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Praise for Cunning Women



‘Elizabeth Lee’s debut novel is timely in its depiction of hysteria and persecution, and beautifully evokes a historical period poised between dark ignorance and long-overdue enlightenment.’
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‘Witches and the dread they inspired are captured here with chilling deftness.’

Woman & Home



‘An impressive debut … anyone who roots for the underdog will fall for Sarah … beautifully relevant.’

Kate Mascarenhas, author of The Thief on the Winged Horse



‘Beautiful, tense (at points breathless!) historical fiction with meticulously researched description. I loved it.’
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‘Wonderfully original … devastating … and fabulously atmospheric too.’

Elodie Harper, author of The Wolf Den



‘The pleasure of the novel lies in the tension between the familiar story of patriarchal injustice and a more complex investigation of supernatural belief and disbelief …

A pleasure to read – with an undercurrent of genuine fear.’
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An Unfamiliar Pain

Lancashire, 1620

Annie sleeps curled up on the bed we share, wet thumb fallen from her mouth. I kneel, calling and shaking her. She frowns and mutters.

‘Wake up,’ I say.

She pushes me off and turns her back.

‘Get up. Time to search.’

Her eyes open and she sits forward, clutching my arm. ‘Has he come?’

‘We rang the bell, didn’t we? And the ash is untouched.’

She looks to see that the thin ring around the bed shows no trace of his hoof print.

‘I’m safe, then,’ she says, lying back down.

‘No.’ I pull her to her feet. Have to know she’s free for another day. Too late for me, I’m doomed to a future I cannot escape, but she may yet be saved. She’s so scrawny I could carry her with one hand. Ignoring her complaints, I drag her over to the weak light of the slit in the wall, standing in the narrow space between our mat and Mam’s, and begin the daily ritual. I pull the clothes over her head and she stands, naked and shivering, as I search every part of her skin.

I start with her side, where my mark lies, the rounded shape of his mouth berry-red. Her side is clear, white goose-pimpled skin stretched tight over jagged bone. I lift and turn her arms, spread her fingers to inspect the flesh between them, look behind her knees and on the underside of each foot. The flea bites she has picked are rough but the mark I pray I will never find would be flat and dark. A stain that no washing can remove, though God knows I have tried. As she bows her head I hold her hair and search the back of her neck.

She is not his yet.

I pull her into my arms and cradle her. ‘Nowt.’ Let out my breath at last. Every day I begin by reassuring her. Every day I begin with foreboding.

She springs from our mat through the doorway to John’s empty one and back, clapping her grimy hands. ‘He doesn’t want me.’ She smiles, wipes her nose and licks off the slime trail it leaves.

I laugh and pull the clothes on over her head before she skips away into the other room to stand in the spilled ashes from the fire and take what warmth she may.

Mam has risen from bed, blanket pulled around her as she stands in the doorway.

‘No visit?’ she asks, words sliding through the gaps in her teeth.

I shake my head.

‘He’ll come. None of your tricks can stop him.’ She glances at her familiar, a hare, harmless to us but a willing carrier of curses, she says. It appears only to her, but we know its presence by her whispered words of love and plans of ruin. ‘We know it, do we not, Dew-Springer?’ I stare, trying to see its footprints in the ash or glimpse it shifting around her feet. Nothing.

Squeezing past John’s mat and the table to reach the fire, she waves Annie away, and pokes the lifeless ashes, dust rising and coating the mould on the wall. The blanket falls from her shoulders, showing the ridge of her backbone, and her own mark.

‘Firewood,’ she says.

‘I’ll go to the shore, fetch some driftwood. Perhaps find some clams.’

‘Help me wipe her first?’

I dip a rag into the bucket and Mam catches Annie before she can run. She cries out and struggles as I scrub her dirty face and hands, but hasn’t the strength to escape. We gave her the last of the bread two days ago.

‘Dolts,’ she shouts, fists clenched and teeth bared. Mam and I try to control our laughter at her angry face, damp hair sprouting out. ‘Gormless.’

The door bangs against the wall and we stare at John as he stands with legs apart, hands behind his back and elbows out, trying to bulk his thin frame.

‘You’ll never guess what I got,’ he says.

‘A bird,’ Annie says. ‘A spadger, a little brown one?’

John rolls his eyes. ‘Why would I bring a bird, squirrel?’

‘Be more use than you,’ I say.

Annie wipes her nose on her sleeve and shrugs. ‘No matter, there’s spadgers in the woods. I’ll get my own.’

‘No, guess properly. Guess what I got.’

‘A clout is what you’ll get if you don’t tell us,’ Mam says.

A toothless threat. She has never raised a hand to us. Only once I’ve seen her driven to violence. A swift and deep fury, rising to protect her own.

John swings a fist round from behind his back, puffing up as though he has a chest of gold. Mam gasps.

From his hand dangles the body of a lamb. Blood drips on to the floor, a steady pat, pat, pat.

Mam staggers over and gathers him into her arms, lamb and all. The back of his tunic is stained red. ‘Oh, John. You’re quite the man. We’re saved.’

She is right. Without this we have nothing but scraps from shore and hedgerow to eat. The steady drip is mesmerising, beat of it against the floor, spreading puddle at his feet. A trail up the hill, and through the abandoned shell of a hamlet surrounding us, that will lead straight to our house.

John flushes and shakes her off. ‘It’s only a little ’un.’

She takes it from him, turning and examining its limp body, holding a bowl to catch the precious blood. ‘Makes the meat all the sweeter. Plenty here for us.’

‘And I know where there’s turnips.’

‘Then go, lad. We’ll have a feast. Annie wipe the table, Sarah fetch my knife.’

John runs out of the door and I bring the knife, but Annie stays where she is.

‘It’s so small,’ she says.

‘Big enough to feed us all,’ I reply.

‘It’s a babby.’

I stop and look at her. She is watching Mam split and strip the skin, the white wool now stained crimson. Tears stand in her eyes. She wipes the back of her hand across her mouth, lips wet.

I kneel in front of her, take her bony shoulders in my hands. ‘He killed it quickly. It didn’t feel a thing.’

She stares past me at the lamb, now no more than a lump of meat on our table.

‘Come with me, little cub,’ I say. ‘We’ll collect seaweed to have with it and wood to build the fire.’

I take her hand and walk her out of the door.



We eat long before the sun has reached its peak. A feast the like of which we can’t remember, one that should be saved for evening but we cannot wait. John fetches turnips, Annie and I find a little seaweed, and they are cooked in the pot together with the lamb. A meal richer than we are used to, meat full of flavour as it falls apart in the mouth.

Once the food is in front of him John digs in with his fingers, shoving turnips into his mouth so that pieces fall and stick to his chin, tearing into the meat with his teeth.

Mam, Annie and I are only a little more controlled, eating without pause. We neither speak nor look up from the bowls until they’re bare.

I lean back in my seat, sigh, clutch my tight belly. There is an unfamiliar pain there. The pain of greed. John looks around at us, a king who has fed his people.

‘You did well, son. There’ll be more to come too. Broth from the bones. The blood I can use for curses and the money will buy us more food.’

John lets out a long, loud belch. Annie laughs and even Mam smiles.

‘How did you come by the lamb?’ I ask.

Silence for a moment. Mam rises and begins to gather the bowls, her movements swift and jarring.

John shifts in his seat, looks down at the back of his hand and scratches it. ‘Took one of the Taylors’, didn’t I? Out on the path, anybody’s to keep.’

‘Stolen.’

‘Of course stole, did you think I’d found fairies’ gold to pay for it?’

‘Didn’t work for it, then?’

‘It was on the track, free for the taking,’ Mam says.

‘Not free, stolen. He could hang for this.’

‘They won’t hang John,’ Annie says, chewing on a grimy nail. ‘We’ll never let them, Mammy will curse their eyes to fall out and I’ll feed them to the birds in the woods so they’ll not find him. They won’t hang you, will they, John?’

‘No need, little squirrel. Lamb was out of the field, could’ve been wild for all I knew. Won’t be missed, unless Sarah’s wretched conscience gets the better of her.’

‘If you worked …’

‘There’s no one’ll have me, I’ve banged on every door asking for every task and not a soul will give me one.’

‘It makes a truth of all they say about us.’

Mam slams the bowls back on to the table. ‘They say it and we must be it. Would you have me choose the other?’ She holds my gaze until I look away.

‘Besides,’ she says. ‘That Matt Taylor has plenty, he won’t miss a little lamb. And he’s a gudgeon if ever there was one, him and that mewling son of his.’



I sit at the still-cluttered table as John sharpens his knife on a stone and shadow creeps in from the walls. Mam has set the lamb’s head to boil, having saved the eyes. When the skull is clean and white we’ll take it to the village and someone shall be pleased to have it buried in their home as a charm to protect from evil spirits. The stench fills the house.

‘Mammy?’ Annie says around her thumb. ‘Tell me how I began?’

The scrape of the knife stops. Mam leaves her pot and sits with Annie. Sometimes she pushes her away when this question is asked, sometimes tells stories of sunny days.

‘Your beginning was like no other. You were a gift, sprung from the ground, filled with enchantment.’

Annie nestles against her. ‘Filled of magic, aren’t I, Mammy? But Sarah and John had a daddy.’ Her mouth droops. ‘I wish I’d a daddy.’

‘He was a good man.’

A memory comes upon me, so swiftly here and gone that I barely feel its presence, of his warm hand resting upon my head, of the scent of salt-soaked clothes.

In the gathering gloom Mam’s expression is hidden, but the way she tips her head tells me that she’s losing herself into the past. I try to catch John’s eye but he is busy smoothing his sharpening stone on the cloth of his tunic.

‘He was tall,’ Mam says. ‘High as a tree with arms thick as branches.’

I hold myself tight, knowing she skims her memories and chooses the brightest to share now. Others may come later.

John snorts. The knife scrapes again. He was five when our father died, the age Annie is now. There cannot be much he remembers.

‘That’s just his look,’ Annie says. ‘What was he like?’

‘His hair was curly, black and shiny like a pebble wet with seawater, and his eyes were the colour of the sea itself.’

Mam’s face is turned away from Annie now. ‘He called me beautiful. My skin was the prettiest ever seen, he said. Smooth and fair as fresh-churned cream.’

Annie’s thumb leaves her mouth with a pop. ‘But what was he like, Mammy? You’re not hearing.’

‘She’s tired,’ I say, standing. This nonsense must stop. ‘And so are you. Bed. I’ll fetch the bell.’

‘I don’t want to.’ Annie crosses her arms, dips her chin into her chest.

John taps his knife against the rock, holding it close to his eyes so that he may see it in the fading light. He does not look up.

‘Darkening out,’ he says. ‘Night’s come. And you know who comes with it, looking for new blood.’

I smack my palm across the back of his head. ‘Stop that, goffy.’

Annie is across the room instantly, little hand slipping into my own, and John sits back, eyebrows raised, feet on the table.

Mam stays on the bed, arms about her knees. Annie and I take the bell, her hand over mine. Three rings in each of the eight corners of the house, then we place it back on the floor by the fire.

‘There,’ I say. ‘Safe now.’

‘Will you lie with me?’

I glance at Mam. Her body stays as before, her mind trapped in memory.

‘All right,’ I say.

We study the ring around the bed before lying down. Unbroken. Tomorrow I shall sweep it away and make a fresh one as I always do, trickling ash from the fire through my closed fist, steadily, so the loop remains constant. It is all I can do to keep her safe, and this is all I wish for. It is there to protect Annie, not me, for he does not make return visits, I’m told.

She curls up next to me and I pull the blanket over us both. Her arms hot around my neck, breath sour with the food. The stink of the lamb’s head hangs in the air.

I’ve no memory of the night he came, marked my skin and drank from me. Choosing me for a purpose I have yet to discover. The dark red patch on my side has been there for as long as I remember. Mam didn’t tell me what it meant until I was twelve and before this I had thought nothing of the stain I carried, finding no more significance in it than my blue eyes or unruly hair. She ignored my tears, as the possible lives I had dreamed for myself shrank to one. They remain for Annie, though.

She sucks her thumb and winds my hair around her fingers. All I can hear is John’s knife scraping against his toenails, his chewing as he lifts the shavings to his mouth. Of course he does not carry the mark, and I used to envy such freedom to choose a skill and carve his own path. But now I look to the lives John may have and see nothing but this one he already lives.

‘People will pay for the blood.’

I start as Mam’s voice cuts across the room. Annie’s eyes open, the steady sucking on her thumb stops.

‘Shh,’ I say to them both.

‘Good for curses. A death mark in blood, that’ll satisfy. Then they may pay for the cure too.’

‘You’ve woken Annie.’ Irritation makes me bold, so that my words surprise even myself. Mam does not respond.

‘And the eyes,’ she says. ‘Everyone wants an eye kept on their enemies. You’ve fed us for a week with this, John. Next time fetch a bigger one.’

I sit up and the hair Annie clutches in her sticky fingers is pulled from my head. ‘There’ll be no next time.’

‘Then what should we live on?’ The quietness of Mam’s voice suggests as much anger as if it were raised.

‘We can manage.’

‘And what form of managing do you think I should take up next, if your brother’s not to help me? What choices are left me since your father’s gone?’

Annie wriggles and whimpers. It’s the same every time. Mam’s thoughts of my father begin sweet as nectar and end bitter as wormwood.

She turns her back but speaks clearly enough. ‘You’re a woman now. There are ways other than begging that you can be of use.’

No more to be spoken. The only sounds are Annie’s slow breaths and the shuffling of Mam and John as they prepare for bed, the rustle of mice nesting in our mats. I lie awake, seething with thoughts of what my life might have been had I freedom to choose, and what it must be knowing I do not. But I will not give up all command over myself. If Mam thinks to dress and paint me and let me be used by the village men, I will maim them one by one before earning a single coin. If it’s witchcraft she speaks of I’ll have none. His dark power is in me, I have felt it, waiting to be unlocked. I am marked, my fate to one day conjure my own familiar and spin curses as Mam does. But not this day.

Lying in the darkness, I listen to the creaking of door and roof, the shifting of branches in wind. Feel his prowling presence, reaching to the anger that twists in me, calling upon me to embrace it, and become my true self.
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Flesh and Blood and Bones

It was the noise that drew Daniel’s attention, a desperate and pathetic bleating coming from the hedge. He turned towards it, stumbling over the rough grass, milk spilling from his pail. Stopping to listen, he heard scuffling and muttered swearing.

Someone was stealing a sheep and were Father here he would rip their arms off rather than allow his property to be taken. But it was only the animal’s terror that moved Daniel, prompted him to let go of the pail, run over to the hedge and call out.

‘L-leave that creature be. Leave it at—’ His voice escaped him.

Daniel was staring into the filthy, angry face of the Devil-boy from the old plague hill. All thought left him. He stepped back, reaching a hand to steady himself against the prickly hedge as the world tipped then righted itself, all the while unable to look away.

The boy smiled slowly and, without dropping his gaze from Daniel’s face, lifted the lamb and drew a knife across its neck. Blood poured from the wound and the animal kicked and shuddered. A small sound escaped Daniel, an expression of fear and pity that prompted mocking laughter from the boy.

He leaned over the hedge. ‘Dust know me?’

Daniel nodded. Heart clattering, mouth dry. Terrified now of what curse this boy would lay on him.

‘Bring hell on you if you spake a word,’ the boy said. He swung the lamb over his narrow shoulder and strolled down the track.

Daniel watched the lamb’s blood spreading down the boy’s back. He felt the warm, sticky liquid on his own skin, smelled metal, tasted salt. Blinking, he saw everything through a sheet of red.

The beat of his heart ran faster, the rhythm jarring and irregular. He tried to breathe deeply, steadily, but no matter how he gasped no air would come. Falling to his knees he felt a dread that his father would discover him in this most humiliating position, as he pitched face forward and the redness before his eyes became darkness.



Daniel grew aware, slowly, of the scent and chafe of grass. It pressed into his eyelids, bristled between his lips. He licked and spat, rolled on to his back, opened his eyes. Staring into the clear wash of sky, he could not at first remember how he came to be lying there.

The bleat of lambs brought it back to him, the slice of knife and rush of blood. Black smile of the Haworth boy.

He lurched upwards, staggering to his feet and lifting the bucket, focusing on the sting as the skin on his knuckles cracked and bled, and listening to Father’s sharp calls to the oxen. Milk threatened to slop over the side as Daniel walked, pail pulling on his arm. He wanted to hold it with both hands out in front of him, but he had been caught doing that once by Gabriel, the farmhand.

‘Shall I call my little sister for you, Danny?’ Gabriel had said. ‘She could carry that pail with her fingers, she’s used to women’s work. But there, so’s you.’

He had walked away, laughing and shaking his head, and Daniel had sworn he would never again endure such ridicule. His arm might rip from his shoulder, but he would carry the bucket with one hand.

Daniel strove to keep his mind empty, but could think only of the boy’s twisted lips as he spoke. There were stories of the Haworth hag and her warped brood; that the youngest brat was found stealing teeth from the graveyard, that Tobias Barton’s three children died one after another when he chased the eldest girl off his land for begging, that the boy had demons in his power.

He had never seen one of them up close before, and the experience had been every bit as foul and wretched as he had feared. They knew of him now, he had tried to thwart the boy, and sure as night would fall there would be a price to pay. Daniel could not imagine what witchcraft would be done with the flesh and blood and bones of a month-old lamb.

The words still whispered in his ear.

‘Hell on you.’ And Daniel shivered.
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Wet Boots and Fresh Fish

Mam clasps a poppet in her hands, sewn from a piece of cloth that was once part of my father’s tunic. Made in his image, some strands of his hair attached.

The doll is ragged now, scorched where she has burned it, scarred where she’s sliced then stitched it. Her weapon tonight is thorns, pulled from the brambles that clog Matt Taylor’s hedgerows, and stained with her own blood.

I crouch beside her, against the wall of the house, but she doesn’t falter. She presses a thorn, slowly so that I hear the material tear, into the leg of the doll. ‘For sailing out into a storm,’ she says. Tears run down her face into her mouth and the words are wet, slippery and bitter.

The next thorn goes into his cheek. ‘For letting the sea swallow you.’

Another and another and another into his chest, his back, wherever she can fit them. ‘For leaving us, for leaving me to become this, for abandoning the childer to a life of hunger and cold …’

I reach out, put my hand over hers, stop her. No good ever comes of this, the poppet only feeds her pain, and I cannot bear to see her with it again. She hesitates, fingers still hovering above the doll, then looks up into the distance, past my shoulder, and rubs her face. A smear is left on her cheek.

‘Remember?’ she says, still looking past me.

‘Father?’

‘Life as it was.’

I search for an answer that will not hurt her. ‘Sometimes.’

I’ve tried to hold my memories, keep them like the moth caught in the bubble of hard yellow sap that clings to the ash trunk, but they will not stay. There have been more years since he passed than we ever had together.

Once in a while a picture comes, a scent brings him back. The lift of his brows and creases in the corners of his eyes as he smiled down at me past the great stretch of his legs and body, the rush of air as he swung me high on to his shoulders. Those are real, I’m sure. The smell of wet boots and fresh fish. His hands, hard-skinned yet gentle, as they softly pinched the plump bed of my thumb. Mam’s laughter, soft and sweet, like the sounds of shells shaken in a small fist. That woman was taken too.

‘It all went with him,’ she says. ‘The food on the table, the cloth in the windows, the wood in the fire. You used to play in the fields with that farm lad, they even let you feed a lamb once. We went to dances. I used to call Alice Turner a friend, now she’ll spit as soon as look at me.’

Her tears have dried, leaving clear tracks through the grime on her face. She sighs, pulls the thorns out gently, laying them aside for next time.

‘Jonathon,’ she whispers, stroking the strands of hair that remain. ‘Come back to me, in any form, I’ll not fear you. Just come back.’

She cradles the doll in her palm, holds it against her cheek, presses it to her nose. I put my arms around her and she looks at me for the first time, shakes her head.

She grabs my hand. ‘Should you choose a life with another, that life will be shattered and the one you love will suffer most cruel. Keep true to the one that’s chose you.’

I ease my hand from her grip. This warning has fallen from her lips so often that I can’t remember a time when I ever thought a life of love and happiness with another would be mine. It does not stop me dreaming of it, though. I lick my lip, glance past her shoulder.

‘Who is this?’

The man is almost upon us before we see him, his feet scattering pebbles as he walks up the path to where we sit by the house. Black cloth billowing, soft hat held to his head in defiance of the wind that beats in from the sea. We wait, still crouched against the wall, watching him.

He could have remained hidden, walking through the woods that run up our hill at the edge of what once was the hamlet from the river below. But night is enough cover, and he has chosen the quicker route of the path. Picking his way through the tumbling silhouettes of the handful of dwellings surrounding ours, once homes to those long ago taken by plague, many still furnished with fallen and broken chairs or shattered plates, now slowly succumbing to the invasion of root and branch. Annie scours them, untroubled by the spirits of those still bound there, returning with pieces plucked from the leavings. Some of those doors still attached show the remains of the cross they were marked with, though most have fallen and rot into the ground with their owners.

The moon is bright, sky speckled with stars that gleam like flecks of ice, lighting the trail of dark splashes of lamb’s blood up the path. I notice them for the first time, distracted as I was by Mam. We need rain to wash away our guilt, but there’ll be none tonight.

Mam wipes her face and stands. ‘Inside,’ she says, and I’m happy to obey. He is a regular visitor, not one I fear, with a changeable countenance but never angry. Tonight he’s slowed by melancholy so that I give him a smile, since it’s all I have to offer. He returns it and hands me two radishes, still grainy with mud.

‘Thank you.’

‘Next time I will bring you bread.’ His voice strains to shed the weight of his misery.

‘You are in need of a potion,’ Mam says as I turn away.

His voice lowers and I linger in the doorway to hear. ‘If only I could resist, a man of my position should be stronger. But I fear without it I—’

‘A man of any sort needs comfort, Seth,’ Mam says.

The door closes and I am in the murk, feeling for the table to lay the radishes on, taking a few steps with a hand along the wall until my foot knocks against the pile of findings Annie keeps by our mat: stones, and her favourite shell from the beach, flat and smooth. The pieces she has brought from the deserted dwellings that surround us: parts of bowls, usually, broken into jagged, muddy shards. I crawl in next to her, refusing to let myself think of what they once contained, of the hands that held them.

There are few who come to our door and Seth is the sweetest of them all, always bringing a gift of some kind, and if he is cheerful, swinging Annie round by the arms until she laughs and hiccups. Though if we see him in the village we are to treat him as a stranger, for they know him by a different name there.

I am especially glad of his arrival tonight; the company and coin he brings will lead Mam away from sorrow. He was not a perfect man, my father, and even now she knows it as well as I, telling stories of his drinking and flirting with a light in her eyes. She forgives him every time. She forgives him everything, except dying.



The lamb allows us to live as others do, as Mam, John and I once did, for two days. By the third morning we’re left with only broth, and Annie has licked the bones clean. As I finish searching her for marks, Mam turns to me.

‘We must go to the village.’ She catches Annie as she tries to run to the woods. ‘And you, lass. There’s work to be done. Come, Dew-Springer.’

Mam takes her familiar on every trip to the village or the cottages that line the seashore, for protection. She has often warned us of the need to guard our knowledge from outsiders. We must always keep a gulf between their lives and ours. I wonder what form my familiar will take, when the time comes, and whether it will bring a feeling of safety.

We walk with Mam as far as the edge of the village, the path still marked by the lamb’s blood, though we don’t speak of it. Next time I fetch water I shall try to wash it away, for we can’t afford to provoke anger. Most endure us without much complaint, for they make use of Mam’s herb-knowledge when they need, though there will always be some that suspect us of more. Of worse. And it is true that Mam, if angered, is not beyond calling upon dark forces to bring about suffering. Matt Taylor is one that does not look kindly on us, and would take little convincing of our guilt.

Mam breaks off from us towards the fishermen’s cottages that line the harbour, for John has brought tell of a woman there whose hen broods and will not lay. It is likely cursed and she’ll ask Mam to divine who this enemy is and punish them, as well as rid it of the enchantment. Mam carries the lamb’s eyes and what remains of the blood, for both might have a use here. We skirt the village and pass to the other side, and I am glad that she yet expects no more of me than begging and gathering herbs. The time comes, I know, when she will insist I learn the cunning ways, and all that means: herbs and healing but also curses and retributions. Sometimes she asks me, but always I resist, feared of the stirring within myself: the call to anger, the lust to harm. The will of he that claimed me.

It is Sunday, and the good people are on their way to church. A day with almost as much meaning for us as it has for them, for we must live by the pattern of their days if we’re to know when to catch them to our advantage. The villagers are dressed in their best to meet God, though I’ve never understood why. Surely He sees straight through the clothes to their blackened souls beneath. No pretty flower will hide the look that’s an invitation to another’s husband, no scrubbing of a hand will remove the bruise it left on a wife’s face the night before.

Annie and I are used to keeping unseen, skulking round corners and lurking in shadows. We have learned to step silently. Over the hedge we see hats and caps bob along the path. When we step on to the road they scatter as though a stone has been thrown among them. The ladies drop their eyes and move aside, the men raise their chins and glare. Mam has taught us which villagers will never show kindness and which are happy to buy from her, though none are inclined to give and get nowt in return, as we well know.

The first stone hits Annie on the back, and she cries out, a combination of pain and bewilderment. I know from the sound that she’s not badly hurt, but clutch her to me and spin around to see a lad and lass, not much older than she, laughing as they let fly some more. I’m caught on the shoulder and arm that protects Annie, a sting and spread of heat that is not strong but angers me.

‘Plague-sore,’ they call. ‘Basket-scrambler.’

I almost throw Annie to the ground. ‘Wait there,’ I say, marching towards the children.

Their expressions of amusement slip into fear as I bear down upon them, something burning through me. I’ve not thought what I shall do when I catch them. They turn and run into the arms of a woman who rushes towards them, gathers them behind her and meets my eye with a sickened look.

‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘I’m sorry. They’re just babbies, they mean no harm.’

‘They were throwing rocks. They hurt my sister.’

‘I – I know, I’m sorry. I’ll thrash them, I promise, just please don’t – please don’t curse an illness upon them.’

Tears brim in her eyes. The children hide behind her shabby petticoats, that are patched and worn. I embrace the growing fury, a throbbing of anger that draws me up tall and brings the whisper of black words to the edge of my tongue. The woman cowers before me as though I were the one throwing stones.

I lift my chin and hold out my hand. Wait. She closes her eyes, drops her head and then fumbles in her petticoat to produce her pocket. Holds it out to me, shaking so that she struggles to open it, but there’s no need. I can see the thin, soft material holds no coin.

‘Please,’ she says. ‘I’ll come to your mam and spend all that we can spare. My – my husband ails and cannot recover, she perhaps has some tonic that will …’ Her voice trails off, and I drop my arm, drop my gaze from her stricken expression. Turn away from any sympathy that rises in me for her situation, her sadness, her despair. When they treat us this way I become the very creature they fear me to be.

I walk back towards Annie and, as the woman scuttles past with her children, we approach Samuel Finch, the netter, and his wife Nelly. They are young, newly wed and without children yet. Not ones that Mam has mentioned either way, and I decide to try our chances.

Annie widens her eyes and droops her mouth. She’s filthy, face smeared with dirt, leaves caught in the clump of her hair. I pull her finger from her ear.

‘Excuse us, sir,’ I say, reaching out to touch his arm. The cloth under my hand is thick and warm.

They stop and turn towards us. He shakes me off and I know that my optimism was a mistake. Still, we must try.

I hold Annie in front of me. ‘My sister’s hungry and we’ve nowt to feed her. It’s been days and she’s just a little lass, so sweet and never marding.’

He glances around. She looks at Annie, her eyes big and gentle.

‘I wouldn’t ask but she’s weak and hungry and if we could only beg a small kindness from you good people, we’d be—’

Nelly smiles at Annie, begins to play with the folds of her petticoat, where her pocket lies. Weighted with coins for church, no doubt. Surely God would not begrudge one given to feed a hungry child, she’s thinking. I know the kind of soft, motherly woman who will respond, and today my knowledge will furnish us with a coin to take home.

But soft, motherly women do not control purse strings. He reaches out and bats her hand away. A bracelet of fading bruises circles her wrist.

‘Oh, Samuel,’ she whispers. ‘Could we not …?’

‘No. You want to consort with heathens? On the way to church?’

He turns, pushing the small of her back as they walk away so swiftly that she stumbles a little.

‘For God’s sake, Nell,’ he says. ‘Step firm.’

She looks over her shoulder at us. I offer a smile, for her kindness is rare. Though a coin would be better.

The throngs dwindle and we’ve no success. I sit with Annie at the side of the road as the familiar clawing of hunger returns, imagining the tables these church-goers will return to, laden with meats and cheeses and bread, fragrant and fresh-baked. Annie wriggles her dusty toes, legs stretched in front of her.

One last villager makes his way to church, sauntering up the path, unafraid to appear late before God. Matt Taylor’s farmhand, Gabriel. Last summer I saw him spike a squirrel with a pitchfork and leave it to die in the heat. I think of the lamb, and look away, willing him to walk past.

‘Excuse us, sir,’ Annie says.

I turn too late to stop her. She is wearing her saddest face. I swear she’s managed a tear.

‘I’m hungry and there’s nowt to feed me,’ she says. ‘I’m a good girl, never mard—’

‘And here’s me thinking you just theft what you need.’ A shadow falls over us as he looms above, blocking the sun.

I catch his eye. Shall Annie and I be made to pay for the work of our foolhardy brother, now? My mouth dries, heart thumps.

‘Are you banished from church, sinners?’ he says.

I stand up. My head barely reaches his chin and he is broad, his wide shoulders leaning in to me. ‘Are you?’ I ask.

Annie’s upturned face looks from me to him. She does not fear village men, not even this brute, but is inquisitive about them as she is with the animals in the woods, as though they’re a different breed of person. Tall and bearded, clothed in doublets. She does not see such creatures at home.

‘If we could beg a kindness from you …’ The word ‘good’ has stuck on her lip.

There is laughter in his eyes now, cruel and powerful. ‘Kindness, is it? That’s all you ask for?’

‘Not from you.’

He takes a step towards me. I do not move. A mistake.

‘Now why’s that?’ he says, his voice quiet. ‘I might give a kindness.’ He dips his head close to mine so that I can see flecks of green in his eyes, feel his breath on my skin. The smell of him reminds me of the boiling lamb’s head. ‘But what would come to me in return?’

He wipes his hand across my cheek, rubs his thumb over my mouth and, without giving myself the chance to think of what will result, I look him in the eye and growl, as I’ve heard the wild dogs at night, snap at his thumb. Sink my teeth in, taste blood. He leaps back, yelling, then slams his fist into my face. A blast of pain sends me spinning to the ground, the taste of my own blood mingling with his.

I hear screams and Annie launches herself at him, battering his leg with her fists. He kicks her off, swearing and sucking on his bleeding thumb. She crawls over to me and I sit up, wiping my face clean and holding her tight.

He crouches over me, breathing heavy and fast. ‘You’ll pay for this, you little whore.’

Lifting his cap and smoothing his hair down, he straightens up and walks to church, no quicker than before. I watch him, stroking Annie’s head and trying to steady my breathing.

Anger feeds my lust for his suffering. I feel again the thud of stone against my shoulder, see Annie’s wide, uncomprehending eyes and the jeering faces of children, smell the sickly-meat odour of the farmhand. Fury beats through me, scorching under my skin, filling my mouth, driving me to my feet so that Annie falls to the ground.

‘A curse upon you.’

The words break through my lips, grainy and tainted with the farmhand’s blood. Voice low and jagged. Not my own. Not loud. He turns anyway.

‘I curse you break into sores that weep and burn, that torment you with pain and repulse any that lay eye on you.’

He stands, stricken, then laughs and continues on his way. But his laughter struck false and I feel his fear. I remain standing, as the power burning through me rises to meet the terror that bloats within him.

At last I become aware, as my heartbeat steadies, that Annie cowers at my feet, whimpering and covering her face. I scoop her into my arms, once more her sister. Once more nothing but a ragged, empty-bellied girl, smarting where hand and stone have struck me. We turn back towards the cursed hill.
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Spires and Beams

Daniel joined Father in the kitchen just as Bett was chopping some of last autumn’s parsnips and adding them to the pottage that would cook until they were ready for it that evening. A fire glowed in the grate, throwing a sheen on to the gleaming surface of the table that stood next to it, and the room smelled of baking bread and the bubbling grain and beans.

‘Are you ill? Looks like there’s a fever on you.’

She laid her hand on his forehead. A touch that was efficient if not loving.

‘No,’ she said, shrugging and turning back to the pot. His good health rendered him unworthy of attention.

Father grunted. ‘’Tis idleness not illness that delays him. Come, lie-a-bed, Bett needs to away and we must go to church.’ His mood was unusually sour, and blood seeped from his nostril. Daniel feared he could guess the cause.

‘Y-you, ah – you have a …’ He tapped under his own nose.

Father scowled and wiped the blood away as they stepped through the door. ‘There’s a damned lamb missing,’ he said. Daniel shuddered. ‘Keep an eye out. It’s escaped through the hedge, no doubt, and must be found. I cannot abide to lose a thing of value.’

Daniel trudged behind him, grateful that he’d had the presence of mind to wash the blood from the path by the field the day the lamb was taken. All the while, the Devil-boy’s voice seethed through his mind, as it shadowed his dreams and left him afraid of darkness. Glad he had again been spared to see dawn, Daniel did not allow himself to feel guilt at burning through so many lights and waking to a pile of ash on the floor. He made them himself, pulling and stripping the rushes, dipping them in mutton fat. A job that left him retching from the stink. A job for a woman, in any other house.

He jumped at a rustle in the hedgerow; at the sound of a whisper, surely, from that direction – ‘Bring hell on you.’



Blonde tendrils of hair escaped Molly Matthews’s hat, grazing the back of her neck. Daniel tried to concentrate on the image of Christ and the words of the parson. Kept his eyes open until they burned, for when he blinked the boy’s face taunted him.

If he leaned forward in his pew he would be able to smell Molly’s skin, newly scrubbed for church.

Daniel was weighed down by the sleepless night. Church was surely the safest place to be, yet he could not be rid of the fear that the Haworth boy would appear, reaching a filthy hand from under the pew to grab him, or transforming the serene features of Christ into his own rotting smile. The faint but constant smell of fish, always present when the village gathered together, churned his guts.

At the back of the church the door creaked and swung. Daniel gripped the pew in front – the boy had come for him, even the house of God could not keep such wickedness at bay, and Daniel would be cursed or killed right here as he worshipped.

Every head turned, filling the building with the sound of rustling, though Parson Walsh did not pause in his descriptions of damnation. He thumped his hands together and glared round at the congregation, raising his voice to demand attention.

Daniel looked to see Gabriel enter, head bent towards the floor, frowning. Watched by all, he simply found a space and sat. A collective sigh of disappointment washed through the crowd; the interruption had not met expectations. Gabriel lived with his young sister and frail mother, tending to their every need, and he was often late for church. The only task he never complained about, carrying out with a care that left Daniel bewildered as to how one man could be both so gentle and so brutish.

Daniel closed his eyes, swayed. Breathed again, and turned back to the parson and his spittle-flecked warnings of the fires of hell, but found himself looking straight into Molly’s smiling face.

He blinked. Her eyes were too light, the colour of pale green apples; her lips too laden with mischief, curved into a smile that should not be worn to church. His eyes narrowed as if dazzled.

She leaned towards him. An aroma of smoke and iron, somehow out of place against the delicately coloured cloth of her petticoat.

‘What’s kept him from church?’ she whispered.

Daniel suppressed the urge to hush her. Opened his mouth, waited for the words to come. No easier at the sight of a pretty face than that of the demon-boy.

‘A fight?’ he managed at last. Also a cause that often delayed Gabriel, though usually after the tavern.

She leaned closer, resting her hand on the back of her pew. ‘Or a lover.’

The smile spread over her face at the same speed as the blush over Daniel’s, until she turned away at last.

He looked to the parson, but her face was all he saw. If God gazed down into Daniel’s mind through the spires and beams, the coifs and hats and freshly combed hair, He would not find what He should. All Daniel could think of was the flavour of Molly’s lips.



After the service people gathered in small groups. Boys picked and offered bunches of wild flowers: girls blushed, pretending coyness. Sunday was the most entertaining day of the week.

Daniel followed Father to join Mr Matthews and some fishermen, Bett’s husband Nathaniel amongst them, as they stood talking under the oak, its branches beginning to bear a cover of light green leaves. They all nodded at Father and fell silent, waiting for him to speak.

‘Good service,’ Father said. ‘Bit of gumption this week.’

The men murmured agreement.

‘Though your farmhand near set the parson to forgetting his thoughts,’ Mr Matthews said.

A rustling of leaves, surely. Daniel willed himself not to glance around. The Haworth boy’s demons could change form at will, it was said, and might be creeping between gravestones, stalking Daniel even as he stood. He forced himself to focus on the conversation.

‘He is not under my bidding at church.’ A reprimand, for Mr Matthews rarely showed the deference Father was used to receiving from village men.

Nathaniel looked past Daniel’s shoulder, and frowned. ‘See those two huddled together?’ He indicated Sam Finch and a man named Turner. ‘Doesn’t sit right.’

They all glanced over. ‘That money changing hands too?’ Daniel asked.

‘Don’t look too close, son, or speak too loud,’ Father said. ‘Wherever you turn there’ll be someone buying another’s silence. You keep your innocence and look away.’

‘Just as the magistrate does, though ’tis not innocence that blinds him,’ Nathaniel said.

‘And let’s be thankful for that,’ Mr Matthews said, shading his face against the sun. ‘Sharp eyes can bring profit. I shan’t say who supplies my fish, but all I pay for it is a half what others do and a promise not to tell whose wife it is that he beds. Besides his own.’

Father frowned and Daniel knew that Mr Matthews had once again misjudged. His parents’ marriage had been brief but happy, and Father did not look kindly on such betrayals.

‘Put your sharp eyes to better use, and keep them looking out for my lamb,’ Father said. ‘One’s been lost, and I cannot track it down.’

‘You thinking it’s been stolen?’ Nathaniel asked.

Daniel breathed deep to calm the quickened beat of his blood, dipped his head to hide the guilt that was surely written there. ‘It’s perhaps just escaped through the hedge,’ he said.

‘More likely stolen,’ Father said. ‘Keep an ear to the ground, lads?’

Daniel remained still, waiting for someone to say they had seen the Devil-boy carrying the lamb, but no one spoke. He sensed a shifting behind him, a breath at his neck, that set him lunging a little to the side and almost into Nathaniel. The demon was upon him. When he glanced back there was nothing to be seen.

He barely felt the humiliation of Father’s frown and Mr Matthews’s smirk. All were aware of the role he played on the farm. He was no man, and all knew it. This day it was a dread of worse than ridicule that drove him away. Daniel pretended a need to speak to Gabriel and left Father to seek out the family grave, as always. As he trudged towards the gate, glancing side to side in fear of some malevolent presence, a pair of polished brown shoes stood in his path and he almost walked into the owner of them.

‘You look so serious.’ Molly’s voice sang with laughter.

‘Do I?’ He did not have the temperament to entertain silly girls. Even one with such ripe lips.

‘And why do you find it so hard to look at me? Is my face disagreeable to you?’

‘Of course not.’

‘Then why must you look at your feet?’

She reached out a hand and tipped his chin so that his eyes met hers. He was determined enough to hold her gaze, but powerless to stop the blush spreading over his face.

‘Perhaps you’ll be less serious on May Day,’ she said, releasing him. ‘I have new clothes to wear and I hope you’ll be able to look at me then. Will you ask me to dance?’

He would rather dress the sow in a petticoat and gambol with her down the village street. ‘I’d be delighted,’ he lied.



His mistake, this day, was clumsiness. Often after church he made some error and Father, having given all his goodness to God and his affection to a headstone, combusted into rage.

Coming in, skittish with dread, he swung the door too hard and knocked over that day’s milk.

‘Oaf,’ Father yelled, as Daniel knelt by the puddle and mopped it up. ‘You know what you’ve just lost me? Know what that’s worth?’

Daniel kept his head to the ground.

‘Never mind the stink it’ll leave.’

Daniel stood to take the soaked rag outside.

‘You listening to me?’

He raised his eyes in time to see a fist, feel the blow slam into his face and send him spinning, door handle cracking into his forehead.

Daniel folded to his knees, milk soaking through his breeches. No blood this time. Through his fingers he saw Father’s legs step in front of him, his chest then face as he knelt.

‘Son,’ he said. ‘Why must you always goad me so? You know I anger swift.’ With gentle touch now he pulled Daniel’s hands free, peered at his face. ‘Not hurt, not too much. Here, let me help you.’

He lifted Daniel to his feet, sat him at the table near the fire. Reached out a hand that hovered over Daniel’s head then withdrew.

‘Bite to eat, perhaps?’

Daniel nodded and forced a smile. Father heated a pan to make sops and dripping, as Daniel knew he would, as he always did. He was sick to the stomach, a feeling worsened by the scent of the warming milk. One he would always associate with pain, and his father’s regret.
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Summer Sky

The well, like all that once made up our hamlet, is tainted by death.

It still stands, twined in ivy and clogged with mud. Even if we could draw the water, we dare not, feared that poison spreads from the flesh rotted underground. We can never be sure where the dead are buried. It’s said there were so many and they passed so swiftly, no time was left for the dignity of a church service. Whole families lie, one upon the other, in the tiny gardens where animals once grazed and food was grown, furrowing the land around our home.

I walk down the hill to the well on the green, passing Matt Taylor’s farm on the way, almost tripping over one of his sheep out on the path. The empty pail knocks against my leg. She blarts as though she can tell I’m imagining the taste of her cooked flesh. No better than my brother.

Beyond, I hear the cry of a horse, wild surely to be pounding and calling so. I place the bucket at my feet and push through a gap in the hedge, scratching against my skin and snatching at my hair. There’s a hushing noise too, a soothing murmur. The sounds come from the next field and I approach steadily. Through the clouds a shaft of sunlight falls thick as butter. I don’t know why I must see but I cannot turn back, though I hear clear in my mind
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