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For the women with the devil in them.


Please note that this book contains


  	Discussion and threat of domestic violence, actual incidences of violence mainly off-page

  	Multiple mentions of capital punishment

  	Kidnapping of a toddler (positive resolution)

  	Brief mentions of miscarriage and parent death

  	Alcohol use




Robin Redbreast lost his heart—he was a gallant bird;

He doff’d his hat to Jenny, and thus to her he said:—

“My dearest Jenny Wren, if you will but be mine,

You shall dine on cherry-pie, and drink nice currant-wine.”

— “The Marriage of Cock Robin and Jenny Wren,” English nursery rhyme







He has gotten a coat of the even cloth,

And a pair of shoes of velvet green,

And till seven years were past and gone

True Thomas on earth was never seen.

— “Thomas Rhymer and Queen of Elfland,” Child Ballad 37A







The devil’s in the women and they never will be easy

The devil take that woman, for you know she tricked me easy

The devil take the women, for they always lie so easy

The devil and the money were tempting her to leave me

The devil’s in that woman, you’ve got to believe me

The devil’s in the women so they say, / but how the devil can a fellow let ’em be?

— Lyric variants for “Whiskey in the Jar”/“Darling Sporting Jenny”/“Bold Lovell,” traditional











Part One








Chapter One




“Jenny! Jenny, where are you?”

There’s panic in my sister’s voice, and I hurry in quickly from the garden. “What’s happened, Nell?”

She wrings her hands together and wails, “Oh, it’s terrible!”

“Nelly,” I say, trying to keep my voice calm. “Tell me what happened, and we’ll figure out a way to fix it.”

“Do you have any money?” she asks. “What about the chickens? Did you sell off the spring pullets yet? Oh, please, Jenny, you have to help me!” Her words melt into unintelligible sobs.

I grab her by the shoulders and direct her to sit. I’m tempted to shake her, but I know it won’t help. “Start at the beginning.”

“Master Georgie,” Nell sobs out.

Georgie is a four-year-old terror, the heir of our local lord, and Nell is his nursemaid. When her own babe died, she became a wet nurse at the manor house and stayed on.

“I thought Lady Penelope took Master Georgie to London,” I say. And they’d left Nell behind, the first time she’s had free in more than three years.

Nell nods, takes a few deep breaths, then says, “A highwayman took him on the road home.”

“That’s hardly your fault,” I say.

“Three hundred pounds ransom!” Nell gasps out.

“That’s more than chicken money.”

Nell stares at me, her mouth hanging open. I don’t know why she looks so surprised. It’s true. Three hundred pounds is more money than I’ve ever seen, and why would I help get Georgie back, anyway? He’ll grow up just another noble lord, with no care for the families farming on his land or even his old nursemaid. 

Still, Nell’s fond of him, and if he’s gone, then she’s not his nursemaid anymore. That leaves her trapped in the little house with the man she married. She won’t talk about it, but I’ve seen how reluctant she’s become to go home to her husband.

“Fine,” I say. “I’ll help get Master Georgie back. What do you know about the highwayman? Where is he?”

“Lady Penelope already paid the ransom,” Nell says. “But now she can’t pay me until his lordship comes, or the steward sends word to him.”

“So you have nothing to give to Davy,” I say, the full weight of the situation settling on me. Her husband usually takes her wages down to the tavern as soon as she hands them over.

Nell shakes her head. If she has nothing to pay him, then he’ll be around the house. I doubt the drinking helps anything, but at least the more time he’s at the tavern, the less he’s spending alone with Nell.

“Very well,” I say with a sigh. “I’ll give you what I can from my chicken money.”

I go to fetch the jar where I’ve been stashing my coins since I started keeping my own flock of chickens. I meant to save it for emergencies, but I suppose this is the emergency I’ve been anticipating for the last year.

I had a fine plan for Davy in the fall, when I first started thinking there was something wrong for my sister. It involved a lovely mushroom stew prepared specially for him. Even if it wasn’t enough to make her a widow, it could’ve been peaceful for a while. Nell wouldn’t hear even the beginning of my scheme, though, and now it’s spring and the wrong season for mushrooms.

I wonder if I left coins for the fair folk, maybe I could find some out-of-season toadstools. But you can’t rely on gaining favor from the fair folk to solve your problems.

“Thank you, Jenny Wren,” Nell says when I return with the jar. “And please don’t tell Father.”

Because if I try to tell Father she’s begging for money from me to keep her husband too drunk to hurt her, he’ll just say she should never have run off with Davy in the first place, or that she should listen better to her husband now that she has him.

Me, I’m the spinster daughter keeping house for our father. It’s enough for me for now. Someday, I’ll inherit this farmhouse and do what I like with my days. Maybe I’ll even find a husband who’d give me the free rein I want. I let myself dream about it sometimes: a laughing man who doesn’t hesitate to help me or to let me choose my own way.

Nell, though—I have to do something about her situation, and soon. If I can’t get rid of her husband, could I get her away from him instead? Travel takes money, though, and we don’t have enough of that, especially now that I’m about to give her half my savings to pass on to Davy. The earnings from my little flock add up slowly. It would be so much easier if I could take up a pistol and earn three hundred pounds in a single go.

“How long did the highwayman have Georgie?” I ask as I prise the lid from the jar and count out the coins for Nell.

“Just one day,” she says.

“You don’t get that much for a whole year with Georgie.”

“He said he’d make him into a pie!” Nell says, as if she hasn’t threatened to tan the young master’s hide herself or confessed to me the times she’s imagined holding the pillow over the aristocratic little cherub’s face until he goes to sleep. Not that she would, of course—but the temptation is there.

Personally, I wonder if the highwayman was prepared for the full force of Georgie. I’ve met Georgie, and you couldn’t pay me three hundred pounds to take him.

“Surely Master Georgie is enough for three or four pies,” I say. I hand Nell the money while she gives me a wide-eyed look.

“Jenny Blair, you are a hard-hearted woman,” she says.

“Not too hard-hearted to take care of my sister, though,” I say, and then I hug her while she cries on my shoulder.

After Nell’s gone, I return to the garden to set up stakes for the peas. 

Half my savings disappeared, just like that.

Not that I can begrudge my sister, but I wish that money were taking the two of us away from here. Father could manage for himself if I were gone. Nell and I could get work together, somewhere Davy would never find her.

With three hundred pounds, we could go to a different part of the country and get a little house of our own. An orchard in the back, lavender growing in the front. A cat to keep the mice out of the chicken feed and purr in our laps in the evenings.

But that’s a useless dream, as empty as a fairy’s illusion. I don’t have enough for the mail coach to take even one of us now.

I realize that I’m stabbing the stakes into the ground and wishing they were someone’s chest—Davy’s, or that highwayman’s. Why should he get money so easily, while women like Nell and I scrape and save, only to have it taken from us?

Chances are, the highwayman’s drinking Lady Penelope’s three hundred pounds away right now. Just like Davy’s going to do with my money as soon as Nell gives it to him.

The highwayman doesn’t deserve that money. It should’ve stayed with Lady Penelope so she could pay Nell. And whenever Nell gets her next wages, that’ll go to Davy too. Taking the money from Lady Penelope—at the final count, it’s the same as if the highwayman’s taken the coins directly from me.

I set the last stake into the garden bed, stand to stretch my back, and go to scatter grain for my chickens. As I collect warm eggs, I keep dreaming what I’d do if I were the one with the pistols and the power. Alas, it’s only a dream, and there’s nothing I can do but head into the house to make my father’s dinner.








Chapter Two




Over the next several days, I can’t stop thinking about the highwayman. Every time I feed the chickens, I think about the money I gave Nell and the three hundred pounds ransom. Even if it were possible for me to forget, no one else will let me. Georgie’s adventure is all anyone can talk about in the village.

Then market day comes, and I take my eggs and a pair of young roosters along the road, sharing the walk with my friend Cait.

“What would you do if you met a highwayman?” I ask her.

“So long as he was the one with the weapons, I suppose I’d do whatever he said.” She shifts her market basket to her other hip. “Until I had a chance to get away, at least.”

“I wish I had a pistol,” I say.

“There’s as much chance of that as a highwayman bothering with the likes of us. What do we have that’s worth stealing? Chickens and woolen socks? It’s not as if my parents could ever pay three hundred pounds for me,” Cait says. “A horse would be worth more.”

That’s true enough. Highwaymen always have fine horses. That’s how they get away with their robberies—riding off into the mountains where they can’t be found. But you can’t spend two pence while you’re hiding, so they must ride on to other places as well.

At the market, I sell all the eggs and both the roosters before noontime. That’ll be quieter mornings to look forward to—better to have the young cocks in a stew pot than fighting in the yard.

With my own selling settled, I’m free to walk around the green and see what else is on offer. There’s a peddler with a stash of colored ribbons, and I stop to look them over. Blue—I have a blue dress, and compared to what I gave to Nell, the price of a ribbon for my hair is a tiny amount. Don’t I deserve something for myself? It’s my money from my chickens.

I have to wait, though, because the peddler is talking with Lloyd the wheelwright. Just like everyone else, they’re discussing the highwayman.

“He was about to cut off the lad’s ear, he was, right when Lady Penelope and her steward rode up with the money,” Lloyd shares with an enthusiasm I find slightly worrying. “Said he’d fry it like a slice of bacon.”

“I’d rather a piglet,” the peddler says.

“Of course,” Lloyd says. “But can you imagine? Frying up an ear?”

“Eh, I expect Lovell’d rather eat a pork pie, too.”

“Lovell?” I ask. “Is that the highwayman’s name?”

The two men turn to look at me, surprised and a little put out that I’ve interrupted.

“Adam Lovell, sure as my nose,” says the peddler. “Haven’t I seen him drinking at The Oak and the Half Moon?”

“In Chesterfield?” asks Lloyd. His eyes are bugging out of his head, and the peddler puffs himself up with importance.

“In Chesterfield,” he confirms. “He bought a round for me and everyone in the place last time I was there. Lovell spends his coin freely enough, and the landlord doesn’t mind taking it.”

Chesterfield—my mother’s sister lives there. If I visit Aunt Lucy, then I could go to The Oak and the Half Moon. I could find this Adam Lovell and—

But here my imagination falters. Ask him to give me Nell’s wages? Surely he’d laugh in my face, or threaten to cut off my ear, or something even worse.

Lloyd gives me a condescending smile. “Now, don’t you worry about the highwayman, Jenny Wren,” he says. I hate him using the familiar name, but I can’t say anything about it. He’s a friend of my father’s, or, at least, he’s near enough in age that they’ve spent their lives together in the village, and that amounts to the same thing. If I let slip anything of the plans forming in my head, my father will hear of it in our tavern.

I smile sweetly. “Oh, I’m not worried about him,” I say and point to a silver charm shaped like a rose among the peddler’s items. “How much is that?”

The peddler names a stupendous price, and I widen my eyes. “I could buy a whole hat for that much.”

“It’d be a pretty adornment for a lovely lass such as yourself,” the peddler returns. “Or a fine gift for the fair folk. Leave it in your springhouse, and they’ll never let your milk go sour, not for a year and a day.”

“I haven’t got a springhouse,” I say. “Or a cow, or as much as you’re asking for that. How about that red ribbon?”

He allows a lower price for the ribbon, though still nothing I’m willing to pay. We argue for a while about the red ribbon, then I try him for a green one, and eventually come around to the blue ribbon. Lloyd has wandered off somewhere else, so I say, “Surely, you don’t need to charge so much for a bit of ribbon when you’ve got Adam Lovell to buy you drinks.”

“It was only the once,” the peddler says. “But it was much appreciated. A man’s throat gets dry and dusty tramping the road like I do.”

“He must not be such a hard man, then.”

“True, true.” He scratches his ribs, releasing a small cloud of dust as he considers what he’ll tell me. “I’ve seen ’em more vicious, such as I wouldn’t be surprised to find eating children’s ears raw, let alone fried like bacon. But Lovell, if he threatened such a thing, I’m sure he was laughing the whole time.”

“It doesn’t seem like much of a joke to me,” I say.

“A rough life makes for rough laughter,” the peddler says. “You want fine silk jokes, my lass, you go to a manor house. Do you want a ribbon or no?”

“I’ll take the blue one,” I say. I give him a coin. He gives me the ribbon, and I go looking for Cait.

Cait’s finished with all her own market business, and she’s heard just as much about the highwayman as I have today: fried ears and a dozen other stories.

“They say he’s favored by the fair folk,” she tells me. “That’s why he’s never been caught by the king’s men. He can turn invisible, or send his shade riding east while he goes west, and the soldiers never find him. The miller’s wife says there’s a reward for anyone who can capture him.”

“How much?” I ask, while I wonder what you can give to the fair folk for that kind of favor. More than a little silver flower. Everything costs something in the end, even the uncertain bargains with the fair folk.

“One hundred pounds,” Cait says.

That’s not three hundred, but it’s still plenty. There must be a dozen men trying to think of ways to collect that reward. I sigh and link my arm with Cait’s.

“Will you walk to the manor with me?” I ask. I want to see how Nell is getting on. I haven’t seen her since she came in such a panic about Master Georgie’s ransom.

“I will,” Cait says.

We go in at the kitchens, smiling our greetings to the maids we know. One of them slips over to me. “Are you here after Nell?” she asks. I nod, and she shakes her head sympathetically. “She’s had a hard time of it,” she says.

“Haven’t you all?” I ask. “Did the steward bring the coin to pay everyone yet?”

“Not yet,” she says. “He’s expected the day after tomorrow. There was a great row about him going, how many footmen were to go with him, how many to stay here and keep the house secure. Her ladyship’s frightened to death of every noise and shadow in the night now.”

“And Master Georgie?” Cait asks.

“That’s half the trouble,” the girl says. “The young master’s decided he’d like to be a highwayman too. Running up and down the halls—well, you know where the nursery is. Go up yourself. Nell will be glad to see you, I’m sure.”

Cait and I climb up the servants’ stairs. As soon as we approach the nursery door, it flies open. “Stand and deliver!” a childish voice yells, lisping at the end of the demand. “Your money or your life!”

It seems Adam Lovell didn’t frighten him too much, then.

“Master Georgie,” cries Nell, coming to the door behind him. “You’ll give your lady mother the vapors.”

Then she sees me, and I see her—and the way she’s moving carefully, one hand on her belly as if it pains her. She straightens and tugs at her sleeves, but not before I catch sight of the purpled mark on her wrist. The blood in my veins goes cold as midwinter, then hot as scalding water. Georgie might be here with both his ears, but I’m going to kill the highwayman Adam Lovell and Davy both, just as soon as I can figure out how.

Cait looks from Nell’s face to mine, then lets out a dramatic shriek. “Oh, don’t shoot, you wicked highwayman!”

The young master grins delightedly and waves his wooden pistol—at least I hope that’s a wooden toy in his chubby little hand—as Cait sinks to the floor in a pretend swoon.

I pull Nell into the nursery, off to the corner by the fire and Georgie’s little bed.

“What happened?”

“Nothing,” she says. “Nothing happened.”

She never wants to say how she gets hurt, or how she became so clumsy once she married. That leaves it for me to imagine what happened and what supposed offense she’s been punished for. Maybe it was something with the money I gave her. With everyone talking about the highwayman, Davy probably heard at the tavern how no one else got paid and started wondering how she still had money to give him.

“What if you went away?” I ask her. “What if we used the rest of my chicken money and put you on the coach to London?”

But Nell shakes her head. “Me, go to London? What would I do there, all alone? I might as well go into the woods and try to wander into the fairy lands. I’m not so bold as you are, Jenny Wren.”

“Next time Lady Penelope is traveling, ask to go with her.”

“Lady Penelope’s determined never to travel again if she can help it,” Nell says, clasping my hands in hers. “She needs me here with Master Georgie.”

“And when Master Georgie is old enough for tutors instead of a nursemaid?” I ask. “What happens then?”

“That’s years away,” Nell says. “I’ll figure something out.”

It’s not too many years away, though, and I don’t need a fairy’s second sight to see that Davy’s going to keep on just the way he’s already started. Everything will be a hundred times worse if Nell has nowhere outside their little cottage to be and no wages to bring home, either. The bruise on her wrist—how many other marks has she been able to hide? And what will Davy do next time?

“I’ll get enough money to take both of us away,” I say. “We’ll live in a cottage somewhere, just the two of us.”

“Oh, Jenny Wren,” she says, shaking her head. “How are you going to do that?”

“I’m going to catch the highwayman,” I say.




Chapter Three


My father gives his approval for me to visit my aunt, and Cait agrees to take care of my chickens. Soon enough, I’m on my way to Chesterfield with my wild plan tucked tight under my ribs, where the audacity of it rubs against my worry for Nell. It’s hard to breathe if I think about any of it too much.

I try to set my mind to other, more pleasant things as I walk along the road. The way the blue ribbon matches my dress. The tales my mother used to tell us about the fair folk—the good stories, where they lead travelers out of the woods or help you catch a fish that swallowed a golden coin, not the dark ones where children disappear or people lose their senses after being left behind by fairy lovers.

Then my mind wanders back to the market day last summer when I had three roosters get loose along this road. Just when I thought I’d lost them entirely, a young man riding by stopped to round them up with me. He had the kind of laugh that made you want to join in, and he made it seem as if chasing chickens through the hedgerows was exactly the entertainment he’d been waiting all year for.

I think about him far too often, if I’m honest. He never said who he was or where he was coming from or going to. Just a traveler on the road who I’ll never see again. Perhaps he was one of the fair folk himself, the kind who takes amusement from mortals and our small concerns, and eventually I’ll go mad trying to remember exactly how his laugh sounded and how his eyes crinkled at the corners.

When I arrive in Chesterfield, Aunt Lucy is all smiles and welcomes until I tell her what my plan is. Then she threatens to tie me up and toss me in the wagon for her husband to deliver back to my father.

“I’m not going home,” I say. “I just got here. And I have a plan.”

Aunt Lucy starts yelling, and I yell back. She reminds me so much of my mother. If Mother were still alive, we would’ve made that mushroom stew for Davy the first time I found Nell crying after her hasty wedding, and this would all be settled.

Uncle Martin looks in the kitchen door. “Is everything all right, my dear?” he asks.

Aunt Lucy points a wooden spoon directly at his heart. “I’m teaching Jenny the best way to pluck a chicken. Your dinner won’t be late, so go sit down.”

“I’m sure Jenny will appreciate your wisdom, my dear,” Martin says. He winks at me and retreats to the other room.

The chicken’s already plucked and baking, of course. Still, it’s not until we’ve washed and dried the dinner dishes that Aunt Lucy sighs and drapes her dishcloth over her shoulder. “You’re bound and determined to try this,” she says.

“I don’t know what else to do,” I say. “But even part of the reward for catching him will help.”

“The landlord of the inn is Martin’s cousin,” she admits. “We can help you secure a position as a barmaid, but he’ll probably want half the money for himself. Lovell spends plenty of coin in The Half Moon when he comes. Dennis will miss it.”

“But if everyone knows where Lovell drinks, then surely the soldiers will catch him there sooner or later,” I point out. “And he’s likely scaring away other travelers with ready coin. When the roads are safer, it’ll be better for business at the inn.”

“Yes,” Aunt Lucy agrees. She crosses her arms over her bosom and fixes me with a look. “But you haven’t seen Lovell yet. You might feel differently once you do. You know he has the favor of the fair folk?”

“I’ve heard,” I say. “But I have to do something for Nell.” I could ask the fair folk for help myself, but I don’t know what bargain they’d make me, and neither do I want to rely on their whims.

“I could lend you money,” Lucy says.

“No,” I say stubbornly. “I tried that way already, and it just made things worse than before. When Lovell ransomed Georgie, he set everything sideways. He’s the one who needs to pay.”

“Very well,” Lucy says, and the next afternoon I’m standing in the kitchen of The Oak and the Half Moon, wiping my nervously sweating hands on the skirts of my blue dress.

“Now, it’s mostly the usual farmers and village tradesmen in for a glass and a gab,” says Dennis, the landlord. “When Lovell comes in, you’ll know it.”

His wife, Annie, slaps a heavy wad of pastry dough onto the table and sprinkles it with flour. “And they’ll notice you straight off,” she says. “So don’t squeak too loudly if they get handsy. No one will blame you if you accidentally spill a beer on someone who tries to grab you, though,” she adds matter-of-factly.

“And if the tankard falls on their head?” I ask.

“I’ll let you try to get close to Lovell if you like, but I’m not your father or your husband,” Dennis says. “I’ve my own business to look after, and if you’re driving away custom, you’re the one who’ll be going. Is that understood?”

“Yes, Master Green,” I say. Everyone will look out for their own, and no one thinks I can do anything to overcome the fairy favor that protects Adam Lovell. For Nell, though, I have to try.

“Dennis!” calls a man’s voice from the inn’s common room. “Where are you? Give a thirsty man a drink!”

Annie turns over her dough and presses it out
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