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         LONG LONG AGO two sisters, Maria and Amelia, grew up in a tall narrow house.
         

          

         They started a school and did quite well.

          

         Then one dark winter’s day, there came a new pupil, Sara Crewe.

          

         And her story was the story of A LITTLE PRINCESS …

          

                        very rich …

          

                                    … then poor.

          

         In the attic with a rat …

         … but then came sparrows on the roof, cherry cake for a secret party with friends …

          

         … and magic.
         

          

         And then she went away, and was happy …

          

         Except, she left her best friend Ermengarde behind … and the rat … and the sparrows  … and all the other girls too.

          

         They had to carry on the story without her …
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To my father, who always loved to tell stories 
to children, with love
         

      

      








    
         
         

         
            
Author’s note
            

         

         The hundred-year-old story of A Little Princess has fascinated me for many years. As a child, I read and reread it, mesmerised by the world it described; early twentieth-century London, an old-fashioned school, rainy pavements and candlelit attics, the smell of hot currant buns to a hungry child, the rustle of rose-coloured silk. I knew the details so well I could have lived there myself. There was a transformation scene that was pure magic, a villainous headmistress, a mysterious benefactor, a scullery maid, a flock of girls, a little princess, and (of course) a perfect ending. Perfect, that is, in all respects but one.
         

         Because when Sara the little princess drove away with the mysterious benefactor and the scullery maid, the rest of us did not go with her. We were left behind, exactly where we had been before she arrived.

         That could not have been the whole of it! Surely Lottie and Lavinia, Ermengarde and all the rest of that seething bunch of opinions did not just fade into the shadows. Did they not have a story too? What happened next?

         That was the question I asked as a child, and a generation later when my daughter read the story in her turn, she asked it too.

         And so I have written the answer.

         Here are Lottie and Lavinia, Ermengarde and all the rest, stepping back from the shadows and into the light. This is the story of what happened next, after Sara went away.
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            Ermengarde’s Birthday (Part One)
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         ONCE UPON A TIME THERE WAS A CITY.

         In the city there was a square.

         In the square there was a house.

         It belonged to two sisters, Miss Maria Minchin and Miss Amelia Minchin.

         From the street the house looked very much like all the other houses in the square. Tall and narrow and respectable with servants in the basement, faces at the windows, and sparrows on the roof. If anything made it a little different from its neighbours it was the faces at the windows. There were so many of them, and they looked out so often, and they were all girls. There were little girls, bouncing up to wave to anybody passing in the road below. There were big girls, telling secrets and using the windowpane reflections to admire their hair. (Mirrors were very rare in the Miss Minchins’ house, and the few that existed had such thick cheap glass that even the prettiest, healthiest people looked like they had been recently drowned in green water.)
         

         And as well as the little girls and the big girls there was Ermengarde, who was too shy to wave, and never told secrets or admired her reflection (having been brought up to believe she was plain). Ermengarde gazed out of the windows more than anyone, and her eyes were always wide and expectant, as if she was waiting for the answer to a question, or the end of a story. Sometimes she pressed so close to the glass that her nose turned into a flat white blob and her hands became two splayed pink stars. Mostly, however, she just sat, while the others talked around her. Sometimes she didn’t even listen.

         Eight-year-old Lottie always listened.

         Lottie was officially a little one, but it was the school’s older students who interested her most. Lavinia, for instance, an unpredictable girl with a sharp and lovely face, and a way of glancing through half-closed eyes that even her best friend Jessica sometimes found slightly scary.
         

         Lavinia was the most interesting girl in the school, decided Lottie. Jessica was the prettiest. Gertrude was the rudest. Ermengarde …

         ‘Ermengarde is a nonentity,’ said Lavinia.

         ‘She is a plod,’ agreed Jessica, and it was true that Ermengarde did not shine at anything, not lessons, nor games, nor jokes, nor stories round the fire. She had one skill however: she was very quick and deft at freeing insects that were trapped against the glass.
         

         ‘Once there was a butterfly,’ said Lottie. ‘A big dark butterfly with yellow edges on its wings. But it is usually just bluebottles …’

         ‘Disgusting things,’ said Lavinia.

         ‘ … or wasps.’

         ‘I’m sure you’re supposed to kill wasps,’ said Jessie.
         

         Ermengarde never took any notice of these remarks. It was something she loved to do, to release the desperate buzzing into an airy silence. She would have released all the faces at the windows too, if she could, even including the stinging Lavinia.


         Ermengarde did not think the Miss Minchins’ house was a good place to be.
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         The house was a school, a boarding school for girls. It was full of whispers. The whispers were part of the pattern of the house, like the peculiar musty smell from the basement (part dinner, part dampness), the tick of the enormous grandfather clock in the hall, the nightlights that burned in their saucers of water, and the scratchings and squabblings of the sparrows on the roof.

         Often the whispers came from behind the curtains, sometimes several voices, fluttering and chattering.

         Diamond mines!
         

         Her French is perfect!
         

         I guessed that Becky was under the table!
         

         Once (at a high window without curtains) it was just one voice, very quietly:

         My papa is dead.
         

         Ermengarde, staring intently into the bare branches of the plane trees outside, on the afternoon of her thirteenth birthday, whispered,

         I thought we were best friends.
         

         ‘What did you say, Ermie?’ asked Jessica, overhearing.


         ‘I was talking to myself.’

         ‘That’s a sign of madness,’ said Jessica, cheerfully, ‘isn’t, it, Lavvie?’

         ‘Not that I’ve heard,’ said Lavinia, so coldly that Jessica backed away and joined Ermengarde at the window instead.

         ‘Fancy crying on your birthday!’

         ‘I am NOT crying,’ snapped Ermengarde. ‘Go AWAY and leave me ALONE.’

         Jessica did not do either of these things. Instead she waved across the square at a passing cab, flicked her curls and asked, ‘Are you actually completely thirteen yet? Do you know the time that you were born? I was born at five minutes to midnight on a beautiful starry warm night.’

         ‘You can’t possibly remember the weather!’ said Ermengarde.
         

         Jessica groaned.

         ‘And I don’t believe you could tell the time either,’ continued Ermengarde. ‘Not new born.’

         Jessica said that of course she hadn’t remembered the weather, or told the time, her mamma had done those things and recounted them to her as part of the story of the miracle of Jessica’s birth.
         

         Ermengarde sniffed and looked more miserable than ever, and too late Jessica recalled that Ermengarde did not have a mamma. Before she could think of any tactful comment to make on this sad fact, she was interrupted by Miss Amelia, hurrying into the schoolroom to inform Ermengarde that the carrier had just arrived with a package.

         ‘From your Aunt Eliza, dear,’ she said, panting a little.

         ‘Oh,’ said Ermengarde.

         ‘Isn’t that nice?’
         

         ‘Yes, thank you.’

         ‘Look pleased, Ermie!’ said Jessica, as Ermengarde got up very slowly from the window seat and plodded after Miss Amelia towards the door. ‘It’s probably something special for tea! Wasn’t it your Aunt Eliza who sent that great big … OUCH! Lavvie! That hurt!’
         

         ‘It broke my pen too,’ said Lavinia, inspecting the weapon with which she had jabbed her friend.

         ‘I was only going to ask if it wasn’t her Aunt Eliza who sent that great big hamper last term,’ said Jessie.

         ‘I know you were.’

         ‘You’ve made a scratch on my arm! It’s nearly bleeding! I may get blood poisoning! Look at it, Lavvie!’
         

         ‘Dear me,’ said Lavinia, not looking.

         ‘You might at least say sorry!’

         ‘Shut up, Jess, and go and find me a new nib!’

         Jessica went, only slightly outraged, partly because she usually did do as Lavinia ordered, partly in the hope of getting a glimpse of Ermengarde’s parcel, but mostly because she was terribly bored. It was a very dull afternoon, in a very dull term, quite unlike the previous one when there had been excitements almost every day.

         ‘Who would have thought,’ she said to Ermengarde, who was in the hall picking at her parcel in a very gloomy kind of way, ‘that after all that fuss we had before Christmas everything would just fizzle out! And be exactly the same as it was before.’

         ‘Nothing is the same as it was before,’ said Ermengarde.

         The parcel was a birthday cake. It was so large that it was given a little table of its own in the dining room. It had pink and white sugar icing with a pink sugar rose in the centre, and green sugar writing curling around the edge:

         Ermengarde Thirteen Years
         

          

         Lottie looked at it with interest and asked, ‘How do they make the letters green?’

         ‘Snake juice,’ said Lavinia.

         ‘Lavinia!’ said Miss Amelia. ‘Ermengarde, please don’t scowl like that! Lavinia was just making a little joke!’

         ‘The pink is beetle juice,’ said Lavinia calmly, ‘and the green is snake. I hope.’

         ‘Really, Lavinia!’ scolded Miss Amelia. ‘Ermengarde! Please be careful with that knife! Do stand still, Lottie! You are bumping people! Come, Ermengarde! Cut your cake, dear!’
         

         ‘And you must make a wish as you cut, musn’t she, Miss Amelia?’ added Jessie.

         ‘Well, if she would like to,’ agreed Miss Amelia, smiling a little nervously, as she always did when forced to make a decision.

         Ermengarde looked around the room, greenish walls, greenish gas light brackets and heavy greenish curtains. And then she looked at the faces at the table, some snuffly with colds, some pinched, some round, some bored, some eager.

         No smiles.

         ‘Hurry up, Ermie!’ begged Lottie.
         


         ‘She is thinking of her wish,’ said Jessica.

         ‘Perhaps she has no wish,’ suggested Lavinia. ‘Perhaps her life is perfectly perfect, like a little princess’s.’

         This unkind remark stung Ermengarde into speaking at last.

         ‘My life is not perfect. It is not a bit perfect,’ she snapped. ‘And I do have a wish, so there, Lavinia!’
         

         ‘Wish it!’ ordered Lottie.

         ‘I will,’ said Ermengarde, and she gripped the knife and stabbed hard through the heart of the sugar rose and heavy and deep into the cake’s plump, jammy centre, and she said, ‘I wish … I WISH AND WISH … I WISH AND WISH AND WISH … that there was NO Miss Minchin’s!’
         

         ‘Ermengarde!’ exclaimed Miss Amelia.
         

         ‘Well, I do,’ said Ermengarde, and burst into tears.
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         Later she was persuaded to eat a piece of birthday cake by Lottie, who brought a fat slice to where she was sitting being dismal by a black and rainy window.

         ‘I expect it’s only grass juice that makes the letters green,’ said Lottie, as comfortingly as she could. ‘Or cabbage. I’m afraid the pink really is beetle, though. Miss Amelia said so. But it can’t be a poisonous sort of beetle because we’ve all eaten it and we are still well.’

         Ermengarde sniffed.

         ‘Anyway,’ said Lottie. ‘I’ve brought you a birthday present.’

         Lottie’s parcel contained a green tin frog with a key in its back. It played a small tune when it was wound, and opened and closed its mouth to show a black painted fly.

         ‘Thank you,’ Ermengarde said, and added rather mournfully, ‘It’s my best present. Thank you.’

         ‘What else did you have? What did Sara send?’

         ‘A book. I don’t know why. She knows I hate books. And my godmother sent mittens. She always sends mittens,’ said Ermengarde ungratefully. ‘Aunt Margaret sent a prayer in a picture and my papa sent a gold sovereign that he hopes I will use for something sensible. And Aunt Eliza sent the cake.’

         ‘You’ve got my frog now though,’ said Lottie, complacently. ‘And your birthday wish. And one day it will come true.’

         ‘How do you know?’

         ‘Lavinia said.’


         ‘Lavinia?’
         

         ‘Lavinia said one day in about a million years all the planets and this whole world and England and London and Miss Minchin’s will be swallowed up into the sun. Gulp! Bang! And that will be the end.’

         Lottie appeared to find this idea very attractive. She hugged herself with pleasure, slid off the window seat and settled into a cheerful squabble with a fellow eight-year-old over the few remaining petals of the sugar rose.

         Ermengarde nibbled her cake and wound up her frog and was a tiny bit consoled. It was nice to know that there was a definite end to Miss Minchin’s in prospect, even if it was some time away.
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            Miss Minchin’s
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         MISS MINCHIN SELECT SEMINARY FOR Young Ladies, read the brass plate by the door.

         The brass plate was less shiny than it once had been. Just before Christmas, Becky, the scullery maid, had gone away, and her reverent polishing was now a thing of the past. The new maid’s polishing was frequently no more than a good spit and a rub with the corner of her apron as she went by.

         The brass plate was less shiny, and the Select Seminary was … ‘Less Select,’ admitted Miss Amelia, younger sister of the headmistress, plump and harassed and outnumbered by girls. Fourteen girls altogether, eight little, six big.


         ‘Only fourteen,’ Miss Amelia had said worriedly after Christmas. ‘Still, just now, with poor Maria as she is …’

          

         Maria was Miss Minchin. In the days when the brass plate had sparkled like a jewel she had been a power that left Miss Amelia limp and breathless. Lately, however, a strange thing had happened. Somehow, in Miss Amelia’s mind, she had become poor Maria.

         ‘Although perhaps in a way she always was poor Maria,’ said Miss Amelia to herself. Among her day-to-day fluster of worries and fusses and gasps, Miss Amelia sometimes had surprisingly sensible thoughts.
         

         ‘Yes, perhaps she was. Poor Maria,’ repeated Miss Amelia, and her memory began to travel back through the years to the long ago time when they were not yet the Miss Minchins of the Select Seminary. To the time when they were Maria and Amelia, eldest and youngest children in a family of two girls and two boys.

         Maria had been a difficult child. Large-boned, intelligent, always tormenting her parents with questions. ‘Why must only the boys learn Latin? Ride in the park? Visit the museums? Why must the boys have new suits again?’ And most often of all, ‘Why are things so unfair? Why was I born a girl?’
         

         Poor Maria grew into a most unsatisfactory young lady. Her bones were larger than ever, she was definitely and hopelessly plain, and she was prone to nightmares that she would never describe.

         She was very hard to live with. Her parents avoided her as best they could, but Amelia and the boys seemed never to escape.

         ‘There is nothing nice about Maria,’ her brothers complained one miserable Christmas, and Maria heard.
         

         ‘She was crying,’ whispered Amelia, horrified. ‘I think she was crying.’

         ‘Maria,’ said the boys, ‘does not cry.’

         ‘It sounded like crying.’
         

         The boys said they didn’t believe it, and they were probably right. Maria never did seem to cry. A few years later when her brothers died within weeks of each other, one in a riding accident, the other (mysteriously) in Italy of an unknown disease, the rest of the household was sodden with grief, but Maria did not shed a tear.

         By that time she was definitely an old maid and Amelia was grown up.

         ‘What a waste!’ lamented Maria, at the second funeral. ‘All they had! Schools! Oxford! Travel! All that money! Wasted!’
         

         ‘Oh Maria, don’t say that!’ begged Amelia.

         ‘Wasted!’ repeated Maria. ‘And who is to take care of Father and Mother if you marry, Amelia? Me, I suppose!’

         Amelia did not marry, although she thought of it often. Father and Mother died soon after their boys, solving that problem, but as soon as it was over another appeared.

         ‘Where has all the money gone?’ cried poor Maria. ‘Stop wailing, Amelia! How can I think, if you wail?’
         

         Maria did manage to think however, she thought of a school.

         ‘A school?’ asked Amelia. ‘Us?’

         ‘Well, there is no one else!’

         ‘But,’ protested Amelia, ‘but we know nothing about teaching! What could we teach?’

         ‘We will teach,’ said Maria sweepingly, ‘everything! There is no point in doing things by halves! And there is no need to look so aghast, Amelia! I will naturally take charge. You need only do as you are told.’

         And that was how the school began, with Miss Amelia doing as she was told, and Maria in charge and brimming with schemes and plans.
         

         ‘We will keep it very select,’ she decided. ‘We will specialise!’

         ‘Specialise?’ enquired her sister.

         ‘We will specialise,’ pronounced Maria, magically inspired with a truly wonderful idea, ‘with pupils whose parents are … detached!’

         ‘Detached?’
         

         ‘Uninterested. Think about it, Amelia! There must be thousands of girls who simply do not interest their parents,’ said Maria, who certainly knew, having been one herself. ‘Or parents who, if not uninterested, are absent. Abroad. Or very ill … We may even take in girls with a mother or father who are …’

         ‘In prison?’ ventured Amelia, horrified and excited all at once.

         ‘Certainly not! Good heavens, Amelia! Have you no sense at all? Dead, I was about to say. Dead!’

         Amelia saw a difficulty, which was the problem of advertising for pupils with parents who were detached, abroad, uninterested or dead.

         ‘However we word it,’ she complained, ‘It is going to sound odd.’
         

         Maria sighed. ‘We will not advertise it as such,’ she said. ‘We will simply offer provision for holidays, as well as term time. It will come to exactly the same thing.’

         She was quite right: it did. And so the Select Seminary began, in the dark London house that had been the home of the Minchin girls. It was one of a row of houses overlooking a scrubby square of railed London grass, plane trees and privet. The church was an easy walk away, there were hotels close by (‘For visiting relatives,’ said Miss Minchin, ‘supposing any should wish to visit,’) and there was a doctor just across the square (‘Should any parents be deterred by the thought of sending delicate children away from home,’ explained Miss Minchin).

         They had good luck from the start; detached parents handed over their daughters and cheerfully paid extra holiday fees, rather than bring them home again. Miss Amelia received pocket money for the first time in her life. Miss Minchin’s bony smile grew wider, her nightmares stopped, and she bought herself a gold locket on a long gold chain, something she had wanted since childhood. Anyone who looked inside would have found that it was empty, but of course no one ever did.
         

         The Seminary flourished so well that one summer Miss Minchin actually abandoned the younger children to Miss Amelia and took her six eldest pupils to France.

         Miss Amelia ran amok in that first freedom of her life. She attended church three times every Sunday, bought a hat trimmed with cornflowers and poppies that she hardly dared look at once it was in place, and became so breathless that it was quite a relief when Miss Minchin came home to squash her back to normal again.

          

         ‘Paris was somewhat bleak,’ reported Miss Minchin upon her return, astonishing Miss Amelia, who had heard many good and bad reports about Paris, but never that it was bleak. ‘But the hotel was very pleasant. Very obliging. They somehow had the impression that I was Distantly Related …’

         ‘Distantly related to whom, dear?’ asked Amelia, after trying in vain to recall any Parisian Minchins that she had somehow overlooked.

         ‘Oh, really, Amelia!’ snapped Miss Minchin. ‘You know perfectly well how everybody used to comment on your likeness to Our Beloved Victoria …’

         
         

         
         

         ‘Maria!’

         ‘I simply mentioned to someone that my younger sister looked far more like her than I. And you know what the French are like about royalty …’

         ‘La Guillotine,’ murmured Miss Amelia.

         ‘No! Amelia, not for years now! Quite the reverse!’
         

          

         So on the whole the French visit was a success, the bleakness of Paris being forgiven for the deliciousness of being thought even slightly of royal blood.

         ‘Something may come of it,’ said Miss Minchin, dreaming of princesses, ‘and the whole thing is certainly a subject worth mentioning to parents.’

         So it was. ‘My Time in Europe’ sounded very impressive. It impressed people who should have known better, like Mr St John, Ermengarde’s father, who had travelled in Europe for years, spoke seven or eight languages in consequence, and imagined Miss Minchin did the same.
         

         It also impressed Lady Meredith, who impressed Captain Crewe, who was the father of a rich little girl named Sara Crewe.

         Sara came to the seminary, enchanted Ermengarde, made friends with the scullery maid and enemies with Lavinia,
         

         ‘And ruined everything,’ said Miss Minchin.
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            The Beginning of the Story
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         HOW DID SARA RUIN EVERYTHING? wondered Miss Amelia. When did it begin? How did everything change?
         

         For years and years nothing had changed. There were girls and there were lessons. There were walks round the square and homesick tears. There were anonymous dull servants, dull rooms and dull meals. Summer brought white dresses, stifling bedrooms, lilac and flies. Winter was chilblains and snuffles, damp woollen coats and a fire in the schoolroom.

         Stories laced the years together. Some lasted for hours, and some for weeks. They smouldered, burned, swept through the house and faded away as the next one took over.
         

         The latest story, Ermengarde’s story, had begun the previous November, in the attic.

          

         It was night-time, and it was cold, and Ermengarde was in the attic, where she should not have been. She was supposed to be in bed, but the attic was Sara’s place, and Ermengarde was Sara’s friend and there was nowhere else that they could meet.

         At the Miss Minchins’ house the attic was where the youngest servants slept, which meant Becky, the forlorn little scullery maid, and Sara, who was part kitchen maid and errand runner, and part teacher and helper with the little ones.

         It had not always been like that for Sara. Once she had been the richest pupil in the school, so special that she had been treated like a little princess.

         Sara’s father, much to the admiration of most of the Select Seminary, had invested his fortune in diamond mines.

         ‘Oh, very nice!’ Lavinia had commented when she heard this news. ‘Let us hope they are full of diamonds then! Unless he and Sara are particularly fond of very deep holes in the ground.’
         

         Nobody took much notice of this remark. No one else at Miss Minchin’s, not even Miss Minchin herself, could imagine a diamond mine that was not full of diamonds. They were all dreadfully shocked when the fortune was lost, and Sara’s father died and Sara herself was discovered to own nothing except (as Lavinia had once rather hoped) some very deep (empty) holes in the ground.

         ‘It can’t be true!’ wailed Ermengarde, but it was true and Sara had disappeared into another world. She left her friends in the schoolroom and began a remote new life, working all day, and spending her nights in a bare little room high up under the tiles.

         Then for a long time her friendship with Ermengarde had seemed to end.

         End? Ermengarde had wondered. I cannot bear it to end!

         Long ago, when Ermengarde was only seven years old she had bravely approached Sara and asked if they could be friends. After Sara moved to the attic she had been forced to be brave for a second time, and to make friends all over again. That was how she came to know the secret world where Sara lived, with Becky in the room next door, and the sparrows on the roof for company.
         

         ‘I like the sparrows,’ Ermengarde, had said once. ‘But this attic is a strange place, Sara. There are so many shadows, and it is terribly close to the sky. I get dizzy looking up. I feel like I might suddenly whoosh out of the skylight.’

         They had laughed together then, and climbed on to Sara’s old wooden table to watch the sunset and feed crumbs to the sparrows, and they had been happy.

         However, the attic was not often a happy place, and on this particular November evening, when Miss Minchin had been scolding on the stairs, and Becky was sobbing into her pillow in the room next door, Ermengarde realised that it could be dreadful.

         This was because she had just discovered that Sara, princess Sara, Sara whom no rags nor hard work could turn into a scullery maid, Sara her dear friend, was hungry.

         Not hungry in the way that you become during the Sunday sermon in church, wondering which pudding will follow the roast beef. Nor the sudden emptiness caused by the smell of a warm baker’s shop on a cold morning.
         

         A different, awful kind of hunger.

         If Ermengarde had ever before met someone who felt like that, she had not known. It was such an awful shock that for a minute or two she could not think. And then all at once she had realised that there was something she could do.

         ‘Something splendid!’ she had exclaimed, and her face was suddenly so bright and awake that she did not look like the usual Ermengarde at all.

         That morning she had received a hamper, sent by her Aunt Eliza. It was the hamper that Jessica was to remember the following term, long after Sara had gone.

         That was how the secret party had begun.

         As soon as she remembered the hamper Ermengarde had no thought of waiting. It must be fetched at once, she had decided. Becky was crying, and Sara was faint with hunger.

         They need it now, thought Ermengarde, as (quaking with nervousness) she tiptoed downstairs.
         

         A few minutes later, laden and triumphant, she had returned to her friends.

         ‘I’ll tell you what, Sara,’ she had said, inspired by a sudden and brilliant thought. ‘Pretend you are a princess again and this is a royal feast.’
         

         It had been a miserable hungry day for Becky and Sara, and a miserable lonely one for Ermengarde. No feast was ever more needed, nor more gladly given.

         ‘It will be a banquet!’ said Sara.

         It was a very well supplied banquet. The hamper that Ermengarde had carried up to the attic was meant to last her for weeks.

         ‘Wonderful Aunt Eliza!’ Ermengarde had rejoiced at the sweets and oranges and figs, currant wine, chocolate, jam tarts and little pies. And cherry cake.
         

         They began with cherry cake. They each had a slice in their hands when they heard the footsteps on the stairs.

         Ermengarde began to tremble.

         Footsteps on the attic stairs, a heavy bang on the attic door, and the hard voice of Miss Minchin, headmistress of the school, destroyer of banquets, tormenter of little girls, tyrant of servants, victim of nightmares and rages and terrible pains in the side of her head.

         ‘So Lavinia was telling the truth,’ said Miss Minchin, and all the rose-coloured magic vanished into greyness.

         
             

         


         Becky had been slapped and sent to bed in disgrace. Sara had been condemned to a day without food. The banquet had been seized. Ermengarde had been marched away, scolded until she wept, and shut in her room.

         ‘Say your prayers!’ ordered Miss Minchin when she left her alone at last.

          

         For a long time Ermengarde had sat huddled on her bed, her tears all gone, her thoughts all with her friends. She tried to say her prayers, but got stuck on the line ‘Give us this day our daily bread’.

         ‘Give them their daily bread,’ she prayed. ‘Sara and Becky. And give them lots with butter and give them dinners and puddings and milk. And if you do I will forgive Miss Minchin the trespass she did against me …
         

         ‘I suppose …’ said Ermengarde, very begrudgingly.
         

         ‘ … For thine is the Kingdom,’ she continued, tactfully skipping the part about being delivered from evil, which plainly had not happened. ‘The power and the glory … Haven’t you seen how thin Sara has got? You look, next time she feeds the sparrows.’
         

         Ermengarde crawled into bed and pulled her red shawl tightly around herself. ‘For ever and ever …’ she murmured, yawning. ‘That sounds like a story …’
         

         And then she was asleep.
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            In the Schoolroom
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         ERMENGARDE’S PUNISHMENT HAD LASTED a week, and after that she was back in the schoolroom again. At first she had worried that Miss Minchin would send Sara away, but by the end of the week she knew that she was still in the house. Several times she had caught glimpses of her, although they had never had a chance to speak.

         Becky was also still there. Ermengarde, still in exile from the schoolroom and struggling through her arithmetic in the parlour one morning, had jumped at the sound of a very loud crash. It was followed by the voice of Miss Amelia scolding outside the door. Becky, it seemed, had accidentally dropped a scuttleful of coal in the middle of the usually immaculate entrance hall.
         

         ‘You were swinging it,’ complained Miss Amelia.
         

         ‘Yes, mum,’ agreed Becky. ‘It was silly. I didn’t oughter have. I’m picking it all up and I’ll get a brush for the dust.’

         ‘Well, do it quickly!’ ordered Miss Amelia. ‘What ever will it look like if someone comes to the door! Call Sara to help you!’

         Oh! thought Ermengarde. Perhaps now I will have a chance to speak to them!

         She had jumped up and tiptoed to the door in time to hear Sara arrive and exclaim, ‘Goodness, Becky!’

         ‘I was doing a twirl,’ Becky explained. ‘I came over really happy, Miss, all of a sudden, and the coal flew out of my hand!’

         ‘Becky!’ Ermengarde heard Sara say in an agonised whisper. ‘That was so silly! You must be more careful! You must behave as if things were just the same as always! I couldn’t bear it if …’
         

         Then Miss Minchin’s footsteps came tapping out from the schoolroom and Ermengarde stole back to her seat and did not hear any more. But she wondered. Sara had sounded truly frightened. What was it that she could not bear? If Becky should be sent away?
         

         That must be it, Ermengarde had supposed.

          

         Miss Minchin’s pupils were divided into two distinct groups, the big girls and the little ones.

         Lavinia led the big girls. Before Sara had arrived she had been the school’s star pupil. She had resented Sara taking that place, and rejoiced when she lost it. Lottie once said that Lavinia would grow up into a witch. Ermengarde could imagine that, a very pretty witch, with pale blonde curls and a sharp little nose. Jessie and Gertrude, her best friends, could be the two tame cats who watched her spells.
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