
        
            
                
            
        


	 

 

The Painted Lady

 

 

 

By Charles Sutton

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image: wee-words-horizontal]

http://www.writers-exchange.com

 

 

 







The Painted Lady

Copyright 2006, 2015, 2022 Charles Sutton

Writers Exchange E-Publishing

PO Box 372

ATHERTON QLD 4883

 

Cover Art by: Jatin and Dale Peterson

 

Published by Writers Exchange E-Publishing

http://www.writers-exchange.com

 

 

The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author's imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the publisher.

 


 

 

Table of Contents

 

FOREWORD

Chapter ONE

Chapter TWO

Chapter THREE

Chapter FOUR

Chapter FIVE

Chapter SIX

Chapter SEVEN

Chapter EIGHT

Chapter NINE

Chapter TEN

Chapter ELEVEN

Chapter TWELVE

Chapter THIRTEEN

Chapter FOURTEEN

Chapter FIFTEEN

Chapter SIXTEEN

Chapter SEVENTEEN

Chapter EIGHTEEN

Chapter NINETEEN

Chapter TWENTY

Chapter TWENTY-ONE

Chapter TWENTY-TWO

EPILOGUE

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Blind Gods By Jack Adler

Dance With The Devil By James Dressler

Helga's Story: A Child of NAZI Germany By Peter Woodruff

Outlaw's West By Herb Marlow

Read Into History: A Roman Tale of 123 B. C. E. By Julie Laing

Strings By Sheryle Criswell

The Adventures of Mycroft Holmes By Sam Bonnamy

The Amarnan Kings Series By Max Overton

The River Series By Dr. Herb Marlow

The Rowland Sisters Trilogy By Catherine Dove

Wilhelmina By Daphne Saxby Taylor



 


 

 

Foreword

 

The Roman histories of Boadicea, as they called her, give various versions of her birthplace and even more variants of her death. They record she was possibly born in the tribe of the Coritani, or perhaps of the Iceni. Her death in one version was in battle, in another she took her own life and in another she died after an illness. In one she disappeared in Lincolnshire, and in another she died in Norfolk and in another in London. These facts were published some sixty or more years after the event and, as the Celts had left nothing in writing, they were compiled from hearsay.

The Romans record that their own glorious forces, grossly outnumbered, exhausted after a long and forced march, defeated a massive, highly organised, well trained and equipped army led by a mighty warrior queen. They said she had an army of about one hundred thousand strong. This was quite a feat from a tribe with an estimated fifty thousand men women and children; the British Isles having a total population of only one million. We know the Romans and their supporters admit to losing some seventy or eighty thousand men and that Boudicca, to revert to her proper Celtic name, captured London, Colchester and other places. 

Thoroughly researched, this novel is necessarily a work of fiction, but it is quite likely nearer the truth about the queen of the Iceni than the conflicting stories handed down by the Romans. This story gives Boudicca a place of birth, legitimate parentage, a childhood, a love life and a skeleton or two in her cupboard. It gives her good reason to oppose the fearsome Roman forces. It gives her a courageous and dramatic end, other than ignominious suicide. It validates the meaning of Boudicca, her Celtic name. It is victory. 

 


 

 

Chapter 1

 

"The wicker man!" Boo mouthed the words slowly and in horror. She stared. Her heart thumped and she shivered. She had never actually experienced a wicker man but she had heard so many stories.

Boo closed her eyes for a moment to shut out the view. Perhaps she was dreaming. Perhaps it would go away. She sucked in her breath and as it whistled through her teeth, she slowly shook her head in despair. "Whatever will father say?" If she went back to tell him she had seen the wicker man, he would be terribly shocked. Boo shivered and her heart still fluttered as she shielded her eyes and stared down into the valley at the activity in the distance. 

At the near edge of the village of Quidenham was the same old field, just as she remembered it two years ago, in front of their own house, where they used to graze the goats. Now, there were no goats. The field was long and narrow. At the far end, several people were carrying withes and lengths of brushwood to the site. No doubt they were people she would recognise if she went closer. Lying on the ground, the giant effigy of the wicker man was being woven into shape. At the other end of the field, standing on one leg, was a druid, the priest. 

Excited and anxious to see their old home and the family after being away for so long, Boo had run up to the crest of the long hill to where she knew she could get the first sight of it, leaving her father, Banitus, struggling along with his stick and his bag of tools. Boo looked back to where she had left him. He had stopped, and she could see he had dropped his tool bag and was sitting on it, mopping his brow, waiting for her to come back down the hill. 

Boo hesitated, not knowing whether to go back down to him or simply sit down and wait for him to arrive. The decision was forced on her.

"What is it?" he called. "Is there something wrong?"

Boo rushed headlong down the hill towards him in panic. She stumbled and fell onto the stony path. She gathered herself and continued to run without even noticing the blood on her knees and the rips in her smock. As soon as she thought she was near enough, in a voice still hushed by fear, she called several times, "It's the wicker man, Father. It's the wicker man." 

With the kerchief still held to his face covering his open mouth, Banitus froze as though turned to stone. Boo knelt down and clung to his knees for a while. Feeling his reassuring taps on her shoulder she got up and helped him to his feet to begin the long struggle up the hill. 

Banitus had been working as a mason, at the palace of the king of the Brigantes. He had been specially asked to take Boo along, so that she could befriend and amuse the king's ten-year-old daughter, Cartimandua. At twelve, Boo had been obliged to live at the palace, more than eighty miles from home. Now, nearly fifteen, she was bored with amusing a twelve-year-old; especially a precocious, demanding and insensitive daughter of a king, like Princess Cartimandua. 

Fortunately, Banitus had finished the job at the palace, so they were now on the way home. When they had first set out, Boo was excited and wanted to exclaim 'good riddance to the rotten princess', but, for the sake of her father, she held her tongue. What was it Cartimandua said the day before Boo left? "I've heard from my father that the Roman army is coming up from Camulodunum. But you won't need to worry, Boo. No Roman would fancy you, so you'll be quite safe."

Carty was like that, - hurtful, inconsiderate, ungrateful, even haughty. "Look at you," she had said, "your gown is only fit for the rubbish heap, your hair is right down your back and looks like straw. It's even the colour of straw, almost as thick and just as dirty, and you are too tall and built like a soldier. You walk as though your feet are chained. Your voice is loud and makes people jump. You never smile and you look at everybody as though you would prefer to see them dead. What Roman could even want to talk to you? There is nothing for you to be afraid of, and you have precious little to be proud of. The only thing good about you is that Boudicca is a lovely name. I do have to admit though, you certainly kept your place while you were looking after me and I don't know how you managed it." 

One of the last things Carty had said was, "You have been a good friend, and even though you are only one of the common people, I really will miss you. One day I shall be queen, and then if there is anything I can do for you, whatever it is, you have only to ask. I will not let you down. I owe you that." Coming from Cartimandua, Boo had felt that it was a promise not to be relied upon. It was, after all, the only kind thing the girl had said to her in over two years. Boo was unlikely to crawl back to her at some time in the future and say, 'I need your help.'

Coming home was meant to be exciting, full of happiness. Now, even though she was no longer obliged to suffer the insults and denigrations of the contemptible young princess, on this day and at this moment, even the horrid Cartimandua would have been a more welcome sight than the wicker man. 

Both Boo and Banitus stood facing each other, white-faced and trembling. Banitus was still puffing and leaning on his stick. He stared at her in silence for a few moments, and then took the piece of cloth away from his mouth and asked, "Did you see him?"

Boo nodded. "The druid is standing in the field, the one we used to keep for the goats."

"In the goats' field." It was Banitus' turn to show fear. He was white and shaking. "Did you see him? I mean the wicker man, not the priest."

"I saw them both. The people are building the wicker man at one end of our field. It's nearly finished, and the priest is standing at the other end, on one leg." 

"Standing on one leg, eh. What's he wearing?" Banitus was plainly trying to pull himself together.

"A black cloak and a tall hat, Father, and he's got one arm stuck out straight." 

Now, there was no doubt in Banitus' mind. In certain circumstances, particularly in the face of serious public concerns, he knew the druid priests stood as though trying to emulate the oak tree, which they revered. The men, sometimes wearing a black robe and tall hat, stood on one leg, the other foot lifted and rested on the standing knee, one arm outstretched to the side, very straight and level with the shoulder, and the other hand covering one eye. The more practised druids sometimes stood for an hour or more in this strange and difficult position, meditating and predicting unpleasant things to come. Usually, they were dressed in quite colourful clothing, but not when contemplating, forecasting, or otherwise dealing with a tragic event. On such occasions it had to be black. The druidesses usually wore a hood in preference to a hat, but apart from that they followed similar routines. 

"You had better wait here, Boo. I will go down and see what is the position." Banitus was still trembling as he spoke. "I have a feeling it will be too dangerous for you there. Stay where you can see our house, keep out of sight, and I will wave to you when I know it is safe for you to follow me." 

Boo looked up at the darkening sky and frowned.

"I don't think you'll get wet. I'll probably give you a wave before that rain gets here." Having said that, Banitus slung his bag of tools over his shoulder, and continued the struggle up the steep slope. 

Boo watched Banitus disappear over the brow of the hill, then she too went up to a point from which she could watch him go down to the village.
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Banitus was getting on in years to be working as a stonemason. It showed of course, in the way he relied on his stick to go over the hill and down into the valley. Even so, he was well known as a good mason. He had been tipped off that, perhaps because he was so good, there was even a prospect of doing more renovations at the palace of King Prasutagus of the Iceni. 

Plainly, as a stonemason, a man could not get work from the occupants of the ordinary people's cottages. The main sources were the palaces and villas belonging to important personages. It goes without saying that one didn't find these places in one's own garden, or even in one's own village, so the work usually necessitated walking some long distances every day or living away from home, sometimes for long periods. This time, for Banitus and Boo, it had been nearly two years and during that time things had changed; in particular, the Roman invasion had begun and was well under way. 

The palace was not far away and he could easily walk there daily from home; but such matters could only be dealt with after the wicker man had gone. After such a long time, coming home to be faced with the wicker man was, to say the least, devastating.

The wicker man was a large construction of withes and wood strips, woven into a cage in the shape of a man. It was used for sacrifices to the gods. Most commonly these were three, namely Teutates, Esus, and Taranis: although other gods were also placated with sacrifices and gifts. Taranis was the god being solicited on this occasion and he was known for his applications of thunder and lightning. He employed them in varying degrees of severity, either one at a time or together. 

The use of the wicker man was a spectacular way to burn animals, and sometimes criminals or public nuisances. When the occasion was more serious, or when there was a shortage of criminals, local people were used and these were quite often the local undesirables, or even volunteers. If the occasion was of major importance, however, the sacrifice could be a selection of one or more of the local maidens. 

There was a considerable fear in Banitus' mind for the safety of his young daughters, two of whom he had left behind in the village. He knew that this sacrifice was concerned with a matter of major importance, the invasion by the Romans, and was being offered to enlist the help of the gods to halt the Roman advance. The girls were in grave danger of being selected for the sacrifice, especially as the wicker man was being erected on Banitus' own field, right in front of his own house. 

As Banitus drew near to the village, he could see that the effigy was almost complete. As the last few lengths of withes and strips of wood were woven into the legs, the huge wooden figure was hoisted into its standing position, at the far end of the goat field. This wicker man was quite large. Not as large as some, but large enough to cage several people, and it needed a pole driven into the ground, to which it was to be lashed for support. Quite obviously, it would burn very fiercely and make a tremendous roaring fire, if only for a short while.

 As all this was happening, the druid, still standing in his strange posture, was turning his head very slowly and glaring fiercely out of his one open eye at the approaching Banitus. He made no other move; there was not even a flicker at the end of his outstretched arm. Banitus nervously held his gaze and continued walking towards his home. He breathed a sigh as he saw the druid, apparently satisfied there was to be no interruption, slowly turn his head to resume his original position and continue meditating and communing with his gods.

Soon Banitus' wife, Manimor, came from the house and ran towards her husband. Throwing her arms about him, she sobbed as she said, "Oh Banitus. You've been away for so long this time. You said six months, but it is more than two years now. I thought I would never see you again. Where is our dear Boo? Didn't you bring her home with you?"

"There were hold-ups in the work, so I had to stay on. Boo is there, up on the hill, waiting for me to wave to say it's safe for her to come. Is it safe? Are our daughters all safe?" Banitus searched her face as he spoke.

"Yes." Manimor carried on speaking but with a long pause after each short sentence. "You can wave her down now... It is safe for Boo... The choices have already been made... It's too late to make any changes... There's just nothing we can do about it." She lowered her head to show she had finished speaking, then she added quietly, "Boo had better come quickly. It's starting to rain."

Manimor's choice of words and her manner told the story. Banitus held her close. He hardly needed to say any more, except whatever was needed to confirm which of their two other daughters had been chosen. Manimor was shaking too much to be able to answer him, so he did not ask. As he held her close, looking over her shoulder he felt some relief at seeing the youngest daughter approaching from the house. He reasoned that there must have been only one chosen and that was Sunita, the older of the two. The figure of Mab, the youngest, began to ripple as he watched her through his tears. Then he turned, partly to hide his distress and partly to wave vigorously towards the road now darkened beneath the clouds that now loomed over the hill.
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Boo came hurrying down the road and into the village. Like her father, she stared back at the druid as he again turned his head, and with a one-eyed scowl, watched her with his intimidating stare. Boo averted her eyes, and ignoring his baleful glare, she marched boldly down to her old home. 

Boo had some knowledge of these rites and was aware that, had she arrived earlier, she might well have been chosen to be a human sacrifice. Now, fortunately, it was too late to make changes. Everything was arranged. Incantations had been made, drugs had been used on the girls, the druid was well advanced in his in ritual activities and the ceremony therefore had to continue.

As Boo passed the end of the goats' field, a group of five scantily clothed young girls were being shepherded into the body of the wicker man, and her heart thumped when she saw one of them was Sunita. If Sunita saw Boo, she gave no sign. At thirteen, Sunita was more than a year younger than Boo, of similar colouring, but much more petite. She seemed pathetically pale and frail as she followed the others into the cage. Boo questioned to herself, what right had this druid to take her sister and burn her? Boo shivered but not with the cold. She continued walking as if in a trance and wiped the corners of her eyes on her smock as she turned towards the house. 

It was heart rending to see how all the girls looked so serenely happy while being so near to the point of death. Boo later learned that all the girls had been thoroughly drugged, so mercifully, they had no idea of what was happening to them. They had settled inside, behind the slats that formed the wicker man's body, making themselves as comfortable as practicable and, dreamily, had looked out from their prison onto the people congregated around about, still apparently oblivious to what was about to happen, even though they must have clearly seen the druid approaching from behind the crowd and carrying a blazing brand in each hand. 

When Boo reached the house she had no need to ask any questions. There was a moment or two of hugging, sobbing and kissing, then Banitus suggested they move quickly away out of sight of the field. Boo, Banitus, Manimor, and Mab clung together as they hurried to the other end of the village, well away from the goats' field. As they walked, Boo reflected that all this was supposedly to turn back the tide of the Roman advance. She believed differently, but the druids had such awesome power she did not dare to express her view, not even to her parents. 

At the far end of the village, they huddled together against the sloping back wall of a house, stooped under the edge of the thatching, where they were sheltered from the wind and the rain and perhaps a little from the noises of the ceremony. 

In despair, not knowing how to cope, they started to sing loudly, then to shout. Then they changed to sobbing and trying to console each other as the sound of distant screaming told them the wicker man was burning. Open-mouthed, they stared at one another, tearfully and in horrified silence, as the agonising screaming quickly faded, giving place to a strange kind of relief. The relief was completed when, quite suddenly, the wicker man burst into a tremendous crackling roar, telling the gods of his triumph; then, he, too, joined in the silence.

After sheltering quietly for a while, Banitus, Manimor, Boo and Mab huddled together and bent against the wind and the rain as they sobbed their way back to their home. The silence was short-lived. There was a very sudden flash as lightning lit up the sky, followed by tremendous crashes of thunder. The earth shook.

"That's Taranis the thunder god getting to work." said Banitus.

Monimor responded quietly. "It sounds as though he has accepted the sacrifice."

Boo looked at each of them in turn, shook her head and sighed. She wanted to comment and express her own view of the gods and the druids but was just a little too hesitant. Instead she concentrated on helping them to huddle together. Because of the wind and their distress, it was the only way they could keep upright and make progress through the village. Indeed, Boo held them very much closer as they stood surveying the wicked steaming, smoking embers, spitting and hissing at them in the driving rain. 

As the little family stood looking at the ashes of the wicker man and his victims, Boo wanted to say, "The only thing Taranis will have done is to put down a few puddles for the Romans to march through." She looked at her father and then at her mother and decided to voice it only to herself. 

Standing there, staring through a curtain of tears at the steaming, smoking ashes, Boo tried desperately to organize her thoughts. She knew that, in spite of the druids' promises, assurances and pressures many of the villagers believed their sacrifices would be in vain. All this was not going to stop the Roman advance. It was well known that usually most of the druids fled ahead of the Romans. Invariably, the speed with which they departed showed they were already prepared for such an eventuality. They appeared to be imbued with a greater sense of fear and of cunning than of faith. Indeed, thought Boo, the druid in charge of this rite probably favoured Taranis over other gods because he had already noticed the heavy clouds and pending storm coming over the hill. 

Boo was sure Taranis would not have been appeased, for the Romans seemed never to have been opposed. Perhaps, being foreigners, they did not understand what Celtic gods required of them and therefore failed to comply. Plainly, they were not much distracted by gods, nor much disrupted by Celts but after sweeping through the countryside with no opposition beyond abusive words and shaking fists, they had successfully begun to issue their orders and to impose their order. 

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 2

 

More than two years passed during which the local people became quite accustomed to seeing the Romans around. The king of the Iceni, Prasutagus, strangely for a middle-aged bachelor, had set an example of peaceful co-operation, so that in comparison with the rest of the country, the tribe of the Iceni had an easy time. During that time they had not obstructed the Romans, except in some isolated minor rioting. In response, the Romans treated them with respect and consideration, although they carried out some punitive actions against suspected groups as a kind of inducement to their co-operation.

The Iceni were not the only tribe to co-operate with the occupying Romans. To the northwest, the Brigantes had also been largely subdued and were beginning to adopt an attitude of compliance, as also were the nearby Coritani. The news from the Brigantes was that the king had been killed in one of the recent battles when they were defending the banks of the Trent, and thereupon his daughter, Cartimandua, had taken over. Carty was still only fifteen, but with a good team of advisers, and her precocious manner, she was able to cope. Cartimandua survived as queen, largely because of the way in which her counsellors conducted their negotiations with the Romans.

Things were also looking up for Banitus and Manimor. Banitus had landed his job at the palace of Prasutagus and he was treated exceptionally well by the king. Banitus and his family were having a prosperous time. They had even established a new herd of a few goats, and had bought a collection of chickens, geese, two cows and other useful animals. The geese of course were sacred and not for eating. They were useful for their eggs, for manuring the soil and for giving warning of the approach of any strangers, such as Romans. 
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After the ashes of the wicker man, including of course those of Sunita, had been cleared away and the field swept clean by the wind and rain, Boo found plenty of time for reflection. Tending to the goats was always a good time for such reflection. She could wander backwards and forwards across the field, with her head down, alone with her private thoughts. A recurring thought was that she would one day avenge the death of her sister and the atrocities committed by the Romans and the druids.

Because of her age, she quite naturally reflected on the things Carty had said. "What Roman would even want to talk to you?" This rankled in her mind for a couple of years. The truth of it was confirmed to her when the Romans did arrive, and she watched them calling and catcalling to the local girls. None of the Romans gave Boo a second look. Perhaps they were too well behaved. Perhaps Carty was right. Perhaps none of them would ever give her a second look. It was not as though Boo wanted to attract Romans, even though they were all very young and dashing in their gleaming regalia. Few of them seemed older than eighteen. Romans may be untouchable, but it would be nice to be attractive to something or somebody. It would be satisfying even if it only showed Carty to be wrong. 

In fact Carty had really done Boo a great service. Her forthright manner and the things she said brought the truth home to Boo. Often, and probably successfully, Boo tried to correct the faults that Carty had outlined. With only the new herd of goats and a few geese watching, she adopted poses, recited phrases in as slow, clear and silky a voice as she could manage, and generally disported herself around the field in what she supposed to be the manner of a graceful and desirable lady. Appearance, deportment, attitude, these things would help if and when she voiced her opinion of social affairs. 

"Watch me. I'll show you how to walk." Boo said to the goats. 

Then she turned, placed one hand on her hip and slunk across the field in front of them. As she passed them, she half turned her head, looked down her nose, her chin almost resting on the point of her shoulder, and tried to give a queenly smile and a genteel wave. The goats snorted and pawed at the ground, but they did not bow. Reaching the other side of the field, she turned, changed her hand to the other hip and slunk back. This time, as she passed in front of them, she again turned her head, rested her chin on her shoulder, looked down her nose with half closed eyes and said, "Don't you think I look desirable? Now let's see you walk like that." 

The goats were not impressed. She could hardly expect a goat to flex its knees and spine and wave its rear end from side to side, but the fact that the goats were unresponsive did not deter her. Some kind of audience was necessary moral support to her actions, even if such support was only imaginary. 

Boo practised for weeks, turning her hands first one way, then the other, tilting her head up a little, then down a little, all the time feeling for the poses and the poise that would give her the grace and deportment she desired. The goats offered no helpful comment, but they were nevertheless useful because they stared, they moved, they snorted and they thus represented an audience of ordinary people. Besides, Boo had already had all the criticism she needed, in advance, from Carty. An unresponsive audience was a useful setting for such practising. There was much more response when, for a change, she made use of the geese. They paraded and called excitedly. On one occasion they were drawing so much attention to themselves that Mab came to see what the alarm was about. Boo did not explain. 

Boo was sure she was making progress because the changes appeared to have been noticed by Manimor. Perhaps Mab had said something. At one time Boo did overhear her say "Boo looks as though she is in a dream." It may not have been entirely the visible effect so much as the fact that Manimor was prone to doing just a little motherly peeping, especially as her eldest daughter seemed to have so much potential. 

Then came a day when Boo was rehearsing in front of the geese. She had smoothed down her smock, tied it at the waist and even neatened the pleats that had formed under the string. She felt at her breasts, folded the neck of the smock to display a little cleavage and then began her most seductive style of strolling across the grass. As she walked she turned to the geese. With her eyes almost closed she looked down her nose and said loudly enough for them all to hear, "Do you think I am attractive?"

Boo hesitated as though waiting for an answer and was surprised to hear a simple and direct response. "Yes I do. Very."

Embarrassed, Boo suddenly opened her eyes and relaxed her pose. She looked around and saw Mab standing at the side of the field. Mab smiled and gave a little handclap. "I think you look wonderful Boo. I'm sorry to disturb you but I didn't come to peep at you. I thought I ought to tell you that Mum and Dad are talking about you and I heard them mention something about you that happened a long time ago. They said they must be careful not to say too much because you could still be in danger. Do you know what it was all about?"

Boo recovered her composure sufficiently to say, "I don't know of anything that has happened that they can't discuss openly. I'm going in now, so I'll ask them what it's about." 

"Please don't ask them about it because they will know that I've been listening." Mab implored.

"I won't cause you any problem if you don't mention to them anything you've seen me doing."

Having reassured Mab that she would not make a direct approach, Boo arrived back in the house just in time to overhear Manimor say to Banitus, "I think we should give a little time and money towards helping Boo make herself more attractive." Boo stood still and listened. "She deserves new clothes for a start. The poor girl only has her working smock. She never goes to any local functions, and I believe, because she is so used to having nothing much to wear, she may have given up hope. We really cannot allow that to happen."

Boo moved close to the door. Banitus' answer sounded quite pleasant and, peeping through the crack of the door, Boo could see he was smiling. "Are you trying to get her married off, or something?" he said.

"No of course not. We've lost Sunita. I don't want us to lose Boo, but you and I both know she deserves a much better life than we can afford to give her just now. She certainly seems to be changing quite a lot. She's already improved her hair. It begins to look quite nice now. She seems to me to have been missing so much around the village, especially through not associating much with the other young people."

Outside the door, Boo ran her hand down her hair. It was still very long. She liked it long, but careful brushing had now improved it so that it was getting less sticky and more like spun gold than straw; thanks to Carty and her sneers.

"Boo is not just one of the other young people of the village. That's something we have to remember. Also she seems to treat them as though she is from a different background," said Banitus.

Outside Boo pricked up her ears and edged closer.

"I know, I know," Manimor continued. "That's all the more reason why we should give her the chance to make herself more attractive. Besides, we can at least afford that much, especially with you working at the palace, and we've still got what you saved from the last palace job."

"I know we can afford it, but I wonder if she would really want a different sort of life. She could resent our interference and rebel." Banitus replied.

"Every girl wants to marry well and have a family."

Banitus was still dithering. "I don't want to see Boo throw herself away on any local ne'er-do-well." 

Boo made a move to enter the room, but hesitated and then stopped as she heard Manimor continue.

"I have a feeling that you are not being completely open with me. Is there something you are not telling me? Since you have been working for Prasutagus I have noticed you sometimes seem to be withdrawn, as though you are pre-occupied with something."

"Not really. I do have things on my mind I suppose. It's just that I'm unsure what to do for the best. I think about Boo all the time."

"I believe we have a duty to encourage her and help her to improve her appearance and her attitude to ordinary people. It's not as though she'll rise above her station, is it? We both know she can never do that in this village." said Manimor.

Outside the door Boo frowned and bit her lip. There was something mysterious about this conversation and it didn't look as though it was all going to come out. She again made a move as though to enter but stopped again as Banitus continued.

 "Do you think we should tell her?" Banitus spoke quietly, so that Boo had to creep nearer to hear.

"You mean tell her about... "

"Yes. I mean tell her everything. It's time she knew, and she shouldn't be in any danger now, especially here. We are much too far away." Banitus sounded very serious.

Boo crept very much nearer with her hand over her mouth in case they heard her breathing. She was shaking as she listened to Manimor's reply. "I think we should do so soon. It was a long time ago. Before we tell her, let's help her to take an interest in her appearance. Let her choose some nice things, then perhaps, when the time seems right, we can tell her everything."

"Now you're putting it off," said Banitus.

"Not really. Let's do it in stages. I would like to be sure she can cope with it all."

Of course Boo was puzzled. What was it they wanted to tell her? Why would she be in danger from somewhere far away? There was no point in asking them what it was all about. In the first place, to do so she would have to admit she had been listening at the door. For the time being it seemed she must be content with the opportunity to have some nice things to wear, and of course to be patient. Thankfully, one of her qualities was patience.

The conversation began to take a less interesting turn, and Boo very quietly slid out of the house to waste a few minutes and to ponder. There was still the water to fetch, so she went back to the goat field, to where she had left the buckets at the side of the hedge, and to where she could think about what she had heard. Still deep in thought Boo bent over to retrieve the buckets.

"Can we have another demonstration, please?" a voice said.

With a bucket in each hand, Boo straightened up and stared across the hedge straight into the face of a young Roman soldier. Young Romans were often seen in the area now, so she knew there was no need to be afraid. Besides, this one was tall and quite nice looking. In fact he was he was very attractive. He was wearing such a lovely shiny helmet, which he now removed and held in the crook of his arm. His hair was a beautiful glossy black, he had lovely black eyes and his face was smooth and fresh. He couldn't have been more than seventeen. Boo felt the heat rise into her cheeks at this sudden confrontation, there was a fluttering in her inside and she instinctively made as if to walk away.

"Please don't go." the young man called. "I didn't mean to be rude. I really did think your deportment demonstration was superb. My name is Rominus, by the way." 

Boo felt her face becoming hot. She moved a few steps away, put down the buckets and pulled at the top of her smock where she had previously allowed it to open. In the face of such flattery, she felt obliged at least to respond with a polite word. "Thank you for you kind remarks. I was only practising for something I have to do in the future. Now, if you don't mind, I have work to do and I'm needed indoors."

"There is no need to make excuses. You were practising your deportment, and you did it so beautifully. I really would love to see you do it again, but I know it would be most impertinent of me to ask you. I believe I understand how you feel and I'm really sorry if I've embarrassed you. I often practise my sword drills and challenges when I am on my own. Shall I show you some?"

"I don't think so, thank you. I'm not interested in killing people. As you have said, it was impertinent of you and I shan't be giving any more demonstrations." Boo again turned to go.

"Please stay. Please let me talk to you, just for a little while. I am such a long way from home and I miss being able to talk to people other than soldiers." There was almost a sob in his voice.

What was it Carty had said? What Roman would even want to talk to you? Here is a Roman soldier, tall, young, handsome, and actually talking and all this merely as a result of brushing her hair. Whatever could happen if she had really been able to dress up for the occasion?

"Very well. I'll stay for just a minute, but I really must go soon."

"You mean before any of your people see you talking to a Roman."

Boo shrugged. His accent was pleasant and easily understood. "Of course. Isn't that natural? How would you feel if we came to your country, slaughtered your friends or family, destroyed your homes and took over your country?" she said indignantly.

"Not very pleased, but it was not my idea to come here. I'm just doing a job. I do understand what you are all going through. We're not bad people really. I think we are a lot more civilised than some. Among other things, we stopped taking off people's heads and we banned human sacrifices a very long time ago."

Boo gave a sharp cry. She did not need or expect to be so rudely reminded of the sacrifice of Sunita, or of the way the Celts beheaded their enemies. Ignoring his apologies she picked up the buckets, filled them from the well and turned to hurry into the house. 

"What have I said? Have I said something to upset you?" the young man called after her. "Please come back." There was no reply. Boo had disappeared inside the house.

In an effort to dispel the memory of the death of Sunita, Boo tried hard to fill her mind with other things. She tried desperately to think about things that had happened that day, other than the appearance of the young soldier. Her parents had something of importance to tell her, of that she was sure. The young Roman had lovely clear eyes. It was more than just plain curiosity that kept her parents' conversation in the forefront of her mind. The young man seemed very sincere. Where, when and why had she been in danger? He had such beautiful teeth. Why should it be so necessary for her to be able to cope in order to be told? He seemed such a sincere young man. More importantly, when would she be told? Perhaps he will come back again. 

Having made sure at each session she was not being spied upon, she would continue to practise her deportment exercises, and to improve her speech and her appearance. This would probably all help to encourage Manimor to get her the new clothes she had mentioned. If Boo announced that she wanted to attend one of the local celebrations, such as the festival of Beltane, which was due very soon, that could also hasten things. She might even get to know the great family secret, if such it was, that much earlier.

Boo's inside was bubbling. Everything seemed to be happening except the things she wanted to happen, and she did not know exactly what those things were. She needed something or somebody to take notice of her. Perhaps she needed somebody to love. Perhaps she needed somebody as handsome as the Roman soldier. If she did acquire the new clothes, and put in an appearance at the festival, who knows just whom she might be attractive to? The young soldier had been impressed with her, even though she was only wearing a working smock. Who else was out there that could be similarly impressed?

In the next few days, Boo resumed practising her deportment and her chosen mannerisms, by which means she had hoped to get rid of the image Carty had painted. She reflected that nobody else could ever have been so forthright and probably so truthful, as Carty had been when she had told Boo what she thought of her. Before each session of practice Boo looked around to ensure there was nobody watching from the other side of the hedge. Motivated by Carty's stinging commentary, she made swift progress along the road of self-improvement. She even practised sitting on an upturned bucket with one leg crossed over the other and her fingers on her knee, instead of planting her feet wide apart. Even her voice became quieter and silvery smooth.

Her new image began to be noticed and remarked upon by people both in the family and outside. Her once soldierly figure became tall and graceful. The tawny, straw-like, straggly hair slowly changed to something approaching spun gold. The harsh, strident voice became soft and husky. The arm and fist movements became graceful and even included artistic gesturing with the fingers. The scowls gave place to warm smiles. All this because of that horrible, precocious Cartimandua, or was it perhaps because of a young Roman with beautiful black eyes?

Unknown to Boo, on many occasions as she was tending the goats, the soldier had returned, hidden behind the hedge and quietly watched her before disappearing. Although subdued by his earlier encounter, one day he summoned the courage to make another approach. He stood close to the hedge outside the field and politely called. Boo heard him and her heart jumped. She tried to ignore him. He appeared at the side of the field and called to her politely several times on each of several more occasions, but Boo persisted in trying to keep him at a distance and to make any conversation civil but short. Inwardly Boo was delighted with his attentions and looked forward to these short, but pleasant meetings. It was nice to be in command, to be sought after and, above all, to be able to dictate just when and how the meetings should end. 

Manimor of course noticed the meetings, but discreetly avoided mentioning them. It wasn't long however, before she called Boo into the house to tell her about her plans. "I want you to go to see Niddy the dressmaker to have a dress made to your own tastes. In fact, ask her to make two or three, if you wish. Tell her you want one in time for the Beltane festival."

Boo was delighted. "Thank you so very much." she said. "You must have known I wanted to ask you if I could go to the Beltane festival, but I didn't like to, partly because I didn't have anything to wear."

"You're getting very grown up now. In fact, many young girls of your age are even married and raising children. We have decided that you should be having a reasonable collection of dresses, kilts and things. We couldn't afford it in the past, but now that your father has a good job working at the palace, we can. Besides, we saved quite a lot when he was working away. When you go to see Niddy, tell her not to spare the expense. Only the best quality stuff is good enough for you." As she spoke, Manimor clasped Boo's hand and smiled with perhaps just a hint on a tear in her eye.

"You are being very good to me." Boo said. 

"You have always been so good to us, my dear." Manimor replied. "We both know you are worth far more than just spending your life looking after goats and attending to farm animals. We hope to be able to see to it that you have something very much better, perhaps even in the near future."

"What better life could I have than helping you and the family?"

Manimor took Boo's hand and looked into her eyes as she answered. "You could marry well, my dear. If you are better presented, who knows what may come of it?"

Boo shrugged. "But I don't want to marry well. I don't want to spend my life at the beck and call of any man," but Manimor had walked away pretending not to hear.

Boo went to see Niddy and spent some time explaining exactly the sort of dresses and clothes she wanted. It was not long before she was disporting herself around the house in her new dresses, and her favourite was a gown of green silk that clung to her and enhanced her now very womanly figure. She slunk around the house just as she had done in the goats' field, one or both hands on hips, looking down her nose, alone but talking to the world at large. Perhaps her posing and parading was the natural result of years of only wearing an old smock, but more likely it was due to her age, and of course Carty or somebody. Everything was now coming together, helping her to develop a confident and uninhibited manner.

None of this escaped Banitus and Manimor. They sat back and quietly watched their handiwork being displayed before their eyes. "Wonderful my dear. You look like a princess." Manimor cried out as Boo showed off her new green gown.

Banitus suddenly looked displeased. He gave Manimor a sharp look accompanied by a frown that made her blush. It did not escape Boo's notice, although she pretended not to see.

So elegant had she become, it was becoming embarrassing for them to ask Boo to attend to the goats. Nevertheless, it was not beneath her dignity to carry on helping in the house and in the field. All this she did cheerfully, willingly, and with good heart, but she discarded her working smock to don her new dresses at every possible opportunity. Life was becoming exciting. Manimor loved her. Banitus was proud of her. Mab, her younger sister adored her. Rominus, hovering in the shadows, longed for her but kept out of sight.

On the occasion of the festival of Beltane, the rest of the village were sure to be surprised at having Boo appear among them. Their surprise would not only be because she actually attended, but also because of the changes in her since she had returned from the palace of the Brigantes. 

The festival was due to take place on the first of May, and was as much a festival of fertility as of soliciting help from the god Bel for the spring and for help in the coming agricultural season. Bel was more or less a sungod, and the god of fertility, among several other lesser things. Bel was the god of whatever the chief druid of that particular place determined. He could improve the lot of the people as well as the crops in the field. It was to Bel they prayed for children and to Bel they prayed for bread. Of all the gods, Bel was probably the most powerful, and certainly the most popular. It was to Bel they dedicated the tanes, the fires.

The place chosen for the celebrations was on the other side of the village, in a field similar to that owned by Banitus but on higher ground. There had been some discussion locally as to which of the two fields should be used. The final decision was made because, for some people, Banitus' field still held memories of the sacrifice of the girls a couple of years before. It was thought therefore, to be an inappropriate place for the celebrations. The field chosen, being on higher ground than the one in which the wicker man had been erected, was more suited to bonfires, allowing the smoke to dissipate more quickly. To the pious, a field on high ground meant that the sacrifices, if there were any such, would be nearer to their gods. To the impious, the bonfires could be bigger and with less chance of setting fire to any vegetation that might be overhanging.

By the time Boo had prepared herself to go to the festival, the local lads had already dug neat narrow trenches in the traditional way and lined the edges with suitable sods, thus forming comfortable seating. They had already levelled and scraped the central area ready for dancing.

Rubbing pieces of oak together and kindling wisps of straw started small fires. The small kindlings were then used for igniting pieces of wood taken, traditionally, from nine different kinds of trees, before being developed into the main bonfires. Finding nine different kinds of wood was always difficult. The local trees were largely oaks, so some of the smaller bushes had to suffice. With most of the druids having fled to the west, this did not seem so important. In fact no druid had so far appeared, so it was only habit and tradition that guided the ceremony.

The glow of the fires was the signal to the villagers that the celebrations would soon be starting. Some of the local women had brought oat flour and spices and a few other ingredients with which to make the Beltane cakes. These were to be distributed later. Now, all over the village, mothers were saying to their sons and daughters, "Hurry up. The fires are lit. It's all starting. The cakes will be gone before you get there."

Wearing her lovely new silky green dress, Boo set off with Mab on the walk through the village and out to the field. It was dark and the moon had hardly risen, but girls locally did not usually fear the dark. In the normal daily life of the district it was unheard of for somebody to be attacked in the dark. Robbery and rape were things that were done to enemies, not to local people, but all the way to the celebrations Boo did sense that she and Mab were being closely followed. Several times they stopped to listen and to look back at the shadows down the lane.

Mab said to her at one point, "Come on, you're imagining things. Why would anybody want to follow us?" However, Mab did not explain why she had whispered.

Arriving at the entrance to the field and within the circle of light from the fires, as they rounded a corner formed by a clump of shrubs, Boo stopped suddenly and whirled round to confront her stalker. As she had hoped and expected, it was Rominus. He had discarded his armour, his helmet and his shield, but still had his short sword hanging at his side. 

The druids were the main opposition to, and therefore the main enemies of the Romans. Rominus appeared to be aware of this. Nevertheless, Boo thought he was being very brave to attend a festival, that would normally be conducted by a druid, on his own, relying only on his short sword. Among his many other attributes, Boo could now credit him with courage.

"What do you think you're doing?" Boo demanded.

Rominus spluttered in embarrassment, "I'm sorry. I was only trying to make sure you came to no harm."

"I am sure we don't need your protection. However, I can believe what you say. In your country, girls may often be in danger from your people, but this is not your country. Now you had better keep away. Go back to your camp before you are discovered. It is you who will need protection if you stay around here, especially if anyone sees that sword."

"I can wait outside the field and escort you home afterwards."

"That will be very late indeed and you are not welcome here. Our festivals have nothing to do with the religions of your people. Now please, for your own safety, please go."

"I'll wait outside the field for you and escort you home."

"That is a matter for you. It will be nearly daylight before our celebrations are finished." Boo left him standing outside the entrance to the field, and stalked away into the firelight and into the lovely smells of burning wood, baking oatmeal and roasting goat meat.

Boo had arrived just about early enough to join in making some of the Beltane cakes. Some of the older women had brought pots and pans, and some had brought the ingredients for the cakes. These consisted mainly of eggs by the score, milk by the bucket and oatmeal by the sackful. The cakes were to be made in the shape of balls, nearly the size of a fist. The resulting product was generally quite tasty, depending on which little group of cooks had produced them, and upon their widely varying skills. The cakes were certainly satisfying, and made a base in the stomach for the meads, brewed ad hoc from nettles, honey, turnips and currants, though not in that order and not all at once. The cakes should easily soak up the meads and ciders and probably make the difference between sleeping under a hedge in a drunken stupor, and being able to find one's way home.

This was all traditional, but if the druids were present, the cakes would probably be used for a lottery. They would be put into a bag, each person would be blindfolded and take out a cake. One of the cakes would be marked, perhaps by being blackened with charcoal, or by being deliberately burned. Whoever picked the blackened bun would be chosen to be or to provide the sacrifice. Depending on what was required from the gods, the mood of the district, the current political situation and, in particular, the mood of the druid, he or she would be required to produce the animal or the material to be sacrificed, or perhaps in extreme cases even be expected to offer themselves.

Although most of the festivals were attended with sacrifices of some kind or another, the people generally did not want them. However, the druids held sway. As there were no druids in attendance, nobody expected there would be any sacrifices on this occasion. 

As with most festivals and celebrations, the original purpose was lost, forgotten, or had somehow become obscured and irrelevant. Under the diminishing influence of the druids, the serving of the Beltane cakes had begun to lose its meaning, as did the choosing of the sacrifice. The people resorted to making token sacrifices by driving a few cattle between the fires, or getting young and active lads to run and jump through them. Sometimes the person chosen to produce the object to be sacrificed, would be bullied or tricked into sacrificing themselves by being pelted with whatever eggs were left over from cooking the cakes. Except for the luckless chosen one, this was probably the most popular alternative, especially when the eggs included those that had been set aside as being old, or under suspicion. In a word the festival was likely to be riotous.

The important thing appeared to be that young people had an excuse for dancing, singing and generally having a get-together and a jolly time. In the absence of the druids the gods were not amused, but the young people were. The older villagers stood about in several groups of twos and threes, commenting on how things had changed from the good old days.

A local lad, Nedden, elected himself to play the part of the offices that would normally be the province of the druid in charge of the festival. In the early stages he did nothing but parade around, trying to make his presence felt, making suggestions and imposing his opinion on matters in various parts of the field. Ned the Noddy, so called because of his habit of nodding at everything that could be nodded at, revelled in his sudden rise to power. The cakes were not quite ready for him to sample and to approve but the various types and brews of mead were. So he did.

The cooking of the oatmeal cakes, although totally unsupervised, went ahead swiftly and provided its own kind of amusement, helped by the fact that some of the eggs brought by the villagers, announced themselves as having been stored especially for the occasion. 

The musicians had begun to make noises, unmusical, but nonetheless capable of stirring up the party spirit, and dancing went on in spontaneous fashion around and between the various fires. There was nobody in overall charge, except Ned the Noddy, so everybody did more or less as they pleased. Noddy, as the druid, was not even in charge of himself. The mead inspired him to various acts. He even stood on one leg with one eye covered and his arm outstretched as if meditating. He abandoned the practice when he found that the mead had given him the audacity and the courage to try, but not the sense of balance necessary to succeed.

Boo was having a thoroughly good time. It is true to say she had never enjoyed herself so much. Her pleasure had been helped by many compliments on her dress, and by many comments on how lovely her hair looked. In fact she proved to be the envy of all the girls, and quite a few of the lads had ideas. All good things come to an end, and they were now nearing the end of the celebrations, which meant that the mead was drying up and the fires getting low. It was time for the druid or the person acting as the druid to conduct the lottery ready for the highlight of the evening, normally the sacrifice. In the welcome absence of a druid, the traditional sacrifice was to be replaced with disposing of the surplus and discarded eggs.

While idly waiting for the finale, Boo glanced out over the hedge. Against the black of the night sky she became aware of a round face reflecting a little of the red from the dying fires. Rominus was still there, waiting about like a faithful dog. Boo felt her stomach give a little flutter. Knowing he was there affected her poise and the way she walked, far more than did the audience of goats. She could never have performed the deportment exercises knowing he was watching. Her knees would have been weak, just as they were now, probably as a result of being very hungry after the games and the dancing, and of course after the sight of that round red face still dimly visible.

The box of cakes was brought nearer to the largest remaining fire, ready for the grand finale by way of a lottery and mock sacrifice. Ned, being unable to approach it unaided, was also brought to the fire. With great difficulty, he adopted his pose, standing on one leg, one arm outstretched and one hand over one eye. In that position he successfully remained, but only with the massive help of the fattest girl in the community. She stood at one side of him, his outstretched hand firmly held in her fat fingers, thus keeping him upright and anchored by her considerable ballast. At that point, there was some doubt as to how long Ned would remain upright. To complicate matters still further, Fatty was holding herself with her free hand in a manner indicative of a girl who, having consumed a little too much liquid, badly needed to dispose of it. As was to be expected, she was inspired to want to hurry the proceedings.

"Come on Ned, get 'em started," she said.

Ned agreed to get 'em started. "I can't see," he said.

"Of course you can't see. You're covering both eyes. Tell 'em to start drawing the cakes before I pee myself."

"Dart the straw!" called Ned.

The draw started. Boo joined the queue. Everybody, including the older people, dutifully donned the proffered blindfold and drew a cake. Boo allowed herself to be pushed gently forward while she looked out over the hedge, wishing Rominus could have been involved in the draw and get the blackened cake. Being Roman he would make the perfect target and would have made a wonderful finale to a lovely evening.

Very hungry, Boo was pleased to arrive at the box of cakes. Having donned the blindfold she felt for the largest cake available, then she removed the blindfold and stared at the cake in her hand. It was totally inedible. It was burnt black. It was disappointing for her though not for the onlookers. She was now the absolute centre of attraction. She was to be the target.

Prompted by Fatty, Ned announced, "You Boo, will pay the forfeit. You will be sacrificed to the great god Bel by being pelted with all the eggs left in our box." Ned swayed. Fatty held on tightly, but only with one hand, her other hand still being otherwise engaged.

Boo stood looking at her cake. Then she turned her attention to the box of eggs. She gave a deep sigh, took out one egg and turned to face Ned. There was suddenly an awkward silence over the whole crowd. At this point it seemed likely that nobody would dare to be the first to cast an egg. Boo was too well liked and respected, and had given nobody any cause to dislike her. Anyway, how could anyone want to throw eggs at this girl in her lovely green dress and lovely hair?

In his ridiculous stance, Noddy looked a much more peltable sort of target, and the first missile would no doubt inspire some riotous throwing. Boo, weighed the egg in her hand and was tempted but that could mean nobody would volunteer to be the druid in the future. It might also mean that a certain sporting spirit might not obtain for the remainder of that evening, as well as on any future occasion. 

Boo fingered the egg in the palm of her hand and then drew back her arm. Ned removed his hand from his eye and opened his mouth. Fatty opened her eyes wide and decided to try to avoid the egg, or perhaps to avoid wetting herself, or perhaps both. She fled. Deprived of his ballast, Ned slowly keeled over sideways to the ground, nodding, still maintaining his pose but with his arm now stuck up into the air. Boo bent her arm at the elbow, took aim, and then apparently changing her mind, planted the egg firmly on her own head and forced a laugh. 
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