in this thing,
paper and ink and quills—more deceased fowls to haunt me, praise
God I could not write. Against the opposite wall stood a more
massive piece: the armoire tall as a sinning male wherefrom Miss
Elsie had attained some of my clothing, certain nether items
brought from one of the paired chests of drawers rife with sliding
boxes.

Shameful was this furniture for its artifice
and waste. How unlike a flower, whose complex portions stem from a
single seed, whose entirety grows from little; whereas furniture
are false items made from butchered pieces of vanquished trees.
Flowers come from life; whereas furniture delineates death, the
death of plants like flowers themselves. The secretary, for
example, with its feet humorously carved to resemble the paws of
some animal, with its sharp edges and lacquer coating and gilt
appliqués and veneers. Exemplified here was sinners’ craftsmanship,
which means annihilating a natural thing to reattach its parts not
with ease, but obsession.

Ah—but here was an item to examine. Upon a
woody dresser with hateful metal handles sat a timepiece. Of
course, the sinners had invented mechanisms that split the day into
smaller pieces called hours, hours into tiny bits called minutes,
minutes into virtually nonexistent particles called seconds, all of
these sinners’ moments unneeded by a witch. “Moment”: how fine and
broadly applicable an interval, but inadequate for sinners, since
moments require no devices for measure. Furthermore, moments are
silent; whereas all the sinners’ time portions are as loud as their
timepieces, for my clock clicked. A sinner’s time is filled with
noisome activity, having the same contents as a clock. Sound enough
this beggar made that the witch deposited the wooden case beneath
the winter clothing in her armoire. Therefore, when Miss Elsie came
to set the pendulum into a motion to set me toward madness, she
would find only silence.

Situated against the walls were chairs,
standing cases containing books other than the Bible, and adjacent
shelves with those hated, hot lights. Also present were hygienic
devices: a stand with lavatory and water jar made of clay whose
delicate paintings of flowers seemed no great art to me. Most
imaginative was that final piece, the chamber pot I had been using
since so instructed my first day in London: a sturdy pottery item
unusual in utility, but attractive in its smell. Not that witches
have an especial desire to be inhaling our droppings’ fumes, but at
least these materials are natural. And despite the servants’
attempts to remove the thing’s waste odor by removing the waste
each day and occasionally splashing in some perfumed liquid, the
pot had come to smell like me. Regarding utility, perhaps the
invention was excellent; for if not in these pots, where would all
of London’s people be peeing? Pray God not in the parks. A further
curiosity was of the site where these pots were emptied. Pray God
not in the parks.

Attached to the walls were paintings that
might have drawn my interest had they not been made of oil smears.
A natural oil, I could smell, seemingly from the flax plant, but
similar greases were used for cooking killed animals. Away I went
to the walls’ better view: windows. Windows in each of two
perpendicular walls, for my bedchamber was situated in the
building’s corner, the second and uppermost story. Through one tall
window, I viewed a bit of the house’s frontage, and across the
broad street a largish stone townhouse not unlike ours (ours?).
With some effort, I could distinguish the natural scents of
greenery obscured by London’s artificial odors. Continuing to
explore, I found that my chamber’s larger window had more expansive
panes, none colored: Rathel’s house, though elaborate, was no
cathedral. I approached this window set in the rear wall, pulling
aside the curtains to find a revelation. Behind Rathel’s home was
her garden.

The dull witch had not previously noticed
this area, but finally I was pleased in London, for here was my
(my) own park! Near my window grew a large and lovely elm tree.
Beyond were sycamores and maples. Below were gravel paths winding
through lush, well-kempt grass of a particularly bright green with
darker green hedges and bushes unfortunately cut flat or curved,
but living organisms nonetheless. I saw flowering plants and spiky,
unusual grasses in tall clumps, many plants unknown to Man’s Isle,
but immediately beloved by this witch.

Quickly I examined the window as though
attacking it, attempting to decode the method and mechanism whereby
I could part the glass and smell the garden, this living segment of
the sinners’ world enough to make me laugh with joy, then growl
with perturbation since I could not open the blooming thing, unable
to grasp that hateful, metal latch. And when I touched the handle
from anger, all my manipulations were to no avail, if only because
I would touch the metal, but barely. Then came an encouraging idea:
I only had to move downstairs and exit the house to experience the
entirety of the garden, not merely its fragrance. So from my
chamber I ran, left across the balcony, down the stairs with rapid
feet and not a stumble, left again, the only route to the
building’s rear, through a swinging door into a corridor
terminating in a glassy door through which I saw shrubbery, a door
I achieved but could open no more than the blooming window.

What a meager entrapment for the sinners’
world of murder. How foolish of Londoners not to use the simple
wooden latch of Mother’s cabin, or the rotating lever of my
bedchamber door. In comparison, this mechanism was multiple, vast,
complex, mysterious. How disheartening not to gain that good life
removed by a mere finger’s thickness of glass due to mechanical
ignorance. After sighs and slumping shoulders, I sadly contemplated
my future. Either I would abandon my plans, or request the aid of a
servant. The latter I could implement by waiting until a servant
came along, or by actively seeking one of these persons. Turning to
discern my location, I discovered the kitchen at the corridor’s
opposite end. This locale emitted smells of burning animals and
sounds of human voices. Help lay beyond. But no region could be
more repulsive than that crypt of bloody baking. I would deny
myself the garden rather than enter the kitchen.

Viewing the garden again, I espied an
available servant, a large woman hacking away at a bush with a
metal implement. This was Theodosia, the one person of the
household never seen above the stairs. Soon this woman saw me, and
gestured that I might join her. After some failed manipulation with
the lockwork, I revealed to Theodosia an ignorant countenance.
Herein I was successful, for the servant approached to call through
the glass that I might come out if I so desired. More loudly I
replied that I knew not how to open the door. No part of England
exists so wild as to be without doors, she insisted. Briefly I
explained in a holler that such was my home. Theodosia then stepped
to the door with no kind face to grasp the latch and succeed no
more than I, for some witch had locked it from within. Thus, the
servant became so exasperated as to howl in wordless
consternation.

“What is your great
distress?” I cried. “I am the one trapped with no
escape!”

Soon, we were pulling at the door from
opposite sides, Theodosia leaning near the glass to point toward
the mechanisms and mutter unfamiliar terminology as though I
comprehended her technical language. Pull on this and that I did
without success. What a scene we made to the next servant nearing,
one noted in advance by a wave of sick cooking smell; for Miss
Delilah approached from the kitchen to expertly release the bolt
and activate the latch with no kind glare and not the first word,
returning to the kitchen with a gait of annoyance.

Immediately Theodosia stomped back to her
work, grumbling furiously. And though with the door’s opening I
smelled a fine raft of natural fragrances, my pleasure was polluted
by failure, by the consternation I had caused. But with thanks to
the good Lord, I entered the garden, intent upon enjoying this
realm whether I suffered or not. Enjoy the green sights and growing
smells I did until arriving at the well to find a tiny river
flowing from it that in fact was a sinner-made ditch certainly
meant to resemble the Thames, the small wooden bridge above
bleeding well intended to represent Hershford. Around with me at
once, to the house again, through the same door that in my genius I
had left unlocked, to my chamber and beneath the bed forever.

* * *

“Being equal in this
instance to my reputation of evil existence, you might believe me
likely to chew away the feet beneath your ankles if you allow me
not the small privilege of a familiar companion.”

Distressing were these words to Delilah, the
blood boiler and occasional chambermaid, whose current job was to
clamber around attacking dust. No fond emotions had I for this
servant considering her curt response upon finding me innocent of
doorways. Most upsetting to the servant was my final phrase, for
worse than having her legs gnawed to gory nubs was this girl’s
having a fiend for a friend.

“But that ’tis the
greatest, nastiest spider I have ever laid me eyes upon, miss, and
has well lodged itself in a corner of your ceiling.”

“Despite its size and
impressive appearance, the beast is a kindly soul harming only
those genuinely pesky insects whose place on God’s ceiling, I am
sad to say, is to provide my friend with nourishment.”

“The Mistress Amanda will
chew my feet off her own self if I do not smash the
thing.”

My next response was to cruelly bare my
teeth, a display unbelievable to most sinners and any witch. Being
unfamiliar with me, Delilah was duly cautious, unable to bear the
thought of battling the spider, me, and thereafter Mistress Amanda
for having failed to succeed with the former. Therefore, she
accepted my exhibited animalism in order to avoid the terrors of
that well-legged beast, determining to worry later about the
horrors of the wigged one. Taking her broom, she departed my
chamber in defeat, grumbling unpleasantly.

“I’ll send Miss Elsie up,
then, who’ll not accept such unkindness from a child.”

No one came for the fiend. The young wench
was called for later by Elsie only to lure her to the day’s second
meal. And though she eyed the spider immediately upon entering my
bedchamber, Elsie’s comment was cooperative.

“Aye, and you’re keeping
the beast if you will, lass, but if you start rearing a flock of
them, then you and I will be mouthing at each other’s limbs to see
who’s coming away the shorter.”

Blandly was I affected by her attempts to
influence me with humor.

“Since I have dressed in
the strange manner of sinners and have brushed my hair till it no
longer is the protective coat God made it but more of a sinners’
drapery meant paradoxically to obscure windows, I’ll be trotting
off for a bit of a bite now, unless you prefer I
starve.”

“So why is it, then, you’re
not eating this spider, if you’ve such a taste for bugs?” the
servant brazenly wondered.

“Why is it you sinners eat
pigs and not cats?” I returned.

“And what’s your meaning,
lass, in this word ‘sinner’? ’Tis a common word, but not from your
mouth, I fear.”

“Bugs in the mouth are not
common with sinners, one of which I am not. A sinner is any person
not a witch. Therefore, you and I are one of each.”

The woman pondered my explication long
enough to understand that she was not being called a witch. Then
her ideas returned to consumption.

“And what of you leading me
to believe you’ve no use for lunch, girl, if you’re about to be
doing all this normal eating?”

“In fact, I seek to provide
for my own nourishment with God’s natural foods of vegetables and
fruit,” I told her. “It’s your city dwellers’ cannibalism—your
lustful joy in devouring dead animals who once were friends to all
humans—that sickens me. The kitchen itself seems hellish, and you
are surely aware of the consequences of your forcing me to consume
its bloody products.”

We stood as when discussing my attire that
previous day, Elsie in the doorway facing me as we tossed sentences
to and fro like children with a ball, handling each phrase as it
was hurled.

“Aye, and
the mistress is allowing you to eat raw greens after her fine meats
have been removed. Rude you are, girl, to be eating with your
benefactor only after she’s finished. But that’s better, I’m
saying, than provoking your sensitive stomach. And a terrible organ
it is, what with your huge puking on the table, right upon the
cloth and the silver eating wear. And I am the miserable wench having to
clean it, when in fact it’s due to your endless vegetables not
being settled by some firm meat.”

Strange was Elsie during these ravings, for
although she sounded distressed, she had no smell of anger. Since
she had begun to spew worse than my stomach days earlier, I
interrupted the servant to explain my true nutritional state.

“The sensitivity I have is
nasal. Never shall I become ashamed of being sickened by the stench
of God’s good creatures broiling in their own fat.” Then,
unavoidably, I retched, my hand at once going to my face, more to
end those sickening thoughts rushing through me than any bodily
fluids.

Thrusting her arm toward the floor, Elsie
blurted, “This mess you’ll be cleaning up yourself, girl!”

Controlling my choking, I replied, “Being a
natural substance, vomit terrifies me not; whereas the charring of
animals is wicked, and the eating of their gore….” Then I retched
again, coming up with a bit of bile that I was certain to swallow
rather than appear the total wretch to Elsie by soiling her floor.
But the gulp in itself was enough for the servant, who whirled
around and quit my chamber, having had enough of my oral
asperities.

Before eating, I continued with my universal
assessment that I had abandoned the previous day, having been
tormented toward defeat by that tiny, diabolical bridge. And though
I would not abandon the garden proper, I required a bit of
emotional acceptance before again entering that otherwise fine and
growing place. But this day would see me situate myself in the
sinners’ world by commencing with the house’s interior, territory
insufficiently familiar to the realm’s new witch.

First I examined my bedchamber’s door. This
efficient latchwork required but a turn of the handle to activate.
Looking closer I saw a hole for inserting a key. The thing could be
locked, an achievement beyond me. I thus resolved to learn of these
small, swinging walls lest they imprison me worse than the bulk of
London itself.

Entering the upper corridor and stepping to
the balcony, I viewed the great main room below, an area with no
purpose but to separate north from south, it seemed. Walking along
the balustrade, I found additional doors like mine, presumably
closing similar chambers. Standing by the end door, the one
farthest from the stairs and farthest from mine, I leaned near the
jamb, detecting a smell from within of Rathel herself. Away I went
with no further interest, finding an odor of abandonment through
the imperfect sealing of the other doors. Outside mine, I was
pleased to smell my own odor; but since I was not sufficiently
established therein, I entered to pee a spot in each corner and
make this place my own.

One door upstairs was odd. Past Rathel’s
chamber, I stepped to this narrowest door, smelling. The area
beyond did not seem enclosed. From curiosity, I attacked the door’s
mechanism, a simple handle unlike the garden door’s fiendish
latches and bolts. Being unlocked, this door readily opened, and
there was a ladder. My, my, and up I went, finding at the ladder’s
top a flat hatchway in the ceiling. Here was a latch similar to the
windows’, but no despair came over me. Instead, I determined to
remain reasonable and attempt all the available motions of my hand
until I sussed the unpleasant metal. And succeed I did, mainly by
force, not intellection; for I grabbed the piece and pushed hard to
produce an impressive click. Then upward I leaned, the door
swinging open, cool, exterior air and the light of the sky falling
upon me. Then I stepped from the ladder onto the building’s
roof.

What magic I found there! Beneath my feet
was a platform with a finished floor and a pair of steps to allow
access down to the roof. Though the purpose of this exit was to
allow servants opportunity to repair leaks, my task was visionary.
Beyond me in all directions, I saw the sinners’ world, an endless
view of near and distant buildings. Though many structures seen
were taller than Rathel’s, her townhouse had been built upon high
ground, and I peered over much of London. I felt the superiority of
my angle, felt endless space beyond, felt a thrilling position that
seemed as much my own as that hole beneath my bed, but an
antithetical type of space: not one to conceal me to but reveal the
world. And I cackled to have achieved this view, to look upon the
sinners’ endless architecture, seeing church spires and buildings
nearly as great as St. Nicholas Cathedral—one with glossy, multiple
roofs resembling inverted turnips—viewing behind our house that
lovely garden mostly hidden by treetops, but a fine sight
regardless. At the end of the street was a patch of green, another
type of garden though not enfenced behind a house: the park I had
seen on my last journey into the city, a bit of wildness I
determined to explore. But that greenery was too removed from
Rathel’s townhouse, too much a part of the sinners’ world that was
literally beyond me, and would have to wait for a more proximate
familiarity. Then down the ladder I climbed with a felicitous
disposition, a feeling to satisfy even a witch removed from her
true world.

Outside the door stood Rathel. Guiltless I
remained, studying neither her smell nor her countenance. Instead,
I explained myself, not having lost my pleased demeanor.

“Through this passage I
have discovered the roof, and a satisfying view therefrom. I hope
you are not offended by my pleasure.” And past silent Rathel I ran,
neither fleeing nor allowing the chief sinner to interrupt my
function of determining my place in God’s world apportioned to
sinners.

Downstairs I found a large chamber full of
books on shelves, another full of chairs and divans and other types
of furniture, and that largest area filled with nothing, a mediocre
space inferior to that beneath my bed. A significance shared by all
of these lower chambers was a mortared hole with ashes. Beside each
was a pile of felled trees. Not even I was ignorant enough to
consider these holes sites for the burning of any witch
coincidentally discovered downstairs. I knew them to be fireplaces,
and hated upcoming cool weather in advance. How different from our
cabin fireplace, which had less of a smoke residue than my nose.
Praise God no such hell hole existed in my chamber.

Toward the rear of the house were rooms of
no elaborate accommodations. I did not examine these inner homes of
Rathel’s slaves. One of the local populace soon found me exploring
and wondered of my travels. I mentioned to Elsie my discovery of
the roof. To this she replied that brazen I must become to gain the
house’s opposite end, for this bottom was the basement, achieved
only by passing through the kitchen.

“No other entry is
available?” I asked her. “Certainly, a kind woman such as yourself
would not see me tormented by entering a bloody area proven to
sicken me.”

“And, no, girl, I’m not
having you ill on my account, but neither am I being duped by your
flattering talk. So I’m telling you now of the other entry, but
it’s outside, a door for receiving firewood. But locked it is to
keep prowlers out, and can be opened only from within. If I’ve
nothing better to do, lass, I might be opening the thing for you.
But, then, perhaps I’m a better person to be teaching you bravery,
for you’ll not get far in the City if unable to face
cooking.”

At once I affected not courage, but
timidity.

“Miss Elsie, I believe I do
have potential for entering the kitchen in order to gain the
basement. I kindly seek your assistance, however, for even if I
summon the courage to approach that frightening area, ignorance
will preclude my opening the basement door. I am pleased to thank
you beforehand for describing how to conquer these
mechanisms.”

The sinner went static as she examined my
face, reasonably disbelieving that a girl of such fluency could not
open a door.

“Very well, lass,” she
sighed. “And I’m telling you now that a key is needed, which you
won’t be gaining on your own. So I’m opening the door meself, then
through the kitchen you run and down the stairs carefully so you’re
not stumbling to die with a broken head against the
firewood.”

Elsie had me follow her into that rear
corridor between garden and kitchen. As she opened the latter’s
door, a wave of hideous fumes came to me, which inspired a
rethinking. Surely, the basement could not be worth my suffering
that fog of destroyed animals. Why did I need the basement
considering that I had conquered the roof and garden? I thus
decided to be off and under my bed before Elsie returned. But as I
turned to flee, there she stood at the kitchen entrance, holding
the door open to release a smell of burnt blood and death, holding
the door open for me to enter.

“Come, girl, and you’re
stepping quickly to get this passage done,” she said, and waved me
toward her. “The courage you’re gaining here is worth a bit of
upset innards.” And she looked toward me with such a concerned
expression that she nearly seemed a witch.

I ran past Elsie, hearing her loud
instructions: Move to the far wall, turn right, through that open
doorway and down—and mind the stairs. So I ran, past Theodosia
fiddling with death in a kettle steaming gore, past an open fire
enough to burn me paces away. In an endless moment, I ran while
smelling steaming pots and a coating of dead fat throughout the
room. Metal was everywhere: huge masses in the ovens and unknown
devices for hot destruction. To the doorway and down, feet skipping
quickly upon the stairs, into a darkened room that was cool and
quiet and lacking any sense of death, with a smell of lichens and
rodents and insects. Then Elsie was behind me, moving down the
stairs with an assured but heavy gait, viewing each tread as she
spoke.

“Aye, and I’m hoping you
find this no fond place, in that it’s too musty for any longish
stay.” She stopped nearby, looking only at the odd youth, not the
familiar basement. “And when you’re through with your exploring,
lass, be up the stairs and rap on the door. There I’ll be, at some
chores in the kitchen, but not many I have and not for long; so be
making no encampment here as you do beneath your bed. A later day
will have me showing you the ways of locks and latches, but for a
spell, I think it best we keep you inside if we’re
able.”

The woman then departed, and I proceeded
with my examination, which began with relief. Another sinning
horror survived. Since Elsie closed the kitchen door behind, I
received minimum smell from that death chamber, and virtually no
sound of sinners’ voices, clattering metal, or hissing steam
escaping slaughtered creatures’ pieces. In this basement, I was
alone, the only sounds my feet stepping on the soil floor and
rodents retreating from my intrusion. Here the only light came from
small windows near ground level. And here I found a third type of
space, unlike that of my bed’s bottom or the rooftop, for those
realms were of the sinners’ world, and the basement seemed more of
God’s. The basement seemed a cave, and though no especial
appreciation had I for these holes—preferring the dry expanse of
the open world’s air—this cavern was superior to corridors, even as
my bed’s bottom was a secure place in this land of dangerous
sinning.

Superior, but not perfect, for my exploring
revealed more of Rathel’s furniture stored beneath thick fabric,
paintings hidden in the same manner, but little metal beyond rake
heads and hinges. Mostly present were soil and the mildew Elsie
found unpleasant. I also found wood: not planks, but limbs and
trunk portions recognizable as parts of trees instead of flooring.
The heap of rough coal pieces I discovered gave no satisfaction, in
that their source was obvious: burnt wood whose ashes were
compressed into lumps. Not likely would I again find the smell of
hot charcoal fascinating as I had in Jonsway. Neither was I
overjoyed to examine large, ceramic jugs whose fermented, fruity
liquid I smelled leaking as vapors through one imperfect seal.
Equally fruity though not so liquid was a sludge contained in
smaller jars, the sweet smell of mulberries failing to entice me. A
superior find were boxes filled with straw, a material with a
bracing, subtle scent and a satisfying texture. When I entered
deeper with my hands as though to have more of my person in the
wilds again, I discovered the purpose of these boxes. They were not
made to contain straw—the straw was inserted to preserve
apples!

What a gift from God was this food! Not that
I was starving, for I had consumed enough of the household’s raw
vegetables for sustenance; but this sweet find was so appropriate
for the area that I rejoiced in God’s love, which again He
manifested in so simple yet profound a manner. Quickly I consumed
an apple, which offered an especially vivid taste because of my
disposition. I then placed the core behind a box, believing that
possibly these fruits were a resource that Rathel had hidden for
some sinning reason, and I would be burned for having consumed one.
With a final inhalation of this cavern’s air, I ascended the steps,
fearing that if I tarried longer, Elsie might quit the kitchen and
I would have that hated chamber and two impossible doors to face
alone; and how long could I live on a bushel of apples? But survive
the kitchen I did, again with the aid of Elsie. Through that tunnel
of dead steam I ran with her guidance, into a house that yet held
me, though no longer was I lost therein.


Chapter 6

So Succinct, So Certain

 


Wise was Lady Rathel to settle the witch in this new world not by
force nor conniving, but by allowing me to apply my own sense of
survival. No fleeing in desperation would I attempt while fearful
of my surrounds, aware that bridges lay ahead. Rathel employed
equal intelligence by promoting our mutual accommodation through
intermediary servants—particularly Miss Elsie, who well accepted
the new lass’s challenge. Though satisfied to find me eating
adequately, Elsie remained displeased to learn that meat and
cooking would never pass within me, only fruit and vegetables in
their natural state. And, yes, those basement apples were provided
me without request, but none of the cider, thank you, no preserves
after the first too sweet, too sticky bite. I also found liquefied
tea acceptable upon understanding it to be flavored, not filthy,
water. Coffee, however, touched my lips only to be spat away, for
this was the blood of burnt beans—but what a joy were onions! How
appealing their shapes and hues: round and yellowish, long and
green, small and white and globular. What fine eating never found
in the wilds Elsie provided me with onions, somewhat to her dismay,
since my breath became noxious to her after a meal of these tubers.
And my eating was alone, at the huge, formal table where Rathel
also ate with no company, she because I was her only peer in the
household, and I would puke to be so near that molested flesh she
consumed. And why this succession of parts to her meal? Why these
separate courses: soup here, then bones, then breaded sugar? Why
the elaborate compositions of utensils? Clear, cut glasses, ceramic
plates and cups, hateful metal dinnerware for stabbing and cutting.
These latter I would not touch, though I did relent to Elsie’s
demand that I accept my greens on a plate. Her assertion that only
the lowliest of baseborn folk ate with their fingers caused me to
dissent. No better way to eat apples, I declared; but Elsie
insisted that I at least use wooden utensils to eat peas, and I
consented.

The servants partook of their meals in the
kitchen as was their proper place, and better than eating on the
roadway, Elsie professed. My place was more properly on the road
than in this house, on the road and out of London, and this I would
achieve; for my life’s goal was to escape Rathel and regain the
wilds. But I had no ability to exit, no knowledge of any wilderness
beyond. On the roof, regardless of the wind’s direction, I smelled
only local greens and gardens. No expanse of natural land could I
discern, the location of Man’s Isle a mystery. I only knew that
more familiarity with London was required for my escape. And never
did I forget Rathel’s design for my life. Though not spoken since
Jonsway, her intents with me had not changed, I knew, for even her
breath had the scent of vengeance. No such smell had she when
speaking to the servants. Only with me had Rathel an odor of hatred
to be fulfilled, and a type of joy from facing the source of that
fulfillment. Neither was the nature of her plans forgotten: that I
would kill for her as a witch, thus with sex or magic.

I could not explain to Rathel the foolish
impossibility of her notions, for witches cause consternation with
their sex, not death, knives and clubs more effective means of
killing than any magic known to me. Deluded in her expertise,
Rathel would not readily be convinced by one considered fit only
for servitude, albeit murderous servitude. But this convincing
would further my life’s goal, for if Rathel considered me useless
for her purposes, what point in retaining me? But how would I
confirm my inadequacy? If my only method of leaving London was to
kill some man for Rathel, then long in this city would I
remain.

* * *

“And I’m finding a smell of
wetting in your room, lass?” Elsie demanded. “You’re having
trouble, then, in hitting your chamber pot?”

“Your pardon I most humbly
beg, Miss Elsie, in that you well know I take satisfaction in
cleaning my own quarters and keeping the area perfect.”

“Aye, that I know, lass,
but perfect for you is too much lavender petals and sprinkled tea.
At least you’re finally learning to sweep up the stuff thereafter.
Perfect for you is collecting dust beneath your bed, for this dirt
you find cozy when you’re residing there, and that’s too often for
a lady, which by the grace of God one day you’ll be. But I’m saying
we must have limits, child. If there’s too much dust, another
spider, or more pee on the floor, then I’ll be the one upkeeping
your chamber, and I’m doing it with mop and the strongest soap I
find, and that’s a smell you’ll not be fond of.”

Miss Elsie then departed, having well
asserted her authority over the new lass, who found some amusement
in the servant’s gruff force, a power that was neither harmful nor
unkind.

* * *

Burying the household feces was one chore
not allowed me. City commoners defecated on public dunghills, some
of these so modern as to provide a fence for concealing users. Folk
so extravagant as to own chamber pots would empty them upon these
same hills each morning for city-employed persons to cover with
soil. If the commoners be especially lowly as sinners, they would
simply dump their pots onto the streets. The only commoners in our
(our?) ward were servants, we rich folk a hygienic lot.

Sweeping was a task I enjoyed, for it
brought me in touch with the natural element of dirt and allowed me
to sprinkle too much tea on the carpet to provide the floor with a
clean and natural scent. Strange were the sinners to be human yet
share little more than dung and tea with witches.

Theodosia and Delilah shared nothing with
me, not only because I rejected their cooking, but because I made
to usurp their employ, offering to launder attire and peel
fruit—though not within the kitchen. But as the rarely speaking
Theodosia remarked, if I did all the servants’ chores, would the
mistress allow them to sleep in my bedchamber? Not blinking
likely.

Rathel had no such duties. Being the
inheritor of her husband’s estate, the lady was a business person
with fiscal responsibilities, with landholdings and taxes,
solicitors and agents, the average day finding her out and about
London to oversee rentals and sales. These business sinners would
also visit her townhouse, though only men, for rare was the lady in
London who controlled her own wealth. And rare was I when these men
arrived, for Rathel required that I remain unseen when males were
present. Here the witch had no argument.

Elsie was disappointed with these guests
because they did not include women from social clubs. Being a fine
lady of English society, the mistress should be passing time aiding
poor children or bedridden peers. Yet, she can’t be doing
everything, can she? Praise God at least, I told Miss Elsie, that
Rathel is not out stealing other children from their homes as
taught her by the Meacham fool.

Then I scowled and stomped away from poor
memories attacking, Elsie possessing sense enough not to inquire of
my distress. Unfortunately, she caused herself no better feeling by
later returning to that subject of social clubs; for most women of
London—regardless of wealth or poverty—found satisfaction in
craftwork, Elsie with modest pride displaying her crocheting. True
appreciation I found in her peaceful efforts, but not enough to
preclude Elsie’s disappointment upon learning I had no desire to be
crafting doilies of my own, though into the garden with her and to
digging I would well appreciate. Elsie became disappointed because
needlework was the nearest she came to being a lady, and a lady she
would have me be, not a gardener.

* * *

“Oh, Elsie—this is nearly
the real world!” I exclaimed in the garden, sensing God’s greenery,
His sky, feeling His breeze.

“Ah, and you’re not telling
me again, are you, lass, of your terrible state for having to live
in a beautiful home?”

“That house is but a brick
cave, Elsie, an enclosure to separate sinners from genuine living.
But this grass and soil and sky—this is the true world.”

“This is a garden, child, a
fine garden and one I’m loving, but part of the world, not all of
it.”

“If you love it so, why all
the assaulting?” I asked of Elsie, who was uprooting a flowering
epiphany only to bury it elsewhere. “The plant is secure in the
earth here and living fulfilled. Why, then, move the thing so
traumatically? Is this a game you play wherein you imitate the
mistress? Is this epiphany to your shovel a child witch stolen from
her true home only to be taken to a false manse?”

With the term “witch,” Elsie reacted with a
discomfort smelled by one. Her words, however, were only of
flowers.

“Too many of the deep blue
we’re having in this one spot, lass, and the mistress is desiring a
bit of a darker color behind the black elm. This arranging by one
with a good eye is how we’re making a garden beautiful.”

“But in God’s eyes, would
not the garden be more beautiful if left to His
natural—”

“And it’s a lot of godly
learning you’re oft giving me, girl, for one so shy of reading the
Bible,” Elsie replied as she looked up from her dirty
knees.

“In God’s true world,” I
responded haughtily, “one learns of God and His ways from being
part of them, learns from one’s mother directly with the land, not
from any mistress, a type of personage no less artificial than her
kitchen.”

Elsie then gained such conversational
gravity that she set aside her tiny spade. As I innocently fingered
a beech grass’s tassel, she demanded, “Why is it, then, you’re not
condemning Miss Theodosia for plucking up weeds? Is this not a type
of murder to one so wild?”

“Not to one who eats
turnips without remorse,” I answered. “Besides, Miss Theodosia is
not so…compelling…in her speech as you are.”

“And thank you well, child,
for saying how argumentative I am,” she scowled, and returned to
her digging. “Be plucking a rose, then, and insert it above your
ear if you’re so displeased with my transplanting. At least your
hair will then be smelling decent, in that you’ve not brushed the
dust away from your last bout of rooting beneath the
bed.”

“Very well, miss, if I am
so offensive in my preference for God and nature, I shall move
along and cause you no further misery. Perhaps I might examine the
eastern gate to see where it leads.”

Leave I did, along the hedges and across the
gravel path, but well away from both Miss Theodosia and the bridge.
Toward the garden’s eastern end were trees so tall and a stone
fence so high that none of London could be seen, this area
seemingly a wild place despite the sound of carriages beyond,
despite the smells of countless sinners and their odorous city. But
the garden’s wildness only pleased me in comparison, for true
nature is not bounded by sinning emanations. Wilderness is a place
proven by its natural inhabitants. London, in comparison, seemed a
moderated hell.

As though my comment had been a threat, I
continued to the gate, but this mass of lumber seemed a door not
for a house but a fortress, an impediment as imposing as it was
bulky. This huge door was not so temporary a hole as to be
traversed by me. Besides, beyond was London, a wall as thick as a
city to separate me from the true world, a barrier whose latches
and lockwork I found incomprehensible. If my window required a
great effort to conquer, and the exterior doors remained
unfathomable, how long before I would decipher the city? But I was
not lost in my journey from London, for I had scarcely begun. Time
I had to learn much and wait longer, being a witch, for they live
not a life, but an era.

That current era became one of horror for
me, for upon nearing the gate, I was attacked from behind. Startled
by a sound implying imminent death, I whirled around to see Miss
Elsie rapidly step near.

“And it’s not an escape
you’re seeking again, is it, lass? On me own, I’d be finding it
hard to leave this city, for it’s too far to walk, and I have no
coins for transport. And that if I knew where to go, for the
wildest place about is Pangham Gardens, and that’s but another
green with fishes’ pools. So be taking some food for your eating,
child, so you won’t be found half starved this
occasion.”

“In truth, miss, I have no
intent of departing, since I fully share your stated position. This
segment, however, is the most sheltered garden portion.”

“Aye, and you’re saying,
then, that it’s not rife with people. And I would have let you be,
Alba, had I not thought there was a chance of your dangerous
fleeing. So if you’re weary of me now, you’ll be letting me know,
in that rarely have I found you bashful with your
speaking.”

“If I were so belittled by
your presence, the realm for me to seek would be that space beneath
my bed rife with seclusion. Therefore, be less of a tender lass
whose emotions are as easily disturbed as the water’s surface. For
who, in fact, is the stolen youth hereabouts: you or I?”

“Now I’m the one growing
weary, child, not with your presence but your own soft emotions. So
let’s be forgetting your wicked life of kidnapping and be off with
us to the tulip bed, in that wild persons are great eaters of
bulbs, are they not?”

“I must say, Miss Elsie,
that your ability to rant on comically is a virtue, especially
compared to the dour attitudes of your peers and the mistress. But
if a plucking up from earth be our next activity, let us not choose
innocent flowers, but the fiendish bridge that pollutes the entire
garden.”

“And it’s the tiny bridge,
you’re saying, that deserves to be ruint? What harm is it doing
you, lass, in that it’s only a bit of wood?”

“To me, miss, the bridge is
constructed of recollection; for a great friend of mine drowned in
the sea, any bridge now bringing me wretched memory.”

“For your sorrows, I’m
feeling true pity, Alba, but we can’t be destroying our home to end
them, for it’s your own heart which gives the pain. My father
himself it was who died beneath the wheels of a carriage when this
daughter was younger than you, and each wagon or cart is yet
bringing these memories. But I’m bringing something of me own when
I think of him dead: I think of the love I had as a child, which
remains with the woman and with the old woman I’ll become. And I’m
telling you more, lass, that I’m not making to preach on you as
though I could end all the misery in your heart. But with God as my
aid, never would I have your pains be worsened.”

The woman then abandoned me to seclusion,
her changed countenance not the profound view of a minister with a
sermon, but the preoccupied smile of a friend.

* * *

In this manner, my days proceeded. Boredom I
avoided by sensing London from the roof: the confusing
accumulations of masonry that were buildings, the smell of the
sinning populace, the sounds of misplaced horses, misplaced people.
Sinning activities occupied my perceptions: the false weather of
smoke haze from the sinners’ tanning the hides of God’s animals,
producing inks and oils and endless resins for papers and woodwork,
perfumes and powders for their bodies, all of these acts requiring
fire, all conspiring to make London impossible to accept.
Satisfaction I gained from viewing the sky, residing in the
basement, and touching those green and godly portions of the
garden.

My greatest emotion in this living, however,
came from death, my mother’s demise oppressing me more than the
bulk of London. Painfully predictable was this memory’s sequence of
reoccurrence: the black smell, black loneliness, the impossibility
of our being apart forever. Whenever glutted with this distress, I
attempted to change my thinking in light of Mother’s last idea,
that she would ever live within me as our mutual love. But what a
sham my selfish intent became, for by attempting to save myself
additional distress, I received an extension of my thought: that
whereas sinners died and yet were loved by their surviving
families, they also left Earth to spiritually exist with Lord God
in Heaven. But my mother, though morally superior to the sinning
world’s best parts, was not only gone in body, but had no soul to
be transferred. Though undeserving of such a mediocre legacy, she
would exist after death only as the love of a child so shameful as
to recall the acidic smell that was her mother’s demise instead of
emphasizing the love that was her sole immortal part, her endless
gift. Thereafter, the girl was so poor of heart as to feel remorse
for her own inadequacies rather than dismiss them and return to
loving her mother as that superior woman deserved. But, no, the
daughter had only torment from the loss and from her selfish
response, causing such misery she might have been a sinner
herself.

This last idea seemed punition from God. By
allowing my own torment, I was supporting the sinners who had
destroyed Mother instead of emphasizing that final witch from Man’s
Isle. Because survival was my due, I was correct to fit within
London until able to leave the city. I thus became profoundly aware
of my position amongst the sinners. Their manipulating me meant
nothing unless it meant retaining me. And though this detention
would end with my ultimate cooperation, the Rathel’s intents for me
were murderous. However, the death being planned was that of a
sinner instead of a witch, so I should cooperate to benefit my own
race. Though I knew nothing about killing except those examples the
sinners had shown me, I might learn. And since the victim was a
sinner with a soul to live infinitely with God, what ultimate loss
had he? This soulless witch had no portion to bake in Hell for her
part in the murder—so bring the victim on!

A decent enough witch I remained to reject
this murderous thinking. I continued to believe that sinners had
received their name by promoting evil beneath the perfect eyes of
God, whereas witches had no such proclivities, for they lacked the
lustful habits and wicked personal relationships of sinners. The
sexual distress witches inspired was not an activity, but an
emanation, as though a smell. The sinners’ evil, however, was a
systematic intent called society. And to cause a person’s demise
would not make me a terrible witch but an average sinner. No
greater failure at loving Mother could I achieve than to become one
of her murderers.

* * *

“I am surprised at how
readily you have come to accept London, Alba. Would you choose to
live again in undeveloped land, or is your preference to remain
here as my servant?”

Rathel’s astonishing words after midday meal
delivered me with uniqueness, for at once I desired to strike her
as I never had any person. Such was the sinners’ influence that I
had begun responding to their social situations with the same
immorality they displayed. But the feeling was gone with this
awareness, and I replied without violence.

“My current situation is
one of peaceful survival, a state incomprehensible to the typical
destructive sinner.”

“And what of your future?
Do you envision a house and home of your own in this
city?”

“I envision living in a
realm forever removed from the revulsion caused by your fantastic
questions. Being your servant or seeking an abode in this heretical
realm are ideas to sicken me. If God’s will be done in accord with
my natural state, my future living shall be in my genuine home of
Man’s Isle.”

“No, you would not
reasonably wish this,” Rathel replied, “for more parts of that
island each day are inhabited by humans. Any of the populace
learning of your identity would be passionate to kill
you.”

“Am I to bless you, then,
for rescuing me from that future, bless you for the morality that
beforehand drove you to murder my mother?”

Even with a moderate wig, Rathel was false.
The more respectable persons in this house—witch and servants—wore
only their own hair, but we had little fraud to conceal. I smelled
the mistress to glean her secrets, the sinning odor so familiar to
me now, so continually unpleasant. Well did Rathel hide her
thinking behind controlled eyes and a moderate countenance, an
ability doubtless learned from dealing with her sinning peers. I
also believe she attempted to obscure her smell with an extra
application of social scents. But the woman could not avoid
breathing. Beneath the creature grease in her mouth, I could smell
her heart.

Rathel replied without hesitation, for she
was ever assured of her words. Plainly she spoke, the movement of
her jaws as precise as her enunciation, her eyes set directly
toward me, seeming to project ideas. And though I looked toward her
equally, only one of us saw a bad landscape, a cold and powdered
view less discomforting now only due to unfortunate
familiarity.

“No, Alba. I believe you do
understand that had I not been too late in finding you, I would
have saved your mother. Regardless, she and her racial sisters were
guilty of damaging Sarah Meacham, a person who might now be dead
from witches’ vengeance. But no one died on Man’s Isle by my
choice. They were executed by human panic and ignorance, traits so
dangerous as to kill human and witch unselectively, as you have
seen.”

“I have seen that you are a
sinner, and therefore naturally bigoted, preferring your people to
mine, whom you consider animals. Our slaughter, then, is acceptable
if the killing might allay a sinners’ panicked riot that might in
kind cause further murders. And there was your sin—not in
selection, but in allowance; for you were the expert to distinguish
witch from sinner knowing full well that identification would lead
to the witches’ deaths, though in fact we killed no one, and
therefore deserved no death ourselves. Our only crime was to subdue
a sinner who would have ruined our family to satisfy her own
lust.”

“One saved is better than
all lost,” the sinner answered. “Your mistake is in believing that
I could have convinced the officials of Jonsway that all your
people were neither witches nor guilty. They were witches, and were
guilty. Had I attempted a dishonest convincing, I would have lost
my esteem with Bishop Dalimore and his colleagues. Without my
position of expertise, never would you have been released into my
care. Therefore, you also would be dead. Your further mistake is in
believing that I have the capacity to change the world. I have not,
and to testify that witches are saintly would lead to my own
condemnation. If you knew humans as I know witches, you would not
doubt me here. The greater world remains as it is; therefore, I
save my personal world.”

“Sorrowful your existence
is to be improvable only with killing,” I returned, “for is not the
method of your salvation to have a peaceful innocent murder for
you?‘“

“Be not so wise, young
Alba, as to appear the total fool. No one your age knows all of her
people, witch or human. Even in my elder state, I am not completely
aware of my own race’s potentials. But I know something of them as
well as witches. I know that despite the witches’ simple society,
they are not so inhuman as to never feel murderous passion. My
proof here is you. Family passion was your elders’ justification
for destroying Mrs. Meacham. Family passion was Sarah’s intent in
seeking you. Morally, however you were all her inferiors; for
Meacham’s goal was to improve your life, not destroy your
mind.”

“Ultimately, morality is
interpreted only by God, whereas death is evident to everyone.
Therefore, God shall be my judge in ascertaining Meacham’s evil in
attempting to steal me and thereby ruin my mother’s heart. But
clear to any human with a mind is the vast gap of wickedness
between Meacham’s blathering and the stench of my mother’s
flesh.”

“Condemn me or my race,
Alba, but no good will you gain from it. Nor will you benefit from
all your speaking, for you neither teach me nor learn for yourself
a better understanding of our races.”

“My understanding is
sufficient to verify that you will never connive me into being a
member of your race, into becoming your servant or peer in heinous
London.”

“But this was my beginning
query,” Rathel stated. “My true surmising was that you would depart
if given the selection. Since you are managing to fit within this
household for your own survival, as you say, I would show you how
such cooperation might lead you away from the City.”

“But previously you
asserted that my original home would no longer safely house a
witch. You thus suggest I live where—Pangham Gardens?”

“Pangham is a lovely place,
one you will better appreciate when less fearful of the greater
city. But Pangham is no more fit for living than that garden our
own. Compared to the wilderness, these gardens are as trees to the
forest. But England is a land of many forests. I can situate you in
a place similar to Man’s Isle for you to live as wildly as you
desire. The site would be free of attacking humans, whereas Man’s
Isle is not. In your wisdom, you should see that I have not stolen
you from your home, but rescued you from death. I have brought you
into a business to our mutual benefit, a business you fail to
understand enough to accept.”

“I am not understanding
enough to accept killing,” I retorted, “which is the criminality
you call business.”

“Your part is simply to
behave as the devil made you. Behave naturally, as is your stated
wont, and you shall succeed.”

“I recall your business,
Rathel. And you shall never succeed if it entails my killing a man,
by sex or magic or bludgeoning, for I have not the capacity, and
your failure of wisdom is to disbelieve this fact.”

“The capacity is not
magical nor physical, but sexual, existing within you, though you
seem unaware. I am aware, however, and have therefore removed all
men from this household. Understand that I seek no murder on your
part, only that you allow yourself to be sexually natural with this
one human. My vow is to release you after your part of the business
is…attempted. I would have said ‘concluded,’ but no longer will I
mandate success. Your cooperation is all I seek. Thereafter,
whether I am correct or you, a wild place I will provide for your
remaining years, and they are many compared to the lives of
humans.”

“I am human,” I corrected
the ignorant Rathel. “God made humans in many guises, but sinners
within are all the same. So are murderers.”

“So are witches,” she
replied. “Be natural for me is all I ask, and thereby fulfill my
purposes. These were described in Jonsway, and have not changed.
The design began before I met you, perhaps before you were
born.”

With her ending speech, I received from
Rathel a sense of melancholy. I replied with appropriate
sympathy.

“I pity your history for it
to predicate future death. I pity your expertise as well, for it
consists of imagination more than knowledge. If I am to kill some
male, that person will live long, for no one dies from preposterous
notions. Am I to strangle the gent with my body hair? Considering
your understanding of mortal witches, perhaps he’s yet a baby whose
breath you expect me to steal in his sleep.”

“Young he is, but no
infant. Too young, however, for marriage, and his parents would not
allow him to be betrothed. Not to a charge of mine. My plan,
therefore, is to await his attaining the proper age, in the
meantime making you enough of a lady to be acceptable to
London.”

“Am I to be killing all of
London, then?”

“London knows that I have
brought you here to rear as a lady, to make your social graces fit
your appearance. Therein, I shall succeed. When the boy becomes a
young man and asks for your hand, his parents will not overcome his
desire, since you will be his peer. And ask he will, wed you he
will, and you shall kill him on your wedding bed.”

“So succinct, so certain?
What if he does not care to wed the particular me? What if he has a
previous beauty selected?”

“No concern are these
potentials, for few men can resist the white witch, and none toward
whom she applies herself. Apply yourself to my subject, be yourself
with him, and with all my resources I shall deliver you to a wild
land to satisfy your living.”

“What, then, must I learn
of becoming a lady fit for English, sinning society?” I returned.
“If consuming animal flesh or tobacco is entailed, the remainder of
both our lives shall proceed unfulfilled.”

“Only the refusal to eat
meat will seem odd in England,” Rathel stated. “Nevertheless, we
shall truthfully explain you as having a stomach too sensitive for
animal products.”

“What else need be done,
then, in that my speech is adequate and Elsie dresses me as she
will?”

“You speak like a man: too
aggressively and too often. With people not of our household, your
words should be moderate. Especially, you must not embarrass the
young man by displaying yourself as his verbal superior. You must
also achieve the carriage of ladies, and learn enough of London to
seem only new to our city, not an enemy thereof.”

“Flailing a man to death
with my baby dent might prove easier than this last
requirement.”

“Remember, ladies are not
prone to overstatement. Remember also the satisfaction you have
found in London. Would you not choose to visit St. Nicholas
Cathedral again? Part of being a lady is attending church. A parish
body uses these facilities for their services. This upcoming
Sabbath will find us there if you desire. Since recently you have
become aware of your surrounds only to find them less than ideal, I
propose to improve them. Certain parts of London heretofore unseen
by you might prove entertaining in their irredeemably sinning
nature.”

Humor was found in Rathel’s mouth as often
as insects. This last was not comical felicity, however, but
mocking; for had not her final sentence been as portentous as many
of mine? But comedy would not be the cause for my next experience
in God’s great house changing from inspirational to heretical; for
the same as cathedrals, heresy is an invention of sinners.


Chapter 7

Dark As The Devil

 


What confidence could a young lady have in a tutor who smelled of
snuff? Into her house the Rathel person brought a sinning woman who
seemed a tall version of herself, though not so reeking of
vengeance. No less diabolical was this Mrs. Cliffton, however, who
upon espying me wished to insert a stick through my
spine.

“We shall begin with proper
sitting, in that this positioning is easier to correct than
standing, which requires one’s weight to be balanced as well as
properly situated.”

Apart from snuff, I sensed a bit of boasting
in this woman, since the member of the audience she most desired to
impress was her employer. Unfortunately, her pupil was the victim
to be sacrificed on the altar of her expertise.

Sit I did, having been directed to a hard
wooden chair made all of edges, Mrs. Cliffton immediately
displeased because I was comfortable.

“Miss Alba,” she declared
to both me and Rathel, “you do not sit as a lady. You have dropped
onto that chair as though an injured cat. A lady sits delicately
poised, not collapsed.”

The woman then roughly grasped my arms to
pull me upward, replacing myself with hers in demonstration. She
sat upon the very edge of the chair, about to fall off, I felt;
though Cliffton alleged with a prideful smell that her position was
exactly correct, a statement I had to append.

“For a lady, then, a chair
is not a furniture for comfort, but a perch as though for a bird by
which she clings with her buttocks.”

So flabbergasted was Mrs. Cliffton that some
moments of arrested breathing passed before she was able to state
how shameful and godless was my speaking to mention so low a body
part amongst decent folk. Then Rathel with no pique explained my
wilderness background, and et cetera, to which I replied:

“And sorry I am, mum, for
mentioning the word ‘perch’ before my betters. And in advance of
the sinister deed I herewith additionally apologize for such a
great slip as I might make in which I use the term ‘bleeding arse’
instead of buttocks, and thereby cause the lot of us peers some
flipping embarrassment.”

The next tutor was shorter and smoked a
pipe, though not in the vicinity of employers. And though she
seemed more of an intellectual Elsie than an elongated Amanda, this
person did manage to insert the yardstick down my clothing. In
advance of Mrs. Natwich’s arrival, Rathel and I had brief discourse
wherein I again was offered employ as chambermaid, a position I
would retain a lifetime if I preferred untoward humor to a minimum
of cooperation.

Natwich determined my curriculum. British
history would befall me, as well as marriage contracts, the laws
and geography of England, and et cetera. Of immediate import was
the verbal realm.

“Your speaking is
remarkable for one unschooled, Alba,” Mrs. Natwich assessed.
“Nevertheless, your enunciation is too harsh and quick, and your
accent is only marginally couth.”

“And cor, love,” I replied,
“me and the mum would praise yer bones to make me mouth fit a
lady’s face.”

Rathel then calmly turned to Elsie, whose
only purpose in dusting the library was to be part of the audience.
The disgusted servant flicked her duster in my direction as though
it were mine to take. Both these women I well understood. Sitting
prettily I learned with a speed to please both my tutor and my
flipping mum.

* * *

“And I’m saying the
mistress has a treat for you which you’d best be enjoying in a
pleasant manner, else I’ll be flogging you with bacon or other item
you find wicked.”

“Thank you ever, gracious
miss, for your own most pleasant greeting, one of such
incomprehensible content as to have flogged my sensibilities.
Hereafter, however, you might feign the identity of a normal person
and convey the simple message that surely your plain mentality
contains.”

“And bless you, lass, for
calling me the simpleton,” Elsie replied with no rancor, such
emotional distress scarcely available between us familiars. So
comfortable was this woman in my presence that she no longer stood
starkly vertical as she did before household guests. With me, Elsie
constantly rubbed her fingertips on her white, white apron, a trait
of informality, not tension.

“And a gracious continued
acknowledgment I supply you and shall provide until you might
eventually manage to—”

“What I’m saying now,
talking lass, is that the mistress has an offer, and I am sent to
tell you. Into the city she’s going to attend to business, and
you’re to be traveling with her if you choose. I’m also saying that
some cathedral is involved.”

Startled was the servant to see the bored
youth lurch into an attentive state. But Elsie was not so taken
aback as to allow me to depart without the proper cloak and hat,
correct attire for a lady on business in London.

* * *

Never before had I stepped through the front
doorway. Cooperation was the source of this false feeling, for I
had become part of the household and would be allowed to exit
without Rathel’s fearing my escape. As I moved to the covered
stoop—in its columnar construction a tiny amphitheater for guests’
collection—I scarcely noticed Amanda waiting by a public coach,
looking toward me along with the driver. My first step in the
sunlight brought the impression of my never having left through
this door, when in fact I had never departed while fully cognizant.
My fleeing in a rush past Rathel returned as recollection to strike
me with my second step, strike me as though sudden fear or
surprising joy. That desperate escape I now found unreal, for
though I had been gone days, scant memory had I of standing,
sleeping, existing. That flight seemed strangely trivial,
significant yet lacking influence over my further life. The
falseness of that fleeing era dismayed me, for it was a separate
life more real though less distressing than any dream of mine in
which Mother died. And I wondered of unperceived existence, for how
true is the life of a person unaware? How does God consider a human
life unfelt by that human? How responsible can people be for acts
obscured by ignorance, unforgotten days whose events are less real
than the curiosity to follow?

As though I had tutored myself in that dull
sort of living, I barely sensed those next moments as I praised
great God for having answers to questions I could only contemplate.
What answer had He for the following time in which I recognized
occurrences but felt nothing? Felt nothing as I walked across the
green frontage between Rathel’s townhouse and the street. Felt
nothing as I stepped through the open gate in the privet hedge,
nothing as I walked to the coachman and his waiting vehicle. Felt
nothing as the male held out his arm toward me. Felt no ignorance,
though I knew not his intent. Felt nothing as Lady Amanda grasped
my hand and placed it upon the sinner’s wrist. Felt no revulsion
from touching a man. But what state had taken this witch to allow
her to step inside the coach with no further prompting? Then the
lady joined me, and I began a better life, for thereafter I was
able to perceive. Beside me, Rathel—beyond her smell of sinners’
eating and social coatings—emitted an odor of satisfaction, for
somehow she was pleased. And I found no shame in having satisfied a
sinner, accepting God’s likely interpretation that we were all the
same, all His, even those diabolically manipulative somehow
ignorant in living.

* * *

“The business I have is
signing a paper with the manager of a landholding. Significant for
you is the locale. Nearby is a cathedral. No, not St. Nicholas, but
one called Christ’s Cathedral, whose architect is the ancestor of
St. Nicholas’s builder. I presumed you would be interested to see
how such constructions are fabricated.”

“How odd that such
tremendous creations are formed by persons who are merely men,” I
responded with improved awareness.

“‘Architect’ is the term
for a person who designs buildings, even as Miss Elsie designs her
needlework. The name of the ‘mere man’ designing Christ’s Cathedral
is Edward Denton. For yourself you might decide the coincidence of
his being father to your future husband.”

Again my living became incomprehensible. Not
St. Nicholas Cathedral, but another; not an extant building, but
one being constructed; not by any man, but one whose son I was to
kill. And which of this man’s traits would be more special: that he
could envision such a construction, or that he was so involved with
Rathel that his family deserved ruination?

“If this journey finds you
satisfied and unfleeing, you will again be allowed from the
household,” Rathel stated. “Perhaps you might go with Miss Elsie to
the park on our Feltson Street, or with her and Delilah to the
farmers markets. I am not speaking of being contained by a coach,
but walking. This you might enjoy. The markets with their produce
are certain to interest you.”

“I would enjoy the park,” I
told her, recalling my sight during that previous journey. And with
that rejoinder, I began my interest in such ventures, for I found
myself immersed in the current experience.

I found myself immersed in fear, found
myself locked in a box above rolling wheels that cut the air with
the sound of their flight. How appropriate for the spokes to be
enclosed by hoops of metal, that most satanic material beloved by
God’s oversouled, overbrained race. Those flailing spokes were the
coach’s greatest danger, for I knew they would either fly away and
penetrate my body or reach out and pull me into their circle to
club me dead.

Unfortunately, this danger was definitive of
city life. The carriage was a stampeding cabinet to crush
pedestrians after one wrong step. Thinking of Elsie’s parent, I
knew my sense of danger to be recognition, not imagination. No help
were these horses that smelled of straightforward acceptance in
their task, so accustomed were they to having strips of their
brethren’s hides slapping them, surrounding them, as though being
lashed to wooden posts and a tiny house were natural for any
earthly creature. The greatest horror here was that these poor
beasts were controlled by metal rods HELD IN THEIR MOUTHS, which
they bit against as though pleased to be eating Satan’s meal. Drag
the sinners in their furniture they did even as I dragged Mother
and her rock through my dreams, and surely we would meet. I would
be in London so long, I knew, that my sensibilities would equal
these blasé horses’, and we would become one.

Rathel’s rods for stabbing dead animal parts
were an equivalence here, and I knew that one bite of the holiest
manna if supplied my mouth by the devil’s silver fork would set me
to being a sinner, not merely living with them. Then, from my
horrific mentality fit only for self-torment, I recognized that
even then I was passing as a sinner. How long before I became not
Rathel’s servant, but her sister?

Scarcely could I imagine being upset at the
sinning characteristics of Jonsway considering London, which seemed
multiple, connected Jonsways, each taller and more intense than the
one I knew, the accumulation greater than even a youth’s bright
imagination could envision. Rathel’s was a moderate ward of
expensive dwellings, but in moments our box came to London’s
variety. The streets seemed unlimited, a new one extending to each
side with every blink as I peered from the coach. Cobblestone,
brick, clay, and packed and powdery soil. Satisfying areas I viewed
down many streets, greens or squares with trees and various natural
growths. And the buildings themselves: high and low and painted and
wooden and new and decrepit and stucco and stone. Red brick
everywhere, occasionally yellow. Precise chalets there, tall
townhouses with gables, fine homes for Rathel’s peers, shops and
offices for their businesses and provisions, signs with names and
numbers of all colors as though needlework of wood and glass made
by a thousand Elsies.

I found the thousand Elsies, sinners dressed
in coarse working clothes, men and women passing on the walkways
and crossing streets, merchants in their stores, folks guiding
wagons transporting brick and cockles and straw, furniture and
printing presses and looms and tarpaulin-covered secrets. A street
with grander structures held another sort of person, those whom
Jonsway’s best surely imitated, women and foppish men with white
and silver wigs piled as high as a dunghill, all with the social
accouterments of parasols and purses and walking sticks. Brocade
was another necessity in this realm of gaudy folks and coffee
houses, the men with pants and patent shoes tight enough to hurt
them and red stockings to hurt me from the sight, women with hoop
petticoats to reshape their arses fashionably, their upper breast
skin revealed, doubtless drawing more sexual distress than the
common witch.

I felt so conservative. Elsie dressed me
with no hoops, no breasts leaping outward, no patch applied to my
cheek, no periwig squashing my scalp. Perhaps I was merely too
young for such finery. Perhaps next year, immediately preceding my
suicide.

I could smell these sinners in my mind,
though not my nose, for their distance and London’s heat were
impediments. Heat of accumulated people, of their devices rubbing
together, of their persons rubbing together. Shouting people ran
along that street, adults reeking of grave activities, one
individual bending from pain. Quickly our coachman had his horses
move us past that crime. How immoral were we to move so completely
away that scarcely would our memories be affected?

Turning often, we gained a dirt roadway with
persons less exalted of apparel. This locale was unkempt, with no
bright signs, only faded letters, no dandies with wigs, only people
who worked with bent backs. On this poor street, women from upper
floors dumped their slop onto crass merchants below whose spiels
had become tedious, peddlers licensed by city justices calling out
the superiority of their merchandise sold from carts, men with
stacks of news pamphlets explaining the nation for a ha’penny, men
not so eager in their selling after receiving feces flying around
them from the sky; therefore, on to the next corner.

Then came poor sinners so decrepit of face
and figure they seemed witches, but witches do not beg. Poor
sinners approached our fine coach when it slowed for great wagons
ahead drawn by ungrand donkeys. Alleging to be crippled or
permanently diseased, these poorfolk chased alongside Rathel’s
coach, begging for coins to purchase healing, being honest laborers
with godly spirits needing the opportunity in life that was
financial medication. Rathel emanated a tremendous smell of
superiority toward these persons, the coachman loudly calling for
them to be off, else taste his whip and receive true injury fit
their lazy, irresponsible lives. Nevertheless, the driver had a
scent of understanding to accompany his shouting, for was his
stature in society not nearer these beggars than his fare?

This area was so inspirational that before
passing the last cripple, I turned with suddenness to Rathel to ask
if we would be crossing Hershford Bridge. She answered in the
negative. Thereafter, I lost the terror that had risen in me like
water for drowning, but my emotions remained acute, akin to that
initial intensity of my first step outside. Surely, a secret
language exists to describe the varieties of peculiarity I could
only feel, not elucidate. Had the sinners themselves a language for
odd emotion? No, for the products inspiring my sensations were
familiar to the sinners by being their work, their world. No queer
terms are required to explain the common.

Though my sensitivity to the manipulated
landscape around me persisted, not so definitively emotional was
the balance of our journey. Passing a bridge caused me minor
distress. Smelling an apothecary and a thick, secluded building
reeking of men that Rathel termed Montclaire Prison aggrieved me
little. But as we passed unoccupied stocks for punishment, I prayed
great God that I would encounter no ducking pond. My attention was
saved upon Rathel’s mentioning that our goal was upcoming.
Expecting to see a new, huge cathedral in some unfinished state, my
attention was ruined by a pile of rocks.

Since ancient compacts had promised God only
limited land for His usage, the adjacent lots had been filled with
sinners’ buildings for commerce, not worship. Therefore, we could
not settle our box at a fond distance to view the creative act of
pious, professional people grow from the ground as though a
mountain issuing from Earth. Instead, we were subjected to the
stress of men’s labors, for males were the prevalent element of
this construction. Great wagons arrived full and departed empty of
masonry parts and coarse sacks of the unknown. Mounds of soil and
channels in the land were formed. Huge stones were cut and
adjusted. All these activities were produced by sinning men,
accomplished by sinning men who were guided by sinning men. Being
unnatural, these workers did not emulate ants gracefully working
together for a communal accomplishment. These massive insects were
loud and conflicting. Well-dressed superiors shouted at
incompetent, lazy workers, while individuals pushing barrows of
mortar interfered with groups sighting the land’s layout for whom
an entire crew impatiently waited. God’s implements here were
males, their greatest effort anxiety, their grandest products
perspiration and noise. Near enough we were for a witch to smell
them and feel their stress. The odor of their working seemed nearly
a natural force, but the sights and sounds of their activities did
not satisfy. Was I to infer St. Nicholas’s grandeur from this crude
beginning?

Rathel seemed prideful. Perhaps she was
merely perspiring herself. Observing past the mistress, I noted
that this site was adjacent to the River Thames, whose far bank
held much brush and trees. Though not a forest, might this be
countryside? I asked Amanda of this unpopulated land.

“You view Gravesbury Reach,
coarse, disheveled land of little value.”

Rathel turned, staring from the coach in a
different direction. The mistress viewed a person, not a landscape.
A man walking from the depths of the future cathedral had caught
her interest. She mentioned that we might step out and stretch
ourselves, and the boxed witch agreed. But upon exiting the coach,
only I accomplished any stretching. Rathel merely stared at this
expensively clad man until he noticed his audience. Then he could
see nothing else. As though gaining a sight sought a lifetime, the
man ignored his peers to stare at Rathel—and at me, stare as Amanda
placed her arm across my shoulders, her scent one of gloating.

We entered the coach and departed. At some
office, the mistress proceeded with her business, leaving me alone
in the coach with her trust not to flee. Pleased she was to find me
upon her return. During the journey home, some conversation
transpired, but mostly the witch was tacit. The last thing said was
a question from the mistress: As mentioned before, would I attend
services with her at St. Nicholas Cathedral the upcoming Sabbath?
Yes, I said, not fully certain of my decision. Yes, I said,
agreeing with the sinner, with her world.

* * *

“Your words are
exceptional, but your enunciation is archaic, as though you were
reared in a swamp. An angry swamp, for you always seem prepared for
distress. Ladies, however, are never perturbed.”

I had asked to learn of writing; Mrs.
Natwich insisted that my speaking improve as well. Any books on
witches you got? I mildly inquired. But the tutor had learned to
ignore my extremes, lest she become distressed, which she properly
could not, being a lady. Being a sinner. Delighted she was,
however, to ply me with lessons: grammar and enunciation, English
history, household guidance, handwriting (despite the student’s
desire thereof), family economics, composition, and the lot.

“Cor, missus, and a right
genius you are to be teaching me everything known to
mankind.”

Following this comment came another lesson
in posture, and strange was my way to learn proper speaking by
having a stick stuck against my spine.

“Could I inquire, kind and
glorious Mrs. Natwich, what this ‘composition’ entity might
be?”

“An arrangement of words,
Alba,” the tutor described. “A set of described events which
transpire in the real or in the writer’s imagination.”

“What might the purpose of
a composition be besides writing poetry, which is scarcely more
useful than pimples?” I wondered.

“Having the ability to form
a coherent composition aids one in conversation, in forming a clear
response to a difficult query. Another value is in describing how
the events of one’s days have passed, as spoken or set down in a
journal. The Bible itself is not only a composition, but a
collection of compositions. A more recent example is the opera
libretto, whose story is a composition, as are the stories of
nonmusical theater pieces.”

“Theater of the street I
saw in my previous settlement of Jonsway,” I mentioned. “Truly I
hope not to learn how to stand on a wooden platform and shout.”
Then my recollection improved. “My mother well loved theater,” I
admitted, immediately suffering a longing I could not
grasp.

“Ladies might well enjoy
theater, Alba, but they do not compose it. Their tasks are of the
home, not of so expressive a public art as theater. But fear not,
for part of my task with you is to aid in your finding the best
place in English society for the individual who is
Alba.”

“Out the flipping back door
is best for me,” I muttered.

“Alba!” Natwich returned
sharply. “You must learn at once not to be mumbling so. Not only is
the sound offensive and common, but if you have nothing to say, you
should retain your silence.”

“If people retained silence
when not having something valuable to convey, most of England would
be permanently mute.”

“Alba!” she intoned, then
taught me again with her stick.

* * *

Into the air came autumn, and into our
(our?) home came the tutor, though more often than a season, nearly
every day. Though Natwich taught me without Rathel’s presence, the
head of this household was known to all, her instructions of a
strength to guide activities at a distance. Wise was the mistress
to understand that humans of any kind were uncomfortable in her
presence.

The tutor was no discomfort to me. Elsie was
more responsively comical, but Mrs. Natwich lacked Rathel’s
revenge, her only goal to provide London with an educated lady
suitable for the city’s pride.

She would not come on the Sabbath. Though I
had no desire to save my worship for a day selected by sinners, the
grand cathedral remained a desired experience; whereas the sweaty,
incomplete example was but a curiosity. Come the Sabbath and I was
set to voyage to St. Nicholas, despite the required carriage
journey fit an explorer. Guiding my dressing with grumbling, Elsie
threatened hideous crimes against my person because against that
person I refused the choking corset, though Elsie insisted it was
necessary to make so wild a torso svelte by eliminating rearmost
waddling due to an uncouth lass’s refusing to wear sufficient
petticoats and et ruddy cetera.

Moderate was the city on Sunday, its
populace of unnatural folk out only for church services, no toil
seen, little flying filth, most of the dandies dressed in reduced
attire, though the sinners seemed more ornamental than pious. Due
to this lessened intensity of personal glare, the journey itself
was more discreet, the witch thankful for her senses’ being less
affronted by style and more confronted with facts. Though London
was no realm to be comprehended separate from its creators, the
city might reveal itself in degrees to me if all its aspects did
not attack simultaneously. Thus, on this Sabbath I was able to
notice privet hedges and fences before family dwellings, cavities
in the streets where water had washed away the substrate, the vast
accumulation of building glass—and how was this material made?

I remarked to Lady Rathel, “A tremendous
building or conglomerate of buildings I saw in the vicinity, with
roofs resembling, er, glass onions.”

She thus instructed the coachman to hie to
the Regal Pavilion. Past this expansive edifice we rode, that
portion seen from Rathel’s roof—only the upper reaches—more
impressive than the building proper, with its glassy busyness and
excess excess. Nevertheless, I prayed God in thanks that this
pavilion was no house of worship, else I would have found another
absolute edifice for my awe.

Such awe is not appropriate for my kind. The
passion of profound mountain views is not a grandeur fit witches,
who cherish all the small parts of God’s domain, deriving worldly
appreciation in constant, moderate portions, not in flashes like a
sinners’ fever. Souled folk save their awe for occasions in which
they are not occupied by commerce and thus can partake of items so
meager as God’s glory manifested in His physical realm. With its
divinity of godly salvation and worldly consumption, where was the
rightful place of the great cathedral in my life? Where should a
witch fit within this style of worship except to recognize that in
their passion to know the true world and their need to mock it,
only sinners are both profound and pretentious?

* * *

I remain uncertain whether my next sight of
St. Nicholas was equal in splendor to my expectation. Though
thrilled again, I was not startled as I had been initially.
Certainly, my renewed experience lacked some measure of the
previous esteem; for upon approaching St. Nicholas, I found it
surrounded by sinners. Though not boisterous, the accumulation
seemed insufficiently holy in their common conversations to be
worthy of the glorious creation they neared. Then dejection came
with the awareness that this same species had formed the creation
with their labors. Perhaps not this exact type of sinner, I next
thought, but some special members less in opposition to Earth,
attuned more to God than tea societies. Then I recalled the
brilliant creatures complaining as they hacked away at rocks that
would eventually form Christ’s Cathedral, these thoughts increasing
my regard for Rathel’s basement.

Green was their color. Out of the coach and
into the cathedral’s entry hall stepped the lady and I, finding
that the prevalent hue this Sabbath was a pale green, not
unpleasant except for its being satin instead of fern, the ladies
here not so extravagant of bodice as they were in greater London
when farther from God, with scarcely a bosom leaping forth. Somber
in deep browns and greys, the men flaunted not the first red shoe.
So conservative were these sinners in meeting Lord God that they
sucked no smoldering pipes, those unable to resist Satan through
his instrument of tobacco modest enough to keep their snuff stashes
tiny and well concealed behind a gum, with nary a dribble from a
lip, though even an untalented witch could smell the fetid crop
with every respiration.

Too many characteristics inconsistent with
God’s house had they for me to catalogue, from vapors of recent
liquor to talk of the neighbor’s unseemly guests. Their one day for
being godlike, yet who was humble here? The assemblage seemed a
mellow ball, not earnest worship. Then I became a member of the
party as Rathel found acquaintances who of course would meet the
new daughter.

They flocked around me as though otters at a
salt lick. Hungered these ladies appeared as they stared at me and
radiated delight toward Amanda, my mother. My mother? The
conversations came so quickly that I could not follow them all,
though the mistress remained nonplussed. Not since spring I’ve seen
you; meet the grandmama; and you’re the lady who destroys evil? How
courageous—how British. So, Amanda, this is the new girl, taken
from a hole in the ground, she was? No, from a cave, I hear. No,
from cannibals in the Borneo jungle. No, from mere witches in
Wales, the place for them. All the ladies had to touch me, applying
fingers to my cheeks while saying how sweet I was, grasping my
forearm to insist my comeliness was complete, squeezing my wrist
while declaring me more fortuitous than beautiful to be living with
so fine a lady in so fine a city in so fine a nation, and et
cetera, although I was so cold—you come from Iceland, dear? Being a
young lady in education if not nature, I knew it proper to
acknowledge these comments, if not all the fondling. Here I applied
the moderate speaking taught by Mrs. Natwich, aware that no
advantage would befall me from extending a prolix insouciance.
Therefore, I brought my response to them like a city horse its
carriage box forced to do the work of sinners. “Pleased to meet
you,” and avert the eyes, curtsy at these ladies and their
names.

Next came men, a lot that had been lurking
on the outskirts of the womanly mass. In comparison to their
ladies, these males seemed starving, prepared to eat my presence;
and I did not trust their nearing smell, for they emitted a faint,
disturbing odor. As though smelling this herself, Rathel became
adoring of her new lass, moving against me to wrap both arms around
my shoulders. In fact, this was not the loving mother, but the
knowledgeable expert protecting me from that smell.

I was sated with these sinners regardless of
gender, wishing only to pass them and enter the cathedral’s nave,
hopeful to find God somewhere in the building. His men were an
unholy barrier that Rathel bypassed, pulling me away from the more
aggressive males. Was she socially correct to press away this cuff
and that wrist nearing her daughter? Her daughter? No embarrassment
had she—and neither did the malefolk, though their ladies no longer
smiled to look down to those reaching hands, then upward to the
attached faces of their husbands. The women became protective of
their own families, gently pulling their men away. And here was the
height of society, for Rathel, these ladies, and even the gents all
smiled as a lustful scenario was avoided, then to the minister’s
services, exchanging Satan in the foyer for God in the nave.

The nave had changed, that mass of living
persons reducing the chamber’s grandeur. The vast interior seemed
greater when filled with my imagination instead of odorous sinners.
Even worse was the sound, a tittering gossip that was Satan’s
screaming compared to the holy silence I had enjoyed when alone
here with God.

And so the services advanced, the process no
more than a louder version of Sunday in Jonsway. Their organ had
been portative; this was permanent, commensurate in volume with the
edifice’s entirety. The ministers were identical. I inferred that
the presiding holy sinner knew in his experience the proper
interval to keep his flock away from their smoking and liquor
before they rioted. Lengthy enough were the services for me to lose
my feeling of drudgery and look upward to the vaulted ceiling, so
far away as to seem another land, countless paces above the nearest
sinners, a breach they could not close even with vision, for only
the witch looked. Only the witch understood that the glory of the
cathedral remained, that the sinners’ taint was literally beneath
the true grandeur available. Without this mass below, might not
space be made for those special members who had manifested God’s
potential by constructing this edifice? Then, in a revelation fit
this holy place, I came aware that this building was older than my
mother, and though the ancestors of its builders built anew, why
should a godly person believe them equal? Could the society of that
previous era be as evil as the current? Though Rathel might believe
Christ’s to equal St. Nicholas, was she judging not these buildings
but her own era, and therefore herself?

The end of a church service is ever the
same, regardless of the grandeur of the edifice within whose bounds
God’s people meet to worship Him and dip snuff. After the
minister’s, the choir’s, and the congregation’s benediction, these
again-average people proceeded to mill about the pews, gossiping
and politicking before returning home to attempt survival while
plotting amongst their peers in the normal machinations of society.
The difference here was that seldom are young ladies molested in
church.

While I had been viewing the cathedral’s
vaults, the men below had been assessing me. Having noticed this
examination, Rathel quickly hied me outside, maintaining to her
friends that this girl new to society grew faint from the thick
interior air, and—oh—breathless I attempted to appear. Despite our
efforts to flee, we were met by folk whose curiosity had not
abated: some appreciative of Rathel’s presence, some offering new
friendship toward me. One man, however, was offering his navel. The
brother of a lady friend of Rathel, Mr. Georges Gosdale introduced
himself with his smell; for as this mature sinner smiled and made
to take my hand, I sensed a distinctive odor rising from the pit of
his body. Since I refrained from accepting his hand due to my
breathlessness, Mr. Gosdale offered words, stating that as well as
a lovely face I had “quite a voluptuous fundament, yet without
excessive girth.”

What a silence he drew with
that commentary. With shame staining his face, Gosdale made to
explain himself by reaching to grasp that mentioned rump and say
how prideful a lady should be for having an appearance as vital
as this. He did
not, however, manage to gain this, for all the ladies assisted
Rathel in intervening between Georges’ grasping hands and my
derriere. The remaining men poorly demonstrated their dismay, for
with Gosdale’s reaching, they began to smell the same as he. And
the sinners made a composition with their movements, only one aware
that the central person was no beauty, but a witch; the cause not
an evil she created, but a wickedness released, held by men as
lust, not sex, the latter godly, the former satanic, dark as the
devil. In this scene, sinners disseminated both unavoidably, the
witch so bland as to have no pity for their conflict, so selfish as
to desire only retreat. God would instruct them if they could hear
Him above Satan’s call, the sound of their reaching for my body,
black body.

Miss Elsie had known all along, and what
guilt I had for not harnessing my rear with her laces. The next
Sabbath found me yet without corset as I prayed in the basement,
preferring God’s mildew to His men.


Chapter 8

The Final Idea

 


On her knees, she absorbed burnt blood on the planking, for what
could ink be but the charred fluid of some innocent plant? I
discerned no smell of cooking from this material, however, only a
soil odor as though it had been drawn from the ground—but what
satanic niche of Earth could issue springs so black? But I had
greater concerns in learning the ways of ink. Primarily, I had to
retain the stuff within its well and not go spilling it upon Miss
Elsie’s floor, for with a dedication fit to build a cathedral she
now scoured the smooth lumber. When I offered my assistance, Mrs.
Natwich rejected my amends with a lecture on Miss Elsie’s becoming
a destitute heathen eating cheese rinds on the street if I usurped
her chores; and under no circumstance was an English lady to be
found upon her knees.

Becoming more contained in my use of writing
materials, I was pleased to gain the ability to settle my words
upon a lasting sheet. Less satisfying were the words of my lessons;
for whereas Rathel allowed me to reject the intrusion of Latin into
my education, I nonetheless had to write poetry and Bible verses
and historical dates instead of words of my own imagining. But what
loss here when I had nothing to write but descriptions of leching
men and nightmares of dead family?

Amanda allowed me a certain influence over
my schooling. Music would not be a part of my curriculum after I
heard Natwich blow into a hollow tree limb while attempting to
insert her fingers into holes bored along the stick’s length.
Pleased was Elsie to hear this beaked flute; and, yes, it did sound
like a duck having fingers crammed into its orifices. By no
coincidence working in the library whenever Natwich and I were
present, Elsie was told by the witch that she would be on the
streets eating cheese rinds if again she usurped my job as student;
and under no circumstances would this evolving lady be found
sucking sticks.

Numerals were not to my liking, and the very
concept of separating existence into packets of time seemed
pointless when the general moment was ever available. Philosophy I
appreciated because its purveyors raved on endlessly with their
entire vocabulary, but why read these sinners’ phrases when the
witch had her own lexicon, her own ranting? Politics I considered
the mediocre work of Satan, and my posture I hurled to Hell
whenever the topic was broached.

Geography I found entrancing, the
forthcoming lady an attentive pupil to learn of the world’s great
mountains and equivalent ditches called canyons, of multiple
oceans, of dry beaches called deserts. Herein I learned the value
of art, in that Natwich brought for my perusal etchings of the
landforms of Asia and the Americas. I made these lessons useful by
pulling myself away from Africa and again to England. Of this area
called London: where are the nearest lands wild enough to
discourage cities but not so dead as to reject animals? Thus, I was
shown maps, seeing London as a drawing, and Man’s Isle, the Irish
Sea I had crossed, crossed in my sleep, the River Thames, which I
refused to cross, though this traversal was unavoidable certain
nights. I was shown textures representing marshes, angled lines
symbolizing hills, and was told of Wales. Perhaps Rathel might
convey me there once I proved her notions foolish, once I let her
victim grasp my fundament and leer at my face as though it were
meat for consumption, his hands and mouth molesting me, eating
me….

Rathel’s opinion of my murderous capacity
seemed less foolish in light of that sub-navel smell of males. Less
foolish, but no more accurate, though I knew that disproving her
theories would revolt me, for contact with a sinning male would be
required. And again I saw Gosdale’s leer, which seemed fundamental
to him. Rathel’s response was even less comforting.

“Your cooperation so
pleases me that I shall offer my own,” she professed. “Since the
parishioners last Sunday proved how men are drawn to you, we shall
proceed to manifest that factor. I am arranging for your
introduction to Edward Denton’s son. When Eric comes near you, he
will not be able to look away. The more interest you return, the
more he will desire my ward and nothing else.”

“No fine liar am I,
mistress,” I returned. “How convincing can I be in displaying a
false interest when sinning men disgust me? If your God be the same
as mine, you understand His appall upon hearing lies from His
created folk.”

“You were liar enough to
feign illness upon departing St. Nicholas in accord with my
suggesting that your health be poor. Surely, God understands how
your dishonesty aided in removing you from a difficulty. He will
also understand that further pretense will send you to a compatible
land. But with all your learning in geography, Alba, please do not
select another continent. As for convincing the male, you should
speak only after Eric speaks. Conversation shall be your only
activity, for even sexual affairs begin socially. But do not batter
the young man with your massive sentences. Philosophy, Alba, is not
romantic.”

“Neither are witches,” I
mumbled, an assertion that I would soon have opportunity to
prove.

* * *

I could be no happy subject for Elsie the
day I was appointed to seduce the Denton boy. The diligent servant
remained delighted, wrapping me with fabrics and securing the
laces; for I demanded a corset to conceal my pervasive fundament,
and a bit of chain mail for a vest, if you please.

Though gratified to find herself correct
regarding my attire, Elsie would have preferred a mannequin to a
lass in order to dress it constantly without complaints of her
squashing and smashing the tender parts. Humming like the tutor’s
flute, she found extreme pleasure in piling my hair upon my skull
as though building a cathedral, the purple hat attached like a
ceiling vault. A golden brooch of Rathel’s I reluctantly accepted
against my bodice; but not the first necklace will be strangling
me, miss, for the smell of silver so near my face makes my mouth
dry, and wet it shall become when I vomit upon the brocade and show
it to the beau with you to blame.

Pleased I was to quash Elsie’s obnoxious
purring. Her silence did not last, however, for there she was
applying spittle to my shoes’ dullness only to babble about how
deeply I would impress the Dentons; and what a thing to happen
considering that the mistress was to have married into that family.
If only these elders could forget their past and allow the youths
their future….

“Miss Elsie, what are you
raving about, with a marriage for Amanda and Mr.
Denton?”

“And I’m telling you, lass,
how improper it is to be talking about other folk and things
between them gone for years.”

“And I am telling you,
miss, of my accurate awareness that part of the duty of people in
London is to gossip about one another, an activity you undertake as
though a craft. And since the person in question is our beloved
mistress, I shall only benefit to learn more of the dear superior.
Therefore, why did Rathel not wed this Denton, and what became of
the man she had previously wed?”

“Ah, lass, Lord Franklin
passed away to God from a long illness that finally took him to be
with Jesus.”

“Praise God for providing
Christian folk with Heaven. Were you present at the time, miss, and
was the disease contagious? Were you ill yourself? Is this the
sickness to have made you what you are?”

“Ill I was not, lass,
except for my poor feeling at Lord Franklin’s own. A fine master he
was, and so friendly to me that I was pleased to be caring for him
to aid his doctor. Aye, and God works His wonders in most circular
ways, child, for the doctor was the same gent caring for him years
before, when he was first taken by the fever, one known to return,
though seldom murderously.”

“But why should Amanda wish
to marry Edward after Franklin’s death? Was he immune to the realm
of fever and thus a more permanent mate?”

“The men you’re speaking
of, lass, were in that same business of building things. Thick they
were, so when the master took ill, Mr. Denton promised to be
looking after this family should the worst occur.”

“The worst, presumably, was
Franklin Rathel’s death.”

“Aye, it was, lass, praise
Jesus to comfort his soul.”

“But if Mr. Denton’s vow
was to wed Amanda, why did the two refrain?”

“Well, lass, marrying was
not the vow he truly intended. His meaning was only to be caring
for the lady’s financial things.”

“The misconception is
surprising, in that Lady Amanda selects her words with care. How is
it she so misunderstood Mr. Denton?”

“Ah, miss, ’twas no
misunderstanding, but a change, and I’ll be saying no
more.”

“But her current position
seems fine,” I remarked. “And Mr. Denton is wed with children, so
his life is likely as he desires. Therefore, wherein lies the
continued discomfort?”

“And less it is, miss, with
you here, for it deals with children.”

“Am I correct in assuming
that Amanda has never born children, or did she spew out dozens,
all of whom sensibly ran away to the wilds?”

“No, she’s having not a
one, lass, and that is her misfortune, for more than anything was
she wishing a child of her own.”

“She had none because her
womb is as barren as her heart?”

“Ah, child, and Master
Franklin was ever insisting it be the wife’s womb that’s
barren.”

“Miss Elsie, I smell
imperfect accuracy in Franklin’s assertion.”

The servant ceased buffing my shoes to look
toward me with concern.

“And how is it you’re
thinking you know this, lass?”

“I can sense it by your
manner of speaking, Elsie,” I confessed. “And I offer to aid in
your distress. If you suffer remorse from having gossiped about
your employers, I shall pray with you to help alleviate your
shame.”

“And I’ve no shame within
me, child,” she returned firmly. “I was not the one bringing the
man a fever to make him barren.”

Elsie then sighed, reeking of foolishness
for her lax speaking.

“Oh, Elsie, since you had
no part in the disease, you should feel no remorse, though I do
wonder how you learned of this illness.”

“And it’s the very the
doctor who’s telling me.”

“You beseeched
him?”

“Ah, and lass, he’s telling
me because of his own part in it, I’m saying.”

“He caused the
fever?”

“Of course not, child,”
Elsie scoffed. “But he’s following his patient’s order and not
revealing to the mistress that the lack of children was no fault of
her own, as the husband had her believe, God forgive his own
shameful soul.”

“Did Amanda eventually
learn?”

“Aye, and she did, in that
the doctor was feeling his own remorse for allowing the deception,
and would have the wife know before her husband passed
away.”

“And though the physician
was relieved from this revelation, the mistress became
distraught.”

“That she was, girl, but
the truth will sometimes cause this.”

“Praise God for truthful
people, Elsie, in that lies would ruin us all. And what of Lord
Franklin regarding this major revelation?”

“Ah, I’m thinking he never
knew, for he passed away thereabouts, though it did seem that he
was finally recovering. But finally, Jesus bless him, he did
not.”

“After Lord Franklin went
to his rest with Jesus, Amanda was to marry Mr. Denton as per his
vow, but did not in that something had changed. Am I to guess the
modification, Miss Elsie? I think it easy. It must have something
to do with Lord Franklin’s impotence.”

“Not so wise you are as
you’re believing, child, for it had naught to do with the lord’s,
but the lady’s.”

Then Elsie sighed and reeked of foolishness
for her lax disclosure.

“But, miss, do I not denote
contradiction? I thought the lack of children in the family was due
to the man, but now you say the woman was causal. Both persons were
incapable, you tell me?”

“Both it was not, miss,
until the lady took ill herself.”

“Ah hah! Amanda contracted
her husband’s fever, becoming barren herself, and therefore is the
person she is today.”

“No, and wrong you’re
guessing again, lass, in your too-young wisdom. The lady’s
barrenness was from a different sickness all together. And a queer
one it was, girl, with her talking endlessly and losing her hair….
Uh, I say, Miss Alba? And it’s a strange look you’re taking, girl,
as though you were as cold inside as your skin. Lass, are you
feeling poorly now yourself?”

“Oh, and…and I was for a
moment, Elsie. A…a quick chill come and gone. A…but a bit of
dizziness. I’m fine now, miss…. Fine again.”

But I was not fine. I was ill, too ill to
hear further gossip. My life had suffered another painful loss, my
reduced ignorance of the Rathel’s expertise in witches. And the
reverse.

I departed without hearing Elsie’s ending
comments of the Dentons’ history. Again she had a massive smile at
the young miss’s going for her first bout of romance with the
handsome Eric. Then I sat with Amanda in a rolling box, a container
repulsive to any witch, especially one longing to begin the process
of abandoning society’s encasements.

* * *

East and south seemed somehow different in
the city. Though not exactly lost, I misconstrued the names of
streets, and was in no state to learn. And though our travel was
brief, was the duration a witch’s moment or sinners’ minutes? When
all directions and durations became the same for me, would I still
be a witch, or pass as a sinner even to God?

The entry seemed on the wrong side of the
building. Because the Dentons’ townhouse was situated differently
from Rathel’s, it seemed improper, as though misplaced. But why
this false impression? Why did I find strangeness where not truly
extant, as though enough queerness did not express itself toward me
without my active search?

Though the city’s queerest person, I failed
to comprehend how severe and strange was Rathel’s unbeckoned visit
to a household whose master had ruined her life. The chamberlain
explained. This smiling servant left us in the foyer to return with
a strained inflection requiring no witch to interpret. The Dentons
were in, but only the master would be able to greet us, since the
mistress was ill, the witch yet unaware that the lady who had
usurped Amanda’s place would in no way on God’s Earth or in Satan’s
London consent to see the woman to have cursed her, especially
considering that she had brought her curse along.

We were led to the master’s office, a colder
locale than one’s library or den, a place of business instead of
friendship. No casual remarks regarding the handsome decor had Lady
Amanda, seemingly businesslike herself, but smelling excited. The
next oddity I found was the subpopulace of secondary creatures
known as servants scurrying about foyer and furniture like bugs
around a tree stump. These servants included men, typical of London
households except those with witches.

Male or not, the servants were concerned
with Rathel’s presence, not mine. The first person to stare at me
was the sick mistress herself. Pale and smelling of illness as
alleged, a well-attired woman stepped from a doorway escorted by a
chambermaid. After a glimpse at Rathel, Mrs. Denton looked
fearfully toward me. And I could read her thoughts as though
specially tutored: She has found a weapon so powerful? Then she
spoke to Rathel, her words as pained as her thinking.

“How admirable is your
courage, Amanda, for you to enter my house when before you only
sent misguided pain. But I can be no company due to a genuine
illness that came through no coincidence. You will forgive me,
then, to the extent you are capable of forgiveness; and how ready
this should be when I have caused you no offense. But agree or not,
I know you shall understand, for a lack of intelligence has never
been a weakness on your part. Adieu, Amanda, and may you gain peace
from God instead of those sources you’ve been
petitioning.”

As Mr. Denton turned away, Lady Amanda
replied, “I pray, Hanna, that your health improves. As for your
emotions, do not fear my presence beyond this introduction of my
daughter to your household. Not again shall I intrude upon your
health. Here, however, is a person you might be fortunate to see
often.”

Sinners have no measure for the brevity of
Mrs. Denton’s glimpse to me. How could such intense emotion be
contained by an instantaneous moment? Then Hanna with a bent gait
retired on the arm of her servant, who cooed reassuringly. My only
thoughts were for Rathel, that I would not likely return to a
household whose members were sickened by visitors.

As the chamberlain led us onward, I recalled
Elsie’s words of refused marriage. What was marriage but another
sinning business pact whose failure affected the heart—and was not
failed marriage Rathel’s intent for me? At this failure, she could
reasonably succeed, having practiced with the identical family.
Next she would practice with me. I then found that my exposure to
this household had been too lengthy, for I was ill. Before me I saw
the faces of Georges Gosdale and Hanna. Beside me, Rathel was
perfectly normal, stinking of success. I was also normal, dejected
and confused, certain that every upcoming step would lead me not to
the wilds of England, but to the evil of sinners wherever they
might be.

Our personal bug deposited us at a doorway
beyond which stood a man seen previously, at his site of
construction. Within his home, he seemed less the lord, having
scant control over intruding guests. Though smelling of concern,
even fear, Edward would remain polite; for English gentlemen
respond graciously to ladies, as is supposedly their due. Apart
from this position mandated by society, I could sense that Mr.
Denton wished to hide, wished to oust the invaders from his
kingdom. My mistress, however, was not to be thwarted by another
person’s fearful discomfort, for fear was one of her
commodities.

“Lady Amanda Rathel and her
new Miss Alba,” was our introduction from the household insect.
Though aware of the stress in this home, the chamberlain desired to
witness the composition developing. Perhaps in their own social
way, these servants were an inferior race of crawlies.

I was uncertain how handsome or impressive
Edward Denton should be considered. He was the same age as them
all, and sturdy, but even a witch unfamiliar with sinners could
sense that he was containing his emotions. Smiling was a chore as
he bowed toward Lady Amanda and spoke her name. Rathel, however,
seemed completely genuine as she called him “Dear Edward,”
producing a pleased visage rarely provided members of her own
household. Simultaneously, Rathel reached with both arms, Mr.
Denton having to touch her fingers, a brief grasp, then gone.

“Dear Edward, how wonderful
you appear,” Rathel stated as her host retreated a step.

“You as well, Amanda,” he
replied. “I trust you’ve been well.”

“Especially well since
gaining a new member of my household,” she offered, and turned to
me. “This youth is Alba, to be known as Rathel. I have taken her in
to rear as a lady, one whose place in society might equal her
appearance.”

“A great pleasure, Alba,”
Edward professed, his smile no more comfortable or comforting than
before. Then he kissed my hand.

He did not have to. The tenets of British
society did not mandate such an exchange when the subject was too
young to wed. I could not judge Edward’s motives in considering me
so mature. Perhaps he sought to smell my danger.

Though aware of his intent in bending with
stretched arm, I had never suffered such contact. Being an educated
lady, however, I knew to lift my arm and allow my hand to be taken;
and suave was Edward’s shock to touch my frozen knuckles.

Grateful to God I was for Denton’s having
none of Gosdale’s odor. Praise God again that he touched me with
only his breath. But the act was so useless as to strike me, and I
felt that he had bit me, bit my senses. After a hesitation that
might have embarrassed someone, I managed to curtsy, and Edward’s
mouth was gone.

I hoped they would battle. Since their
quarrel stemmed from mating, the butting of heads as though deer in
rut would be proper. Then their problems would be resolved, and I
could depart. But Rathel and Edward were emotional enemies, and as
such would continue to dredge up unreal pleasantries to lay falsely
at each other’s positions.

Edward was not the only Denton in this
chamber. Another man had risen from his chair as the guests
entered, Edward now turning to him. Perhaps this older man was
affected by the liquor whose glass he set upon a sideboard, in that
his visage and smell were cordial and unstrained.

They began speaking. Of course, Lady Amanda
was well-acquainted with Edward’s father, Lord Andrew. Then he
kissed her hand, which seemed normal in being between sinners. I
was the witch, and strange I found the friendly father’s
approaching me after Rathel’s introduction to surround my shoulders
with both arms. He then stood away to look down at my face while
squeezing my elbows, testing my fiber.

“And what a beautiful belle
you have acquired, Amanda,” Andrew declared, looking between Rathel
and her charge. “More of London’s superior meals in her and she
will be quite the lady, for heretofore she has the poise. And so
lovely she is that I must laugh with pleasure,” he professed, and
blurted a loud sound to startle me. Rathel then smiled enough to
split her cheeks, I hoped.

Andrew was so active that my passivity was
acceptable, but why was I not more offended by that smell of liquor
so near? Why had this sinner’s torso against mine not been a
greater threat? I found the answer in his basic smell, for beneath
the alcohol was a scent of innocence, a strange trait for a sinner,
but as real as his son’s distress. Unfortunately, that innocence
seemed less than influential, and therefore could scarcely relieve
me of the ambient anxiety.

My sinners were superior. Those within
Rathel’s abode offered no danger from their upcoming moves.
Mistaken I had been to wish Rathel’s vengeance begun to thereby
reach conclusion. I now desired only to be within that known house
again, and to exit London not through cooperation, but flight.

Andrew turned sharply to his son after
releasing my shoulders to announce a brilliant notion. And though I
was less than terrified of the elder Denton, I moved one subtle
step away as he spoke.

“Why, Edward, we must bring
Eric down to meet London’s newest lady. Here’s a wonderful new peer
to perhaps strengthen the friendship between our families that
somehow has grown slack, which I’ve scant been able to
comprehend.”

“Why, I…I don’t believe
that Eric is in the household, Father,” Edward maintained while
blanching.

“Oh, and of course he is. A
moment past I saw him examining your hunting knives to the point—I
say—of nearly losing a finger.”

“No…, I, I am certain he
left thereafter,” Edward said, his voice unconvincing.

Failing again to comprehend, Andrew stepped
to the doorway, ordering an unseen servant upstairs to retrieve
Master Eric.

Further talking transpired, though none by
Edward. Remain for tea, of course. I would love, but no, though the
two youths’ meeting would be grand. Yes, a new generation of
friendship in our families, even as with Franklin—God rest his
soul—and Edward.

A young male soon entered, unescorted, a
person as common as his father, but not nearly so apprehensive. As
Eric and I shared a safe, average introduction—no kissing required
by this youth, praise God—I managed some bland pleasantry that
would have pleased my tutor. But my thoughts were with Edward, not
his son. Rathel was the sinner most corrupted by drama, but Edward
remained the most distraught. On this household stage, the sinners
improvised lines they had to live, not learn, their composition
having entrapped me. Unfortunately, in this current scene I was
feeling, not thinking, and improvised my own composing poorly.

The youths were seated on the same divan,
though between us was enough air for flying, Eric becoming nervous
upon discovering that he was facing not a lady, but a girl. His
first embarrassment was from Rathel, who commented on how manly he
had grown. His next embarrassment was from the witch. As though
tutored by Satan, I asked him:

“Are you the male I am to
kill with love?”

How appropriate this question seemed in
being humorous yet insane, for was madness not the nature of our
households? Though misplaced and in consternation, had I not
learned to relate like sinners?

The three Denton males reacted immediately
to my words. Eric gained an uncertain countenance as he looked to
me, then to his grandfather, who had burst into the loud,
unfettered laughter heard before. Edward, the architect, was a
building himself, static as a mortared wall and equally opaque,
staring at me with no revealed emotion.

“A lass with your Alba’s
appearance, Amanda, could surely kill with her love, so intense is
her comeliness,” Lord Andrew laughed.

Rathel, whose smile was as false as Andrew’s
was genuine, did not smell comical as she replied.

“Ah, London’s current
youth, always with commentary to make themselves seem so important.
We thus see that unimpeachable beauty must be more than artifice.
But perhaps I know the greater factor weighing poorly against
Alba’s behavior. The girl was reared on Man’s Isle away from true
society. This might be the cause of her minor humor for which we
both apologize. With further exposure to London’s superior
etiquette, however, I am certain she will conversationally become
the lady that she now appears.”

“With God’s grace and the
influence of her new mistress,” Andrew replied, “no doubt this fine
lass can only improve, though she should never lose her
humor.”

I agreed. Understanding that we were now
deeply immersed in theater, I began speaking with compositional
fluency. Though my inner disposition was similar to silent
Edward’s, our responses were disparate; for whereas Edward found
himself in hiding, I found myself in battle.

“My truest apologies,” I
offered, “to all the Messrs. Denton. But with Mistress Rathel’s
expertise in demonology, I sometimes feel the witch
myself.”

Mad humor remains humor. I remained somewhat
mad from my foolish response, while Andrew remained sane as he
responded with the perfect humor of his laugh. Edward then
responded with words Rathel and I heard perfectly above the
chuckling. He stared at me, having gained some controlled emotion I
could not interpret, could not avoid, and displayed the passion
allowing him to envision cathedrals.

“How fine your humor is,
Alba, though you might ask your mistress to guide you toward an
area less dangerous to womenfolk. Inquire of her colleague,
London’s Magistrate Naylor, who has his own way with witches; for
even as the lady’s is being aware of them, the magistrate’s is
killing them.”

And the theater ended. With that final
phrase, the play and playing became unacceptable to a witch most
expert in stench, the unique odor of blackened family. After a
pause to accept Edward’s ending words, I turned from the man and
looked toward the floor, seeing no true ground of God’s, but
deceptive planking precise yet sourced in destruction. I could
smell his fear, and sensed danger within him, but the danger was
not for me. This awareness saved me from fainting when thoughts of
loved ones burned black filled me again; for I knew that Edward’s
fear of death included no desire for my own demise, only a plea to
God for any death to come other than his son’s.

Again the moderating mistress seemed to be
aiding me in education.

“Certainly, Mr. Denton is
correct, Alba, in that neither dying nor witches are comical
matters with godly folk.”

Edward looked away after contemplating my
wordless response, after examining my shame or sensitivity. Neither
of us wished to view the deathly state between us, a theme to be
reinforced if again we were to view each other. Being two persons
whose preference was the living world, Edward and I looked
away.

“Now, enough of dying and
social chastisement,” Andrew ordered all present. “Let us speak of
the fond future, not the unpleasant past.” And he chuckled mildly
at his own, unaffected humor. He and Rathel then discussed my
upbringing, schooling, church and social activities, and similar
regarding Eric. Not a word in this conversation was emitted by
Edward, who sat solidly behind his desk, chin lodged on his fist.
Sane again, I said nothing. Eric, however, soon found his own cue
for entering this evolving theater.

While glimpsing his betters, the boy spoke
to me in a manner he considered surreptitious.

“You know of witches?” he
asked, his tone of profound gravity.

Though I had seen sinners scarcely older
than this person wed with children, the boy was so commonly
youthful as to be enthusiastic about an unreal realm he considered
dangerous. I then felt a lack of justice in my life for never
having known a witch my age, for only having met sinning youths
scarcely recognizable as human.

“I know sinners,” I said
quietly. My reply was unkind because I inspired Eric to seek
resolution of that mysterious word.

“We are all sinners in the
eyes of God,” he stated, a comment that seemed a question, Eric
wondering if he had grasped my meaning.

“And some are well
appreciated in the eyes of Satan,” I told him.

“Such as witches,” he
returned thoughtfully, “for they cause plagues and steal the breath
from babes.”

“Cats in strange
imagination cause the latter and rats in actuality the former,” I
declared. “Your fantasies seem misarranged.”

Andrew and Amanda continued to chat in their
social manner, Edward necessarily joining when asked to respond.
Upon noting that the young persons were speaking between
themselves, the architect stepped to a window to be near the
youths, listening while looking elsewhere.

Seeking to draw more of my sinister
familiarity by impressing me with his own, Eric announced, “Oh, of
course, witches curse good folk with heinous potions.”

This pronouncement, however, was too aligned
with true aspects of my life for me to respond facetiously.

“Clearly, sir, we have seen
today that even good Londoners curse one another. What potion could
be worse than hatred?”

From the certainty of my idea as well as my
loud voice, the seniors in the chamber noted my comment, though
Andrew and Amanda continued with their speaking. Edward’s reaction
was to wander. Literally moved by my speaking, he sidled from one
window to another. And though he settled, unseen, behind the
children, the witch could smell his interest.

In reply to Eric’s concern that witches in
their increasing influence might draw us from God with the raw
intensity of their evil, I noted that such active passion was a
product of politicians, and therefore endemic to the realm of
parliament, not potions. Thereafter, the young sinner in his
maleness began smelling as odd as he spoke, a mild version of that
odor indigenous to his gender laid forth in the air between us
along with equally undesirable words. Eric stated that I was not
unpretty. On the subject of new smells and their inspirational
pulchritude, I remained without response. Eric, however, received a
most direct reply from his father, who ran to the boy as though
attacking him, as though displaying the intensity required for a
man to invent breathtaking cathedrals. He took his son’s breath by
taking his body, snatching the lad of nearly adult size to his
feet, hollering as he slapped the boy’s midsection with a punishing
hand.

“Your foul thinking in your
mother’s house!” Edward shouted, and slapped again at an odd
projection of Eric’s clothing, as though the boy had dropped a
stick into his pants front. The problem here was unfamiliar to me,
and one I would not peruse. Then the child-man was forcefully
removed from the room by a father revealing the strength required
to procure from within himself the design of hard constructions
able to soften even death-ridden hearts.

With the departure of these persons, Lady
Amanda determined that our own exit was due, and here I had no
argument. After an especially rich farewell between the older folk,
Lord Andrew conveyed his sorrow for that regretful ending event,
then turned to the young semi-lady to convey his pleasure at our
meeting.

More moving than his words was his nature,
Andrew’s consistent removal during histrionics from the play’s
poorer aspects. Of all those amongst us, Lord Andrew had never
emphasized pain by recognition, avoiding the emotion not from
ignorance, but amity.

“…a superlative lass I am
so proud to have met,” he remarked in ending. “I wish your life to
be as fine as your appearance.”

His last remark was so clearly based on
genuine goodwill that I could no longer be the firm witch set in
her survival against sinners. I became the same human as he,
providing Lord Andrew an emotional comment no less genuine than his
own.

“God bless you, sir, and
all your household that you might live happily as decent people
deserve.”

“Exactly as they deserve,”
Rathel concluded to Andrew with a smile, the lady as was her life’s
insistence having the final idea.


Chapter 9

Protect Me With This Eternity

 


No especial concern had I for the male guest Lady Amanda was
entertaining until he spoke of demons.

This sinner arrived days after I met my
future victim. Equal to that shipboard scene of failed salvation
and utter death, my introduction to Eric returned to me in dreams.
The similarity I found in these events was unclear, though the
outcome of each was intended murder; and to God I prayed fervidly
that this latest pack of sinners variously presuming and planning
death would meet failure in their foreboding. Somehow that failure
must be my part. I knew I must save myself, but to abide by my own
morality, I could not save myself alone.

Elsie answered the door as I crawled about
my chamber, determining the damage from her latest covert bout of
cleaning. While I was sighing on the roof, Elsie had obliterated my
urine markings so small that no sinner should be sensitive enough
to find them. And since my way with dusting was inadequate for the
fastidious servant—in part because I used but a rag, the duster
being the murderous makings of a slaughtered fowl—Elsie had also
removed the accumulated dust from beneath my bed. At least she had
not oiled there, leaving me a surface recognizable as wood. But was
this failure from her lacking time—in that the irascible lass might
return any instant—or from fond consideration? Perhaps the latter,
for my sole natural friend, the spider, remained at peace in its
corner. And it seemed that Elsie remained at peace in mine.

Upon hearing the word “demonic” from below,
I ran to the balustrade, seeing Elsie guide a mature sinning man
into the drawing room. His suit seemed more severe than usual for
men of Rathel’s peerage, a dark, familiar jacket. Cursed with
curiosity, I moved down the stairs to Elsie, who was proceeding
with her chores when I accosted her.

“Elsie, who is the male
with Rathel?”

Having been violently scraping away
encrustations inside a decorative flower crock, perspiring Elsie
looked up to me with personal astonishment, proceeding to condemn
me for shaming her person.

“And you’re having the gall
to be traipsing downstairs in your nightclothes and without
brushing your hair, you thankless waif?”

Theodosia’s nearby presence precluded my
free speaking. Though all the servants knew of my rejecting the
state of ladydom, the less familiar pair rejected me outright
because of that attitude. Only a mad person, they believed,
required convincing to become superior in English society, the
servants willing to sacrifice most any attribute shy of their
immortal souls for the opportunity. Therefore, no intimate
revelations did we share. Only Elsie received my deceitful
rantings.

“No more sorrow in
existence could I feel than to have so offended you, kind Elsie,
and to my chamber I shall rush to overcome my shame if only you
would comment as to the identity of the gentleman herewith
arrived.”

Before Elsie could reply that Mistress
Rathel’s guests were not my concern, I quickly closed that space
between us to whisper, “I heard him say ‘demonic.’”

She ceased her scraping to look firmly
toward me, then continued with her activity. Her smell was changed,
as was her face, Elsie with an odor of concern, an expression of
apprehension.

“And the gent is London’s
chief magistrate, Sir Jacob Naylor, being the most important
official of law in the City, sitting beside the Lord Mayor
hisself.” Her tone had also changed, Elsie no longer comfortably
scolding me as before. “’Tis an honor we’re having, child, for such
a great man to visit our home. Now be up the stairs lest he’s
seeing you disheveled like no lady of his city.”

Away I ran, Elsie seeing that my goal was
not the upper story, but the great closet outside the drawing room.
As I moved inside and to the far wall, Elsie wondered when I had
learned this place the best for listening.

I could smell that the magistrate was being
served tea a long walk beyond as polite persons travel, only paces
away as the witch listens. Rathel had left the door to the drawing
room open, in that a gentleman should not be privately met with a
lady unless family, this another lesson learned by the witch though
not considered sensical. And here was the subject to be discussed:
not ladies, but witches. Within the closet by the wall with
wainscoting on only the opposite side, I listened improperly,
though not inappropriately, for the subject was me.

“I must presume, Lord
Magistrate, that you’ve some exceptional cause for placing such
questions to me.”

“Not so exceptional that
you cannot call me Jacob, Amanda. In fact, one of our fine citizens
is the cause.”

“Am I not one as well,
Jacob?”

“One of London’s finest,
and especially valued considering the aid you’ve oft given England
by helping us rid her of demonic entities. Your ability to
distinguish witches from common women is a unique, inestimable
faculty.”

I could not smell this man, but his voice
held neither especial warmth nor a brazen lack of decency. How
Amanda was affected by him I remained uncertain, though it seemed
that even her current firm position was being addressed to a peer,
a sinner equal not only in society, but strength.

“I hope the time does not
come that you doubt my motives regarding such malice because my aid
to you is accompanied by a request for payment.”

“A tribute of currency
would be understandable, but since you request naught but a mention
to the city’s council or the king’s chancellery, I find your fee
temperate. Perhaps certain people care not for my wielding
influence toward you, but as long as I publicly acknowledge my
ideas as having come from yourself, I remain proper not only for
the written laws of England, but also the established rules of
political integrity.”

“Then why on this occasion
are you doubting my own integrity? Why is it you accept the word of
the architect instead of mine?”

“The architect has
responsibility for London’s greatest new cathedral, and that is
God’s jurisdiction. Considering the man’s position, he is due the
benefit of my investigation.”

“But accusing—”

“I present queries, Amanda,
not accusations. Further, you might ease my task by being
forthright and cooperative, recalling how well we have partaken of
mutual business in the past, a compatibility not yet changed, I
trust.”

“It has not, Jacob, but you
can understand my displeasure at being accused by a man who has
caused my family such torment.”

“I am sorrowful for any
torments in your life, Amanda, but disputes between households are
not within my bounds. Demons in England, however, are. Therefore,
allow me to ask my questions and thus satisfy both my office and
Mr. Denton while imparting brevity to your distress.”

“You could have further
questions, Lord Magistrate? The first to leave your mouth virtually
named my adopted daughter as a witch.”

“The query was not quite so
crass, Amanda. And reasonable it was of Mr. Denton considering your
familiarity with witches. Since by nature, your profession deals
with punishment, the possibility exists of your subjects’ seeking
retribution. To gain such vengeance, even demons influence people
more than the elements. Considering that you now house a person
previously under Satan’s spell as per your own admission, Mr.
Denton’s queries must be understandable even to
yourself.”

“Understandable, but not
agreeable, and presumably a type of vengeance of Denton’s own, for
even humans can be wicked.”

“Please me, Amanda, by not
being coy, not being defensive when no offense have you caused. To
obviate Denton’s further distressing you via my office, answer me
casually and quickly.”

“Quickly and officially,
Jacob, my daughter Alba is possessed by great God alone, for truly
she is as pious a child as any I have known.”

“Please speak of the
child’s potentially transferring the corrupt force that previously
influenced her.”

“Never in my experience
have I known of such demonic transference. Do not misconstrue: Alba
did live with witches. She did not, however, become one from this
proximity. Neither did the exposure confer to her any witches’
power. Either one is a witch or is not. And no one dispenses Satan
like a beverage.”

“From my own experience,
Amanda, I know demonic folk to transmit evil through every physical
medium.”

“Demonic humans accomplish
the same, Jacob, through physical mediums, such as poisons and
knives, and intangible mediums, such as lying and graft. But Satan
is not corporeal on this Earth. Instead, he exists as malice. The
black lord uses the witch as a means, not an equal.”

“The means for my own worst
experience of evil—my father’s death, a sinister demise which well
you’ve heard.”

“True, Jacob, the Plague is
the most wicked of illnesses.”

“Most wicked exactly, and
though some fools say it was brought by rats from the Continent, I
know it was brought by witches from Hell. If rodents carried the
disease, it was given them by witches. But here we
disagree.”

“I doubt that witches have
the power to kill such a multiplicity.”

“My own parent is the
singular of my concern. As for doubts, I remain disappointed that
you will not allay my own by enlightening me with your expertise in
witches.”

“For a cause well depicted,
Jacob. Witches would have my life through a charm long established
if I ever I reveal their truths. But that past will change no more
than the place of your father in Heaven. In our immediacy, however,
is a current evil. You have come about Mr. Denton’s accusations,
which I would dispose of. Are we ended with his comments as to my
daughter’s transmitting evil, perhaps the Plague?”

“Denton’s comment is that
you brought your daughter into his home to torment the boy,
Eric.”

“I brought Alba to the
Denton household to boast of my enviable state in having so
felicitous a daughter, and to help mend the discomfort our families
share. The failure in the latter was not from the Rathels. Need ye
further assurance, Jacob, further reply?”

“The architect has been
specific in maintaining that the girl aroused his son as only
persons married under God should become.”

“Does he lie so daringly as
to assert that my daughter lured his boy? That she made toward him
either bodily revelation or a taunting with words?”

Rathel’s last speaking was so intense it
caused a change in my own facial cast, as though she were speaking
to me. The magistrate of London remained undisturbed.

“He did not,” Naylor
stated. “Mr. Denton alleged that the girl projected her gender via
some evil emanation.”

After a loud scoff, Rathel replied, “In
fact, Jacob, evil was emanated there. Evil was the wicked Eric boy
who brandished the lust of his manhood to all present. My daughter
emanated only a beauty of person that she has scant idea of. Alba
revealed nothing but a lovely face. The ill-bred Denton scoundrel
revealed the wickedness of his body. Does the architect deny
this?”

“He suggests that some evil
flow from the girl caused the lad’s maleness to be…evident…when it
never had been before.”

“If a beauteous face be
wicked, then Alba is evil. But since Lord God created lovely girls
to make all our lives pleasant, the wickedness is not from my
household, but from the Denton boy’s lust. As well, God was so
gracious as to give the girl no understanding of beauty’s power.
Should I thus correct her deficiency by having lurid folk such as
the Denton wretch teach her seduction? Should I scar her face to
avoid the evil in wicked males? I say not, sir. I say leave her
exquisite as God intended. I say speak with His ministers to
correct the corruption in this situation, for it lay in the lewd
Denton youth.”

“Enough of this bother,”
the magistrate declared, and I heard him rise. “Enough of Denton’s
anxieties. And enough of my efforts’ being wasted when I have true
concerns of evil in this city. I thus take my leave, Amanda, and
thank you for your forthright replies.”

After the sinners parted, I withdrew to my
chamber for acceptable dressing and to suffer a distress worse than
Rathel’s. She had referred to me as her daughter before, but now I
was sickened. Ah, what a fool that Vidgeon woman to have desired me
legally while possessing none of Rathel’s resources—and what of her
hair, her mentality? Had she cured as well—or as poorly—as Amanda?
Lord God, make Vidgeon average again, I prayed, not wishing known
people to suffer further. And what a fool I had been, for if now an
adopted Vidgeon, my station would be superior in not being subject
to familial revenge. Sarah Vidgeon would yet be mindful and
hirsute, and my mother would be alive. In that situation, could I
not have secretly met with my true family on occasion? Later, could
not Mother and our friends have designed a less dangerous plan for
a full reunion? But now, with Lady Rathel, I was a sea removed from
my home, and an eternity removed from my mother.

Typical of the sinners’ outlandish affairs,
my torment was not alone. Though resembling Jonsway’s alderman in
attire, this magistrate was more akin to the bishop in nature, even
as Amanda was a more dangerous version of Sarah. Pure was Naylor’s
danger, for whereas Rathel sought a sinner’s death, the magistrate
threatened only witches. The true source of my melancholy was
Naylor himself, an official akin to the former in seeking the
demise of witches for the sake of God and England. And I was
certain that unlike the bishop, this male I would meet again.

* * *

Less tidy in its artifice was that section
of the grounds outside the kitchen. Here was soil made raw from
traversal, not gardening, a path where servants walked to an
unkempt mound for burying the household dung. The path’s opposing
course led servants through a thick gate to the depths of London
for tasks of marketing, the home’s lesser members having an exit
from the grounds separate from the lofty females’ route. And which
of my opposing parts would I emphasize if ever again I achieved
escape: the simple rear exit fit the witch in me, or the elaborate
front metalwork appropriate for the lady I deigned to become not
for social status but survival? But how would I ever quit this
sinning world now that release via cooperation was shown to be
false? False and failed, I knew, ever since meeting the passion of
the victim’s father, the incarnate architect, meeting the ambitions
of another lawman seeking witches as though a lode of precious
metal. And though Rathel only demanded that I attempt her plan, I
knew that a relationship to directly involve the source of man
smell would be impossible considering the strain of simply visiting
the family. I thought of Gosdale, whose advances seemed fetid,
thought of the boy growing a bit and changing from a person to a
heinous male due only to the fundamental lechery of men. No, no, I
would require a new means for achieving a true life. Therefore, I
sought the support of an army, which I would recruit in the guise
of Miss Elsie.

“And now it’s plain water
that’s distressing you, I’m hearing? The simple well which is
bringing you water makes your poor self ill?”

“My meaning, stern and
literal Miss Elsie, is that the bucket induces a metal taste and
smell in the water due to its iron strips.”

“Aye, and it could be
worse, lass, by having a lesser bucket, one only of wood, and thus
splitting soon after you’re using it.”

Elsie carried the bucket. I had wielded the
rope.

“And I’m telling you, lass,
that the mistress is not having you at servants’ tasks, and if I’m
to be chided, then the fault and shame both be yours.”

We progressed to a bench where average
servant and improper, learning lady sat to shell peas. We might
have been in the natural world, nearby buildings hidden behind
leafy trees to shade us, shelter us from housed witches seeking a
view of space but finding only humans concerned with future
eating.

“Would vegetable
preparation on my part also distress the mistress?” I
asked.

“Aye, it would,” she
confessed, “but it’s one I’m enjoying, in that your companionship
improves as you learn to be less of the wild creature.”

“I also find your presence
increasingly adequate, Elsie, a satisfaction stemming from your
personality, not merely your physical presence, which nevertheless
is compatible, since you’ve neither periwig nor paint to obscure
your natural appearance.”

“Ah, yes, lass, and what a
terror I’d be to seem the lady,” Elsie huffed, pods flying from her
now-violent fingers.

Refraining to mention that no local witch
was as sensitive as she, I continued to seduce this servant into my
ranks.

“With whom did you share
such activities before I entered the household?” I
wondered.

“Ah, but the chores I’m
finding different are not the small ones of skinning, but the heavy
ones of toting. That’s where the persons are different, for once an
older but everworking man was here for the massive things. It’s the
mistress, then, who’s having him leave lest the young girl coming
be influenced toward menfolk too soon, though that’s hard to figure
with his age. The more important man leaving was Master Franklin,
God keep him. But even with him, there was no true family, which
the mistress was ever lacking.” Elsie then paused, her face
displaying an odd visage. “Before you, Alba.”

“I must beg your pardon,
miss,” I replied with true offense, “in that your meaning hopefully
eludes me.”

“What I’m saying, girl, is
that since the mistress is never having a child from her body, at
least she’s having one now for her heart. And no daughter from a
person’s own womb will be better kept than you, lass, I’m assuring
you that.”

Elsie’s manner of warm generosity was not
that aspect of her presentation to move me. The power here was in
content, her striking interpretation of my place within the
household.

“I must say, Miss Elsie,
that to become the child of a sinner is not merely an unpleasant
thought, but one utterly revolting to any witch; for despite the
rare individual’s curse of seeming the sinner, we all are sisters
in spirit. To inform you accurately, know that the purpose of
Rathel’s bringing me here is to achieve not family, but vengeance.
Though knowledgeable in the ways of witches, she revels in a
particular delusion, believing that I, as a witch, am physically
capable of destroying a male—this Eric person—in order to punish
his father for that previous romantic dissent. As for family,
having a sinner as a mentor is excruciating; having one as a mother
would be perverse. I will ever have but one true mother, a soulless
crone who although dead for God’s eternity will live forever in my
thoughts.”

Elsie dropped her peas as though unable to
support their mass, so weak she became.

“Girl, I would be struck
deaf from what I’m hearing!” she loudly declared. “The mistress is
telling of your delusions from that old life, but to be calling not
only yourself but your poor dead mother a witch and a crone and
soulless! Praise God, child, that even as He gave your resting
mother a soul, may He soon be giving you a true understanding of
yourself so that these fantastical things you’re saying be ended,
along with the pain you’re now causing your true friend, this
Elsie.”

Having ejected her entire energy, Elsie was
exhausted as she turned from me and regained her vegetables. I,
however, remained calm and strong in my speaking.

“Elsie, you are nearly
acceptable as a person in that you have less the smell of the
powdered lady and more of an animal’s odor, but—”

“And thank you everso for
calling me stinking!” she interrupted.

“Therefore,” I pronounced
firmly, “in order for our compatibility to continue, I shall
display my true nature in evident proof and thus convince you of
God’s truth and mine.”

“So, what is it you’ll be
doing, girl, since proving false things is not possible? You’ll be
showing how you’re harming the boy or how your family is a pack of
soulless fiends?”

“My own most gracious
thanks to you, Miss Elsie, for deeming me the fiend,” I scolded.
“With this basic tenet I shall begin: that although a witch, I am
no more demonic than you, though somewhat less than Rathel. To
provide you with this proof, however, you must first provide me
your promised word.”

“And if I’m promising to
believe false things, child, then no proof at all will be
coming.”

“The vow you must give me
in speech and God in prayer is to never reveal the scenes I shall
display; for as you are well aware, witches in your sinners’
semi-moral society are due grisly execution.”

“And rightfully so,” she
declared, “considering the evil they’re bringing to God’s
world.”

Now I was the one affronted. No longer was I
chatting with a friend, but had found the need to defend myself,
defend my kind.

“No more outlandish
delusion could exist than that my mother and her similars are
heinous and worthy of a torturer’s fire. I will cure your
ignorance, Miss Elsie, by revealing myself a witch and yet worthy
of your friendship. I shall also prove myself superior as a person
to your opinion of me; for by demonstrating myself a witch, I prove
myself honest and not the liar you believe. Thereby you will
understand that my uncomfortable attitude in London must be
considered in light of the truth of my life, not the prejudice of
any person’s fantasies.”

Elsie’s tightened breath revealed new
tension. Though skeptical, the woman was also frightened by truth’s
potentials. And, as was common with sinners, she was curious.

“Girl, if you’re to be
proving yourself a dark spirit, it would not be done with a palsy
on me hands, eh?”

“Even as I verify myself a
witch, I shall prove these additional assertions: that witches
cause neither illness nor disease, never harm crops and livestock,
nor transmit plagues as though letters sent from Europe. If a
reasonable person, you will then comprehend the facts of my life
that I’ve often mentioned but you’ve never accepted. In fact,
witches are repulsed by the eating of our fellow animals, and
rightfully fear manipulation by sinners who would kill us. The
former is my cause for stressing crops, not creatures, in my diet.
The latter is the source of my opposing Lady Amanda.”
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