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The Solitary Woman 
She lived in the woods in an old, ramshackle hut made of stone and timber, wattle and 

daub, topped with a mossy green roof. Some people said that she built the hut with her 

own strong arms and hands, her sharp axe and sturdy hammer. Others said that the hut 

had always been there, as if it grew up out of the earth, fully formed, a strange wood and 

clay and stone creature, warmed into life by a fiery hearth heart. Whatever the truth was, 

there was something magical about this hut and the women who lived in it.  

 She liked to be alone, though she never was, not really. She was friends with the 

trees and animals, the toadstools and birds, even the ants that walked in a line across her 

windowsill. It was human company that she avoided. Yet, when some poor, lost and half-

starved soul did manage to stumble into the clearing in the woods where she lived, they 

were always treated hospitably enough, offered hearty food, a warm seat by the fire, and 

a comfortable place to sleep. Providing the weather was favourable, they would be sent 

on their way the following morning, their bodies rested and their bellies full, with fail-

safe directions back to their mislaid path. Still, though she was kind to her human 

visitors, she was always happiest when they were gone and her forest glade was quiet 

once more, filled with the peaceful hum of nonhuman life. 

 Yet some people in the nearby village were suspicious of the wood-woman, and 

they wanted to spy on her, to prove that she was a witch, and wicked too, but curiously, 

anyone who went into the woods with that intention never found her. It was as if her hut 

was so well camouflaged that it was invisible, as was she, her clothing a hodgepodge of 

greens and browns that made her blend in with her surroundings. Or it could be that her 

hut uprooted itself and trundled off to some new location, deeper in the forest, and harder 

to find. Some dark place that even the most courageous villager would be loathe to enter 

into, for fear of wolves and other wild creatures. Perhaps even the forest itself hid her, the 

trees protecting her home, blocking paths, and tripping unwelcome intruders. But even 

more curiously, when people were desperately in need of help—for the gash in the 

woodsman's foot, a woman’s difficult labour, or a child's broken bone—the woman's hut 

could always be found, quickly and with ease, as if it was situated right on the edge of the 

forest, the smoke from its chimney curling above the trees and clearly visible from the 

village, its scent blown in on the wind. She would then come, with her satchel of herbs 

and potions, utensils and restoratives, to stitch up and bandage the wound, deliver the 

baby, or set the bone right again, before disappearing back into the shadow of the trees.  

 Of those who had seen her up close, none could agree on her age or appearance. 

Some said that she was old and wizened, small and stooped and quite definitely ugly. 

Others thought that she had not seen many summers at all, and was tall and strikingly 

handsome. Yet others thought she was of middling age, neither old nor young, and 



entirely unremarkable in appearance. And was her hair winter white or autumnal auburn, 

chestnut brown or sunlight golden? But, despite the contradictions, everyone 

wholeheartedly agreed that her green eyes always seemed to be laughing, even if her lips 

were not, and her voice, when she did break her silence, was lilting and rich.  

 However, in spite of her obvious strangeness and the inquisitiveness of the 

villagers, in the general commotion of illness or injury, the woman’s presence was often 

largely unnoticed. She simply went about her healing work, quietly and methodically, 

doing whatever was necessary—staunching, stitching, bandaging, massaging, reassuring, 

easing pain. It was only when her patient was cured, on the mend, or had peacefully 

breathed their last, and she was gone once more, that her warm-hearted and motherly, yet 

uncanny presence, was acknowledged and missed, and the earthy smell of herbs, 

woodsmoke and soil that accompanied her would fade away. The villagers would then 

feel a peculiar dull ache, a yearning for something they knew not what—her patients 

most of all. And this yearning would pull them towards the forest, towards the dark, 

green, wild place outside the confines of the village, with its fenced yards and homely 

cottages, clucking hens and bleating sheep. Something called to them from the shadows 

under the trees, something ancient and untamed and mysterious. But after a few days, or a 

few weeks, most people would forget this yearning and get on with their lives. They 

always forgot. 

 Once in a blue moon, though, there would be someone who wouldn’t—or simply 

couldn’t—forget, who would feel the yearning so strongly that they would abandon their 

home and walk straight into the woods without looking back. And after the villagers had 

called and searched and eventually lost all hope of their safe return, sometimes that 

person would walk out of the forest, months later, smelling of leaf mould and vegetation, 

their clothes tattered and patched with squares of green and brown, but looking none the 

worse for their long absence. They would, however, have a strange kind of laughter in 

their eyes, now newly flecked with green. 

  

 


