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Chapter one

“I forbid it!” the man said fiercely, lifting himself 

from his bed as he spoke, only to sink down again 

when a fit of coughing shook his body.

The two old women in the workshop heard his cry. They 

paused in their spinning for a moment to glance at the 

sick man in the next room, his wife and daughter standing 

anxiously by his side. Then they turned back, picked up 

their spindles and continued their work, twisting the 

strands of wool into thread. 

“We have very little choice, Timon,” his wife replied 

sadly. “You’re too ill to walk and we have no son to carry 

on the work.”

“It will be fine, Father,” the girl said eagerly. “I’ve been 

to market with you many times and know exactly what to 

do.”

“Most of our workers have gone to find other places to 

work because we can’t pay them,” the woman continued, 

looking into the workshop at the two other women, the 

stack of unspun wool on one side of them and the bobbins 

of thread ready to be sold on the other, “and we can’t 

expect Lois and Dorcas to carry on working for nothing.”

“I’ll be better soon,” Timon pleaded. “Please, Lilah, just 

give me a day or two to recover, then I can take the thread 
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to sell. It’s no job for Julianna—it’s not safe for a girl to go 

alone to the market.”

“You’ve been saying that for three weeks,” the girl 

answered sadly. “Please let me go, Father. You need good 

food if you are going to get strong.”

“We have many bundles of yarn that should fetch a 

good price at the market,” Lilah said, glancing again into 

the workshop where the balls of wool and thread were 

stacked up in a huge pile against the wall. “They are no 

use to us sitting in the workshop. If we could sell some we 

will be able to buy more wool for the women to spin.” 

Wearily, the man looked at his wife. “Very well, Lilah,” 

he sighed at last, leaning back against the pillow and 

closing his eyes. “Do whatever you think best.”

Gently Lilah tucked the blanket around her husband 

and turned to her daughter. “Julianna,” she said quietly, 

handing her a bundle of clothes, “take these and find some 

that fit you. And fetch me my scissors.” 

Julianna did as she was told. She took the clothes from 

her mother and went into the back room. A few minutes 

later she returned, dressed in a cotton shirt so long that 

it touched the floor. “This is the shortest one I could find,” 

she said. 

“That’s alright,” her mother replied, smiling sadly at 

the comical sight of Julianna in her father’s shirt. “I’ll 

make it shorter and it will be fine with a leather belt 

round the waist. Your sandals could belong to either a 

man or a girl so they’re fine.”

Lilah quickly set to altering the shirt so that it came 

just below Julianna’s knees. Then they found a goat’s 

hair coat in the workshop. It had belonged to one of their 
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young workers who had left them a year ago to find a 

better paid job. They had kept it in case he came back for 

it. It fitted Julianna well. “That will help keep you warm 

on cold mornings,” Lilah said. Then, sighing heavily and 

holding up the scissors, she looked hard at her daughter. 

“Julianna,” she asked, “are you sure about this?”

Julianna smiled bravely and pulled off the band that 

held her coiled hair in its place on top of her head. Her 

hair tumbled around her shoulders in a dark cloud. “It’s 

only hair, Mother,” she said, “it will grow again.”

There was a groan from the bed as Timon saw what 

was happening. “No, please. Not her beautiful hair,” he 

whispered, before breaking into another coughing fit. But 

it was already too late. Piece by piece her fine, dark hair 

was falling like long threads of silk onto the floor around 

them. 

At last, Lilah put her scissors down. “There,” she said, 

standing back to look at her daughter, biting her lip and 

rubbing her eyes as she did so.

Julianna put her hands to her head. “My head feels 

quite light now,” she joked, but her face was sad as she 

looked down at the shiny locks scattered around her feet. 

“You’ll need something on your head,” her mother said, 

pulling out a turban from a box and handing it to her 

daughter who placed it carefully on top of her cropped 

hair.

“How do I look?” Julianna asked.

“You look like a beautiful boy,” her mother replied in 

a shaky voice, pulling her daughter into her arms and 

hugging her tightly. “You’re a good girl, Julianna. I pray 

the gods will bless you and keep you safe.”
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