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Some persons in this book

John Grey – myself. Originally of Clavershall West in the low and misty county of Essex, more recently a lawyer at Lincoln’s Inn and the occasional aider and abetter of the schemes of the King’s spymaster, Lord Arlington. Now Lord of the Manor in the place of my birth following the sad death of

Mistress Payne – my mother, who, by means of a nicely judged second marriage to my stepfather, Colonel Payne, acquired the Big House and all pertaining to it, thus regaining what her ancestors had so carelessly lost, many years ago, to the family of

Sir Felix Clifford – debauched former cavalier, whose closeness to my mother has been a cause of concern to me in so many ways for so many years, and the father (according to the parish baptismal records at least) of my wife

Aminta Grey, née Clifford – noted London playwright, formerly married, due to an unfortunate oversight on my part, to

Roger Viscount Pole – who happily will feature in this story in no way whatsoever, being dead, as is

George Barwell – a carpenter with no discernible morals, the discovery of whose bloody remains one snowy afternoon proves inconvenient for

William Taylor – his father-in-law, who had felt obliged to remind Barwell, quite forcefully, of his obligation to marry his pregnant daughter, that is to say

Amy Taylor – now the briefly but respectably married Mistress Amy Barwell, whose grief at her husband’s death is palpable, though her good friend

Margaret Platt – does not appear entirely displeased, perhaps in view of the fact that George Barwell had also undertaken to marry her along with

most of the girls in the village – who, though sharing Margaret’s pain, are nevertheless happy to testify that she has been seen consorting with

Alice Mardike – believed to be a witch by anyone who believes in witches, maker of herbal remedies and possessor of a cat and a toad, these things being held sufficient proof in this part of Essex that it stands to reason she had something to do with Barwell’s death, a view shared (enthusiastically) by

Dr Marcellus Bray – a papist in everything except his membership of the Church of England, recently installed Rector of Clavershall West, and (grudgingly) by

Jacob Platt – Margaret’s father and (completely inexplicably) by

Nell Bowman – the surprisingly beautiful wife of

Ben Bowman – the fat (let’s be honest) innkeeper and very reluctant village constable, who will soon be called away from his comfortable parlour to inspect a faceless corpse on a low Essex hill.

As indeed will you.


Prologue

December 1668

‘You ever witched anyone to death, then?’

Alice Mardike considered this question carefully. There were two possible answers: one was a lie, the other unlikely to impress. It wasn’t difficult to choose.

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Lots.’

Her much younger visitor nodded as if she would have expected nothing less from the owner of the most feared cat in North Essex. ‘Anyone round here, was it?’

‘Don’t get to go anywhere else, do I, girl?’

‘I thought witches could fly on a broomstick.’

‘Well, maybe I can. When I wants to. But I don’t poke my nose into other villages’ business. One witch in a village is all you need.’

She looked her visitor in the eye as she said these words. The point needed to be made that there were no vacancies in Clavershall West. One village, one witch, one source of reasonably priced potions and charms. That’s all you required. In a village with two witches, nobody made a decent living. Her visitor sniffed but said nothing.

Alice continued to stir the small cauldron in front of her. The pleasant scent of rosemary, bay and juniper wafted through the cramped, smoky room that served as kitchen, parlour and bedchamber. The beams and plasterwork were a uniform shade of grey in this poor winter light. Bunches of dried but still green herbs, tied with dirty twine, hung from the low ceiling. In a glass jar on a shelf were the scaly remains of something that might once have been a snake. In another was a live toad. It looked as if it would have preferred to be somewhere else.

‘What’s that for?’ asked her visitor, pointing to the pot.

‘That, Margaret Platt, is for everything,’ said Alice. ‘It’s called a universal elixir. That will cure every disease known to man. Doctors at the Royal College of Physicians of London would give anything for it. But to you, one Shilling a bottle.’

‘What’s in it exactly?’

Alice’s darkest suspicions were again aroused. ‘I don’t give away my secrets to anyone – not even to you, Margaret Platt. I don’t want to find every idiot in the village trying to brew up universal elixir. It’s not as easy as you’d think, and if you don’t do it right, then it could kill as easily as it could cure. One’s every bit as likely as the other, now I come to think about it.’

Margaret did not dispute this, which was good, but something else was still troubling the younger woman, which wasn’t.

‘So, who did you kill then?’ Margaret asked.

‘None of your business, girl.’

‘Just one. You could tell me one of them.’

‘Can’t. Wouldn’t be proper to reveal the secrets of the coven.’

‘Didn’t think you had,’ said Margaret Platt. She pursed her thin lips in a way that had, from time to time, got up the noses of almost everyone in the village. It was the smirk of a younger sister who had just put one over on you. It could not be tolerated under any circumstance whatsoever.

‘Didn’t think I had what?’ demanded Alice.

‘Didn’t think you’d really witched somebody to death.’

‘Farmer Kerridge.’ Alice spat the words rather than said them. She removed surplus spittle from her lips with the back of a wrinkled hand then helpfully clarified: ‘Cursed him proper and he died. That good enough for you?’

Margaret, who was noted in the village for being just a little too clever, could see a flaw in that straight away. ‘How come I saw him alive and walking through the village yesterday? If he’s proper cursed and dead, like you say, he’s no business doing that. None at all.’

‘Not young Farmer Kerridge – not Giles. I mean old Farmer Kerridge. You won’t remember him. Before your time, girl. Robert Kerridge. Giles’s father.’

‘What did he do to you?’

Alice sighed. What hadn’t they all done to her? And to her mother before that. Nobody could blame her if she’d simply poisoned the entire population of Clavershall West. The jury would have understood what drove her to it. They’d have still hanged her of course. Just like they’d hanged her mother. Once your mother had been hanged for witchcraft there weren’t many things you could do, except become a witch yourself and hope things might work out a bit better next time round. The boys hadn’t exactly been queuing up to marry her. Not the daughter of a hanged witch. She’d liked the look of Robert Kerridge though, when he was younger. He’d kissed her once and she’d never forgotten it, though he clearly had, because he never kissed her a second time. And, now he’d been in his grave for twenty years, that was probably that.

‘Old Farmer Kerridge?’ Alice said, as if the memory of the kiss meant nothing to her. ‘He showed me disrespect, so I gave him the evil eye.’

‘And he dropped dead on the spot?’

‘Not on the spot exactly. But he died all right.’

‘He certainly did,’ said Margaret. ‘Seen his tombstone many a time. He learned his lesson.’

‘There you are then. I gave him the evil eye, his horse kicked his skull in and now he’s dead. What more do you want?’

‘Nothing,’ said Margaret, respectfully. ‘You’ve got the true witch’s powers, Alice Mardike. Everyone round here knows that.’

‘Good,’ said Alice. And it was just as well they did. She wasn’t tormented by the local boys, unlike other more respectable old ladies in the village who were reputed to practise few or none of the Black Arts. People might not choose to pass the time of day with her, but they left her alone and gave her the correct change when she bought their butter. Steal a witch’s money and you were in her power for ever. Nobody wanted to find themselves vomiting pins for the sake of a couple of worn halfpennies. Nobody wanted their cream to turn sour, even if it had been left out in the sun longer than it should be. Nobody wanted their best cow to sicken and die. Nobody wanted the Magistrate to discover that the weights they used on market day were a bit lighter than recommended. Life was already too full of uncertainty. There was no need to go upsetting witches.

‘It’s just . . .’ Margaret began. She bit her lip.

‘Just what?’ asked Alice.

From the moment that Margaret had started to flatter her, Alice had known that a request of some sort would not be far behind.

‘Since you’re so good at it, could you learn me how to give somebody the evil eye?’

‘No, I could not,’ said Alice firmly. ‘You can’t just teach something like that. It’s handed down, mother to daughter – like syphilis or being a member of the gentry. Anyway, you wouldn’t want the power even if I could teach it to you. It’s a terrible responsibility. And murder’s against the Law, however you do it.’

‘I know that,’ said Margaret meekly. ‘But—’

‘Well, then,’ said Alice firmly, before the rest of the sentence could be allowed to develop into something that might lead to the County Court.

Margaret gave a sob that was slightly too short to inspire pity, slightly too long to be involuntary. ‘I don’t know who else to turn to,’ she said.

Alice sighed. ‘Who do you want dead anyway?’

‘George Barwell.’

‘Any reason?’

‘He married Amy Taylor and not me.’

‘Did he say he would marry you?’

‘Every single time.’

‘More fool you, girl. Why did he marry Amy Taylor instead?’

‘Her father made him. Wanted his daughter wed before the baby was born.’

‘And you . . .’

‘Fortunately not. Under the circumstances.’

Alice breathed a sigh of relief. At least she wasn’t being asked to perform an abortion. She didn’t do abortions. Sometimes, when she was watching the village children play, she’d think of all the babies she’d never have, not now at her age, and she’d have to stifle a sharp sob of pain.

‘I thought George Barwell wasn’t looking too happy at the wedding,’ Alice said, poking the fire beneath the cauldron.

‘He wasn’t happy. And he won’t ever be happy. Not with her. Stuck up little good-for-nothing. Killing him would be a mercy. If you won’t learn me how, you could do it for me. You could do it easy. Like you did old Farmer Kerridge. The Taylors have got horses. Plenty of them. I bet one of them would kick him.’

Alice looked up at her mantelpiece. The toad was trying to hop his way through the glass, as he sometimes did. His previous failures had taught him nothing. Nothing at all. After a while he stopped and just sat there, staring out into the world he was not allowed to join.

‘So, will you?’ asked Margaret, with a child’s insistence.

Alice tried to count the reasons why this would not be a good idea. There were at least seven or eight. She chose one that was irrefutable. ‘You couldn’t afford it,’ she said. ‘Not a bewitching to death. Much too expensive.’

Margaret knew when she was being spoken down to. It was something that happened far too often, in her humble opinion. Well, she didn’t have to put up with it this time. She straightened her back and looked Alice in the eye. ‘I can pay,’ she said.

The younger woman took an old leather purse out of her pocket and opened it. In the dim light, Alice could see the silver glinting. It was the most beautiful thing she’d seen in many a year. It offered a new shawl and decently salted red meat for weeks to come.

‘One Pound, ten and sixpence,’ said Margaret. ‘I’ve been saving. For something just like this. I’ll give it all to you if you kill him for me.’

Alice shook her head.

‘And these,’ said Margaret, indicating her small gold earrings.

During a long lifetime, Alice had rarely been shown kindness, but she knew what it was and that it was a good thing. And taking the silver Shillings in front of her – let alone the silly child’s earrings – would not be kind. She dismissed the Devil’s temptation with a sigh, knowing that it might be some while before he could be bothered to tempt her again. ‘Look, Margaret Platt, I won’t kill him, and that’s all there is to it.’

‘You have to help me.’ Margaret took out a dirty handkerchief and examined it, as if trying to decide whether she could produce a tear or two. But nothing in Alice Mardike’s expression encouraged this. ‘You have to help me,’ Margaret repeated. ‘The other men in the village all know I’ve been with George Barwell, because he’s boasted to them that he did it with me. And the men have all told their wives I’m a trollop. They look at me as if I’m a bit of shit on their doormat. What else am I supposed to do with my savings? I certainly won’t need them for a dowry.’

Alice sighed again. She’d have happily exchanged places with Margaret. Margaret’s family was well off and nobody hanged you for being a trollop. ‘See here,’ she said, ‘why don’t you buy a couple of bottles of my universal elixir. Normally a Shilling each, but let’s say one and six for the pair of them. And, absolutely free of charge, I’ll throw in a general sort of curse for George Barwell. It may work or it may not – I can’t say, and that’s the honest truth. There’s no refund if it doesn’t work, mind; but if he does sicken and die, then you’ll know you helped him on his way. That’s rare value for eighteen pence, that is.’

‘Thank you, Alice Mardike,’ said Margaret. ‘I’d like that very much. But sixpence a bottle seems fairer to me.’ She took a Shilling out of her purse, folded the worn and cracked leather more firmly than might have been advisable and handed the coin to Alice. The older woman pocketed the money without comment.

‘Take whichever bottles you want from the shelf over there,’ she said. ‘They’re all much of a muchness, except the belladonna, which isn’t. So keep your hands off that one. Now, run along, girl. I’ve got more potions to make.’

‘With that old toad?’ asked Margaret. ‘Are you going to boil him up?’

Alice looked at the miserable prisoner. He’d be happier out in the fields, hopping around in the mud. Or maybe in her woodshed until it got warmer. She could still label the potion she made next spring as ‘toad and nettle’. People would think it tasted better than usual but that would be all. ‘Tomorrow that toad will no longer be here,’ she said. ‘I promise you that.’

Margaret stuffed the purse back in her pocket, through the placket in her fine woollen skirt.

‘Is it true you have to sell your soul to the Devil?’ she asked. ‘To be a proper witch? And he rides you through the night to the witches’ Sabbath? And you get to drink ale and fornicate with imps and goblins?’

‘Haven’t you done enough fornicating with imps for the time being? Whoever told you that nonsense anyway?’

‘Martha Williams over at Saffron Walden. She said the Devil came to her cottage door in the form of an ordinary man dressed in black and he promised her anything she wanted if she sold her soul to him.’

‘And did she let him have her soul?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good for her,’ said Alice without enthusiasm.

‘She said he never gave her anything in return, though.’

‘So,’ said Alice, in summary, ‘he appeared to her as an ordinary man?’

‘Yes.’

‘And promised her the world?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then he didn’t deliver in any way whatsoever?’

‘Not a thing.’

‘You’d have thought she would have seen that one coming,’ said Alice.


Chapter One

Mr Morrell has news

I do not know how long I have been here. The winter sun is now low in the sky and the iron clouds presage another storm. The blank snow stretches before me without end. I should be somewhere else entirely but I am chained to this place by my own grief. In front of me is a slender sapling that may not survive the blasts of a winter that already has these low, white Essex hills in its grip. I am urging it to live; but have its roots, encased in the iron-hard soil, already given up hope? In a world in which everything seems dead, who can tell?

I feel her hand on my shoulder before I hear her footsteps. This snow deadens everything, within me and without. The soft fur lining of a warm cloak rubs gently against my face. In the midst of winter there is the pale summer scent of lavender.

‘I thought this was where I’d find you,’ says Aminta.

‘It seemed a good place to come,’ I say, placing my cold hand on Aminta’s much warmer one. To her credit, she makes no complaint. ‘That’s the tree my mother planted before she passed away. It replaced a giant blown down in a storm a few months before – an oak that had been put there by her great-great-grandfather. She said she was planning to live until the new tree was as tall as the old one.’

‘How old would she have been for that to happen?’

‘About a hundred and fifty or a hundred and sixty, I think. She often spoke to me of the Old Countess of Desmond, who lived to be a hundred and forty and died after a fall from one of her own cherry trees. My mother would have contemplated nothing less for herself. It was one of many things that she considered she was entitled to.’

‘If you want to live even to see the New Year, you should come indoors now, John. If the bitter wind doesn’t persuade you of the truth of that, this spot will be a foot deep in snow by the morning. You can’t stay here. The tree will have to look after itself.’

‘My mother planted it. My mother watered it and mulched it. She would have expected it to look after itself thereafter and not complain. She didn’t tolerate weakness – especially in other people. If the tree has inherited any of her single-mindedness, it will do well enough, snow or no snow.’

I rise slowly. I am still stiff with the cold – or am I just getting older? I feel a sharp stab of pain and rub my thigh, but not so much that Aminta will feel obliged to comment on it.

‘How is little Charles’s cough?’ I ask, pre-empting any discussion of my leg.

‘No better,’ says Aminta. ‘But our young son is strong. As your mother was. I don’t think that the cough troubles him too much. I’m more worried, my dear husband, about your aged bones. And the wound that you received last spring.’

So, she has decided to remind me of my foolishness. It is a wife’s duty – or so she always tells me. But her warning is unnecessary. I’d already told Lord Arlington, even before I inherited my mother’s estate, that I would undertake no further missions for him.

‘The leg wound is healed and paid for,’ I say. ‘And I am unlikely to run the risk of another injury of that sort.’

‘Are you?’ asks Aminta. This is not as much of a question as it appears to be. She means that I ignored her warnings last time. She thinks that, one way or another, Arlington will persuade me to work for him again. I have already been stabbed (or shot) in the leg, shoulder and face. The next wound may be somewhere less convenient.

‘Arlington has other agents. Men without the responsibilities I now have. They can take care of Dutch spies and Popish conspirators and anyone else who wants to plot against His Gracious Majesty King Charles the Second. I’ll stick to my duties here. I’ll plant trees, drain fields, be polite to the Rector and do as little as I need to do as Magistrate. I’ve seen enough blood to last me a lifetime – my own especially.’

Then we both notice a figure approaching, still small in the distance and very black against the untroubled white of the snow. He is not travelling fast except by his own standards. His body wobbles to and fro and his arms are flailing in an attempt to assist his progress. It is my mother’s steward – now my steward – Morrell. Something must be amiss for him to abandon his usual ponderous dignity in this way. Something must be amiss for him not to send one of the lesser servants out into the cold. He does not like the cold any more than he likes the heat. He does not like running. He does not like the lesser servants.

‘Can it concern Charles?’ says my wife uncertainly.

‘Surely not?’ I reply. ‘You left him only a few minutes ago. It must be some other urgent matter.’

But it is with trepidation that we walk, with Aminta clutching my arm, to meet the steward who is so newly my own.

‘Slow down, Mr Morrell,’ I call. ‘This snow is treacherous.’

But he does not slacken his pace until he reaches us, far too out of breath to speak. For a moment he is bent double, his hands on his plump knees, puffing and coughing. Then he straightens up. His look is one of considerable concern.

‘Nothing ails Charles, I hope?’ asks Aminta. ‘When I left him . . .’

Morrell holds up a hand, coughs again, then says: ‘No, my Lady. Young Master Charles is wrapped up warm as you instructed and is refusing to eat his nutritious gruel in a most encouraging way.’

‘Sir Felix?’ I say.

‘No, sir. Lady Grey’s father is also well and was drinking your best wine by the fire when I left him. You need not be concerned about him either.’

‘Then whatever has made you run here cannot be a matter of life or death,’ I say.

Morrell smiles triumphantly. ‘On the contrary, Master John . . . I mean Sir John . . . it is most certainly that. There has been a murder in the village. A horrible murder. Up on the hill, sir. One of the shepherds found him, just inside the wood.’

‘Then I must go there without delay,’ I say.

‘There’s no need to do that, John,’ says Aminta. ‘They can bring the body down to the village and place it in the church. If, as Magistrate, you really feel you have to view every dead body in the village, then you can view it there tomorrow. You’re still limping with that wound of yours, which is far from healed and paid for by Arlington most inadequately. I don’t want you going up to the wood in this snow. In fact, I forbid you to stir beyond the house tonight.’

‘I wouldn’t view it tomorrow either, sir, if I were you,’ says Morrell. ‘Leave it to the coroner. It’s a horrible sight, sir. The shepherds say that he has no face left at all. It’s been clawed away, as if by some great beast. Flesh ripped from the bone. Lidless eyes staring out from the skull.’

I nod. I had not realised that our Essex shepherds could be thus eloquent. The lidlessness of the eyes is a well-observed detail.

‘Could the shepherds identify the body?’ I ask.

‘Only by his clothes,’ says Morrell.

‘And who is it?’

‘George Barwell,’ says Morrell. ‘But this is no ordinary death, sir. No Christian man would do that to another. Only the Devil would rip the flesh so and leave a poor soul there unburied under the wide December sky. It’s witchcraft, Sir John. George Barwell has been killed by witchcraft. You really don’t need to see it. The constable just requires your permission to move the body to the church.’

My wife, standing beside me, sighs. ‘Oh, he’ll want to see it,’ she says. ‘You won’t be able to keep him away from something as good as that.’
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