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For Grace and Eric


Faces . . . there were faces . . . lots of them . . .

. . . a host of small dark heads raised above the long summer grass, eyes all staring down at her. Dozens of them. Dozens. Babes in arms . . . children raised upon the shoulders of adults, and all of them huddled together, standing on the ridge beneath the belt of trees. Watchful, wary, motionless. A whole tribe of them.

Celandine felt dizzy all over again, as she gazed up at the silent gathering. A thousand questions battered away at the inside of her aching head, confusion upon confusion. How could all this be? But at last she was beginning to understand the meaning of what it was that she had stumbled upon. This was another world. This was the secret thing that was spoken of in countless stories. This was the world that had been hidden away, maybe for centuries, whispered about and rumoured for all time. And these were its people – the little people. She was looking at the little people.
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‘A wonderful tale . . . Steve Augarde lures the reader right in, making it impossible to read without empathising with the main character’ Writeaway!
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Chapter One

She was running away for the third time. How terrible it would be if she were caught yet again. The thought of it was unbearable. Even now they might be discovering the damage that she had left behind her, the awful revenge that she had taken.

There would be no more chances after today. She must succeed.

‘Celandine, Celandine,

Caught the seven thirty-nine.

Seven thirty-nine was late,

Now she’s back inside the gate!’

The mocking chant of the Lower School tinies rang through her head. Poor stuff it was, though not so very far from the truth.

She had indeed tried to escape by train, and twice she had failed. How stupid she had been to go to Town station whilst still in her uniform. No wonder the stationmaster had been suspicious of her and telephoned the school. At the second attempt, dressed in mufti, she had almost got away with it but had then been recognized by the very same man – who had no other business to attend to, apparently, than the business of others. The result had been a further interview with Miss Craven, another long letter to her father, and another beating from the Bulldog. If she were caught now, then it would surely be the end of her.

Celandine splashed down the dreary little lane, avoiding the worst of the mud by walking along the blurred channels made by the cartwheels, occasionally stepping up onto the rain-sodden grass verges when the puddles in the road became too wide to jump.

Her walking shoes were tight and uncomfortable. The stout leather soles made the arches of her feet feel as though they were being stabbed at every step, and the stiff backs nipped at her heels. She was sure that she had blisters, but she dared not stop to look – nor would she examine her leg where the buckle of her heavy canvas bag continually rubbed and snagged at her woollen stocking. These things would have to wait. And besides, the walk was a necessary part of her plan. This time she would catch a train that would make it seem as though she was travelling towards the school rather than away from it. She glanced up at the black rain clouds, and pulled the collar of her mackintosh a little closer about her neck.

‘Raining, raining, raining. Always bloomin’ well raining.’ That’s what they sang in Flanders, according to Freddie – only they used another word instead of ‘bloomin’’. When he first put on his uniform he was just Freddie, her brother, dressed up in a uniform. But when he came home on leave he looked like a soldier. Even when he was out of his uniform he still looked like a soldier.

Raining, raining, raining. They shot you in Flanders for running away. It was letting down the side, Freddie said, and an example had to be made of cowards.

Celandine walked up to the ticket office at Little Cricket station and put down her bag. ‘Second-class single to Town, please,’ she said, ‘half’, and wondered whether she would ever have a nose as red and drippy as that of the ticket man. She hoped not. The sad-eyed clerk looked at her over the top of his spectacles, glancing at the badge on her straw hat before taking a ticket from his board. ‘Going back to school?’ he said. ‘Bit late, aren’t you, miss? Term started weeks ago.’

‘I’ve had scarlet fever.’ Celandine tried not to stare at the drop of moisture at the end of the old man’s nose. ‘I’ve been in quarantine.’

‘Ah, yes,’ said the clerk. ‘Quarantine. Over the bridge, then. Platform Two. Next one due in . . .’ he glanced at his pocket watch ‘. . . thirteen minutes.’

She wandered towards the single lonely bench, painted in cream and brown, that stood next to a tub of flowers halfway down the platform. The cast-iron bench-end was made up of a pattern of interwoven letters – GWR. God’s Wonderful Railway, somebody had once said. What was so wonderful about it? The bench was too wet to sit on and the geraniums in their concrete tub looked shabby and weather-blown.

Celandine thought that perhaps the ticket man might be watching her, and so she pretended to be interested in the damp wrinkled poster and the two enamelled advertisements mounted on the wooden fencing behind her. The advertisements told her to take Dr Collis-Brown’s Mixture, and to smoke Craven ‘A’ cigarettes, and the poster informed her that the Women of Britain said ‘Go!’ – meaning that they told their menfolk to go and enlist as soldiers and fight in the war. The women who represented the Women of Britain didn’t look like any women that she’d ever seen. Stupid poster. Telling people to go. They hadn’t needed to tell Freddie to go – he had gone of his own accord. Freddie was brave and would never run away, but they had killed him all the same. Killed in action, fighting for King and Country. Just as dead as if he’d been a coward.

It didn’t seem real, though. Celandine could not make it so, and she could not cry for him. Not properly.

She heard the whispering of the rails, and knew that the train was approaching at last. A heavy plume of smoke rose through the dripping trees that obscured the distant bend. Celandine watched as the smoke trail drew nearer – and then a wonderful thing happened. As the engine appeared from behind the trees, the clouds parted and a shaft of brilliant early evening sunshine fell upon the angular boiler, sparkling on the fresh water droplets that had fallen from the trees, making rainbows in the steam, so that the whole train – the little square engine with its grubby coal tender and four cream-and-brown coaches – was transformed into something shining, something beautiful. God’s Wonderful Railway.

A sunshine train, towing its own sunshine with it. Through all the bright countries of the world this train might have travelled, scooping up sunlight against days like these, to arrive before her wrapped in splendour, as cheerful as a maypole.

Celandine reached up to turn the brass door handle of the second-class carriage, and felt that this time she would succeed, that the sunshine train would take her away from all that was hateful and bring her safely home, at last, to her friends.

It was cramped in the little washroom, and the carriage lurched annoyingly as she tried to balance on one leg in order to unlace her shoe. Celandine leaned against the rounded edge of the tiny sink and managed to remove her uniform, which she then replaced with her gardening clothes – the anonymous muslin blouse and plain brown skirt she wore for duties in the school allotments. Both were a bit grubby and stained, but so much the better, she felt, for now she might pass as a kitchenmaid or a laundry worker, at least until she spoke. Then her accent might give her away, but there was no point in worrying about that for the time being. She delved further into her canvas bag and found the pieces of bread and greengage jam, wrapped in greaseproof paper, that she’d stolen from the staffroom. She had taken some cake as well, but she was saving that. The walk from her school to the station at Little Cricket had made her hungry. She rested against the sink and took a mouthful of the slightly squashed and sticky sandwich – but immediately had to steady herself, accidentally biting her tongue as the train began to brake, jerkily. It was pulling into Town station already. This was where her ticket said she should get off.
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The washroom windows were frosted glass and Celandine could see nothing but vague shapes and colours, flashes of sunlight turning to deep shadow as the carriage slowed down and finally came to a squeaky halt beneath the overhanging station roof. There was a noise of carriage doors repeatedly slamming, the rumbling grind of the porters’ trolleys, echoing voices, and footsteps shuffling up and down the corridor outside the washroom. Somebody tried the door, rattled the handle a couple of times and then passed on. Celandine looked at her piece of bread and jam, took another cautious bite and chewed slowly, willing the train to start moving again. Come on. What were they waiting for? More slamming of doors. A long peep from the guard’s whistle, and the carriage jerked forward. Celandine gripped the edge of the sink. They were away at last.

And from here onwards she was travelling illegally. There was no turnstile at Withney Halt where she intended to get off, and once there she would be safe from ticket collectors, but could she last that far without being caught? She simply had to trust to luck that the inspector didn’t make his rounds before then.

When she had finished her sandwich, she washed her hands and looked at her reflection in the mottled oblong mirror above the sink. Her hair always came as a surprise to her. The frizzy mane didn’t match her dark solemn eyes somehow – didn’t even match her eyebrows. It was like some frightful wig that had been put on her head for a joke. She hated it. She hated brushing it and brushing it, because it never did the slightest good. It wouldn’t plait properly, wouldn’t go up into a bun, wouldn’t do anything but remain as it was, all springy and horrid. Well, she thought darkly, she had plans – though they would have to wait a little longer.

The door handle was rattled again and a loud female voice outside said, ‘Come along! Come along!’

Celandine flushed the lavatory, briefly turned the tap on and off, and unlocked the door. A large woman in a nurse’s uniform was waiting in the corridor, and it was a struggle to get past the bulky figure. Celandine caught the odour of hospitals and antiseptic on the woman’s rustling blue cape as she squeezed by. There was something comforting about the smell of antiseptic. It reminded her of the time she had spent in the school sanatorium, finding there a haven of tranquillity, a delicious respite from the misery of school life.

Celandine struggled along the corridor towards the rear of the train, glancing into each compartment as she passed, praying that she wouldn’t meet the ticket inspector. Her stomach felt tight now and she wished she had not eaten the bread and jam.

She slid back the door of the last compartment, and nearly turned and walked straight back out again. A man in khaki uniform was huddled, alone, in the far corner, next to the window. He had an army blanket slung loosely round his shoulders, and a stick resting across his knees. But the stick was a white stick and, most terribly, the entire top of the man’s head was bandaged – covering his eyes so that he couldn’t see. He could still hear, that was apparent, for the swaddled head turned in her direction as she stood at the doorway.

It seemed rude, somehow, to leave. But it also seemed rude to stay. Celandine felt as though she were intruding. The man turned away. Celandine sat down on the opposite carriage seat, as near as possible to the door, and tried not to stare. The soldier’s bandaged head was leaning against the window. He casually drew a packet of cigarettes from his tunic pocket and tapped one out.

Celandine hated the smell of cigarette smoke, but would not say so of course. The soldier calmly searched his pockets, for matches presumably, and once again Celandine had to force herself not to stare. It was ill-mannered, surely, to stare at someone who couldn’t stare back. Strange, though, how the man turned his bandaged eyes in the direction of his hands as they moved from pocket to pocket, as if he was still able to see what he was doing. Eventually he found what he was searching for – a box of lucifers, as she had guessed – and settled back, apparently relaxed, as he tried to strike a light on the side of the box.

‘Would you like me to do that for you?’ she said. The soldier was struggling with his box of matches, having succeeded so far only in burning his fingertips and singeing the cigarette halfway along its length. Celandine moved along the seat a little, wondering if he would think it impertinent of her to offer help. To address a strange man, alone in a railway compartment, and to offer to light his cigarette! What would Miss Craven say if she ever got to hear of it? Well, it didn’t matter what Miss Craven would say, any more – or what anyone else would say, or think. It just didn’t matter. The man was injured, horribly wounded by the look of it, and in need of help. She moved still closer, reaching out towards him, but then stopped herself. The soldier’s hands were shaking. He had lowered the matchbox into his lap and his hands were shaking like anything. His poor bandaged head dropped forward and he sat, desolate, the ruined cigarette hanging from his lips. The coarse army blanket rose and fell as the man’s shoulders began to quake. He was crying. Underneath the bandages he was crying, though no tears were visible – either because the bandages would soak them all up, or because there were no eyes beneath those bandages for tears to flow from.

‘Jesus!’ His voice was a cracked whisper, bubbling with spit. He flung the little box of lucifers across the compartment and brought his shaking hands up to his face, dashing the blackened cigarette away in order to wipe his mouth and nose on his fingertips. His white stick fell to the floor. Celandine could see, suddenly, that he was just a boy. He was a wounded soldier, foreign to her, unshaven, blasphemous and frightening, but just a boy. Not much older than Freddie.

She quietly collected up the lucifers that had spilled over the opposite seat and put them back into their cheap matchwood box, saying nothing, whilst the soldier gradually gulped back his emotion to become calmer once more. Then she leaned over and took a cigarette from the pack beside him. She had never touched a cigarette before, and it felt strange – a smooth and delicate thing. How ever did they make them? Celandine looked at it for a moment, curious, then put it in her mouth – an act that made her hands shake almost as badly as the soldier’s had. She struck a lucifer on the rough side of the box, as she had seen the man do, and clumsily lit the end of the cigarette. It tasted foul, absolutely foul, and she gagged slightly as she blew out the match. But she managed to say ‘Here you are’, without coughing, and gently put the cigarette between the soldier’s fingers. He flinched at her touch, not realizing at first what she was doing. His shoulders heaved and it seemed that he would cry again, but then he relaxed, gave a long sigh and brought the cigarette up to his lips. He took a deep draw on it and let out a thin stream of smoke. Celandine wrinkled her nose and turned her head away.

‘What’s your name?’ The soldier’s words were so faint that she could hardly hear them.

‘Celandine.’ She paused for a moment. ‘What’s yours?’

‘Tommy.’ Again the word was barely a whisper, as though the effort of speaking was almost too much for him. Then the door slid open and the big woman in the nurse’s uniform came in. She looked at Celandine in surprise and said loudly, ‘How are you feeling now?’

‘Very well, thank—’ Celandine began to say, and then realized that of course the nurse was talking to the soldier.

Tommy said nothing, but merely blew out another stream of smoke and nodded his head. The nurse seemed to accept this as a reply. ‘Good man!’ she shouted, still looking at Celandine, and she sat down heavily next to the soldier, causing the upholstery springs to squeak in alarm. ‘Soon be there now! Shouldn’t be smoking though – you know that, don’t you? I’ve told you about that, haven’t I?’ The nurse leaned forward, bringing the faint smell of antiseptic with her, and her large shiny face seemed to loom across the carriage like a huge piece of waxed fruit. She reached over, took the white stick from Celandine’s grasp and sank back comfortably in her seat without another word. Celandine felt awkward and tried to avoid the nurse’s gaze. She sat in silence, regarding her sore feet and thinking about Tommy, and Freddie. She wondered why any Women of Britain would ever say ‘Go’ if this was what their sons were going to.

The compartment door rumbled back with a bang, and there was the ticket inspector. Celandine felt her stomach jump, and she momentarily clutched at the material of her skirt, just for something to hold on to.

The grey-haired inspector, horribly official-looking in his blue serge uniform and peaked cap, glanced at her briefly, but then noticed the soldier huddled in the far corner. ‘Dear, oh dear,’ he said. ‘Copped a packet then, lad? You look as though you’ve been in the wars good and proper. Talk about the walking wounded.’ The soldier huddled deeper into his blanket and didn’t answer. Celandine offered her useless ticket. Her hand shook as though she were holding it out for a beating.

‘He’s in my charge, Inspector,’ bellowed the big nurse. ‘I’m escorting him to Staplegrove Hospital. I have his ticket here, with mine.’ She reached into the large leather bag on her lap and drew out her tickets. The inspector took them, and punched them with his machine, but it was clear that he was more interested in the soldier than in tickets. ‘Where’d you get that little lot then, son?’ he persisted.

‘He’s not well enough to talk, I’m afraid,’ said the nurse.

‘Blimey,’ said the inspector, taking Celandine’s ticket, but barely glancing at it before punching it. ‘Got your tongue as well, did they? Well, good luck to you.’ He nodded to the nurse and stepped back into the corridor, closing the sliding door behind him with a smart click. The train gave a sideways lurch and Celandine swallowed. She thought for a dreadful moment that she might be sick.

But the crisis had passed. The nurse sat staring at Celandine and absently tapped her fingernails on the white stick . . . tap-tap . . . tap-tap . . . an irritating echo to the rhythm of the wheels.

The Somerset countryside, cheerful now on this sunny spring evening, passed by the grimy window until the train eventually began to slow down on its approach to Withney Halt. Celandine got up. She opened the compartment door and turned to pick up her bag. The soldier raised his head at the sound of the sliding door, listening to the movement in the compartment.

‘You going?’ he whispered.

‘Yes,’ said Celandine. ‘I get off here. Goodbye, Tommy. And good luck.’ As she pulled the door closed behind her, she heard the nurse say, ‘Well! You’re a dark horse, I must say. Do you know that extraordinary-looking girl?’

The steam-engine smell of oil and cinders hung upon the still country air long after the train had gone. Celandine stood on the little greystone platform of Withney Halt and looked out over the Somerset Levels – the lush patchwork of flat fields and withy beds that stretched to the far wooded hills. The marshy land was criss-crossed with rhynes and irrigation ditches, and the familiar figures of pollarded willow trees stood, dipping their heads towards the still waters.

Celandine squinted into the last rays of the sun, and plotted an imaginary course across the darkening wetlands. She could just see part of the roofline of Mill Farm, her home, nestling beneath the shadow of Howard’s Hill.

The rapidly darkening countryside felt lonely and deserted, and so quiet that, when a heron suddenly rose from a nearby ditch with a horrible kraaark and a loud splashing of wings, Celandine thought her heart would stop. But she doggedly followed the muddy paths trodden by the labourers and withy-cutters, dragging her monstrously heavy bag, and told herself that this was Somerset and not France, and that at least she wasn’t being shot at. Better, too, than going by the road, where she was sure to meet someone who knew her, or her father.

The air had grown cold by the time she finally reached the scrubby paddock that stood behind the farm stables, and yet her journey had been such hard going that her muslin blouse was sticking to her back and shoulders. She cautiously leaned against the corner post of the paddock fence and looked at the dark huddle of buildings that made up Mill Farm. Faint chinks of light escaped from beneath the eaves of the stables. There would be harnesses yet to clean, and tack to mend, water to be drawn, feed and bedding to be provided for the teams, and a host of other things to be done before the stable hands could safely leave their charges for the night and go to their own rest.

The lower windows of the farmhouse itself were by now ablaze with light, and one upper window also – her mother’s room. Downstairs her father would be sitting at the kitchen table, discussing the day’s business over a knuckle of ham with her elder brother, Thos, and coughing his dry persistent cough – explaining why this must be done and why that must not. And Thos would be listening, impatient, scratching the back of his neck, trying to keep his temper and then, when he got the chance, explaining why this must not be done and why that must. The two lurchers, Cribb and Jude, would be lying at the foot of the stairs, sullenly waiting upon the hour when they would be put out for the night to shelter beneath the open barn and do their duty with regard to rats and foxes and other intruders. Cook would be in her room, with her half glass of milk stout, getting ready to turn in. How familiar it all was.

And there would be a bed for her there, thought Celandine, and food on the table if she chose to enter, but there would be no welcome. There would be only angry words from her father, bitter tears from her mother, and no gesture of comfort from Thos. A bed for the night, a meal, and then back they would send her – back to school, where they were paying good money for all her nonsense to be knocked out of her.

Celandine felt chilly now, conscious too of the open ground she had yet to cross and how her light-coloured blouse might easily be visible to anyone who happened to step outside and look about them. She undid the buckle of her canvas bag and hauled out her dark mackintosh. She also took out the envelope that she had been carrying.

It didn’t take long to find a suitable stone. Celandine placed the envelope on the top of the paddock corner post and weighed it down with the stone. Now the wind wouldn’t blow it away. It wouldn’t be long before someone found the letter and delivered it to the farmhouse. Turning her collar against the cool night air, and her back against the lights of Mill Farm, Celandine picked up her bag once more and began the long slow climb that took her up Howard’s Hill.

There had been a lot of rain recently, and so the stream that trickled down the gully on the hillside was quite lively. The stillness of the night air made the bubbling sound of the water seem unnaturally loud, and Celandine became worried that her signal might not be heard – or even recognized. Months it had been, since she was last here. Would they even remember her? She crept along the rising bank of the gully until she was as close as she could get to the thick mass of brambles that bounded the edge of the high woodland. Resting her bag on the grass she cupped her hands, put her thumbs together, and blew into the gap between her bent knuckles. She was breathless from the climb, and also out of practice, so it took two or three attempts to get it right – but eventually she managed to produce a sound that was supposed to be that of a hooting owl. Was it loud enough? Could anyone hear her? She tried again a few times and looked towards the dark jumble of briars expectantly, but nothing happened. Celandine began to panic. What would she do? To go back was quite impossible.

Celandine sat down upon her bag and concentrated – no longer on imitation, but on volume. She began to experiment with finding a note, and then gradually opened her cupped hands to make the pitch and volume of the note rise as she blew harder.

Whatever it was, then, that landed with a thump upon her shoulders took her so by surprise that she was flung sideways from her perch – squealing with shock as she tumbled and rolled down into the gully, clutching at the flailing wiry limbs that clung about her neck, and then hearing the throaty little sound ‘ah-ah-ah’ that made it all clear. She reached the bottom of the gully and managed to struggle to her feet – one of which was in the water by this time – laughing and trying to disentangle herself from the frantic little creature that continued to cling to her. It was no use. He wouldn’t let go. She dropped to one knee again and hauled the wriggling being from her shoulders, managing to get one arm about the skinny waist to grasp the rough material of his tunic, pulling him around to the front of her where she could then grab him by the upper arms and force him away from her. At last she was able to hold him – just – at arms length, as he continued to writhe like a puppy, clutching hanks of her hair in his tiny fists, his whole face alive with the delight of seeing her again. His wide innocent eyes flashed white in the darkness and the huge gap-toothed smile was wider still. ‘Cake!’ he said, triumphantly. ‘Cake-cake-cake!’

‘Hallo, Fin,’ she said. ‘It’s so lovely to see you.’ And it was too. She gave him a hug – and it was good to feel the childish arms tight about her neck, the affection so freely given.

‘Come on,’ she said, and, releasing Fin with a sigh, she stood up and pushed back her hair. Fin tucked his own straight black hair behind his ears and looked up at her hopefully. ‘Yes,’ she couldn’t help laughing, ‘I’ve brought you some cake. But you must lead me through the tunnel first.’

The dark little figure hopped barefoot over the wet stones that were strewn along the bed of the gully, and carefully began to part the overhanging brambles. Celandine followed, clutching her canvas bag to her chest and stooping low, one foot squelching uncomfortably in her soaking wet shoe.
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Chapter Two

Celandine had first met Fin over three years ago, on the 22nd June 1911, shortly after her tenth birthday. She was hardly likely to forget either the date or the occasion, for it was the Coronation of King George and Queen Mary. There would be parties up and down the land in honour of this event, and the Howards of Mill Farm would be celebrating along with everyone else.

Celandine’s father, Erstcourt Howard, had been persuaded to put his hand in his pocket for once, and it had been decided that a grand picnic should take place on Howard’s Hill.

The hill rose from the surrounding fields like a wooded island. Too steep and stony to plough, it had been allowed to run wild for generations. Occasionally a few sheep or cattle might be turned out to graze the rough slopes, but only if the pastures below were too flooded to use. The ancient woods that covered the hilltop had become so surrounded by brambles that only a fool or a rabbit would attempt to enter – and the Howards were solidly conscious of being neither. They left well enough alone.

For the Coronation picnic a stone platform was being specially built, about halfway up the hillside, and this was to be large enough to hold all the big trestle tables that were normally used for Harvest supper.

The Howard children – Thos, Freddie and Celandine – each viewed the coming party in their own various ways. Thos, almost fifteen at the time, pretended not to care and outwardly took his father’s grumbling view that the whole affair was an unnecessary expense. He was sure that he had better things to do. He may well go and shoot some rabbits instead, come the day. Inwardly, however, he was in a breathless agony of excitement and anguish – for here was a golden opportunity to talk once again with the enchanting Emily Swann, or at least it would be a golden opportunity, if only the Swann family had been invited. But they had not. He knew this because he had overheard his mother and father in discussion. His mother, whose Austrian upbringing still caused her to struggle with her English, had said, ‘What about the Svanns – Swaaans?’ And Erstcourt had replied, ‘Don’t see the need of it. Blasted man still hasn’t settled up for the team I hired him last autumn. Always looks the other way whenever I see him. No, Lizzie, I think not.’ So Mrs Howard had timidly returned to her guest list, pegging away at it with her perpetually worried expression – so difficult it was for her to organize such an event, Erstcourt, when it was with no back-around she had in which things.

Freddie, thirteen years old but still glad of any excuse to dress up, decided that he might spend the day in costume – something British perhaps, to suit the occasion. He already had a large Union Jack that would serve as a cape, and a small red gardening fork lashed to a rake handle for a trident. Now all he needed was a helmet and a shield, and he could go as Britannia. It didn’t help matters that his mother had only the vaguest idea of who Britannia might be. Freddie showed her the brown penny with a likeness of Britannia on it which he was using as his model, but his mother, after raising her spectacles and peering closely at it, had said, ‘And this is a man, Freddie?’ Well of course it was a man, he said. Did she think he wanted to spend the day dressed as a woman? Britannia was like Neptune, only . . . British. A small seed of doubt had been sown, however, and he wondered if he should go as John Bull instead. Did John Bull ever carry a trident? It would be a shame to waste the trident.

Celandine had grasped the fact that the party was to be a very special occasion, and so she was not much looking forward to it. Very special occasions usually meant pain and discomfort. Her hair would have to be more tightly scraped back than ever and Miss Bell, her governess, would be continually fussing over her manners and appearance. Best boots and best behaviour would doubtless be required, and each were too tight a fit for Celandine’s liking. She wondered if she would be able to escape from the awful Miss Bell and play with the kittens in the cider barn instead.

By seven o’clock on the morning of the picnic, the great trestle tables were standing on the newly-built stone platform on the side of Howard’s Hill, and by eight o’clock Freddie was dressed as a Christian.

He had solved the problem of his costume, having remembered a picture he had once seen of a man fighting a lion. All the man had to defend himself with was a trident and a net. It was something to do with Roman times. But Freddie was sure that the brave man with the trident was a Christian – and what could be more British than that?

Freddie already had the trident, and now he had managed to borrow one of the nets used for ferreting. He was looking forward to the day.

Thos was also remarkably cheerful. Mr Swann had suddenly paid off his debt to Farmer Howard, thus securing a last-minute invitation to the party for himself and his family. Emily Swann would be coming after all.

Celandine was not so happy. Miss Bell had caught her before she had even finished her breakfast egg, and had rigged her out in calico so starched, and ribbons so numerous, that she felt like a Christmas parcel.

‘Miss Bell, I don’t think I’m very well,’ she said.

‘Then you shall have a dose of castor oil,’ said Miss Bell, promptly. ‘Very good for the tongue is castor oil. It helps to keep it truthful, at the least.’

Celandine scowled at herself in the mirror, and tried to think of a good act of revenge.

At midday the whole company of guests were assembled. Besides the immediate family there were friends and relatives, the farmworkers, local tradespeople, the vicar and various other dignitaries. And there was one baby – the youngest of the Swanns – in a wicker bassinet. Over eighty people in all made up the cheerful procession that eventually began to drift through the paddock at the rear of the stables and wind its leisurely way up the sunny slopes of Howard’s Hill towards the heavily laden picnic tables.

Mrs Howard set about positioning her guests.

‘Erstcourt, you are here of course, at table head, and then I. Here. Brigadier . . . no, Mrs Brown is you there, then Brigadier. Reverend Brown, is you next to me, Miss Tvigg, and then the ozer Miss Tvigg. Josef and Sarah, you are here . . .’

When each had found a place, Erstcourt Howard rose to his feet. ‘Now then,’ he said, and paused for silence. ‘If all have a drink to hand, I shall ask the Reverend here to lead us in a prayer and a toast to Their Majesties. Reverend?’

The atmosphere at the head of the first table soon became awkward. Mrs Howard’s younger brother, Josef Wesser, had got into an argument with Brigadier Locke. Josef Wesser was a doctor, specializing in what he called ‘the science of the mind’, and had made the mistake of challenging the Brigadier on that retired soldier’s home territory – the battlefield.

‘You’ll forgive me for saying so, Doctor Wesser, but you’re talking tripe. Absolute tripe. Cowardice is cowardice, plain and simple. If a fellow hasn’t the stomach to fight, then he has no business being in the army. There’s only one way to deal with that type of shilly-shallying, in my opinion.’

‘Oh?’ said Josef, ‘And that would be . . . ?’

‘Court martial, sir. Certainly in the case of desertion.’

‘I see. And the penalty for that would be – what – execution? I think there is a difference . . . yes . . . ? between cowardice and nervous collapse. The mind works in strange ways. A man cannot always be held responsible for his actions . . .’

‘Talk like a dam’ fool, sir! What are you – one of the white feather brigade?’

Mrs Howard was embarrassed that her guests should be arguing, and did her best to change the subject.

At the far end of the second table sat Thos, Freddie and Celandine, in various states of disgruntlement as the afternoon wore on. Thos was only inches away from the delightful Emily Swann, but as this young lady was seated with her back to him at the next table there was little opportunity to talk.

Freddie had eaten all that he wanted to eat, which wasn’t very much, and so he was bored. And Celandine, to her disgust, was seated right next to her governess, Miss Bell, who was showing off to Tom Allen the blacksmith by finding fault with everything she did. She must sit up straight, or she would end up round-shouldered. She must not speak with her mouth full, or she would choke. She must not kick the bench, or she would spoil her shoes. And no, she may not leave the table. And no, Freddie may not leave the table either. They must sit still and wait for their food to digest properly.

On and on she went. Celandine noticed that one of the Swann girls – a heavy-set child with short dark hair – was smirking at her discomfort from the next table. Celandine poked her tongue out at her. Unfortunately Miss Bell saw her do it and said, ‘Celandine, stop that! Really! Your behaviour today is quite disgraceful! Do you see what I have to contend with, Mr Allen?’

A wicked thought came into Celandine’s head. ‘Miss Bell, do you remember that time when you were sick in a bucket?’

‘I beg your pardon, Celandine?’

‘That time when Father said you must have been at the sherry—’

‘Celandine! That’s quite enough, thank you! And if you’ve had quite enough, then I think you’d better get down after all – yes, yes and Freddie also. I shall certainly speak to you later, you sinful child. Mr Allen, I must assure you that there is no truth to this whatsoever . . .’

Miss Bell was quite scarlet. There had been an occasion when she had been rather ill, in the schoolroom unfortunately, and the girl had witnessed it – but she had not been sick in a bucket, and neither had sherry anything to do with it. Wretched little liar!

‘Come on, Freddie,’ said Celandine.

The two of them made their gleeful escape, and scuttled around the side of Howard’s Hill until they were out of sight of the party. In an ecstasy of freedom they threw themselves onto the warm grass – Freddie’s idea – and rolled down the steep hill, over and over, until they came to a halt. Then, reeling with dizziness, they clambered back up the hill, higher this time, to begin again, gasping and shrieking as they rolled once more, recklessly allowing gravity to do what it would with them, spinning them like bobbins along the bumpy turf. At some point, then, Celandine lost all control over what was happening and knew only that she was tumbling head over heels, arms and legs hopelessly flailing, quite unable to help herself.

Freddie, having reached the end of his travels, was dizzily aware of his sister landing with a sudden thump close by, and of the dull sickening smack of bone upon rock. A tiny whimper was all that followed, then silence.

‘Dinah? Dinah!’ Freddie scrabbled over to where Celandine lay – saw the loose slab of grey stone half-buried in the grass beside her motionless head. He shook her shoulder, but there was no reaction, no sound. Her eyes were closed and she was very white.

Still dazed from his own descent, Freddie scrambled back up Howard’s Hill, gasping and shouting for help. Nobody seemed to be taking any notice. Even when the party came back into view, nobody took any notice. They just kept talking, right up until the moment where he grabbed his mother’s arm.

‘Mama! I kept shouting for you! It’s Dinah! I think she’s dead!’

* * *

‘No, do not move her. This is not a good idea. Lizzie please . . . let me see.’ Josef Wesser knelt by Lizzie Howard, his sister, and tried to prevent her from lifting the child. Poor Mrs Howard was frantic, and Josef glanced up at Erstcourt in appeal. Erstcourt said, ‘Come, Lizzie, let Josef do his work,’ and at the same time placed his hands about his wife’s shoulders and drew her towards him.

Josef held the child’s wrist and felt for her pulse, leaning forward so that his ear was next to Celandine’s mouth. He listened closely. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said, almost instantly. ‘She is breathing.’

As if to confirm this, Celandine began to move, rolling her head from side to side and setting up a continuous high-pitched moan. Her eyes were still closed and Josef said, ‘She remains unconscious. But I think there are no bones broken.’

Mrs Howard knelt once more beside her daughter, still distraught. ‘Oh, Josef – what can we do? What can we do?’

‘Should we take her down to the house?’ said Erstcourt.

‘Perhaps.’ Josef looked doubtful. It was quite a long way, and he was worried that the child might suffer more from being carried than from staying where she was. It would be good to get her out of the sun though. He glanced up at the crowd of people who were now standing on the slope above them, looking down upon the scene, and then spoke to Lizzie.

‘There was a baby in a carriage. Somebody had a . . . a bassinet. Might we borrow it, do you think?’

‘Oh yes – I’m sure we could. Mrs Svann would never mind, I am sure. Mrs Svann!’ Lizzie called up to Mrs Swann, who was among the crowd up on the hillside. ‘Could we borrow the baby’s carriage? The bassinet!’

Mrs Swann turned and spoke to somebody behind her, and in a few moments Mr Swann and Thos were bringing the big wicker carriage rather clumsily down the side of the hill.

By the time they had gently lifted Celandine into the baby carriage and made her as comfortable as they could, she had begun to regain consciousness. She had not yet spoken, but her eyes were open and she seemed aware of what was happening.

‘I think perhaps we could take her back up to the platform,’ said Josef. ‘You would want to be with her, Lizzie, and it would be a pity to spoil the party if it is not necessary. I also shall be there. We will watch her for a while and see how she is.’

And so Josef, Thos, Erstcourt and Mr Swann carried the baby carriage back up to the platform and let it stand by the top table. Josef mixed a headache powder with a little lemonade – and the fact that Celandine was able to sit up and drink this encouraged her family to believe that she had probably not taken too much harm from her fall. Freddie in particular was hugely relieved, although worried at the same time. Now that the crisis appeared to be over, he feared that there would be trouble – and that the blame for the whole thing was likely to fall upon him. When nobody was looking, he put a piece of cake in the bassinet as a peace offering.

It soon became clear that Celandine could not remain where she was for long. Though small, she was certainly too big to fit comfortably into a baby carriage, and Josef had propped her up with her head resting on a pillow placed over the folded-down hood. She was unprotected from the sun, and exposed also to the surrounding hubbub of the party.

‘We could carry her a little further up the hill and place her under the shade of the trees,’ said Josef. ‘Then she would be able to rest properly. And of course we should be able to see her from here. Celandine – how are you feeling? Shall we put you under the trees? Would you like that?’

Celandine was feeling too hot and headachy and sick to answer.

She floated into consciousness once more, from a dream where a thousand Union Jacks were flying and she was heading a great procession of noisy people. They were carrying her in a litter toward a distant abbey, and her Coronation.

Her head hurt and she did not want to open her eyes. She could still hear the sound of many cheerful voices, but knew that she was not in a procession. She was lying, not very comfortably, in a baby carriage and the voices she heard were the voices drifting up from the party below. Birds she could also hear, high above her – wood pigeons – calling to each other softly.

Beneath the trees on Howard’s Hill, that was where she was. She opened her eyes just a little, and allowed blotchy shades of green to filter through her lashes. Overhanging foliage dipped down towards her, quite close, sheltering her in a leafy world, cool and comforting, despite the pain in her head. So peaceful it was, to stare up through the patterns of graceful boughs, to watch the gentle shifting colours, to breathe in the woodland scents of leaf and bark and briar rose.

But how fierce and wild those briars looked. A great bank of them climbed to her left, enveloping the trunks of the trees in thorny tangles. How terrible it would be to fall amongst them. Better to look up instead, through the friendly branches of the spreading oak, to let the shapes mingle and blur, shiny as sequins . . . coloured sequins that pulsated slightly, in time with the dull throbbing in her temples.

And now she was dreaming once again, for here were eyes that gazed down towards her – big brown eyes, set wide apart, beautiful eyes that were fixed, not upon her own, but upon something else close by.

The eyes blinked, so huge in such a tiny face, and a small brown hand was nervously wiped over the half open mouth. Celandine squeezed her own eyes shut for a few moments, and then opened them again. Still there – well-hidden among the leaves, but still there.

Calm and dreamy, she felt uncertain now as to whether she was asleep or awake.

Marmoset – the word came into her head . . . marmoset. From a travelling zoo they had taken her to. Marmoset. Like Somerset, she had thought at the time, but a creature rather than a county. A creature with big brown eyes, a pretty thing . . . but not clothed. No, not clothed.

So it was not a marmoset. What, then? And what was it looking at? Celandine raised her head very slightly and glanced down at the baby’s coverlet that they had lightly draped over her. A piece of cake lay on a roughly folded napkin, tucked between herself and the inner side of the wicker carriage. Cherry cake. She painfully lowered her head once more, and now the eyes were looking directly at her, peeping from behind the leaves, retreating, then peeping again. Full of curiosity they were, of innocence, and of longing. The eyes moved from her to the piece of cake and back to her again. She might have laughed if it wasn’t for the pain. The wanting was so undisguised, so obvious.

And there was something else in the look of those eyes that she had seen before. Something extra – or something missing. Like Charity Hobbs. Yes, that was it. Poor Charity had just such a look about her. Imbecile, they called her, the carter’s youngest child. Imbecile – though it was said in pity rather than contempt. But Charity did not hang from the branches of trees, brown and skinny, like a marmoset, and dress in bits of feathers and rags and . . . what? Rabbit skins? She couldn’t see properly.

So it was not a marmoset and it was certainly not Charity Hobbs. Celandine did not want to lift her head again – it hurt too much – but she allowed her fingers to search for the cherry cake, breaking a piece off, feeling the soft crumbly texture, sticky from the heat.

‘Cake,’ she whispered, and raised her arm, holding the morsel aloft, reaching up towards the dipping branches. Her tongue was dry and her throat hurt, but she said it once more. ‘Cake.’

Again the flash of a tiny brown hand, the hurried wiping of the mouth, and the deep longing in the wide-set eyes that darted back and forth from her to the cherry cake. After a while it became an effort for Celandine to keep her arm upright and she began to lower it once more. The creature seemed to panic at the sight of the cake apparently being withdrawn, and it moved forward slightly, parting the foliage, revealing more of itself. Feathers, and raggedy bits of cloth . . . fur. A tiny thing – a manikin. A boy.

It crawled towards her, upside down like a squirrel on the hanging branch, the big eyes fearful but eager, a hand outstretched, brown and grubby and as small as a doll’s, yet so near. So near, the trembling skinny fingers. Marching drums beat at her temples and the foliage waved to and fro, bringing the sound of distant laughing voices in and out of focus. There, and not there. And then another voice, closer – hissing – an urgent whisper. ‘Fin! Fin! Drat the young fool – what bist doing now? Fin!’

Celandine raised her arm again, automatically, and felt the piece of cake being snatched away from her, heard the quick rustle of leaves, a scrabble of movement. Her vision was all wavy, but she briefly caught sight of another face – older, bearded – and a flash of panic in deep-set eyes. A glance in her direction, angry and troubled, as though gauging the damage done. Then the leaves were still, and there was nothing more to be seen. But she heard the voice again, just one word, fading into the greenery as the light began to slip away. ‘Fin!’

The sound of it bounced around her head, a retreating echo in the closing darkness.

‘Who are those little people that live in the woods?’ she said.

Three figures stood at her bedside: her mother, her Uncle Josef and – most surprisingly – her father. She couldn’t remember that her father had ever visited her room before, not even when she had had the mumps. They had all changed their clothes since she had fallen asleep. The party was obviously over.

Now they stared down at her and her father, his mouth unsmiling beneath his greying moustache, said, ‘She’s awake, at last. Well, I’d better be off. Need a word with Hughes about the grain hoist. I’ll leave her to you then, Lizzie – the child has taken no great harm, it would seem. Josef, shall you stay to supper? No? I’ll say good day then.’

Her mother sat down on the edge of the bed, her skirts rustling, and leaned forward, reaching a hand out towards her. Celandine felt the cool fingers resting on her forehead and she closed her eyes again for a few moments. She heard her mother whisper something to Uncle Josef, but the words were in German and difficult to make out.

Uncle Josef’s reply was clearer, easier to understand. ‘Keine sorge, Lizzie. Sie ist stark.’

Don’t worry, Lizzie. She is strong.

Strong. Was she strong? She didn’t feel it. She opened her eyes again.

‘Who are those little people living in our woods?’

She saw her mother look sideways at Josef – a worried glance – and noticed that Josef shook his head slightly. What was the matter? It was a simple enough question.

Josef lifted up the wicker chair that stood in the corner and brought it over to the bedside. He sat on it the wrong way round, straddling it as though it were a horse, leaning his forearms across the hooped back. His bearded chin rested on his arms, so that when he spoke his head moved up and down slightly.

‘You saw some people?’ he said. ‘Where?’

‘In the wood. They were up in the trees. They were very small people.’

‘Ah.’ Josef thought about this for a while. ‘How small were they, these people?’

‘Ever so small. Tiny.’

‘So. Like . . . ah . . . die Fee? What is the English word . . . fairies? Like fairies?’

‘Oh no. Much bigger than fairies.’

‘I see.’ Josef leaned sideways slightly and lowered one of his hands, palm downwards, until it hovered about a foot above the bedside rug. ‘Then . . . like so, perhaps?’

‘A bit bigger, I think. I couldn’t see very well.’

Josef raised the level of his hand slightly and his eyebrows lifted in comical query at the same time. Celandine laughed and Josef continued to raise his hand in jerky movements, higher and higher, until he was out of his chair, stretching as tall as he could, with his fingers almost touching the ceiling. ‘This small?’

He sat down again and lowered his chin onto his hands once more. He was smiling. ‘Tell me, then.’

‘They were just . . . little. Little people. There was a boy, and I gave him some cake. His father – well, I think it must have been his father – was angry with him. He said “drat”. He had a beard.’

‘Ah. Like my beard?’

‘Yes. Just like yours.’

‘And you were . . . where . . . in the cart? In the baby carriage?’

‘Yes. They were in the trees, looking down at me. The boy was. He didn’t have many clothes on – just some bits of rags and feathers. And some fur. The father was only there later on . . . he shouted something . . . Fin!. . .’

Celandine stopped talking, realizing that there was going to be no answer to her question. On Josef’s face was an expression of concerned curiosity, and on her mother’s a look of open horror. They plainly didn’t know who the little people were.

Josef put his hands together, almost as though he was praying, and touched his nose with his fingertips.

‘Celandine, you must not let this frighten you. And you also, Lizzie – do not be alarmed. This is not at all unusual.’

‘I wasn’t frightened,’ began Celandine, ‘only my head hurt, you see, and it was all a bit blurry . . .’

‘Of course. Your head hurt, and your vision was . . . ah . . . not perfect. You have taken a bad knock, and so it is expected that. . .’ Josef parted his hands and gave a slight shrug. Her mother took her cue from Uncle Josef and turned towards her with a nervous little shrug of her own. ‘Yes. Of course. Is expected. My poor liebling. But no more strange peoples, eh? All soon will be well.’

‘But I did see them. They were there.’

‘Ah,’ said Joseph. ‘Sometimes our eyes like to play funny games with us. You remember the little trick I showed you, Celandine, at Christmas, with the handkerchief and the playing cards? The Knave of Hearts, yes? First he was there, and then he was not there, and then he was there again. Yes?’

‘Yes,’ said Celandine. She remembered. But that was different.

They didn’t believe her, and she wasn’t sure why. The appearance of the tree-people had been surprising, shocking even, but no more so than some of the things she had seen at the travelling zoo – where the sight of a kiwi had so impressed her that she had held on tight to her mother’s hand and said, ‘But there aren’t really such things, are there?’ And the baboons she had seen with their brightly painted faces, and the gorgeous macaw that had offered to take her coat – these creatures seemed no less unlikely than a very small person with a taste for cherry cake.

But the more she insisted upon what she had seen, the more agitated her mother became, and the more grave the look in her Uncle Josef’s eyes. In the end she gave it up and tried another subject.

‘Have they all gone home now?’

But this didn’t seem to have been quite the right thing to say either, for now their expressions changed from concern to puzzlement. Then Josef understood.

‘Oh, the party. Yes, they have all gone home, Celandine. You have been sleeping for some while. The picnic party was yesterday – we have been quite worried, you know.’

Freddie, at least, believed her story.

‘Golly,’ he said, and jumped off the corner of her bed to go and peer out of the window. ‘How many, do you think? Just the two that you saw? Or are there lots of them? I wonder . . . I wonder what they eat.’

Celandine laughed. ‘Cake,’ she said.

‘No, but seriously . . .’ Freddie turned his head to look at her, his blue eyes wide and questioning. ‘And what do they do when it rains? And what about in the winter? Come on, Dinah – we have to go and see. Are you well enough? I wonder if they’d like some eggs. Or carrots. We could get some from the garden.’

‘Yes, all right.’

‘Hop up, then. I’ll go and see if I can find a basket.’

And that was the wonderful thing about Freddie – he had no patience. Everything had to happen now. He never said ‘We’ll have to wait and see’, or ‘Perhaps we’d better think about it’. He wasn’t sensible, like Thos.

‘What a mixture of children you have, Mrs Howard.’ People often said this – visitors who came to call. And Celandine could see that it was true, as she sat at her dressing table and tried to organize her ridiculous hair. Thos was dark, like their father – dark hair, and dark serious eyes. He also had Erstcourt’s dark and sudden temper. Freddie was fair and blue-eyed, like their mother, and his hair had to be kept very short because it was so curly. Freddie was impatient and it could be difficult to get his attention, but he was seldom grumpy. When Celandine looked into the mirror she could see Thos’s grave brown eyes staring back at her. And when she tried to get a brush through her frizzy blonde curls she could see how Freddie’s hair would be if it was allowed to grow. Yes, they were a mixture all right, and she was the strangest mixture of them all. No wonder people gave her odd looks.

‘Are you ready?’ Freddie was straight back, and he’d managed to get hold of an egg basket. ‘Let’s go and see if we can find them, then.’

* * *

They stood beneath the spreading oak on Howard’s Hill, where Celandine had lain in the baby carriage, and shouted up at the silent trees.

‘Hallooo! Is there anybody in there?’

Freddie lifted the basket so that it could more clearly be seen should anyone be watching. They had eggs and carrots, a bottle of liquorice water and most of a Bath bun, but so far no customers.

‘I don’t suppose they stay in the same tree all the time,’ said Freddie. ‘I expect they move about a bit. Wish we could get in there.’

They looked doubtfully at the heavy tangle of briars and Freddie went as far as trying to part a few of them, but they could both see that it was hopeless. ‘Even if we had a billhook, it wouldn’t be any good,’ said Freddie. He brightened up. ‘Still. There might be a better place somewhere else. We’ll go and see, shall we?’

Celandine stumbled along beside her brother, happy to let him be in charge as he swished through the long summer grass. Freddie was still hopeful that they would find a way through the continuous barrier of brambles. ‘And even if we don’t,’ he said, ‘they’re sure to spot us sooner or later. Once they see that we mean them no harm, they’ll probably come closer. Hallooo! Are you there? We’ve brought you some food!’

They came to a halt at the top of a steep gully and looked down the bank at the little trickle of water that dampened the rocks below. The stream obviously started somewhere in the wood, and here was where it came out.

‘Aha! This could be a good place,’ said Freddie, and they scrambled down the side of the gully to take a closer look.

But the brambles that overhung the stream were as thick here as anywhere and there was no possibility of even touching them without getting their feet wet and muddy.

Freddie said that they could always come back later. ‘It might be the best place after all, but we’d better make sure that there isn’t an easier way in. Come on.’ They clambered up the opposite bank of the gully and carried on with their search.

Right around the entire perimeter of the wood they walked, and it took hours. They kept stopping and looking up at the trees, wishing that they could find a hanging branch that was low enough to reach. They shouted and whistled and promised that they only wanted to be friendly. Occasionally they had another go at picking their way through the wall of briars. None of it did any good, yet Freddie remained cheerful. ‘There might be anything in there,’ he said. ‘Bears, even. Or wolves.’ Another thought occurred to him. ‘If we can’t get in,’ he said, ‘then how can anything get out? They might be trapped, Dinah, whoever it is that you saw. They could be just waiting for us to come and rescue them.’

Celandine, so glad at first that Freddie had believed her story, began to wish that she’d kept quiet about the whole thing. Her legs ached, her head ached, and she was scratched and stung in a hundred places. She trailed miserably after her brother, wearily wading through the patches of nettles and dock leaves, following in his footsteps like King Wenceslas’s page.

‘Freddie, let’s go back,’ she said, at last. ‘I’m so tired.’

‘Well, but it must be just as far to go back as it is to carry on,’ said Freddie. ‘We’d do better to keep going. Tell you what though, we might as well eat the food. Here, you have the bun.’

By the time they reached the big oak tree that they’d started from, Celandine was absolutely ready to drop.

‘Want me to give you a pick-a-back?’ said Freddie. Celandine shook her head. She suddenly wanted to cry. Freddie had believed her story when nobody else had, and he’d never once got cross with her, although it was clear that the whole day had been a waste of time. She felt terrible about it, yet he had never complained or hinted that she must have been mistaken. He would even give her a pick-a-back home if she wanted. But what really upset her was that he’d given her the Bath bun and she’d eaten it all and not even offered to share it with him. Freddie had eaten a carrot instead. Why was she such a bad person?

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, and began to walk down the hill – trying to stay ahead of him so that he shouldn’t see her watery eyes. And even then she realized that he was still being kind, that he was carefully keeping a pace or two behind her because he knew that she was crying and he didn’t want to embarrass her.

‘Don’t worry, Dinah,’ said Freddie. ‘We’ll find them, you’ll see. Shall we try again tomorrow?’

‘Yes. If you like.’

She knew that they never would. Tomorrow was tomorrow, and something else would have claimed Freddie’s attention by then – and his company. By tomorrow he would probably have forgotten all about today.

And as the tomorrows came and went, Celandine also began to forget – there being more immediate troubles to occupy her thoughts.

After the Coronation picnic, Miss Bell’s attitude towards her turned to open dislike and she seemed deliberately to make life difficult. No piece of work that Celandine produced was ever quite good enough for Miss Bell. Celandine could not write satisfactorily, nor paint, nor draw, nor make fingerprint pictures without smudging them, nor embroider nor sew, nor play music – she did nothing well enough to suit her governess. Everything she attempted resulted in criticism and punishment.

‘What a pity, Celandine, that you had to spoil your map of Norway by decorating it with drawings of mermaids,’ said Miss Bell one morning. ‘I’m afraid it just won’t do.’ She studied the map for a few moments longer before screwing it up and dropping it into the wastepaper basket. Then she said, ‘And do you really think that blue and green are suitable colours for your embroidered lettering? You had better unpick it and start all over again.’

Celandine came to dread the very smell of the schoolroom, but worst of all were the piano lessons, held in the parlour.

Every afternoon at four o’clock, Celandine sat at the piano to play her scales, and every afternoon she got something wrong. Miss Bell stood beside her with a wooden ruler poised above Celandine’s hands as they made their uncertain progress up and down the keys. And whenever those hands stumbled upon a wrong note, down came the ruler with a smart rap on the offending knuckle.

There was more torture as they moved on to ‘The Bluebells of Scotland’. Celandine had played this wretched little tune so many times that it still jangled in her head when she closed her eyes at night.

‘Please, Miss Bell, can’t we have another piece of music?’

‘Yes, of course, Celandine. As I’ve told you before, we shall select another piece directly you are able to play this one without these silly mistakes. Again please.’

And the wooden ruler continued to hover above her outraged fingers, waiting to strike.

Celandine had appealed to her mother on several occasions, and one Sunday evening, with the prospect of another painful week before her, she tried yet again.

‘I hate Miss Bell,’ she said. ‘And Miss Bell hates me. I wish you’d get rid of her, Mama, and find me a better governess.’

Her mother looked up from her sewing. ‘Miss Bell is a very good governess,’ she said. She lowered her spectacles and peered around the spirit lamp that was set upon the little table beside her. ‘And of course she does not hate you. You must not keep saying such a thing. There was no trobles with Freddie, or with Thos. If there is trobles now, then perhaps is with you, Celandine. You did not hate Miss Bell, did you Freddie?’

Freddie mumbled something. He was sitting at the parlour table, surrounded by bits of angling tackle, concentrating upon trying to tie a fishing fly.

‘Well, Freddie doesn’t have to be with her any more,’ said Celandine. ‘Now that he’s going away to school. And anyway, Miss Bell was never as awful to Freddie as she is to me. I wish somebody would hurry up and marry her, then she’d have to go away.’

‘Tom Allen might marry her,’ said Freddie, ‘if he could only forget about her being sick in a bucket.’ He gave Celandine a sly grin.

‘Sick in a bucket? What is this?’ Mrs Howard looked from one to the other.

‘It’s your own fault, you know, Dinah.’ Freddie held up the brightly coloured fly and brought it towards his mouth, gulping at it as though he were a fish. ‘If you didn’t tease her she’d be much nicer to you.’

‘Freddie, that’s so unfair! She’s just horrible to me – it’s not my fault. She hits me with a ruler. I keep trying to tell everybody, but nobody believes me.’

‘No, no. I’m sure that this is not so and that Freddie is right.’ Mrs Howard picked up her sewing again. ‘And I shall hear no more, Celandine. But I shall speak with Miss Bell tomorrow, and see what again she has to say of this.’

‘Hmph.’ Celandine glowered at Freddie and then went back to practising her scales. She struck the piano keys as hard as she could and wished that the hated instrument would collapse into a heap of firewood. It was plain that she would have to fight her own battles and take her revenge wherever she could find it. Celandine frowned at her right hand as it stumbled up and down the keys – like a clumsy spider. Yes. That was something to think about: the big spider that she had hidden upstairs in the Bovril jar . . .

Miss Bell’s spectacular fear of spiders was a great discovery, and it gave Celandine some real ammunition. Nothing could be easier than to catch one or two of the really leggy ones that inhabited the stables, pop them into an empty jar and transport them to the classroom, where they could be re-housed in Miss Bell’s desk. It was a delight to watch her governess trying to control her choking horror upon the discovery of yet another of the appalling creatures, to see her attempting to stand her ground when all her instinct was to cry out and flee the room. But Miss Bell had quickly grown wise to this trick and now opened her desk with extreme caution – and a ruler held at arm’s length. The element of surprise had gone.

It was a shame, because Celandine had managed to catch a real monster earlier that evening, just before supper – a spider so big that she had felt it pinching furiously at her finger as she hastily clapped the pierced lid of the Bovril jar into place. She had poked a couple of dead flies through the holes in the lid and hoped that these would keep the beast going until the morning.

Plink-plink-plink . . .

Her spider-fingers crept along the piano keys more stealthily now, taking their time, quietly stalking their prey.

The next morning Miss Bell left the schoolroom at two minutes to eleven, as she always did, to fetch her cup of coffee.

Celandine waited for the footsteps to die away, her heart beating faster at the opportunity that now lay before her: Miss Bell’s summer gloves were lying neatly folded on the little table that held the classroom globe.

When all was silent, Celandine jumped up and quickly crossed the room. She picked up one of the long cotton gloves and half-fitted it over the lid of the Bovril jar. Then she unscrewed the lid and shook the massive spider down into the glove, instantly folding the end of the material over a couple of times so that there could be no escape. She gently placed the glove on the table once more, tried to make everything look as it had been, and scuttled back to her seat.

It was agony having to wait until lunchtime. Every once in a while Celandine saw the glove give a little twitch, and her stifled sniggers continually threatened to give her away. Miss Bell watched her suspiciously. But at last the hands of the clock reached twelve-thirty and Miss Bell said, ‘Very well. You may put down your pen.’

Celandine was in no hurry, for once, to leave the classroom. She took her time organizing her exercise books, and was rewarded by seeing Miss Bell walk over to the globe and reach for her gloves.

Miss Bell picked up the top glove and thrust her hand into it. She jumped backwards with a loud shriek, vigorously shaking her arm. It was clear that she dared not touch her gloved hand with the other one, and so was unable to rid herself of the horror of whatever was wriggling about next to her skin.

Celandine could not have hoped for more, but when she saw the spider appear and run straight up Miss Bell’s arm, she thought she would collapse from laughing so much. Miss Bell scrunched her head down to her shoulder and spun round, banging against the desk as she tried to knock the spider off her. She grabbed wildly for her ruler but missed her grip, and the thing clattered across the room. Even when she had managed to shake the creature from her – a dark scurry across the lid of the desk and down to the floor – Miss Bell continued to screech in panic and disgust. She leaned against the chalky blackboard for support, her gloved hand clutching at her unpinned hair, until gradually she was able to calm herself.

An entire morning’s worth of bottled-up anticipation exploded from Celandine and she hugged her ribs, exhausted with laughter but unable to stop.

Miss Bell, her terror suddenly converted to fury, strode across the schoolroom with her arm raised to strike. Celandine lifted her own arm in defence, and for a moment the two of them remained motionless, glaring at one another.

Miss Bell finally lowered her shaking arm. She turned and walked over to her desk once more. Celandine stared at the smudge of pink chalk dust that stained the back of the retreating white blouse. Miss Bell stood at her desk and slowly removed her glove. Her breathing was still heavy and her neck still very red, but she was back in control. There was a look of triumph almost about the pursed lips, the upright bearing.

‘Right, Miss Howard, that is the final straw.’ The words hissed out of her. ‘Now let me tell you something in private, whilst there is no one else to hear it. I don’t like you, and I never have. I believe you to be an entirely wicked, spoilt, and sinful child – an ugly little farm urchin who will never come to the slightest good. You have no ability whatsoever. Your only talent is for mischief, lies, and tittle-tattle. Oh yes, I know all about your complaints to your mother. Fortunately, Mrs Howard is more inclined to believe my story than she is yours – and this is hardly surprising when you are known to be such a liar. Do you see, Celandine? This is why you will never win. I have your parents’ full support. It doesn’t matter how many times you dip the chalk in the glue-pot, or put spiders in my desk. Your silly crimes will always bring you more pain than pleasure – I can promise you that – and it will do you no good to complain.’

Miss Bell drew the long cotton glove across her palm, smoothing it out between her finger and thumb.

‘No doubt you are hoping to get rid of me, Celandine, but I have every intention of remaining here for several more years yet – certainly until something better comes along. My salary is generous enough, and I shall not be driven away by your antics – in fact I enjoy a challenge. I shall report this morning’s little episode to your mother, of course. I’m sure she’ll understand why I’ve kept you from your lunch, and why I’m now going to give you an extra music lesson. You may pick up my ruler and then follow me.’

Miss Bell threw her glove down onto the desk and strode out of the room. Open war was finally declared.
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