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One: Return and Poison


The execution bell rang with a hard, clear sound.


‘It does not ring for me,’ a hoarse voice whispered. ‘Not yet!’


Strong, bony fingers gripped her arm, and Eloise winced in pain. She turned and found that the hooded figure of Drogo was standing beside her. He was panting as if he had been running fast.


‘You are running in panic from your crimes,’ said Eloise, and the fingers closed still harder on her arm. Her thoughts began to race. Has he a knife? Will he try to kill me? Will he strangle me? ‘Let me go!’ she broke out, and she pulled and struggled but without any effect. She tried to raise her other arm to prise his hand away but her arm felt numb, without strength. She willed herself to run but her legs would barely move. She felt a finger press against the underside of her chin, pushing her head up.


‘Look at me,’ Drogo whispered, his breath still coming in gasps.


The bell rang once more. She backed away, though her legs seemed hardly able to carry her, and knocked against something behind her. Her eyelids fluttering, she felt new and gentle fingers moving to her arm and Drogo faded, his grip on her weakening and disappearing, as Eloise came wide awake. The bell by the door of the château had announced their arrival and it had rung to welcome them. In the narrow coach, Eloise was leaning, half falling over Tommy, and, as the coach rumbled to a halt, Tommy woke with a start, steadying Eloise with one hand and gripping the seat to steady himself with the other. The coach rocked and slowly settled. Eloise pulled herself upright and Tommy let his hand slip down her arm and clasp her fingers. Her face was still grim as she remembered her dream of Drogo, his fingers grasping at her, and the imagined execution bell still rang in her head. But, as she felt Tommy’s quite different touch, the memory of the dream began rapidly to leave her, in that strange way that dreams do. Already, a little smile played around her mouth as she turned her head towards Tommy.


‘We’ve slept!’ she murmured.


‘We’ve slept almost the whole way!’ he said, nodding, almost under his breath, for the air of the late afternoon was so warm and so sleepy that you could only speak in the quietest tones. The great glowing red-brick walls of the château towered above them, clasping them in a wave of heat. Tommy wriggled a little on the leather seat, rather sweaty, and, taking his hand from Eloise’s, stretched his arm gently out and stroked her hair, letting his fingers run over the glossy surface – so different from the dusty tangled mass when they lay together in the Emp’s palace in Town in the quaking marsh.


‘Hadn’t we better get out?’ whispered Eloise.


‘Let’s wait, just for a moment,’ said Tommy.


The journey back from Toulouse had been the first time that Tommy and Eloise had been alone, at peace and out of danger, since they had met one week before, their first period of calm since Tommy had been transported back four centuries into Eloise’s world, through the etching in the Château of Ellie-la-Forêt, into the world of 1599. This was their first moment to unwind since last Sunday at midnight when they had plunged into the moat together.


‘What are cars?’ Eloise had murmured to Tommy as they had set out from Toulouse, as she settled beside him out of view of the crowds in the cathedral square, from the great throng of people who were talking, shouting, with their feelings overflowing at the crimes of Drogo, crimes read out by Tommy from the pulpit.


‘He killed that beautiful woman, Eleonora!’


‘I remember her!’


‘So do I,’ they called, one after another.


‘Killed her out of jealousy, mad jealousy, the mother of that poor young girl, the new Countess of Narbonne.’


‘When she was just a baby,’ shouted a young woman, holding her own baby up for all to see.


‘Such a man should not be allowed to live!’ cried another.


‘You’re right, he must die,’ cried many in reply.


‘Find him and kill him,’ many more yelled.


The sound of these cries began to fade as the coach moved slowly further from the square. Eventually, only a murmur could be heard.


‘What are cars?’ repeated Eloise. All she had seen of the twenty-first century was a brief and frightening glimpse as they escaped into the marsh from the Bishop of Toulouse and his men. She knew nothing of Tommy’s world. So Tommy had tried to tell her about the world of the twenty-first century, her head resting on his shoulder, snuggled up as if he were reading to her from a storybook.


‘How can I begin to describe our world?’ muttered Tommy, half to himself. ‘I can’t just begin with cars, can I?’


‘Never mind the cars then, though one nearly killed us! Tell me . . . just tell me something, the first thing that you think of!’ Eloise had replied, snuggling closer to him as the coach swayed steadily from side to side.


‘Yes, well,’ Tommy had started, ‘well . . .’ But he stopped again, lost in thought.


‘Well?’ said Eloise gently.


‘I can’t really think of the first thing that I think of, I mean, well, not really—’


‘What’s your home like?’ broke in Eloise.


‘Oh that! Yes, school as well. Hmm, well, my house. Yeah!’ replied Tommy, livening up. ‘Well, we’ve got electricity and toilets – not like here – and bathrooms, well, one at least. My house isn’t as big as yours, the château, I mean, much smaller. It would practically all fit into the salon.’


Hearing this, Eloise giggled. ‘You’re not nobles, then?’ she asked.


‘Oh no, but that doesn’t matter much in the twenty-first century. Not much at all. Of course if you’re the Queen or something—’


‘Oh! Of course there must be a Queen of France!’ broke in Eloise.


‘No, no, there’s not.’ Eloise looked crestfallen. ‘Oh, I suppose that there might be someone who thinks she’s the Queen of France,’ he muttered, but then brightening, added, ‘But there’s still a Queen of England. And Lord and Lady This and That – but they are not important, really.’


‘Not important?’ Eloise sounded shocked. ‘Who is important then?’


‘Oh, politicians and things,’ said Tommy.


‘What’s a pol—’


‘Look, let’s talk about how I live,’ interrupted Tommy. ‘Like I said, we’ve only got a little house. But wait till you see it. Right beside the sea. There’s TV, of course, and computer games, DVDs, the lot.’


‘Right beside the sea? I’ve never seen the sea,’ Eloise murmured. ‘But what’s, um, DVDs?’ she added.


‘Never seen the sea?’ asked Tommy, and Eloise shook her head. ‘Well, anyway, DVD, it stands for . . . gosh, I’m not sure. You stick it into this machine, a DVD player, and you can watch films on the TV . . .’ He trailed off, realising that he had lost Eloise several sentences ago.


‘Look, let’s start again,’ said Tommy, sitting up and turning towards Eloise. ‘There’s two things, really. There’s all the techno stuff, DVDs’ – he waved his hand, ignoring the puzzled look on Eloise’s face – ‘but then there’s all the other side of things. Yeah, all the other things,’ he continued, ‘like the changes in society, the way people think about things, how they behave towards other people, what they can do.’


‘Like you said once that almost everyone can read and write. Can they really?’ asked Eloise.


‘Yes!’ replied Tommy. ‘That’s just it. People learn when they’re children. To read and write. You can hardly survive in our time if you can’t at least read pretty well. You’ve got to if you want to drive your own car.’


‘Cars again!’ exclaimed Eloise.


‘Yeah. Well, at least in Western countries. Not in Africa, maybe. And there’re laws,’ Tommy went on hurriedly, seeing Eloise about to interrupt. ‘Laws that everyone has to obey. A bishop can’t just get up and run his private war, like Bishop Henri. There’re no private armies. Castles, châteaux, are just a, I dunno, just a tourist attraction. What people go and look at, come and see on weekends.’ And there he had to stop for breath.


‘Come and see on weekends?’ repeated Eloise frowning. ‘Doesn’t anyone live in them any more? Do they . . . do they come and look at our château?’ she added in a small voice.


‘No, they don’t,’ said Tommy quickly. ‘Only some of the châteaux. The really big ones. Or the much older ones, from the Middle Ages.’


‘Oh! I’m pleased about that!’ replied Eloise, ignoring the ‘Middle Ages’ though she had no idea what it meant. ‘I’m pleased about that!’ she repeated. ‘I don’t want to think of people peeping around my bedroom door for hundreds of years, and saying things like, “Is this where Eloise de Narbonne used to sleep? Looks a bit dusty. And look at that frilly dress. Cooo!” And that sort of thing.’


Tommy chuckled. ‘I’m sure your frilly dresses won’t be on display. More likely a barrel of gunpowder, if this story gets known.’


And so their conversation rambled on, as Eloise learnt that she would have to put on her clothes herself in the morning (‘Just like a peasant girl,’ she had muttered), that there was no need for servants to fetch water. In fact, much odder still, there weren’t any servants at all, ‘except in bars and things,’ Thomas had said, whatever ‘bars’ were. And this had led Tommy to tell her how whole cities were lit up at night.


‘And not with candles, either,’ he’d added and grinned.


‘Cities as big as Toulouse?’ Eloise demanded, ignoring the candles.


‘Bigger, much bigger, ten times, a hundred times as big!’ replied Tommy getting carried away.


‘That yellow glow, that looked like still fire, on the road, when that car . . . ?’ whispered Eloise.


‘Yes,’ said Tommy. ‘That was Toulouse, lit up at night with—’


‘But why?’ interrupted Eloise.


‘Why? Why what? Why light it up at night? So people can see where they’re walking, or in their cars or—’


‘Oh gosh!’ said Eloise and closed her eyes. ‘How will I ever, how can I ever be in such a place?’ she murmured to herself. ‘Tell me, what’s the same as now,’ she demanded.


‘The same as now? Well, the trees, the animals, deer, bees, butterflies, sparrows, crows, the wind. The weather’s the same! Always raining,’ giggled Tommy.


‘Raining?’ puzzled Eloise.


‘And us, I mean, being with you. That’ll be the same,’ continued Tommy.


‘Will it?’ asked Eloise, putting out her hand to Tommy. ‘I’m frightened that I’ll be like a sort of scarecrow.’


‘A scarecrow!’ Tommy exclaimed, and Eloise laid her head back on his shoulder. They both remained silent for so long, with their own thoughts, that sleep overtook them with the swaying of the coach, the warm summer air rippling through the window.


And as they sat now, beside the château, an airless haze began to saturate the inside of the carriage, wrapping them in a blanket of heat. Outside, a horse snorted and shied away as a bee buzzed in its eye. A guard came to the door of the coach.


‘We’re home, my Lady, and Master Thomas, sir.’


Tommy just nodded in reply and clambered out into the sunshine, followed by Eloise, handed out by the guard. They stood blinking in the light and then began to walk, a little apart from one another, towards the row of neatly clipped bushes that lined the path to the bridge from the château. They had been so close in the carriage that Tommy could feel his fingertips tingling with the need to reach out and brush Eloise’s cheek. But not in sight of the guards, though their backs were turned, leading the horses away, nor in sight of anyone standing in the windows of the château, old Marie maybe.


He glanced at Eloise who, glancing back, lowered her eyelids and gave a tiny, shy smile. A large bluebottle flew lazily past, buzzing as if the heat was frying it in its own fat. Little dragonflies darted, flashing blue and silver from the river bank. Tommy and Eloise moved closer as they walked between the tall dark bushes and Tommy, somehow shy again, let his fingers run over the back of Eloise’s hand. Eloise glanced towards the château, leant towards Tommy, kissed him and then drew back. Tommy gazed at her lovely face but, as he gazed, a strange blur came over her, her face seemed to shimmer for a moment and to fade. Tommy gasped and reached out and grasped her shoulders.


‘What is it, Thomas? What is it?’ whispered Eloise in alarm, placing a hand over his, as he gripped her. Tommy shook his head as she came slowly back into focus once more.


‘I don’t know, I don’t know! It was almost as if . . .’ Tommy’s voice trailed off.


‘As if?’ asked Eloise.


‘As if you were slipping away, as if . . . as if I was leaving you, or you were . . .’ replied Tommy, stopping and stumbling over the words, turning his eyes to the ground as he spoke and glad of the pressure of Eloise’s hand on his hand, as he held her shoulder.


‘Do you think that this is a place where—’ began Eloise.


‘Like the slope down to the road to the marsh?’ said Tommy.


‘Yes, a place where we could pass through to your time. But I felt nothing,’ she added.


Tommy frowned, forcing himself to gain some strength, still firmly holding Eloise. As they stood, the bell to call the peasants back to the fields began to toll and in the distance they could hear faint snatches of conversation and shouts as the peasants started to return.


‘Tractors!’ exclaimed Tommy abruptly, releasing his hand from Eloise and trying to find any distraction, anything to concentrate his thoughts, to hold him here with Eloise! A single tractor could do the work of twenty horses, he remembered his teacher saying.


‘Tractors? What’s . . .’ began Eloise and then just shook her head silently.


‘We’ve got to get back to my world,’ said Tommy, half to himself. Surely, thought Tommy, surely Jasper, from my world, who runs the Château of Ellie-la-Forêt, or Jacques as he is called in 1599, the chief servant here in the Château de Romolue, surely he will help us. He’s in both worlds, after all! But Tommy shook his head. Somehow he felt that they would get little help there. Tommy turned towards Eloise. ‘We’ll have to find the way ourselves, Eloise!’ he said.


Eloise took Tommy’s hand in hers.


‘We will, we will find a way,’ she replied, pressing Tommy’s fingers between hers. She dearly wanted to see Thomas’s world properly.


‘But how are we going to do it?’ muttered Tommy and frowned.


‘We’ll find a way!’ repeated Eloise and, pausing, added in a whisper. ‘Or we can stay here together, for ever.’ Her voice fell, shy of Tommy hearing her thought. As he heard these words ‘for ever’, Tommy felt a flutter of anxiety in his tummy. He glanced at Eloise, but she was looking at the ground. They walked on silently hand in hand, further from the château, towards the bridge.


‘Let’s go and see where the Bishop landed in the mud!’ suggested Tommy. ‘Shall we?’ He grinned at Eloise.


But Eloise did not return his smile as she remembered the terrible mockery of the church, the cuckoo calls, how Joncilond, that madcap of the people of Town, strong as an ox, had sprung up from under the bridge to the château and hoisted the Bishop over the side! But then she reminded herself of how Bishop Henri had protected his brother Drogo and concealed the crime of the murder of her mother Eleonora of Narbonne.


‘Yes, let’s go and see where he lay in the mud!’ she agreed.


They both broke into a run, holding hands at arms’ length and then letting their fingers slip from each other as they began to cross the bridge.


Tommy stopped at the parapet and, pointing down, he said, ‘There, you see? He’s a fat pig and he made quite a splash in the mud!’


Eloise peered over his shoulder a moment and then they scrambled down the bank and just stopped each other from slipping into the mud themselves. Tommy glanced at the little boat, run up the bank on the other side of the river. Eloise followed his look and they both pulled a face, remembering their frantic crossing under the bridge when they had broken into the château to steal the gunpowder. They were out of sight of everyone here, though they could hear the peasants in the fields quite close by, thumping with their spades and singing snatches of song. Just like builders on a site today, thought Tommy, and he wondered if some of them were showing half their bottoms bursting out of their sloppy trousers like builders did.


Tommy put his arm around Eloise’s waist and she let her head fall on his shoulder. They stood still and silent for a moment, and, as they stood, a magpie, brilliant white and black and shining blue, landed on the parapet of the bridge, saw them, and scuttled sideways along the warm stone, its head flicking between them and the muddy ground at their feet, back and forth. Tommy and Eloise held their breath. Flick, flick went the little head, the bright eyes glittering in the sunlight. The magpie crouched forward as if to fly down, crouched further, thrust out its head, its eyes still flashing from them to the ground and back again, but then lost courage and suddenly flew off with a noisy flutter of wings.


‘Magpies love bright things,’ murmured Eloise.


‘Yes, I wonder . . .’ began Tommy. ‘No, probably just a bright pebble in the river.’


‘Mmm, but it seemed to be looking at the mud, intent on the mud,’ said Eloise, and they both leant over, steadying each other, peering at the muddy spot where the Bishop had landed.


Suddenly the stone on which Tommy was balanced began to tip and, flailing his arms madly about, he grabbed at Eloise and, feeling her breast beneath his hand, blushed furiously and grabbed a handful of her clothes instead.


‘Sorry, sorry!’ he muttered.


Holding him from falling in, Eloise just smiled at his red face and, taking his hand in hers as he regained his balance, gently kissed his fingertips and put his hand to her cheek.


Phew! thought Tommy. I mean I didn’t do it on purpose, of course, but things are different here, I mean, she might have . . . I dunno! he ended lamely to himself. Also, they don’t wear bras, crept into his mind.


His thoughts were interrupted by Eloise, who, still holding his hand to her cheek, gave a little start, then let his arm drop and pointed at the mud.


‘There, there’s something, look! Glittering in the mud! That’s what the magpie was after!’ Eloise exclaimed.


‘Where? I can’t—’ began Tommy.


‘Come round at this angle,’ said Eloise pulling at his sleeve. ‘Look, let the sun catch it.’ Tommy could see a bright sparkle flicker in and out.


‘Gosh! Yes, d’you think that the Bishop, I mean, something fell off him, out of his pocket, when he landed down here?’


Whatever it was flashed again and again as Tommy moved his head.


‘It must be a jewel. Let’s get it,’ said Tommy, and they both began to hunt around for a stick to scoop the glittering thing towards them out of the mud. Turning around and tugging at a sapling in the bank, Tommy yanked hard and pulled it out. There was a nice curved root at the end of it.


‘That’ll do just fine,’ he muttered, and he leant as far forward as he dared, with Eloise holding her arms out ready to grab hold of him, as he tickled the jewelled glittering thing towards them. In a moment it was in their reach and Tommy bent down, lifting it carefully between finger and thumb, letting the sapling fall and brushing a little of the mud off the Bishop’s jewel with an index finger.


‘Mind!’ whispered Eloise urgently beside him.


Tommy looked round in surprise. Eloise had gone pale.


‘Careful how you touch it!’ she whispered.


‘Why? I’m not going to break it!’ said Tommy, laying it carefully in his hand. It was so large that it nearly filled his palm.


They gazed at it together. There was a little ring at the top and then a kind of miniature arch and a wonderful deep-green jewel.


‘An emerald,’ whispered Tommy, and Eloise nodded. The emerald was held in gold, which was formed into leaves and curly patterns. Beneath the emerald hung a dimpled glass thing, blue, with liquid inside it. Tommy could see the liquid move as he gently waggled his hand.


‘Look!’ said Tommy. ‘This bit comes off!’ He reached down to fiddle with it.


‘No!’ said Eloise in a frightened voice. ‘No, don’t, please. It’s dangerous. I think it may be . . . poison,’ she said, whispering the last word.


‘Poison!’ exclaimed Tommy and peered closer at the liquid. ‘Poison?’





Two: The New Etching


That night in the Château de Romolue, as Tommy lay in bed on his thin, hard mattress, he found it difficult to fall asleep. As he shut his eyes he found a sea of faces gazing up at him, a sea of shadowed faces, eyes narrowed, mouths set and his voice echoing around the cold grey walls of Toulouse cathedral as he recited the sins of Drogo. The faces staring at him seemed to sway in a slow rhythm as a tide of anger washed up and over him, as the words of Drogo’s confession flowed from his mouth.


‘I accuse you,’ he heard himself shout inside his head, ‘I accuse you of the murder of Eleonora, Eloise’s mother,’ he shouted again, and he saw Drogo fall to the ground and beat the flagstones with his fists. As he looked down from the pulpit, the faces before him billowed up and rippled like the surface of an angry sea and a look of pure hatred passed over Drogo’s face. Tommy opened his eyes, wishing the dizzying images away.


Looking around his bedroom, gloomy shadows in the corners of the high ceiling of his room seemed to weigh down upon him, as if he were still in his half-awake dream of the cathedral. An eerie light came through the shutters, casting little pale patches on the floor. Shutting his eyes once more, he tried to think of walking hand in hand with Eloise through the gardens of the château earlier that day, and he felt the soft touch of her hand in his hand, her delicate fingers – though her fingers were strong enough for her to hang on the wall of the château if she chose, he remembered.


But then he thought of how he almost seemed to lose her for a moment, as that strange blur came over her and she shimmered in the sunlight. It is as if we hold on to this time change by the skin of our fingertips, as though it is unstable, like walking on a trampoline. Or as if it could slip away from under us, as if we were walking on a thin gauze stretched out in space, trying not to rip it, with the real world, my world, underneath to catch us if we fell through.


Dozing off, he thought of going fishing with his best friend Harry’s much older brother. This time change – or was it a world change? – he frowned at the thought – it was like trying to catch a ten-pound salmon on a line that would break with a five-pound fish on it. And the river by the château came into his mind. He relived running down to the bridge and to the river with Eloise; and then the Bishop’s jewel came into his mind and he thought, ‘Poison!’, and he woke up again suddenly.


Now wide awake, he went over in his mind how Eloise had explained to him that people would poison their enemies. Poisoning was the upper-class way of doing people in, apparently, in 1599, and Tommy shuddered. Of course, he said to himself, the police could . . . But were there any police? No, of course not! The police, or whoever, no one could prove you’d done it, because they did not have forensic science; that was it, he’d seen it on Discovery Channel, forensic science. How people were done in. Scientifically.


In the darkness, he shied away from the word ‘murder’, which was hovering in the back of his mind. So the Bishop poisoned people. His enemies. And his brother smashed their heads in with crucifixes. A nice family, as his mum would say. Poison! muttered Tommy to himself again. He turned on his side and tried to keep his eyes shut.


After today, in Toulouse Cathedral, that Bishop might try to poison me, thought Tommy, sitting bolt upright in bed, eyes open. I won’t eat or drink a thing when he’s around, he determined to himself. And nor will Eloise, particularly not Eloise! He really might try to poison her!


The pendant thing, which they thought the Bishop must have worn around his neck on a chain, must have broken when the Bishop landed in the mud, pulled from his horse by Joncilond. Anyway, the pendant was in the drawer of his desk, beside his bed, where he had the gold coins. Tommy turned his head to look at the drawer. Enough poison to kill off half the village, maybe. Not that the Bishop would use it on peasants. Poison was for killing noblemen and women, people like me and Eloise, Tommy added and pulled his knees up towards him. He sat like this for a moment, the bedclothes rucked up, his head bowed, his arms clasping his legs tightly, holding his breath.


Then, with no warning, a simple idea flooded into his mind. He had been thinking poison, poison, poison! when suddenly he realised that the obvious had been staring him in the face ever since he came into Eloise’s world. Releasing his legs, he put both hands to his forehead.


What a fool I have been! What a twit! It’s obvious! The etching. We want the etching to get back home – it must work backwards too, surely! It did somehow for the real Thomas de Romolue. The etching was dated 1599; that’s now, here. So it must be just newly made, this year! Perhaps it’s not made yet? But it must be; I came through it. I can find the etching just by asking the Countess or someone, Marie maybe: are there are any new etchings of the château, or the château gardens? Or I could find out who does the etchings. Someone in the village? No! Probably Toulouse. Oh, I wish I’d thought of this before, when we were in Toulouse!


All thoughts of the poison left him. He had half a mind to tiptoe to Eloise’s room and tell her what he had just realised. He could hardly wait until tomorrow. Tomorrow. Now he had the beginning of a plan. Ha! Tomorrow we may be back home! he thought triumphantly.


He stretched out in the bed, feeling a bit more relaxed, shutting his eyes again and snuggling into his favourite position, one arm and leg bent, the others straight, on his side. ‘Tomorrow and tomorrow, tomorrow,’ he muttered, ‘creeps on this petty place. Wasn’t that a TV serial, Petty Place? No, I don’t think so.’


And Tommy dozed off. So fast asleep was he that he did not hear the Count and Countess return, very late at night. They feared for their safety in Toulouse after the humiliation of the Bishop from his own pulpit. A sudden revenge might have been attempted after the Great Fruit Salad Mass, as it was already coming to be known, where the Bishop had been forced to stand at the west door of his own cathedral, covered from head to foot in peach pulp and pear juice, a cabbage impaled on the staff of St Etienne by his left ear. The Count and Countess had decided to brave the dangers of the road at night, with their small guard of soldiers, rather than to stay in Toulouse.


Brilliant sunshine woke Tommy early. Scrambling out of bed, he pulled on his clothes. No washing. At least that was one thing about 1599: they did not push the washing bit so much. He’d even heard that people put posies of dried flowers down their pants to—Well, anyway.


‘The etching,’ he said aloud. ‘My mobile! I must tell Mum and Dad. They should be expecting us soon, now.’


He grabbed for it under his pillow. The mobile was the only thing that had made it through the etching into Eloise’s time. And he’d soon found out that it worked to phone home! He never left it more than a few feet away from him since that time last Sunday when he’d forgotten it in his room – not to mention when Flore (he gave a little guilty start as he thought of her) had zoomed off with it in his trousers. He pulled a face at the memory. He called the number.


‘Mum!’ Oh good, that was quick. ‘It’s Tommy!’


‘Tommy, thank heavens! I had the phone in my hand. You’re OK, are you?’


‘Yes, yes, I’m fine. Everything went great! Well, at least partly. I mean, I read it all out in the cathedral, Drogo’s confession, but Drogo actually escaped. Look, I’ll be able to tell you about it soon, face to face, all about it!’


‘Oh gosh, Tommy, have you found a way back? Look, Dad’s hovering around beside me. Speak up!’


‘I’ve suddenly had this obvious idea. I wanted to tell you!’ He repeated to his mother his idea about the etching and how he’d suddenly realised that he should be able to get his hands on it.


‘God, yes!’ he could hear his father exclaim in the background. ‘Why didn’t we realise that before? Good thinking, Tommy!’


‘Oh, here’s the other Thomas coming in!’ said his mum. ‘Do you want—’


‘No, not now, better not. Only get him frightened,’ interrupted Tommy and then he added, ‘Hey! I suppose he can’t come through the etching on the landing, can he? I mean, it’s still there, isn’t it?’


‘Of course we thought of that – it just doesn’t seem to work for him at all,’ replied his mother.


‘Huh!’ was Tommy’s only reply. Well, obviously they’d thought of it.


‘Anyway, look, Eloise and me, we might just appear any time, and Thomas de Romolue, the real one, will disappear at the same time. I hope he will at any rate!’ he continued with a little laugh. ‘I’m going straight to see Marie, or the Countess, or both, right now about the etching. I haven’t told Eloise about it yet. I only thought of it in the middle of the night, last night.’


As Tommy said this, he suddenly remembered the pendant and the poison and he added, ‘Do you know, the Bishop, Bishop Henri of Toulouse, he goes around poisoning people? He keeps the poison in a thing around his neck, we reckon. We found it!’


‘What’s that? Poisoning people? How does he get away with it? Keep away from him, Tommy! You’re not mixing with very nice people. Keep well away from him!’


‘I do keep away from him. I’ve spent most of the last week keeping away from him!’ Well, thought Tommy, except that bit where we actually captured the Bishop in the quaking marsh. And he chuckled to himself as he thought of how Joncilond and the outlaws from Town had strung the Bishop up across a bog and dipped him thoroughly in it. But that doesn’t count.


‘I must go now,’ he added, ‘before—’


Just at that moment, the door in the wall to the Countess’s room opened and the Countess herself appeared.


‘Thomas!’ she exclaimed, seeing him holding the devil-object up to his ear. She knew the thing of course but she hated it. She’d even spoken into it! Thomas glanced at her, trying to manage a reassuring smile, and then looked away.


‘Thomas!’ exclaimed the Countess again, louder this time.


‘Oops! Mum, it’s the Countess, she doesn’t like it!’


‘Doesn’t like what?’


‘The mobile, she thinks that it’s the work of the devil – she’s just come into my room.’


‘Oh right! Well, put it away then. She’s on our side, isn’t she? She wants her own Tommy back, I should think. Put it away. Love from me and Dad!’ Click.


Tommy turned to face the Countess.


‘Are you still playing with your ghastly toy?’ she demanded, a sour look on her face.


‘No, look, I was just telling my mum about a really important idea, an idea that I’ve had about how to get back to my time;’ said Tommy, forgetting in his excitement to be surprised to see the Countess already back from Toulouse.


‘Ah, how to get my Thomas back, you mean. What are you thinking of, then?’ The Countess was suddenly all interest, hatred of the black magic of the mobile put on one side, as she thought of her poor Thomas, stranded in . . . some place, the other side of the moon. The thought made her gulp.


Tommy could see the anguish on her face. Actually, he thought that Thomas de Romolue was probably having the time of his life. It was a blooming sight more comfortable in the twenty-first century than in 1599, for starters.


‘So tell me what you are thinking of doing,’ the Countess asked impatiently.


‘Who’s the person who makes the etchings?’


‘What do you mean “the etchings”?’


‘Y’know, those black and white smudgy things that sort of look like paintings that you have up in the corridors in some places. They’re more like, well, like prints.’


‘Prints?’ frowned the Countess. ‘But . . . Oh yes, of course! That’s what drew you here!’ said the Countess, suddenly thoughtful.


‘The date on the etching was 1599 and—’


‘Ah, good heavens,’ interrupted the Countess, ‘how foolish of us all! It must be brand new.’ Her voice rose in excitement. ‘Now I think, I think,’ and she paused a moment, ‘didn’t Rabelais say he was going to do a picture of the gardens? I’m not sure though. We must ask Marie! Come now!’ She motioned him to leave with her.


Rabelais, Tommy was thinking. Yeah, the old guy in the village of Romolue who made gadgets and toys for the children, who’d carved his old horse they’d found in the cave as they ran from the Bishop. He remembered that he had told the count that it was Rabelais who’d made his mobile phone! Thinking of Rabelais put him off his guard and, forgetting himself, he blurted out, ‘Eloise should be with us!’ It was a deadly secret that he would try to take Eloise with him, back to his world. He did not want to hear what the Countess’s views would be on that idea! He should never have said what he did, but it was too late to take it back now.


The Countess turned and eyed him thoughtfully, but at first made no reply. She’s guessed, thought Tommy, she’s shrewd enough! She’s obviously guessed, blast it!


‘Let’s go and find Marie. There’ll be time enough to tell Eloise later,’ said the Countess, a little sharply. But Tommy stood without moving by his bed, studying the pattern of the quilt and thinking of his blunder in dragging Eloise into this conversation.


‘Come, this way, through my room,’ added the Countess and, with a rustle of her long dress, she led the way through the secret door in the wall, looking back and beckoning, as if she did not want Tommy out of her sight.


A gentle tap at Marie’s door, a quiet voice saying ‘Come in!’ and there sat his dear Marie, who filled the childhood memories of Thomas de Romolue. Marie made Tommy feel truly like Thomas de Romolue, instead of Tommy Sanderson playing truant at the end of the sixteenth century. Marie wore a little cap today, so that her fine white hair just showed at the sides, catching the sunlight through the open window, in a ring of silvery sheen. She laughed with pleasure when she saw who it was, stretched out her arms, and started to rise from her chair.


‘No, no, sit down, sit down!’ Tommy said, quickly running past the Countess and taking Marie’s hands, so soft, freckled and papery.


‘You’re safe!’ exclaimed Marie. ‘I heard about everything that happened at the cathedral in Toulouse, my man! You are brave, brave and intelligent, a true Romolue!’ The Countess winced slightly. Marie, of course, knew nothing of the secret of the real Thomas and the Tommy of the twenty-first century who stood before her.


‘Oh! It was—’ began Tommy.


‘No! It was magnificent,’ interrupted Marie. ‘That animal Drogo. Condemned by his own words. A pity he escaped justice on the spot. But he will be found, captured, tried and hanged before the west door of the cathedral, like a common criminal,’ said Marie, her voice rising.


Gosh! thought Tommy. Even sweet old Marie wants to see him publicly hanged!


‘Marie, can I ask you something, please?’ Marie turned her face up towards him, her expression quickly restored to its normal gentle self as she looked at her darling boy.


‘Marie,’ continued Tommy hesitantly, realising that this seemed rather irrelevant to the great events of Sunday. ‘Er, has anyone been doing any etchings, er, drawings, that is, recently, of the château, or, maybe, the gardens of the château?’


‘What? Oh!’ started Marie, surprised by the question, as Tommy thought she would be. ‘A picture of the château, or château gardens?’ she repeated. ‘Well, there aren’t any new ones just at the moment, I don’t think.’ Tommy’s heart sank.


‘I thought that maybe Rabelais—’ broke in the Countess, taking Tommy’s arm.


‘Ah yes!’ said Marie, nodding her head slowly, so that the light through the shutters flickered on and off her halo of hair. ‘Yes. Now let me see.’ Tommy held his breath and the Countess squeezed his arm. Marie had no idea that so much might depend on what she would say next.


Tommy began to fidget with his fingers as they waited for Marie to continue. At last she turned her head towards him and replied, ‘Now, Rabelais, yes, he did say something to me about . . . wouldn’t it be a good idea, about time, he said, I think, that someone did a decent picture of the gardens, now that they’re looking so nice. It was down in the kitchen, a few weeks ago, I think. Anyway, I said, “Yes, why don’t you? The Count and Countess would be sure to be pleased. The Count can have it on his birthday!” ’


‘When’s that?’ blurted out Tommy in his anxiety to know the truth about the etching, his voice dropping to a whisper as he realised what a stupid question it was.


‘What?’ said Marie, quite startled, and the Countess frowned and he could feel her hand tense on his arm.


‘No, I mean, is the picture ready? The picture of the gardens. Is it finished? I mean, it’s soon isn’t it, the Count’s birthday?’


Tommy could perfectly well remember that the Count’s birthday was the first of September. But it was still July. What date was it? He was trying to remember the date that they left England on holiday, counting the days under his breath.


‘Well, I don’t know, young man!’ exclaimed Marie. ‘I don’t know if it’s even started. But when Rabelais says he’s going to do something, he does it, and he did say that he might well do it. That’s all I know, really. Why don’t you go and ask him?’ she said with a smile to both Tommy and the Countess.


‘She didn’t ask why we wanted to know,’ said Tommy to the Countess. They were walking together down the steps of the main staircase, well out of hearing of Marie.


‘Yes, hmm, it worries me a bit,’ replied the Countess. ‘It was almost as if she knew already; why we wanted to know about the etching, I mean. She did not seem the least bit inquisitive! After all, she might rather have expected a long description of what happened in Toulouse Cathedral yesterday. But that’s Marie for you.’


And, with that, the two of them parted, Tommy promising to go straight down to the village of Romolue to find Rabelais.





Three: Talking Rats


Tommy waited until the footsteps of the Countess, echoing on the stone slabs, had died away and he heard her door on the floor below shut softly. Then he crept quietly down the main stairs, past the little flight of steps leading up to the chapel and, glancing up and down the corridor on the landing, made his way quickly towards Eloise’s room. He gave a short tap at the door, but there was no reply.


‘Oh, come on, quick,’ he muttered to himself, ‘quick!’ He felt very exposed standing outside her room in full view. Tap, tap, again. Nothing. Tap, tap, louder. He heard a grumbling sound from inside.


‘Later, let me sleep, Sophie!’ he heard Eloise mumble.


Tap, tap.


‘It’s me!’ whispered Tommy, as loud as he dared.


‘Later!’ exclaimed Eloise, more loudly. Getting very impatient, Tommy tried to turn the handle of the door and Eloise gave a little scream.


‘It’s me!’ whispered Tommy again, through the door, as he racked at the handle. It didn’t seem to want to open!


‘Thomas!’ whispered Eloise and he could hear the sound of pattering feet as Eloise jumped out of bed and, running across her room, pulled the door free.


‘Quick! Inside,’ she muttered, and she bounded back into the bed and snuggled once more under the covers.


‘Eloise!’ exclaimed Tommy and he ran over to her bedside.


‘Ssssh! And shut the door!’ whispered Eloise urgently.


‘Idiot,’ muttered Tommy to himself and scrambled over to the door. ‘Look, Eloise,’ he began and Eloise pouted slightly.


‘Won’t you kiss me hello?’ she demanded, and then blushed as he leant forward and kissed her cheek.


‘Look, Eloise,’ he began again, ignoring the pout and admiring the blush, ‘there’s something really important.’


‘About Drogo?’ interrupted Eloise, the look on her face changing to excitement.


‘No! Getting back to my time. The etching.’


‘You’ve found it?’ asked Eloise. ‘Oh Thomas!’


‘No, not yet, but last night, just lying in bed, I suddenly realised that the etching was dated 1599. That’s now. I mean the etching is brand new. It must just have been done!’


‘Yes, yes, of course!’ said Eloise excitedly. ‘Why didn’t we think of that before? So we can find it easily!’


‘Well, anyway, I went to Marie, with the Countess, and asked Marie if she knew of any—’


‘What? My mother knows about this? She doesn’t know that you want me to come with you, does she?’


‘Well,’ began Tommy, and he looked furiously at the floor, ‘I did, sort of – oh! it was a silly thing, but I think that she suspects. I bet she’ll be checking up on you pretty soon. In fact, she might be in here any moment!’ he continued, his voice rising in urgency. ‘Look, Marie reckons that Rabelais may well be doing an etching of the gardens, so it’s very likely to be our etching. So we have to go into the village and get it, if it’s done, I mean. Now! We have to go now!’


‘Yes, I need to get dressed then, quick. I need Sophie, my maid.’


‘Can’t you get dressed without your maid?’


‘What?’ demanded Eloise. ‘All those ribbons and things? You remember in the river! You need someone to tie them. I can’t have you doing it!’ and she giggled.


‘Put on something easy to do up,’ suggested Tommy.


‘Go and call Sophie!’ Just as Eloise said this there was a loud tap at the door. Tommy gave Eloise an anguished look.


‘Under the bed,’ whispered Eloise, ‘quick, and never mind Peter and Paul!’


Tommy dived under the drapes, which fell almost to the floor over the side of the bed and barely heard the bit about Peter and Paul. Peter and who? he thought to himself as he wriggled around in the semi-darkness and two large black rats scuttled out of his way. ‘Aaah!’ he began and stifled the noise with his hand over his mouth.


Again a tap at the door and he heard Eloise call, ‘Come in,’ as she smoothed the drapes down with her hand and settled herself deeper in the bed.


Oh God, the Countess! thought Tommy and one of the rats made a little squeaking sound. Tommy eyed the rats and they eyed him back as footsteps approached the bed. They didn’t seem very frightened of him. Just four red beady eyes in the darkness and another squeak.


‘Ah good! Sophie,’ he heard Eloise say. ‘It’s you I want.’ Under the bed, Tommy breathed a sigh of relief. At least it wasn’t the Countess.


‘Mademoiselle,’ replied Sophie breathlessly, ‘the Countess said to say that I was to come and see you quick, Mademoiselle, and to say that you were to get up and go and see her straight away, Mademoiselle!’ She added a little curtsy at the end.


Sophie was quite new in the château, a Spanish girl, the same age as Eloise, but short, with olive-brown skin, a round smiling face and eyes which were ‘deep pools of dark light’, or so Tommy had overheard one of the footmen whispering.


‘Come help me dress, then, quickly!’ said Eloise, shuffling herself out of bed, and Tommy could see her bare feet where the drape did not quite reach the ground. The rats skittered about.


‘What’s that, Mademoiselle?’ asked Sophie, drawing back.


‘What’s what?’ said Eloise looking quickly around, fearing that Tommy had left something obvious lying on her bed.


‘That noise,’ replied Sophie.


‘Oh! Just some mice or something, I suppose,’ replied Eloise, in relief. ‘What noise, anyway?’


And as she said ‘What noise?’ so the tune of Mozart’s Fortieth Symphony rang suddenly through the room and a scrabbling noise and a muffled grunt was heard from under the bed.


‘Tommy, it’s Harry! How’s it going? How’s the Middle Ages, then?’ Tommy was grabbing in his trousers for the ‘off’ button.


‘Mamma mia!’ screamed Sophie.


‘It’s my pet rats. I’ve trained them to—’ began Eloise.


‘Mamma mia,’ repeated Sophie and the dark pools of her eyes grew still deeper and darker and she sat down heavily on the bed.


‘Rats,’ repeated Eloise hopelessly as Tommy frantically fumbled about.


‘I’ve been waterskiing—’ began Harry. Click, and Eloise gave a sigh of relief.


Eloise took Sophie’s arm. ‘Never mind them,’ she whispered. ‘Just let’s get ready. Come on!’ She took a tighter hold of Sophie’s arm. ‘Don’t just sit there in a daze. Get my clothes out!’ she ordered.


Sophie turned speechless to Eloise and, dragging herself up from the bed, walked in a trance over to the clothes cupboard. Sophie had been told to expect strange things in the château. She had been warned that the nobility might be rather odd, but this! Talking trained rats? Making peeping noises? She shook her head and started to grope about through a pile of clothes.


‘What would you like, Mademoiselle?’ she muttered.


‘Anything, anything,’ replied Eloise impatiently. ‘Yes, that brown thing, something I can ride in. And that blouse, yes,’ she added as Sophie extracted a white satin shirt with pearl buttons, shaking it out so that Eloise could see. ‘That’s enough. It’s hot today, isn’t it?’ she added, glancing at the sunshine streaming though the shutters.


‘Yes, Mademoiselle!’ whispered Sophie, still in a state of shock. Her olive skin looked pale and paled still further as she heard further squeaks from under the bed. Would the rats start talking again? She hoped that they would wait until she had left the room.


Sophie had never dressed her mistress so quickly. It was all done in five minutes and she was scuttling out of the room as the last ribbon was tied and the last buckle fastened. ‘Tell the Countess that I am on my way,’ Eloise called after her.


Eloise could not help but grin. ‘Talking rats!’ she announced aloud and, getting down on her hands and knees, pulled aside the drapes and peered under the bed. As her eyes adjusted, she could see that Tommy was grinning and tickling Peter under the chin.


‘Talking rats,’ repeated Tommy as he wriggled out from under the bed, followed by a little nose poking from under the drape as he let it fall. He stood dusting himself down. ‘Harry is a talking rat! A good description of him. I told him not to ring. Oh well! We got away with it! I did get a bit of a shock when I saw those two big—’


‘Peter and Paul,’ interrupted Eloise with a smile. ‘But look,’ she continued, ‘let’s meet down by the bridge. Down under the bridge, in, maybe, what do you think, at two hours before noon?’ suggested Eloise, speaking quickly. ‘I have to go to see Mother now!’


‘Right,’ replied Tommy, ‘in an hour, then. Where we found the Bishop’s thing! I need some breakfast,’ he added.


‘Eloise!’ They could hear the voice of the Countess calling down the passage and the sound of advancing footsteps.


‘Blast and damn!’ whispered Tommy as Eloise ran over to the door and quickly let herself out into the corridor, shutting the door smartly behind her. Tommy could hear Eloise and the Countess talking in the corridor and he got ready to rejoin Peter and Paul under the bed.


‘I need to talk to you!’ he heard the Countess saying. ‘After yesterday in the cathedral, I think that you might be a lot safer—’


‘Let’s go to your room,’ Tommy heard Eloise suggest, interrupting the Countess.


That’s a good idea! thought Tommy, and he heard footsteps departing down the corridor. Waiting a few moments, he crept towards the door and very gingerly pushed it open. Seeing all was clear, he darted out and his rumbling stomach directed him straight down to the dining room.


As he entered, he was greeted by the Count.


‘Ah! Thomas, my man, my good man, good morning! We came back last night, y’know. Wasn’t safe in Toulouse.’ And without any more ado, the Count added, ‘Try these sheep’s kidneys. Excellent for the digestion. With a little sour cream, perhaps?’


Sheep’s kidneys! Urk! For breakfast? Tommy thought to himself. Better than rats’ tails, perhaps. On toast, of course!


‘Sour cream? Father, good morning! Yes, thanks, sheep’s kidneys. Yes, my favourite!’


‘Is it?’ said the Count, looking perplexed. ‘You always said that they tasted like, er—’


‘Well, yes!’ replied Tommy, wondering why the Count had offered them to him if he knew that Tommy thought that they tasted like er—‘But I’ve changed my mind. I’ll try them, please.’ The Count dolloped a large spoonful into a bowl, adding sour cream.


‘Now, Thomas, my man,’ began the Count again, as they were seated and Tommy gobbled the sheep’s kidneys – not bad, in fact, and the sour cream sort of took the edge off the kind of slightly pissy taste that he was trying to ignore.


‘Now, Thomas,’ started the Count once more, tearing off a hunk of bread and his mouth full of kidneys, ‘yesterday, that was terrific. I mean you checkmated the Bishop. I’ve never seen him so thunderstruck. Never! And that bastard priest, his brother!’ Tommy nodded vigorously. ‘But you’ve made a powerful set of enemies there, you know. Also, Eloise! The Countess and I were thinking that we should send her away for a bit. Hide her in a convent. Somewhere safe.’


‘Send her away?’ Tommy spluttered, putting his hand before his mouth to avoid spraying the Count with kidney juice. And then he thought, not bad, actually, maybe. When we’re off in the twenty-first century, they can think that she’s safely in a convent somewhere!


‘Um, yes,’ mumbled Tommy through the kidneys. They ate in silence for a bit. Then he heard a clock strike the quarter. He needed to be out, down to the bridge soon.


‘Well, Father, I think I need a bit of fresh air.’


‘Where are you off to, then?’ asked the Count.


‘Just down to the river!’


‘I’ll wander down with you, Thomas, if I may.’


Tommy’s heart sank. ‘Of course, Father!’


As they walked slowly towards the river, towards the bridge where Tommy and Eloise had planned to meet, the Countess and Eloise also emerged from the château, hand in hand. Eloise too had suffered the same problem. The Countess did not want her out of her sight, since the suspicion that they might disappear together had so foolishly been planted in her mind by Tommy.


‘Ah! The Countess!’ exclaimed the Count as he spied them. ‘Just the person I want to see. Hmm, yes,’ and he paused for a moment, as if collecting his thoughts. ‘Those pigs, you know, Thomas,’ he began, ‘now that you’re really getting grown up, you need to be thinking about things like that, I mean, the pigs—’


‘Pigs?’ said Tommy, suddenly, looking up. He’d been studying the ground as he crunched through the gravel of the path, wondering how Eloise and he were going to be able to get away. ‘Pigs?’ repeated Tommy, turning towards the Count.


‘Yes, Thomas, my boy. Life is not just running from one adventure to another, y’know. There’s things like those pigs, running wild in the village. You need to know how to run our lands, our estates, you’ve got to be learning about these things, y’know, my boy!’


They had almost reached the bridge when the Countess and Eloise caught them up. From behind the Countess’s back, Eloise, catching Tommy’s glance, rolled her eyes up and mouthed words that looked like: ‘How are we going to get out of here?’ or something of the sort. The Countess frowned at Tommy. He suddenly remembered that he’d promised her that he would be off to Romolue as fast as he could. Oh well!


The four of them leant on the parapet of the bridge and gazed down into the fast-flowing river. Tommy glanced secretly at the mark in the mud where they’d pulled the Bishop’s poison out the day before. There was silence, a deep, deep silence. That was one thing that he would never forget about 1599, thought Tommy, the silence and the tension between silence and action. Just occasionally, from where they all four stood, you could hear the slight sleepy twitter of a bird, the occasional faint faraway shout of a peasant in the fields, then the Count shuffling his feet in the gravel, but otherwise silence and stillness and the smell of warm grass with a murmur from the river. With the sun warming their backs, you could hear a leaf falling into the water. There was a quiet whistle from the woods.


‘Joncilond, maybe,’ whispered Tommy to himself.


‘Hmm?’ said the Count turning his head a fraction, but Tommy did not respond.


Now the thing about the Count, Tommy was thinking, was that once he had got a topic into his head he had to talk it out before another topic could get in. If I could just start him off again about the pigs, maybe, Tommy thought.


‘Er,’ he began. Eloise gave him a hopeful glance. ‘Er, those pigs.’


‘Ah!’ exclaimed the Count, loudly. He was off. Just like turning a switch.


How long can we hold him on the pigs? wondered Tommy.


‘Yes, my dear,’ said the Count turning to the Countess, ‘I was just saying to Thomas that, now he is really nearly grown up, he needs to be thinking about the running of the household, of the village, of, well, the pigs problem, y’know! Eh, what are you grinning about, Mademoiselle de Narbonne, eh?’ demanded the Count suddenly.


Eloise blushed and stammered, ‘Oh no! It was something completely different! Just something that happened this morning.’


‘Not talking rats, by any chance?’ intervened the Countess, with an acid smile.


‘Talking rats?’ said the Count, putting his hand to his forehead.


‘Yes, Sophie said that Eloise has talking rats in her room! You know Sophie, Eloise’s maid?’


‘The little dark girl, you mean?’ replied the count. ‘Really, my dear,’ he continued in a superior voice, rubbing his hand over the parapet, ‘really, my dear, you can’t go around listening to what all these servants are saying all the time. Ha! One of the footmen told me the other day, why it was just this morning, that he thought that he’d heard the most strange squeaky noises coming from Thomas’s trousers when he’d hung them out ready. I mean, really . . .’ But then the Count paused and added, ‘Could it have been that toy of Rabelais’s though?’ turning to Thomas.


The Countess pulled a face and Tommy gave a feeble smile. Damn! he thought. Harry must have tried several times!


‘Yes,’ continued the Count, ‘we want to look at that together, that toy of Rabelais’s, you and me, Thomas. It looked quite fascinating, that toy he’d made!’


‘Er, yes. The pigs?’ Tommy began again weakly.


‘Pigs?’ said the Count, raising his eyebrows. ‘Ah! Yes, the pigs!’ He paused, looking thoughtfully down into the river. ‘Yes, I suppose that the Countess and I had better discuss the pigs. Not for you, really, not on a beautiful morning like this! Why don’t you two go and have a wander in the woods or something for a bit before lunchtime, eh? Eloise’ll be going away soon, Thomas my boy. So, well, you know, enjoy her company while you can!’


The Countess seemed about to protest, but Tommy and Eloise were far too fast for her. Before the Count had even finished his sentence they were running off together, heading towards the stables, being careful not to glance back.


‘The Count’s going to get an earful, I reckon,’ said Tommy when they were a good way off.


Eloise replied, ‘Especially as Mother’s planning to hide me away in a nunnery.’


‘Yeah, I know. The Count already told me. You heard him say that you were going away.’


Eloise pursed her lips and nodded.


‘Now for the etching,’ said Tommy.





Four: Rabelais


Tommy and Eloise were soon on horseback, going at a good pace towards Romolue village. Much as they wanted to, they did not dare to gallop for fear of attracting too much attention.


‘Let’s hope he’s at home! Rabelais, I mean’ said Tommy, as they bounced along.


‘Of course he’s at home! Where else would he be? There’s nowhere else for him to be – he’s not going to be out driving his . . . his car!’ exclaimed Eloise and laughed.


‘You wait!’ said Tommy. ‘You wait until you’re in one of them, one of those cars, going a hundred miles an hour down the motorway. You won’t be laughing!’ But then he paused a moment. ‘Or actually, maybe you will! You’d like it, I bet. Especially an open car, with your hair flying, like in those ads for shampoo.’


‘Ads for shampoo, ads for shampoo?’ repeated Eloise, having no idea what it meant. ‘Do you have real poo, too?’ she asked at length.


‘What?’ demanded Tommy, pulling at the reins as Penelope shied at a couple of bumblebees playing tag together. ‘Real poo!’


‘Well,’ replied Eloise, ‘sham poo, fake, you know, sham . . . fake poo.’


‘No, no!’ exclaimed Tommy. ‘Shampoo is for washing your hair, Eloise! Heavens, you wouldn’t want to wash it in real poo, would you?’ He laughed as he realised what he had said.


‘Ugh!’ said Eloise. ‘Shampoo, all right. I’ll have to learn, I suppose!’


‘If he was in the twenty-first century,’ said Tommy, ‘Rabelais’d be in a university, I think. Sitting in front of a computer the whole day, doing nothing except messing about with maths and things. He’d be at work at this time of day, maybe a famous scientist. Probably be on TV. He looks exactly like Einstein, for a start.’


‘Einstein?’ said Eloise.


‘Yeah, Einstein!’ said Tommy.


‘What’s an Einstein?’ asked Eloise.


‘He isn’t a what, he’s a he,’ replied Tommy.


‘Yes, but—’ began Eloise.


‘He was the world’s greatest scientist. You know what scientists are, don’t you?’


‘No, I don’t,’ said Eloise in a small voice.


‘You don’t have scientists! No science. Gosh, maths? Do you have maths?’


‘I’m not sure,’ said Eloise.


‘What’s going to happen when you get to school I just can’t imagine,’ said Tommy half to himself.


‘Who’s got to go to school?’ asked Eloise, drawing level with Tommy, a worried look on her face.


‘You!’ said Tommy.


‘What! Ladies don’t go . . . don’t go to school, do they?’ faltered Eloise, her horse snorting in sympathy.


‘Oh, gosh!’ was all that Tommy could reply.


They could see the village in the distance now and soon they were entering its muddy little streets, making their way to Rabelais’s quaint, tumbledown shack, with the roof reaching to the ground. The door stood ajar and they heard tuneless singing, muttering and the sound of a hammer from inside.


‘Oh, good, he’s there!’ said Tommy.


‘Of course!’ said Eloise as she swung herself down from the saddle and Tommy, less practised, eased his way off and splashed into the mud.


Tommy rapped at the door and the singing abruptly stopped.


‘Who’s that then? I’m busy! No visitors.’ The hammering continued. ‘Anyway, come in if you’re beautiful, stay out if you’re not! Heh heh!’ rasped the gruff old voice of Rabelais.


Tommy and Eloise looked at each other and giggled.


‘Am I beautiful?’ called Tommy from the doorway, pushing the door open.


‘Eh, what?’ came the startled voice of Rabelais. ‘Oh! It’s you, sir, Monsieur Thomas, ah! Well, not my idea of beauty, not . . .’ Then he caught sight of Eloise, and stopped in mid-sentence. ‘Excuse me, milady!’ he began, ‘I didn’t realise, Monsieur Thomas, milady, I . . . er, well, come in, please come in.’ There was a moment of embarrassed silence as they stepped into the dark room.


As their eyes adjusted to the light, they could see the kindly face of Rabelais framed by a shock of white hair, hammer in one hand, a chisel in the other. The remains of a loaf of bread lay on his work table with an earthenware mug and, beside these remains of breakfast, a half-finished doll. He gestured towards it, mumbling, ‘For Mademoiselle Madeleine, sir, milady.’


‘Maddy! Yes, thank you, Rabelais. She’ll love it. I’m sure she will,’ said Tommy, and Eloise nodded and smiled beside him.


‘Sit down, sit down, please,’ said Rabelais, dragging a small bench over and furiously rubbing at it with the sleeve of his coat. ‘Sit, Monsieur, Mademoiselle!’


Tommy perched gingerly on one end of the grubby bench while Eloise remained standing.


‘I’ll just fetch a cloth, I’ll be back in just a moment!’ exclaimed Rabelais and started to make for the door.


‘No, Rabelais, really. Please. We want to know something important. Well, I mean something, anyway,’ began Tommy.


‘Something?’ Rabelais looked questioningly at Tommy and then at Eloise. ‘Something important? Not about that boy, that poor boy . . . the one who was, you know, accidentally . . . er, killed—’


Tommy shook his head rapidly back and forth. ‘No, no, not that at all!’


‘Oh! I’m glad it’s nothing to do with him, the poor lad,’ replied Rabelais. ‘Some mint tea, perhaps, Monsieur Thomas, Mademoiselle Eloise?’


Typhoid. I’ll catch typhoid or the plague, even if the water’s been boiled for ten hours, thought Tommy and hoped his expression did not show his thoughts.


‘Er, no thanks, Rabelais. It’s very nice,’ he began and then he noticed Eloise looking at him, rather surprised. Obviously, he was being far too polite. No one was that polite to a peasant! Oh, blast it all!


‘Look, Rabelais. What we’d like to know is, have you been doing any etchings recently? Of the château, I mean. The château gardens,’ he added, starting to get nervous about the reply.


Rabelais did not respond immediately, almost as if he knew that they hung so much on his words. He just made a ‘hmm’ sound and turned towards a little dingy cupboard, shoved to one side at the back of the hut, which they had not noticed before in the gloom.


‘In there,’ he said, pointing at the cupboard. ‘I’ve got a bit of something new in there.’


‘A bit?’ said Tommy anxiously. ‘It’s not finished yet, then?’


‘You’ve been talking to Marie, eh, old Marie, haven’t you?’ said Rabelais, shaking his head. ‘Never could keep a secret!’


‘Well, why don’t you show it to us—’ began Eloise.


‘It’s meant for the Count’s birthday, you see,’ interrupted Rabelais. ‘The Count’s birthday. That’s a bit yet. So it’s not quite finished! Let’s see now. I haven’t done much for a while. What’s left to do, I wonder?’ He made his way to the cupboard and pulled open the creaky door.


Rabelais scrabbled around inside for a time as Tommy and Eloise held their breaths, waiting to see the etching, to see how far Rabelais had got, to find out if . . . would it pull them through? Tommy had expected to see a bit of paper emerge and he was surprised to see instead a bit of dull metal – copper, by the looks of things.


‘What’s that?’ he blurted out, giving Eloise a worried glance.


‘That’s, well, the etching, nearly done. Look!’ and Rabelais brought it over to where there was more light.


It was the etching all right. There it was, but just lots of little scratch marks on a sort of painted surface.


Gosh, thought Tommy as he and Eloise peered at it, you must make some sort of print out of it, somehow! It’s all back to front. But it looked almost finished. Everything was there: all the bushes, walkways, the stone bench. Ah, yes, the stone bench. They peered closer. The writing on the bench, what was it? ‘Et in arcadia ego’. That wasn’t there.


‘Pretty nearly finished,’ said Rabelais cheerfully and Tommy and Eloise nodded slowly, trying to hide their disappointment. This blooming thing wasn’t going to work, was it? There was no pull, nothing, when Tommy looked at it. He glanced at Eloise. She just shook her head gently. Nothing for her either, it seemed.


‘Just wanted to inspect it, before the Count got it, then?’ asked Rabelais. ‘Mind, you said that it was important.’ He looked closely into their faces. ‘Why’s it so important?’ he asked, peering critically at the etching. ‘It’s got to go in the acid, first, before I can do a print.’


‘You couldn’t do it now, could you?’ asked Tommy, trying not to sound pleading or too eager.


‘Now?’ said Rabelais. ‘Well, yes, I could have a go at it, if you like. It’s almost finished. Well, it is really, more or less.’


‘Except for the inscription—’ began Eloise, but Tommy took her arm and rapidly shook his head. ‘Why, what’s wrong?’ she started but Tommy put his finger to his lips, as Rabelais turned away to his workbench.


‘It was a bit of a smudge on the original,’ he whispered in her ear and she nodded.


‘You really want me to try to do it then?’ asked Rabelais again. ‘Where’s that acid bath?’ he muttered to himself, without waiting for a reply. ‘And I’ve got to mix the ink stuff, too. I’ll do that while it’s etching in the acid.’ He began to bustle about.


‘How long will it take?’ whispered Eloise to Tommy.


‘I’ve no idea!’ he whispered back.


‘It won’t be more than half an hour, maybe less,’ announced Rabelais. He seemed to have overheard their whisperings. ‘I tell you what. I know what you always used to like. I reckon you’re not too grown up for ’em now, are you? Poupelins. Lovely creamy poupelins. Diane’s made some fresh today!’


‘Ooh! Diane’s poupelins!’ exclaimed Eloise. ‘You know what they are, don’t you, Thomas?’


‘He certainly should!’ said Rabelais, gazing puzzled at Eloise.


‘Of course I know what poupelins are, Eloise. I’ve eaten a lot of them; hiding behind the bed, don’t you remember: you and me, the bed with tassels, the green one. We used to wipe our sticky hands, well, yes—’ he said, as the memories of the true Thomas came flooding back.


‘Yes,’ said Eloise simply. ‘Of course!’ she added, trying not to meet Rabelais’s eye.


‘Why don’t you nip round to Diane’s and get some, then, while you’re waiting, eh, while I get on with this?’ suggested Rabelais, tracing the surface of the etching thoughtfully with one finger.


Tommy paused for a moment. Did he want us out of the way? Would the etching still be there when they got back? ‘Well—’ he started.


‘It’ll be ready for you when you come back, or soon after, anyway. Depends how many poupelins you eat,’ said Rabelais.


‘Do you think we should?’ said Eloise, frowning at Tommy, and Rabelais raised his bushy eyebrows still further.


What are these two up to? What’s so special about this etching? he wondered, as Eloise continued.


‘But Rabelais’ll get it done faster if we’re out of the way. I’d really fancy a poupelin, anyway. I didn’t have any breakfast, as a matter of fact.’ Tommy thought of the kidneys and sour cream that he had had for breakfast and the idea of the poupelins made him feel a bit queasy.


‘OK, then, let’s get some poupelins!’ he said a little reluctantly and out they went, back into the bright sunlight, Tommy dithering by the door for a moment, still unable to think of anything but the etching.


‘This way,’ said Eloise, motioning Tommy along the muddy path and they started into the labyrinth of tiny lanes. Tommy knew the way, too, but he let himself be led by Eloise.


‘It’s not really fair, is it?’ she said at length. ‘You know all about now, I mean, our world. Poupelins, for instance. But I don’t know anything about yours. It’s not really fair!’


‘Well, it’s just that I’ve got all the real Thomas’s memories. I could even read that Greek in the church,’ said Tommy, feeling even more queasy as he remembered all those funny curly letters wriggling around the page in a blur before him. The memory of it called back the image of the first sight that he’d had of Drogo, in his black cloak; Drogo advancing down the aisle of the church, like a wounded crow dragging its wing, and him standing there at the lectern under Drogo’s hard, cold eye!


‘You’re thinking of Drogo, aren’t you?’ said Eloise, as she saw Tommy seem to shrink into himself. Tommy at first just nodded by way of reply. But then he exclaimed, ‘We’ll get him, either in this world or in mine!’


‘You’re sure that it’s that priest, at Ellie-la-Forêt?’ and she gave a tiny smile as she said the name, called after her.


‘It must be, surely! It was the spitting image of Drogo in that car, when we escaped from the cave, down that slope to the road, when we were suddenly in the twenty-first century, standing on the tarmac. He tried to run us down, for heaven’s sake! I tell you what, we’ll pay him a call at the vicarage and then we’ll find out who he is! We’ll pay him a very unwelcome call when we get back to the twenty-first century!’


They had started to walk very quickly as their anger rose at the thought of Drogo, still free in the world, protected by Bishop Henri of Toulouse. Drogo! Tommy spat out the name to himself. They strode on in silence for a while, mulling over their thoughts of Drogo and his crimes, but still remembering to acknowledge by a nod here and there the respectful greetings of the villagers, the curtsies and bows. Suddenly there was a cry of welcome, blowing away their dark thoughts. The cry came from inside the doorway of a small hut nearby.


‘But if it’s not Mademoiselle Eloise and Master Thomas, sir. Come in, milord, milady, come and visit my shop like you always used to when you were little, milord, milady, Monsieur Thomas!’ A tiny round woman – no more than a metre and a bit tall, thought Tommy – came bustling out of her hut – her shop, she called it – curtsied and bowed and curtsied again, her broad red cheeks brimming over with pleasure. ‘Ah! You must try my poupelins! I know you love ’em. Brimming with cream, they are. Ooooh, yes, Betilda’s in real good form. Lovely thick cream. And they’re really fresh and crisp and shiny.’


She’s had a few poupelins in her time, thought Tommy. She looks all shiny herself, with her beaming face.


‘Why, Madame, it’s been a long time – Mademoiselle, I mean – it’s been a—’


‘Yes, yes, Diane,’ interrupted Eloise.


‘A long time,’ repeated Diane. ‘Come in, come in.’ She swept her arm almost down to the ground. A lovely smell of fresh pastry greeted them as they entered the shop. Baskets of glowing cakes and bread were spread around the floor, kept clean with green reeds and rushes, to stop the dust.


‘Who’s Betilda?’ whispered Tommy into Eloise’s ear, breathing in deeply the rich smell of pastry with a little sigh of delight.


‘Must be the cow, I think,’ whispered Eloise.


‘Oh yes, I suppose so,’ said Tommy, adding, ‘Quite a place for the Emp, I should say!’ And, at that, someone in a dark corner of the shop jerked his head around.


‘It’s Jacques the Tailor from the outlaws in Town,’ began Tommy, without thinking.


‘Ssssh! Ssssh!’ Jacques put his finger to his lips. ‘Not so loud,’ he whispered. ‘I’m here for the poupelins for the Emperor of the Marsh! He can’t live without ’em, or so he says. I have to risk my bloomin’ neck for his bloomin’ poupelins, y’see.’


‘A few o’ them poupelins are worth all o’ you, Jacques, I’d say,’ remarked Diane as she entered, ‘and you speak respectful, like, to these young people here. They are nobles, they are.’


‘Don’t I know it!’ replied Jacques, with a grin.


‘I don’t know how you know it, cheeky one, and you be off now,’ said Diane, thrusting a great sack into his arms. ‘And that’ll be a couple of chickens, when you’re back next time.’


‘A couple of chickens! Not worth a bloomin’ pigeon! You can’t expect me to tell the Emp, ooh, I mean, er, m’boss, I mean. He’ll have me for breakfast if I ask a couple of—’


‘A couple of chickens; that is, two chickens, numbskull,’ shouted Diane, raising a sturdy little arm towards him. Even if the fist only came to the height of his stomach, Jacques still backed away.


‘All right, all right, two chickens . . . and a thousand bloomin’ buttonholes for me, I’m sure!’ and off he was out the door.


‘Send my regards to all of them!’ shouted Tommy after him. ‘Especially Jonci—’ Oh! perhaps I’d better not shout that name, on second thoughts, he added to himself. Anyway, Jacques the Tailor was already gone.


‘Huh! So, you know them rogues, eh?’ said Diane.


‘They, well, they’re allies, really, you see,’ began Eloise.


‘Yeah! I know all about it, you be sure!’ replied Diane. ‘I weren’t in the cathedral yesterday, but news travels, y’know. News travels!’ she added, and even in the darkness of the shop her red cheeks seemed to twinkle and her eyes sparkled.


Diane turned to a basket behind her. ‘Here, try one,’ she said and she handed a poupelin each to Tommy and Eloise. They were great crunchy horns of sweet pastry, filled with rich, thick yellow cream. Betilda, thought Tommy, and he licked at the poupelin and took a bite. It was lovely, flaky, melting in your mouth, with a buttery flavour and crunchy sweet – just as Thomas remembered them, Tommy thought. But he was wondering at the same time how Rabelais was getting on with the etching.


‘Bit of honey on ’em, just before you pop ’em in the oven. Makes a lovely finish. Shiny, eh?’ said Diane.


‘Gosh! They’re better than ever, Diane,’ said Eloise. ‘You ought to be pastry cook to the Queen of France! Not just to the Emperor of the Marsh!’


‘Get on, Mademoiselle! Anyway the Emp’s more deserving than any king, queen or especially any murdering bishop or priest. Oh yes, news travels, Milord and Lady, news travels – and I was so sorry to hear that dreadful story about your mother, Countess Eleonora, Mademoiselle,’ she added and shook her head, reaching up and putting her hand for a moment on Eloise’s arm. ‘ ’Nother one?’ She held out two more poupelins, grinning again with pleasure as she watched her noble friends demolish them.


‘And we’ll string that monster up yet. Drogo! Ha!’ She raised her fist to her cheek and jerked her head to one side, twisting her mouth as if the rope was around her own neck. The twenty-first century part of Tommy practically choked on his poupelin, but Eloise just nodded vigorously.


‘Yes, we’ll find him, catch him, bring him to justice,’ agreed Eloise, her voice rising.


‘Gosh, these are good,’ said Tommy, trying to change the subject, as Diane fingered her neck thoughtfully.


‘They’re the best in south-west France, Monsieur,’ said Diane, reaching down for a third helping, ‘you won’t taste better,’ and she handed out two more, as they gobbled them down. But even with his mouth full of poupelin, images of the etching swam before Tommy’s eyes and all at once he could not contain his impatience to get back to see if the etching would work. Would they both return to his time together or might he find himself back in the twenty-first century alone, without Eloise?


‘C’mon,’ he mumbled, his mouth still full. ‘We’ve got to get going!’


‘Y’know, we didn’t give her anything for those poupelins,’ remarked Tommy as they walked quickly back towards Rabelais’s house. They both felt several kilos heavier. ‘Ooh, gosh, I really shouldn’t have had that fifth one,’ muttered Tommy.


‘Don’t worry,’ grinned Eloise, ‘there’s still a few left here!’ She shook the cloth bag that Diane had pressed upon them.


‘Ooh, no!’ said Tommy. ‘Let’s give them to Rabelais.’ He groaned. ‘I feel a bit ill! This place stinks, as well.’


And it did, it stank of pigs and cow pens. It seemed to be worse now that he was so bloated with poupelins. Also, the smell of cows made him think of Betilda and all that yellow cream.


‘Oh gosh,’ he groaned again. But as they approached Rabelais’s hut, they walked faster and faster, poupelins or not, their anxiety about the etching returning more strongly than ever. Would it work with the etching? Was this the trick?





Five: Toilet Training


The door still stood slightly ajar to Rabelais’s hut. There was, however, silence within. Was Rabelais gone? Nervously, Tommy stepped forward and rapped on the door. No answer! He rapped again. No answer! He turned, frowning, towards Eloise. She motioned to him to push the door open. They peered into the dark interior. They entered, turning to put on the latch as they did so.


‘Rabelais!’ called Tommy. ‘Rabelais!’ Still no reply. ‘Oh, blast and blast it!’ began Tommy, but as their eyes became accustomed to the gloom they could see that the etching, or the piece of copper at any rate, was lying on the workbench.


‘It’s still here, then,’ breathed Tommy, and Eloise nodded. Crossing quickly to the bench, they could suddenly see a sheet of paper laid out on the surface, held down with Rabelais’s hammer. ‘Tommy’ it said in large letters. No one called him ‘Tommy’ here!


‘Tommy!’ exclaimed Eloise. ‘Is that . . . for you? Thomas, Tommy?’


‘Yes!’ This has got to be Jacques – or Jasper – thought Tommy. He grabbed the piece of paper and began reading the bold modern handwriting aloud, Eloise peering over his shoulder.


Rabelais has had to leave for the marsh, summoned by the Emp. He tells you to look in the cupboard for a print of the etching. You know the cupboard, Rabelais said. There’s a little brush in there, and the ink’s on the table here. Finish the etching: you’ll know what I mean, when you see it. Finish the etching!


‘Finish the etching?’ repeated Tommy to himself in a whisper. He could feel goosepimples of excitement and Eloise’s eyes were beginning to sparkle too.


‘Quick, in the cupboard!’


Something told him that they did not have much time. They yanked the door of the cupboard open and the etching was there, directly before them, just as Tommy had seen it on the wall of Ellie-la-Forêt, on the wall by the staircase! He took it, putting his other arm around Eloise’s waist. He wanted to hold her tight so if he went through she would have to follow with him. He would not go alone! They both gazed at the etching. They felt no pull. It wasn’t going to work. It wasn’t working.


But what had the note said? Finish the etching, finish the etching! The words cut into the stone bench! They were missing!


‘Where’s that brush?’ asked Tommy.


‘Here!’ Eloise already had it in her hand. ‘And the ink, it’s there!’ she said, pointing to the workbench.


They placed the etching on the workbench.


‘Hold me tightly,’ whispered Tommy urgently, ‘hold me tightly!’


And, with that, he picked up the brush, dipped it in the ink, and began to write as carefully as he could on the stone bench in the etching: ‘Et’, he wrote, then ‘in’, and Tommy and Eloise clutched each other. Tommy gritted his teeth. ‘Arc’ and then he took a deep breath, ‘a-d-i-a’, and as he made the little curl of the final ‘a’, just as he lifted the brush from the paper of the etching, they felt the pull. It was so sudden and strong that they gasped with fright and the air began to shimmer and, at the same time, they heard a pounding at the door.


‘Open up,’ the Count’s voice commanded, and they heard the clatter of weapons.


‘In the name of the Comte de Romolue—’ shouted several soldiers and the air shimmered still more and began to dissolve around them and they were moving into the void, into the darkness and Eloise gave a sharp cry and Tommy winced as she gripped him with all her strength.


With a crash and splintering of wood, the door flew open.


‘Why, Thomas, we were most worried about you!’ exclaimed the Count, running forward to embrace his son, his true son, Thomas de Romolue, who was standing bewildered, supporting himself on the workbench. ‘Thomas! Where’s Eloise?’


They lay, dazed on the staircase. Bright sunlight flooded below them through the main door of Ellie-la-Forêt. Tommy glanced up at the wall. The etching hung peacefully in its place. Beside him lay Eloise, breathing deeply through her mouth, her eyes half shut. ‘Thomas,’ she murmured, pulling herself up on her elbows, ‘are we—’


‘Yes!’ whispered Tommy.


‘In your time – both of us?’


‘Yes!’


Eloise shook her head and began to look about her.


‘But this is the staircase that I know,’ she whispered. Somehow she felt that she had to whisper, as if to talk loudly would break the spell, destroy the magic that had transported them through the centuries. She turned her head slowly to the right and left, breathing in the smell of the warm air wafting in from the open door below. Not so very different, hay and resin. She looked again at the staircase. The stone steps seemed very worn down, as if they had been trodden on for hundreds of years. They had been, she realised with a jolt, putting her hand out to touch the surface. They had been trodden on for hundreds of years! But otherwise, perhaps, otherwise, this new world would not be so terrible. Perhaps . . .


Just then she gave a little scream.


‘What?’ began Tommy.


‘Thomas!’ she cried his name loudly. ‘Thomas!’ She backed up against the wall. ‘My legs! Oh! I’m not wearing any clothes! You can see my legs!’ She thrust her back against the wall below the etching and pulled her arms tightly around her legs, trying to cover them over.


‘Oh, Eloise, but it’s okay!’ said Tommy. He was in his jeans and T-shirt and trainers. And somehow Eloise was in twenty-first-century clothes as well. Some shorts and a T-shirt too: really short shorts, in fact. A bit mean that, he thought. But she did have nice legs, he could not help thinking, and very white. They had never seen the sunshine, of course. But she was used to not showing more than an inch of neck and a millimetre of ankle. It was not okay!


‘Don’t look at me,’ she whispered through her teeth. And Tommy looked away.


‘Eloise,’ Tommy began, ‘you’ve got to understand—’


But he got no further, for Eloise’s shout had been heard by the household. Tommy’s mum came hurtling down the stairs.


‘Tommy!’ she screamed and flew into his outstretched arms as he struggled to get to his feet. Dad launched himself out of his deckchair and came racing across the gravel in front of the château and flew through the main door, up the stairs and grabbed his son, pulling him free from his mother, giving him such a bear hug that the wind was completely taken out of him. Eloise still sat huddled up against the wall. How could she show herself half-naked in front of these strangers?


As Dad released him, Tommy turned towards Eloise and, seeing her nervous face, said, ‘Mum, please get a skirt or something could you? For Eloise. She’s . . . she’s very shy!’


Dad gave Eloise a little reassuring smile, but Eloise just blushed and looked at the floor and pulled herself into a still tighter ball.


‘Tommy,’ said Dad, ‘Tommy!’ and shook his head. ‘You’ve got a lot to tell us about, I think!’ Tommy just nodded, still trying to get his balance properly. His tummy was still hurting from those five poupelins, and Dad’s enormous bear hug hadn’t done him any good.


Fortunately, Mum was back in no time with a skirt and, motioning Tommy and his Dad away down the stairs, turned towards Eloise, placing a hand gently on her shoulder.


‘Upsy-daisy, now,’ she said, and she gently moved her hand under Eloise’s arm and pulled her upwards, letting the wraparound skirt fall open in front of her. Placing it around Eloise’s middle, she rapidly tied it firmly around her waist and, standing back, said, ‘There now, you look fine! Eloise, look up at me!’ And Eloise raised her face and gave Tommy’s mum a tiny shy smile. ‘Why, you are beautiful!’ Mum could not help exclaiming. ‘Tommy was right, you are beautiful, like a film star!’ And Eloise blushed and lowered her eyes again. ‘But I don’t suppose that you know what a film star is, anyway!’ said Mum in a matter-of-fact voice. ‘Come on. You need to get used to things! Are you hungry?’ Eloise shook her head, slowly. She had just had three of the poupelins herself.


‘Thirsty,’ she managed to murmur.


‘Tommy, Dad, come here,’ shouted Mum. They’d gone out the door.


‘Well, that’s much the same, but there aren’t any towers,’ Tommy was saying, gesturing up towards the château walls, as Mum came out to get them.


‘Eloise wants a drink!’


‘Me too!’ said Tommy. ‘I’ve just eaten five cream cakes, poupelins, heh heh! Have you heard of poupelins? Ooh, they’re gorgeous . . . full of cream. Wait a sec, we brought some back with us!’ And at that Tommy raced up the steps into the house, calling, ‘Eloise, Eloise, where’s those poupelins? We brought them in the sack, you remember! Dad’ll like them, I’m sure!’
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