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MUM AND Dad got in the front of the car, and the three children climbed in the back. It was quite a squash, because Birdy insisted on taking her dog, Gilbert, too. He wasn’t a real dog. Mum had won him at a fair. His fur was bright turquoise and his eyes were crossed and everyone else thought he was hideous, but Birdy loved him passionately. He was almost as big as she was, so she couldn’t balance him comfortably on her lap. He wouldn’t fit on the floor, so Milo and Mia were forced to let him have a share of the back seat, though they moaned about it. Forcefully.

‘Pipe down, you lot. We’re on holiday! No squabbling!’ said Dad.

Milo and Mia exchanged glances. Birdy was definitely Dad’s favourite, just because she was the youngest and acted cute, often deliberately. Her real name was Bethany, but they all called her Birdy because when she was a baby she used to make a funny cheep-cheep sound before revving up into a full-blooded wail.

Milo was the eldest and the only boy. He liked playing video games and making things with wood and most of all he loved running. He wasn’t that great at most sporty things, but he was brilliant at running. He’d just won the school cup for best runner on Sports Day, though some of the children were a lot older than him.

His teacher had suggested he train properly down at the sports centre this summer. Milo wanted to do this very badly, but they were going to stay at this cottage in the country for the entire summer. He wanted to go on holiday, but he wished he could have done this special running course too. Even if it meant not going on holiday. He loved his family, but he didn’t always like being cooped up with them all the time.

He stared out of the window and imagined running along beside the car and then veering off over a meadow, on and on, over a distant hill, and up above the clouds into the great blue sky.
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Milo’s daydream was so real he was actually puffing gently.

‘Milo! Stop breathing all over me!’ Mia said. She was in the middle, between her bony brother and hairy Gilbert, and could hardly manage to draw breath herself. Even though her elbows were pinned to her sides she was trying to draw in her sketchbook. She drew real dogs, magnificent German shepherds and beautiful huskies, and the pigs and cows and sheep she was looking forward to seeing in the countryside. By the time she’d branched off into exotic wild animals, tigers and elephants and bears, she was starting to feel sick. Very, very sick.

Dad had to stop the car where Mia was very, very sick, and annoyingly she still felt queasy when they stopped at a motorway service station. Mum and Dad had fish and chips, Milo and Birdy had McDonald’s, and Mia had two spoonfuls of tomato soup and then had to go outside with Mum. She didn’t mind too much, because a man had tied up his Labrador while he popped inside for a takeaway and Mia made friends with him. The Labrador was first attracted by the plate of chips Mum had taken with her, but soon fell in love with Mia and nuzzled into her adoringly.

‘Oh, Mum, if only I could have a dog,’ she said, for the millionth time.

‘I know,’ said Mum. ‘Still, we’ve got Gilbert.’

She was trying to joke. Mia gave her a look.

They lived on a small estate where you weren’t allowed to have dogs. Or even cats. Mum and Dad said she could have a budgie or a hamster indoors, but Mia didn’t feel it was fair to keep a bird or an animal in a cage.

The man came back and took his Labrador away. Mia sighed. She was still feeling a bit wobbly. She leant against Mum.

‘When I grow up I’m going to be a vet,’ she said. ‘Then I’ll be with animals all day long.’

‘That’s a very good idea,’ said Mum.

They were standing beside an ice-cream stall.

‘Do you know what?’ said Mia. ‘I think an ice cream might make me feel a bit better.’

Dad and Milo and Birdy came out of the café when Mia was halfway through her Whippy.

‘That’s not fair!’ they said.

So they all had ice creams and then got back in the car. They had the windows wide open this time and Mum wouldn’t let Mia draw in case she made herself sick again. Mia got a bit bored.

‘When I grow up I’m going to be a vet,’ she told the rest of the family. ‘And I’ll make every single one of my animal patients better. I might even get to be a vet on television because I’ll be so good at it.’

‘No you won’t,’ said Milo. ‘You have to be ever so brainy to be a vet, and you’re hopeless at maths.’

Milo was secretly worried that Mia was cleverer than him. He was always relieved when she couldn’t do sums.

‘I might get better at it,’ said Mia. ‘What do you want to be when you’re grown-up then?’

‘Easy-peasy,’ said Milo. ‘I’m going to be an athlete. An Olympic standard runner!’

‘Go, Milo!’ said Dad, laughing. ‘And what about you, Birdy? What do you want to be when you grow up, sweetheart?’

Birdy considered this carefully while she stroked Gilbert’s matted fur. Then her face lit up.

‘I’m going to be a fairy!’ she said.

‘Yuck!’ said Milo.

‘Oh, Birdy! You don’t still believe in fairies, do you?’ said Mia.

‘Yes, I do,’ said Birdy firmly. She loved fairies. She had a fairy costume, with a pink satin top and a sticky-out net skirt, and if she had her way she’d wear it all the time, even to school. She also had a magic wand, though it refused to turn Milo and Mia into toads. She had a shelf of fairy books too. She wasn’t very good at reading yet, but she’d heard them so often she could simply look at the lovely pictures and mutter the stories to herself. Deep down she knew it wasn’t very probable that she could become a real fairy, but she liked pretending.

‘I don’t see why Birdy can’t be a fairy,’ said Dad. ‘It’s a lovely idea. Maybe I’ll be a fairy when I’m grown-up!’

This made them all laugh. Then they sang songs in the car and played I spy, though Birdy’s clues were unreliable. But after a while they grew tired and fidgety.

‘Aren’t we nearly there yet?’ they kept asking.

‘Soon,’ said Mum, but soon never came.

The satnav on their car didn’t seem to be working properly. Mum fished in the glove compartment for an old atlas and peered at what she thought was the right page.

‘It’s weird, we should be here!’ she said, stabbing at a patch of green. ‘Hey, guess what this foresty bit is called. The Enchanted Wood!’

‘Seriously?’ said Milo.

‘Enchanted, like in a fairy tale?’ asked Mia.

‘The Enchanted Wood!’ Birdy whispered and shivered with excitement.

They all peered out of the car windows for this strangely named wood.

‘Any sign of it?’ said Dad.

‘Not so much as a branch,’ said Mum, looking left.

But the three children suddenly shouted, ‘There it is!’

It was on the right, still quite far away, a large dark-green wood, the trees very thick and tall and close together. One tree seemed to grow up and up and up, so high that the top was covered in cloud, though the rest of the sky was clear blue.

Dad carried on driving down the main road until he came to a right turning with a very old signpost. They had to squint to make out the words. TO THE ENCHANTED WOOD. And someone had chalked a word underneath, and underlined it. CAUTION!

‘What does that mean?’ Birdy asked.

‘It means be careful. Maybe you can get easily lost in the woods,’ said Mum.

‘Maybe there are ghoulies and goblins there,’ Milo joked, pulling a face and turning his hands into claws.

‘Maybe there are wolves still breeding there,’ Mia said, only half joking.

‘Maybe there are fairies,’ breathed Birdy. She wasn’t joking at all. She was hoping like anything she was right.

‘Maybe you can be the fairy in your little pink dress,’ said Dad, as the car bumped along the narrowing lane. ‘Hey, I wonder if the “caution” bit is to tell you this lane isn’t suitable for vehicles!’

The lane kept twisting and turning, until they lost all sense of direction.

‘I’m starting to feel sick again,’ Mia warned.

‘I think it must be a dead end,’ said Mum. ‘Hadn’t we better turn round?’

‘No, wait! There’s a cottage up ahead!’ said Dad.

‘The advert said it was called Rose Cottage,’ said Mum.

‘Well, look – there are the roses!’ said Dad, pulling the car to a stop in front of a wonderful little picture-book cottage. It had white-washed walls and a thatched roof and a red door with yellow honeysuckle growing in an arch around it. There was a crimson rose bush either side of the door, and more roses rioting in the garden – red and pink and white and apricot and yellow and even pale purple.

The children tumbled out of the car, Birdy dragging Gilbert, breathing in the heady scent of the roses.

‘Wow!’ said Milo.
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‘I love it here!’ said Mia.

‘It’s magic!’ said Birdy.

Mum found the key box at the side of the cottage and typed in the numbers shown on the letter she’d received. It opened up and she took out the key. It shone brightly in the afternoon sunlight.

‘It’s gold!’ said Birdy. ‘Perhaps it’s a magic key and this is a magic cottage!’

‘And there are little pixie people living inside,’ said Milo, mocking her gently.

‘And little bunnies who can talk and little squirrels in aprons who do all the housework,’ said Mia, joining in.

Birdy’s lip quivered, realising they were teasing her.

‘Don’t be mean to my Birdy!’ said Dad, picking her up. ‘I think it is a magic cottage. It’s our magic cottage for the whole summer and we’re going to have a magic holiday.’

Mum opened the red door with the gold key.

‘We’ll go in first, Your Ladyship,’ Dad said to Birdy, and carried her inside. The door was small and Dad was tall, so he bumped his head, but he laughed it off. Mum and Milo and Mia followed.

They stepped straight into the living room. It had a soft green sofa and three small, comfy chairs – one red, one blue and one pink. Milo’s favourite colour just happened to be red, Mia’s blue and Birdy’s pink. It really did seem like magic, though there were no bunnies saying hello and not a single squirrel dusting the ornaments.

There was a small kitchen with a stove and a scrubbed table and a larder, some windy stairs, and two bedrooms and a bathroom on the next floor. The first bedroom was small, but it had a big bed with a green and red and blue and pink patchwork quilt.

‘That’s Mum and Dad’s room, and we can all get in their bed for a cuddle in the morning,’ said Birdy.

The second room was smaller still, but it had two single beds with quilts all different colours of the rainbow.

‘Birdy and I will share, like we do at home,’ said Mia.

‘But where am I going to sleep?’ Milo asked.

‘In the bath!’ said Mia, laughing.

‘There must be another attic room upstairs,’ said Mum, pointing to a tiny flight of stairs not much bigger than a ladder.

They all went up the stairs to look, though Mum had to bend her head and Dad had to crouch right down. It was an amazing little room with a round window in the thatch. There was only space for a small bed with another rainbow quilt and a tiny cupboard and a round rag rug on the wooden floorboards. Milo and Mia and Birdy all wanted it to be their room.

‘Tell you what, why don’t you take it in turns? Each of you have the room for one week. Then you’ll all have another turn before we go home, as we’re here for six weeks,’ said Mum.

‘And I’ll go first because I’m the oldest!’ said Milo.

‘That’s not fair!’ said Mia, who was secretly counting on her fingers, working it out.

‘Can I still have my six turns?’ said Birdy, who hadn’t started learning sums yet.

They had a lucky dip to decide who’d have the bedroom first when they were eating their tea. They had baked potatoes with cheese and a tomato salad and then a little pot of strawberry yoghurt each with a chocolate toffee from a tin for a treat.

‘Whoever chooses the purple toffee gets to sleep in the attic bedroom first,’ said Mum. ‘You three shut your eyes tight.’

Dad put his big hands over their eyes so they couldn’t possibly cheat. Though he might have opened his fingers just a chink when it was Birdy’s turn to pick a toffee. She got the purple one! But Milo and Mia didn’t mind too much because they were allowed two toffees each as consolation prizes.

They went for a walk after tea to stretch their legs. The three children all wanted to go to the Enchanted Wood, but it had turned cloudy now and Mum and Dad decided it was too dark to explore it properly. They walked down the lane all the way to the nearest village. There was a pub with fairy lights in the garden so they sat there instead. The children all had cola and crisps even though they’d recently had tea.

‘It’s the start of our holiday after all,’ said Mum, clinking glasses with Dad.

Then they walked all the way home. Dad had to give Birdy a piggyback. The children begged to stay up late when they got back to the cottage, but they were all rubbing their eyes and yawning. Mum and Dad came up together to kiss Milo and Mia goodnight in their twin beds. Then they struggled up the tiny stairs to tuck Birdy up in her little bed.

‘Are you sure you’re going to be all right up here by yourself, poppet?’ Mum asked.

‘Yes, I absolutely love it!’ said Birdy.

‘You’re like a real little bird up here in your nest,’ said Dad. He gave her his torch in case she needed to come down the stairs in the night, and Mum tucked her up under the covers, Gilbert stuffed in beside her.

Birdy waited until they were safely downstairs, and then she untucked herself to peer out of the window. She wanted to look out at the Enchanted Wood, but it was too dark to see it now. She tried shining the torch at the window, but the light bounced back into her room, not showing her anything. She switched the torch off – but still saw a little glimmering in the dark. It got nearer. Nearer and nearer. Right up to the window. Birdy saw beautiful golden hair, a sparkly dress and a pair of shining silvery wings.

‘A fairy!’ Birdy whispered in awe.
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BIRDY PUT her hand to the glass and the fairy put out her hand too, her fingers splayed in exactly the same shape. Birdy felt a strange tingle right up her arm. She was almost holding hands with a fairy! She didn’t look like any of the fairies in her books or any of the Disney films, but she knew the golden being the other side of the glass was quite definitely a fairy with real wings. She wasn’t small like a butterfly, she was as big as Birdy herself which made it even more exciting.

She mouthed, ‘Hello!’ at the fairy, and the fairy mouthed it back to her, and then smiled. Birdy wondered if she could manage the latch on her window to let the fairy into her bedroom, but it was too stiff to budge. The fairy gave a little shrug and then mouthed something else. Birdy couldn’t quite make it out. The fairy patiently tried again.
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‘Come to my house tomorrow!’

‘Where?’ Birdy said out loud.

The fairy said something else. Birdy tried hard to understand. The Faraway Sea?

‘Can you say it again?’ she begged.

‘Birdy?’ Mum was standing at the bottom of the stairs!

‘Mum, come here!’ Birdy called.

The fairy shook her head quickly, blew Birdy a kiss and then flew away.

‘Oh, come back, please!’ said Birdy, but the fairy was already far away herself, just a tiny glimmer in the darkness.

‘I’m here, darling,’ said Mum, running into the room. ‘What are you doing by the window?’

‘I was talking to a fairy. I wanted you to see her,’ said Birdy.

‘Oh, Birdy!’ Mum gave her a hug. ‘You’re having a dream, darling. Come on, back to bed.’

‘No, I don’t want to!’ said Birdy, trying to wriggle away from Mum.

‘Oh, dear, is it a bit too lonely up here? You can come in with Dad and me if you like,’ said Mum.

‘No, I love it here. I want to see the fairy again,’ Birdy explained.

‘You and your fairies,’ said Mum. ‘Well, hop back into this bed then, and I’ll stay with you for a little bit till you calm down.’

‘Can’t I wait by the window?’ Birdy asked.

‘No, you absolutely cannot! You’ll be trying to climb out next,’ said Mum worriedly. She tried the window latch herself, but couldn’t budge it either. ‘Thank goodness!’ she said. ‘You might be our little bird, but you mustn’t ever fly away!’

Birdy struggled to explain, but when she was back in her cosy bed with Gilbert and Mum gently stroking her shoulder she was suddenly so sleepy she could barely speak.

‘Fairy … Faraway …’ she murmured, and then she was fast asleep.

When she woke up there was bright sunshine lighting up the little attic room. She jumped up, ran downstairs and into Milo and Mia’s room. They were both still asleep. Milo lay on his back, sprawled like a starfish. The tail of his old dragon toy stuck out from under his quilt. Milo generally tried to keep him hidden. Mia was curled into a little ball, still clutching the book she’d been reading when she went to sleep, Horse Sense. She badly wanted horse riding lessons, but Dad said they couldn’t afford it. Mia was hoping she might just find a friendly farmer who would let her have a ride on his horse, though she knew it wasn’t likely.

‘Wake up! We’re on holiday! And you’ll never ever guess what! I’ve seen a fairy!’ Birdy announced.

Milo raised his head and grunted. Mia put her head under her quilt and mumbled. Birdy frowned at them.

‘Didn’t you hear what I said? I’VE SEEN A FAIRY!’ she shouted.

‘Oh, Birdy, it’s way too early for pretend games,’ Milo said, and Mia threw her pillow at her sister.

‘I’m not pretending. I swear I’m not. A big fairy flew straight up to my window. I saw her wings! She wants to meet me at the seaside, far away. Do you think Dad will take us?’ Birdy asked, balancing Mia’s pillow on her head like a giant squashy hat.

‘Go and ask him then,’ said Mia, just wanting to get back to sleep.

‘Better not,’ said Milo, looking at his watch. He was very proud of it. It was like a real man’s watch, big and silver (though it fitted his wrist and it wasn’t real silver). It told the time accurately and Milo could see it was ten to six – much too early to get up, especially on holiday.

But Birdy scurried off to Mum and Dad’s bedroom anyway, using the pillow like a sledge now, punting herself along with her toes. Mum and Dad were cuddled up together, fast asleep.

‘Can I come in the cuddle too?’ Birdy asked. ‘Mum, do you remember, I saw a fairy last night? Dad, can we go to the seaside today? I have to go and see her again!’

They both groaned, which wasn’t promising. Mum gave her a telling-off for shunting the pillow around. They let her climb into bed between them though. Dad sleepily explained that the cottage was in the middle of the country and it would take hours and hours to drive to the seaside, and he’d already driven hours and hours to get here yesterday. Mum explained that Birdy hadn’t really seen a fairy, she’d just been having a strange dream.

Birdy sighed. ‘I absolutely know for sure it wasn’t a dream,’ she said. ‘Why won’t anyone believe me?’

She fidgeted rather a lot, fretting about the fairy, desperate to see her again. Dad sighed and dragged himself out of bed.

‘Come on, little Miss Wriggle. We’ll go downstairs and let Mum have a bit more sleep,’ he said wearily.

He made himself a cup of tea and poured Birdy a glass of milk and gave them a biscuit each. Then Birdy sat on Dad’s lap and he told her a story about a fairy. It was a good story and normally Birdy would have been thrilled, but she couldn’t help feeling irritated. Dad’s fairy was tiny and played tricks on people and she wore a dress made of daisies with a buttercup for a hat. She wasn’t a bit like the real fairy.

After a while Dad’s voice slowed and he fell asleep in the middle of a sentence. Birdy wriggled free and went back up to the attic bedroom and peered out of the window just in case the fairy had come back. She looked until her eyes watered and then trailed downstairs again. In the meantime, Dad had gone back up to bed and she could hear him gently snoring now.

Birdy helped herself to another biscuit and suddenly had the idea of making breakfast for everybody. They’d be so pleased and proud of her that she’d done it all by herself. She bustled around setting the table with cups and plates and knives and spoons. She knew Mum and Dad liked tea to drink in the morning, but she also knew she was definitely not allowed to boil the kettle in case it spilt and she burnt herself. They’d have to have milk today. They usually had toast too, but Birdy couldn’t find a toaster anywhere, so she simply put a slice of bread on each plate. Luckily it was ready sliced, because using a big sharp knife was totally forbidden too. She could use an ordinary knife though, so she decided to spread everyone’s slice for them. She loved spreading. She didn’t think Mum or Dad did it properly. She made sure everyone had a really thick yellow layer of butter and then an even thicker layer of raspberry jam. She couldn’t stop her fingers delving into the jam several times to give her tongue a thick layer too.

Then she tackled the cornflakes. She carried the milk bottle very carefully on to the table, deciding she’d better not risk pouring it into the jug. Then she reached for the big cornflakes packet. She stood on tiptoe because it was on a high shelf, but she still couldn’t reach it. There was an old wooden stool in the corner. She dragged it to the cupboard and stood on it. Just as she took hold of the cornflake packet the stool slipped sideways, one of the legs breaking. Birdy lost her grip. She ended up on her bottom on the floor, while the cornflakes packet wavered, tipped and spilt. Cornflakes showered over the shelf, and then all over the floor in a golden cascade.
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Birdy gave a little scream of woe. She looked round helplessly. Even her slippers were crunching with cornflakes. She started putting them one by one back into the packet, trying not to cry.

‘Oh, Birdy!’ It was Mum. She must have heard the little scream even though she’d been fast asleep.

‘I wanted to make breakfast as a surprise, but it’s all gone wrong even though I was being so careful,’ Birdy sniffled.

‘Oh, well. It is a bit of a surprise, even though it’s not quite the way you meant it! Don’t put the cornflakes back in the packet now they’ve been on the floor!’ said Mum, getting a dustpan and brush. She started sweeping up the cornflakes and putting them in the waste bin.

‘We’ll have to make do with bread and jam for breakfast this morning,’ she said. Then she glanced at the bread Birdy had already prepared.

‘Oh, Birdy!’ she said again. ‘You’ve used up half a pack of butter and nearly all the jam! What am I going to do with you?’

‘Sweep me up and put me in the waste bin?’ Birdy suggested.

‘Don’t tempt me,’ said Mum, but she gave her a comforting cuddle and made sure Birdy hadn’t hurt herself.

Luckily when Dad and Milo and Mia came down for breakfast they liked the Birdy bread very much, saying it was extra tasty, so Birdy cheered up completely. When everyone was washed and dressed Birdy tried asking Dad if they could have a trip to a faraway seaside all over again. She could usually wind Dad round her little finger, but this time he just grinned and shook his head.

‘I’m not driving anywhere today, poppet. We’ll explore the countryside. But first I’d better mend this old stool,’ he said.

‘And the only driving I’m going to do is to look for a supermarket to stock up on food!’ said Mum. ‘Anyone want to come with me?’

The children decided they’d sooner stay at the cottage and help Dad mend the stool. He taught carpentry at a college and luckily he had his bag of work tools in the back of the car. He sometimes let Milo and Mia have a go at making things with wood. Birdy was too small and reckless to be allowed anywhere near a hammer and nails. He didn’t want to leave her out, so he sent all three children into the garden to play.

It was a pretty garden, with more rose bushes and lavender and pansies and cornflowers and snapdragons, but it was very small and too cramped to play properly. Mia put a snapdragon flower on her finger and made it gently pinch Birdy’s nose, which made her laugh – but there were limits to the number of times they could play this game.

They were full of energy after being cooped up in the car all day yesterday. They wanted to run about.

‘Perhaps we could run all the way to the sea,’ Birdy suggested, ever hopeful.
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