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To Björn, Benny, Agnetha and Frida, who have no idea how much help they’ve been.





The year is 1625. King James is dead and England has a new king and queen: Charles, the serious, awkward second son forced onto the throne by the death of his more popular brother, and Henrietta Maria, the fifteen-year-old devoutly Catholic Princess of France.

Charles has inherited a country where cracks are beginning to show. After repeated clashes with his father, Parliament is spoiling for a fight, and Charles, like James, believes his God-given right to rule trumps their increasing demands for a say in England’s affairs.

After years of war against the Catholic countries of France and Spain, and the Catholic-led attempt to kill King James in the Gunpowder Plot, English Catholics are hated and feared; they can be fined and even imprisoned for practising their faith. But Protestants are divided among themselves too: the growing Puritan movement want a Church shorn of the ‘Catholic’ trimmings of saints’ days and elaborate ritual – and of bishops, who, being appointed by the king, allow royal control over the Church. And with Puritans strong in Parliament, religious differences are deepening the political rift.

Into this England come the new king and his bride – and their marriage becomes the seed of a crisis that will split the country in two, pit brother against brother, and ultimately lead the people of England to kill their king.






Part One
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Chapter One

My name is Nat Davy. Perhaps you’ve heard of me? There was a time when people up and down the land knew my name, but that was long ago – and they knew only half the story. It’s been quite a life, the one I’ve had; I was there when they turned the world upside down, and I was there, right at the heart of it all, during the turbulent times that led us down the road to that day. So I got to thinking that I should write it all down, because there’s been a lot said about those times, and not all of it’s right.

But when should my tale begin? Not when I was born, a butcher’s son, in a tiny cottage just like all the other tiny cottages in Oakham. Who’d have thought then that I’d ever have much of a story to tell? Perhaps it starts when people began to nudge each other and stare as I walked with my mother to market, or the first time someone whispered that we were cursed. But I didn’t know then. She said not to listen to them, that I was just a slow starter and I’d grow in my own good time, and I believed her. No, I think my story begins on the day of the Oakham Fair, in the year of 1625. When I was ten years old and I found out what I was.

The June sun rose early and we set out soon after dawn, my father striding out at a pace that left the rest of the family a little behind, as usual. When I was younger, he used to swing me up and sit me on his broad, solid shoulders. I felt like a king up there, looking out over the hedgerows and waving to the cows in the fields. And I remember – I’m almost sure I remember – him smiling up at me and saying ‘My fine boy’. But as I got older, but no bigger, he stopped carrying me on his shoulders and walked ahead of us instead. My mother said it was just because he hated to dawdle, and I believed that too, back then.

Mother carried my baby sister on her hip that morning, Annie’s fat little fingers locked in my mother’s long brown curls, and my brother Sam walked with me. He was taller than I was, even though he was only eight, but he liked to gaze around, kick a pebble along or pick a blade of grass and make it whistle, and he never minded strolling at my pace.

We always heard the fair before we saw it: a swirl of shouts and music and song. It came only twice a year, and the rest of the time not much happened in Oakham, so our steps quickened when we heard that noise and caught the smell of smoke and hot roast pork. And that year, there was a special reason for the way my belly turned over as we got close.

I looked up at Sam; he was walking as though there was a string through the tip of his nose, drawing him towards the smell, and there was a blissful look in his eyes, as if he could already taste the meat.

‘Where’s the penny?’ I whispered.

I’d made sure he had it when we left, but my brother had a talent for losing things. He opened his hand and showed me it.

‘Tell me again,’ he said, ‘when do we—’

I whispered the plan again, for about the tenth time, and he nodded.

By the time we reached the edge of the green, the noise had splintered into a hundred different sounds, all fighting to be heard: snatches of music from a fiddle band, stallholders hollering their wares, laughter gusting out from the ale tents.

We’re here. It’s really going to happen.

My mother hitched Annie higher on her hip and issued her instructions.

‘You two, stay close to me. Do not wander off. And Nat, don’t speak to anyone and don’t let anyone hear you speak. There are strangers here, from all over.’

She said the same every fair day. I didn’t know, then, why she didn’t want anyone who didn’t know me to hear me talk.

My father strode off, and we followed close behind. As we approached the green, a big group of lads appeared from the opposite direction. They jostled past, and I got separated from my mother and Sam. I tried to catch them up, but I couldn’t push my way through the crowd, and then suddenly they weren’t there. I was in a forest of legs, and I couldn’t see my way through. I tried to jump up and catch a glimpse of my mother’s blue dress, but it was hopeless, I couldn’t see past all the people.

Where are they?

The crowd was pushing and jostling, and people couldn’t even see me in front of them. Just when I was certain I’d be knocked off my feet and trampled, I heard my mother call my name, and then there she was, pushing through the crowd, Annie in her arms and Sam close behind her.

‘There you are! This is no good, it’s so crowded this year – Sam, put him up on your shoulders.’

As Sam swung me up, my father appeared, his face a picture of irritation.

‘I told you this would happen,’ he said. ‘Now come on, let’s get going.’

He turned to carve our path through the crowd. Now I was on Sam’s shoulders, I could stretch up and see it all: burly wrestlers grunting and grappling, their skins shiny with goose grease; a juggler swirling wooden clubs that surely must be tied to his hands with invisible string; a man swallowing fire; a fiddle band calling silly, giggling girls and red-faced boys up to dance. A pink pig turned on a spit, charring the hairs on its nose and dripping glistening fat into the flames, and over all the other noise came the shouts of the fair people listing the wonders hidden in the tents: a sheep that could count to ten; a man with two noses; a child as black as coal. But I was looking for only one thing, and there was no sign of it.

She had to be there; they’d said she’d be there. But we’d walked right round the fair, and there was only a last line of tents to go.

Maybe she’d escaped, run back to the forest.

Then Sam tapped my leg, nodding towards a stripy tent, and I caught the words the man outside was calling out:

‘The one and only faerie woman! See her walk and dance!’

I leaned down and whispered in his ear, ‘Got the penny?’

He rolled his eyes, and patted his pocket. Panic flashed across his face.

‘It was the other side,’ I said.

He felt in the other pocket, and his shoulders relaxed.

‘I was just joking you,’ he said, and I pinched his ear to make him think I believed him.

My plan was to sneak away while my father lifted the iron ball and my mother was watching him. But he liked to wait for it to draw a good audience, and we walked round the green again before we finally went across. A skinny lad who looked as though he’d have trouble lifting a spoon, let alone the iron ball, was chancing his luck; the crowd laughed as he heaved the ball as far as his knees, held it with shaking arms, then dropped it. Still my father didn’t move.

‘Aren’t you going up?’ asked my mother.

‘I’ll wait a while yet,’ he replied. ‘Let the lads have their fun first.’

I wished he’d hurry up. There were little fishes swimming round in my belly at the thought of what was going to happen, and I wanted to get on with it. I looked down to check Sam was ready, but of course he wasn’t watching at all. His gaze was fixed on a moon-faced woman beside him, or to be more accurate, on the pie she was eating. As she bit into it, a flake of pastry broke off and floated to the ground. Sam’s eyes followed it all the way down, then flicked back to her mouth and watched her chew. That was exactly what I’d been worried about: Sam would never let me down on purpose but he was easily distracted, and the longer we stood there waiting, the harder it would be to keep his attention sharp. Or as sharp as it ever got. And if we missed our chance, we might not get another one.

I pinched his shoulder and whispered: ‘Be ready!’

He rummaged in his pocket again.

‘Ready.’

At last, after three more hopefuls had failed, my father winked at my mother and said:

‘Time to show them how it’s done.’

My father was as strong as an ox; he could heft the ball straight up if he wanted to. But he’d put on a show first. He made a big performance of rolling up his sleeves, and gave the ball an experimental little lift, then shook his head and put it down again.

‘Now,’ I whispered to Sam.

Gripping my legs, he turned and began weaving through the crowd. I glanced back; every head faced forward, watching my father circle the ball as though he was preparing to take it by surprise. Mother was going to be furious when she realised we were gone, but it would be worth it. Or perhaps she’d be so pleased and surprised she’d forget to be angry. It depended how quickly it worked. I’d thought about that a lot. Would the transformation happen there and then or later? Perhaps while I slept? Which meant we’d still get a wallop that night, but I could suffer that if everything was different in the morning.

As we got near the tent, a flap at the back opened, and a boy held it aside for the people who’d been inside to come out. I craned my neck to peer in, but he dropped the canvas too quickly.

The barkers had made a big fuss about the faerie woman when they came to drum up custom for the fair.

‘First time in Oakham – captured from the forest!’ they’d shouted. ‘Thirty-eight years old, and only three foot high! A ha’penny to see her walk and dance!’

All that week, I thought about her. Faeries could grant wishes, everyone knew that. What if I asked her to make me grow? ‘It’ll happen in its own good time,’ my mother kept saying, but it hadn’t, not even a little bit.

It wasn’t that my size had no advantages. I was a nosy child and I’d discovered that, because I looked no older than baby Annie, I could watch people quite unnoticed, and nobody cared what I heard them say. So I’d look and listen and tell my mother that old Ma Tyrell didn’t really like her son’s new wife, because I’d seen how her fingers twitched when she said the girl’s name, like she itched to give her a pinch. Or that the baker was cheating people with lightweight loaves, after I heard him scold his apprentice for forgetting to keep his thumb on the scale when he thought no one was listening. My mother used to shake her head and say I had wisdom beyond my years.

But I didn’t want wisdom beyond my years. I wanted to be like other boys: to climb the tallest trees, and run the fastest, and skim pebbles all the way across the pond. I wanted to help with the harvest like Sam did. And I wanted to be big enough to fight Jack Edgecombe from the dairy, who’d told everybody he’d seen me out riding Ma Tyrell’s dog like it was a horse. Which was not true. Sam punched him on the nose for that but I wanted to be able to do it myself. So I made up my mind to see the faerie.

I’d been working up the courage to steal a ha’penny from the pouch my father kept under the mattress, but then Sam found a penny, just lying in the road. He’d have handed it straight to Mother, but I wasn’t going to let that happen; if I could persuade him to keep it, I knew he’d share it. Sam was like that, soft as a baby mouse’s belly. So I kept talking about the saffron buns and jam tarts and apple turnovers there’d be at the fair, until his conscience was no match for his stomach. It was bad of me; if Mother found out, there’d be trouble, and she always whacked him a bit harder. But I wanted the faerie to make me grow more than I’d ever wanted anything.

Sam’s generosity had its limits though, and he refused to spend his share coming in with me. For a ha’penny, he’d worked out, he could get two saffron buns, an apple turnover and a go on the hoopla, with the chance of winning a gingerbread man. I’d told him the faerie would probably be able to summon up any amount of buns and pastries by magic, but he couldn’t bring himself to chance food he could see and smell against the powers of a creature he hadn’t even glimpsed, so we agreed he’d wait outside.

As the fair man ushered the next four people in, we stood behind a family with two daughters, and a gangly young man in the company of two dairymaids, one plump and pink, the other tall and sharp-looking, like a heron. I supposed I’d be going in with them. As we waited, Sam kept a jealous eye on the hoopla stall, growling with irritation when a little girl won and chose a gingerbread man as her prize.

The boy stuck his head out of the tent and the man beckoned the family in front of us across. The last people had only been in there a few minutes; what if the dairymaids had wishes too, and the time ran out before she got to me? If I was stuck behind them, she wouldn’t even see me. I thought for a minute then whispered in Sam’s ear.

‘I can’t,’ he said. ‘I don’t know them.’

‘Go on…’

He sighed and tapped the arm of the thin dairymaid.

‘Pardon me, miss. My brother wants to see the faerie but our mother says I’m not to leave him alone, and we’ve only half a penny to spend. Will you take him in?’

‘Of course we will,’ she said, lifting me off Sam’s shoulders and balancing me on her bony hip. ‘Look at those curls – what a little sweetie.’

Sam’s grin told me I was going to suffer him calling me ‘little sweetie’ for weeks.

‘How old is he?’ said the pink dairymaid, chucking me under the chin with a surprisingly rough-skinned finger.

Sam’s face flushed; he was hopeless at lying.

‘Not very old,’ he mumbled. ‘About two, probably.’

They didn’t question that and after another few minutes of the dairymaids clucking at me, the fair man called us forward. The fishes in my belly were doing somersaults now.

Make sure you say the wish in time.

It was hot and dark inside, with only a couple of lanterns for light, and it took a few seconds before I saw the cage. The faerie was sitting inside it, hunched over a little stool.

The fair boy cracked a long wooden stick against the bars.

‘Up,’ he said.

She stood, keeping her eyes on the ground. She didn’t look like I’d thought a faerie would. She was about three feet tall, like a child, but she wasn’t a child; her face looked tired, like my mother’s. Her brown hair was stringy with sweat and there was no sign of wings.

‘I’ve seen better ones than that,’ said the pink dairymaid. ‘Last year they had one tied up. Said it could bite.’

‘It might still be dangerous,’ said the young man, slipping his arm round the pink dairymaid’s waist. He rattled the bars. The faerie didn’t move.

‘Walk,’ said the fair boy.

Still looking at the ground, the faerie paced round the four sides of the cage.

‘Make it dance,’ said the pink dairymaid.

The fair boy slid the stick through the bars and gave the faerie a vicious little jab. She began a clumsy jig, hopping from one foot to the other with her shoulders bowed and her empty eyes looking straight ahead as though we weren’t there.

‘Call that dancing?’ said the young man. ‘My dog dances better than that.’

He smirked at the dairymaids, and the bony one gave a screechy laugh, right in my ear.

I had to get my wish in, before the time ran out. But if the faerie could do magic, why was she letting herself be kept in a cage and poked with sticks? I’d practised how to ask politely but my words tumbled out in a rush.

‘Pardon me my name is Nat Davy and I’ve come to ask if you can grant a wish.’

The dairymaid nearly dropped me; the others turned and stared. The faerie walked to the front of the cage, narrowing her eyes as though she thought she knew me from somewhere. I asked the dairymaid to put me down, then walked to the cage and looked up at the faerie. I was starting to get a cold feeling that this wasn’t going to turn out the way I’d hoped, but I couldn’t go away without trying.

‘Please, can you grant wishes?’ I said.

She leaned forward and whispered something, but I didn’t catch it because at the same time, the fair boy said, ‘How old are you?’

Something about the way he said it made me not want to tell, but it didn’t seem a good idea to lie in front of the faerie.

‘I’m ten.’

The faerie came close to the bars and this time I heard what she whispered.

‘Get out of here.’

The fair boy yelled out, ‘Dan! In here!’

‘Run,’ said the faerie. ‘Now.’

But as the man pushed through the curtain, the boy took hold of my arm.

‘You won’t believe this,’ he said. ‘This one’s ten years old. Just said so. Talks as clear as you or me.’

The man looked down at me.

‘He yours?’ he asked the dairymaid.

‘No, his brother asked us to bring him in. Said he was two.’

The man’s knees creaked as he stooped. His bumpy nose was patterned with little red streaks and his hot breath smelt of onions. I stepped back but the boy still had hold of my arm.

‘Tiny for ten,’ said the boy.

‘And perfectly formed,’ said the man, looking me up and down.

He turned to the dairymaids and the young man, who’d only just managed to close their astonished mouths.

‘Time’s up, folks. And here…’ He fished in the pouch at his waist. ‘Half your money back, since you didn’t see the whole show. Quick, or I’ll change my mind.’

He held on to my arm as the boy showed them out, then fetched a tall stool from behind the cage and stood me on it. I wanted to jump down from it and run, but the fair boy would be faster than me. The man walked right round me, peering.

‘Come on, let him go,’ said the faerie. ‘He’s just a child.’

‘Shut up, you,’ said the fair man.

‘So do we just take him?’ said the boy, and my insides turned to water.

‘Nah, he’d be too easy to find,’ said the man. ‘We wouldn’t be able to show him anywhere from here to Oxford if we took him.’

Show me?

The man shrugged.

‘But I reckon the parents’ll give him up easy enough. He’s pretty but he can’t be much use to them, not that size. So, young man, where are your mother and father?’

A memory came into my head then, of the day my father’s best fighting dog, Jasper, got hurt. He could still walk but he wouldn’t be able to fight again. ‘If a dog can’t earn its keep, it’s no use to me,’ my father said, and he sharpened his big knife, walked into the woods with Jasper and came back without him. The fair man was right; I wasn’t any use either. Sam had been helping in the fields since he was six. When I asked Mother why I couldn’t go, she said:

‘You’ll go when you grow.’

But I hadn’t grown. And suddenly I was certain about one thing: I had to keep the fair man away from my father.

‘They’re at the eating tents,’ I said. ‘I’ll show you.’

He lifted me down. As my feet touched the floor, I sank my teeth into his leathery arm.

‘You little sod!’

I scrabbled at the flap at the back of the tent, my fingers too small to get a grip on the heavy canvas. Any second now, I’d feel his hand on my neck and smell his hot onion breath. But then the canvas parted and I tumbled out, almost falling on my face in the dirt. Behind me I heard the faerie cheer.

‘Sam,’ I shouted, ‘quick, get me away.’

For once, he didn’t hesitate. He saw my face, scooped me up and ran, as the fair man appeared at the tent flap.

‘Hurry, he’s coming!’

But the man just stood there, looking at us, then went back inside.



We didn’t see any more of the fair. When my mother caught up with us, she marched us straight home, leaving my father in the ale tent. She stomped ahead with Annie clutched to her shoulder, walking so crossly that Annie’s little head swayed from side to side like cow parsley blowing in the wind. Every twenty yards or so, she’d shout back at us. Did we realise how dangerous it was to wander off like that? Were we idiots, or what? Hadn’t we listened to a word she said? If we thought we were coming next time, we could think again. And now, look, we’d made our sister cry.

It seemed to me more likely that Mother’s shouting had made Annie cry, but I judged it best to keep that thought to myself.



That night, I lay awake next to Sam, thinking about the woman in the cage. She wasn’t a faerie. Beside the matter of being in a cage and poked with sticks, when she danced I’d seen a big hole in the sole of her shoe; what kind of faerie didn’t know enough magic to fix that? But if she wasn’t a faerie, what was she? It was as though she was an ordinary person, but smaller. Like she hadn’t grown. Like me.

Thirty-eight years old, the barkers had said. It had never crossed my mind that a person could get to be that old and still be as small as a child. I’d wanted to hurry things along, but it hadn’t occurred to me that my mother was wrong; I wasn’t just a late starter. I might never grow.

That morning, I’d woken up smiling, so sure that soon I’d be like all the other boys. In my mind, I’d tried on their long legs and strong, wiry arms, and pictured myself doing the things they did, and seeing my father look at me proudly, like he used to do. I wanted it so badly, and I was so close to having it. Could it really be true that it wasn’t going to happen? Not tomorrow, not ever?

It couldn’t be true. I wouldn’t believe it. But as I lay there in the dark, listening to my father’s rasping snores and Annie snuffling like a piglet, I kept remembering the way the little woman looked at me. She’d seen that I was like her. The boy and the man had seen it too. That was why the man wanted me. To put me in a cage, and make people pay to see me, because I was something strange.






Chapter Two

Our house was different when my father was in it. It was only one room, with a table and two chairs, and our pallets stacked in the corner, yet during the day I hardly noticed how small it was. But when he walked through the door carrying his apron, all bloody from a day spent cutting up meat, the house shrank. He was a big man, but it wasn’t just his body that took up a lot of room, it was his whole self.

The day after the fair he came home earlier than usual. Sam had gone for milk from the dairy and Mother was sewing, telling me a story about when she was a girl. I’d been lost in my thoughts all day; she kept asking what was the matter, but I said there was nothing. I didn’t want to tell her and see in her face that she’d known all along what I was. But of course she had. That was why she didn’t want me to speak to anyone at the fair.

She got up to start making dinner.

‘Wait a bit,’ he said, pulling a coin from the pouch at his waist. ‘Here, Nat, go to the baker’s and get four seed cakes. Don’t let them give you stale ones.’

Mother turned and looked at him.

‘I’ve some good news,’ he said.

I didn’t ask what the news was. It would only be about the dogs: someone had agreed to sell him a good fighter, or someone else’s best fighter had been killed.

The bakery wasn’t busy, but the baker was deep in conversation with the blacksmith’s wife, so I waited my turn. The blacksmith’s wife had her youngest child with her; she was about Annie’s age and, like my sister, just getting used to her legs. Seeing a possible playmate, she fixed me with a determined expression and stomped unsteadily towards me, but at the last, she wobbled. I stepped forward to stop her falling, but at that moment, her mother turned and, seeing me, snatched her away. I wasn’t surprised; people often seemed afraid of me touching them. But I wondered, that day, did they all know what my mother knew? That I wasn’t a late starter at all, but someone like the faerie, who would never, ever grow?

As I left the bakery, Jack Edgecombe was lurking at the end of the street with two other boys. If he had an audience, he never missed a chance to repeat his stupid story about me riding Ma Tyrell’s dog, or pretend I was so small he couldn’t see me. Usually I answered him back – he wasn’t what you’d call quick-witted, Jack, so most times I’d leave him floundering for an answer and make his friends smirk at him instead of me. But that day I took the long way home.

I went to push open our front door, then stopped; inside, my mother was shouting at my father.

‘You can’t do this,’ she said. ‘I won’t let you.’

She never argued with him. Never. There was no point; once he’d made up his mind he never gave in. But she was cleverer than he was. When she wanted to change his mind about something, she had a way of seeming to agree with him but then mentioning the thing again later, in a way that made it sound like what she wanted was his idea and he’d been clever for suggesting it. Sometimes she had to have a few goes, but she’d usually get her way and he’d end up pleased with himself. ‘You catch more flies with honey than vinegar,’ I heard her say once to a neighbour who was having trouble with her own husband, ‘and you don’t have to wear the ribbon to be the winner.’ It made me feel safe, knowing she was really in charge, not him.

But now she was arguing with him. A little cold worm of fear squirmed in my stomach, because that meant whatever was happening was something she didn’t know how to talk him out of. I pushed the door a little and put my ear against the opening.

‘I’ve decided,’ he said, slamming his hand on the table. ‘And that’s that.’

‘You can’t do this, John. You can’t.’

‘You must see it makes sense. He can’t earn his keep here, you know that.’

They were talking about me. She said something about how I hardly cost anything to keep, but I only half heard. In my mind I saw my father walking into the forest with Jasper and coming back without him, and I understood. The fair man had found me. I never discovered how, but it can’t have been hard. Everyone in Oakham knew whose child I was.

‘I won’t let him be put on show like a freak,’ said my mother, and now there was a horrible pleading sound in her voice.

‘Lucy, he is a bloody freak.’

My hand dropped from the door.

‘Think about Sam and Annie,’ he said. ‘When they want to marry. Who’ll have them if people think they could have a child like Nat? Whatever cursed him, they’ll think it cursed the whole family.’

I’d heard people say we were cursed before – once Jack Edgecombe even said a witch had stolen my mother’s real baby and left me in its place – but my mother always told me they were talking nonsense. I waited for her to say it then, but she didn’t.

‘It’s for the best,’ he said. ‘And Swires’ ten shillings will pay our rent for the year.’

‘The rent wouldn’t be a worry if you didn’t owe so much at the Red Lion.’

Swires must be the fair man, but why would he pay our rent? Then she said it. Quite quietly, but I heard every word.

‘How can you think of selling him? He’s your son.’

‘So you say.’

‘Not that again. I’ve told you over and over—’

‘That’s enough.’ He slammed his hand on the table again. ‘I won’t hear a word more. He’ll go with Swires.’

She wouldn’t let him do that. Not send me away, to be in a cage.

Tell him. Tell him he can’t do that.

After perhaps a minute, she spoke.

‘All right. But not now. When the fair comes again in September. Give me a chance to prepare him.’

My father sighed heavily.

‘I daresay Swires’ll wait. He seems keen enough to have him. But don’t think you can change my mind. In September, he goes.’






Chapter Three

In the weeks that followed, neither my father nor my mother told me what had been decided. I told myself I’d heard wrong. I told myself I’d dreamed it all. But I knew I hadn’t, because sometimes, I’d look up and catch her brushing away tears. And he, when he looked at me at all, couldn’t meet my eye.

I couldn’t stop thinking about the faerie, all alone in her cage. Had her father sent her to the fair too? Had she been there since she was a girl? Surely my mother wouldn’t let that happen to me. But perhaps the faerie had thought that too, and now there she was, and that was her life.

No. That couldn’t be right. My mother would not do that. That day, when I’d waited for her to say he couldn’t send me away, and she hadn’t, that was just because she knew if she argued, he’d dig his heels in. Now she’d be thinking up a way to change his mind, without him even noticing she’d done it. You catch more flies with honey than with vinegar.

But I kept remembering how he sounded when he said I was a freak. He wanted to be rid of me; what if there was nothing she could say to change that? What if the only way to change that was to grow?



‘Are you sure this is going to work?’

Sam looked from me to the tree where he was looping a rope around two low branches.

‘Yes. Come on, lift me up.’

He sighed.

‘Don’t blame me if you end up all long and thin like a worm.’

He hooked the rope under my arms, taking my weight in his. As he eased his hands away, I dropped, gasping as the ropes pulled tight around my chest and under my arms; it was hard to breathe.

‘Are you sure—’

‘I’m all right. Tie the rocks on.’

We’d collected them the day before: six heavy ones. Sam attached one sack to my ankle. As he let go of it, pain jolted through my leg and into my back. He winced as he let go of the second sack and I cried out. The weight pulled the rope even tighter, biting into my skin.

‘I’ll get you down—’

‘No, I’m all right. Talk to me, so I don’t think about it.’

‘What shall I say?’

‘I don’t know… tell me a story. A silly one – that one about the pigs, that Mother used to tell us.’

Sam was hopeless with stories. He could never remember what order things happened in, so he had to keep going back and saying, ‘No, wait a minute, the second house was made of wood… or was it straw?’

The pain came in hot stabs.

Remember the faerie. Remember the cage.

‘Then the pig, no, the wolf… Nat, you look funny. I think you should get down. You’ve probably grown loads already.’ He glanced at the mark we’d made on the tree, to check against afterwards, and back at me. ‘Well, a bit, anyway.’

‘No, carry on with the story.’

‘All right. Well, the third pig…’

His voice came from far away. There was a roaring in my ears and when I looked down he was at the end of a grey tunnel and its walls were closing in.



‘You shouldn’t have got me down.’

Dust billowed up from the straw as I stamped around. Why did he have to do that? I could have held on for longer.

‘I thought you were dead.’

‘You idiot, of course I wasn’t dead.’

‘Well, you looked dead. Your eyes were closed and you were all white. Anyway, you probably would have been dead, if I hadn’t got you down.’

I stood beside the mark on the tree. Sam’s face told me the result.

‘Not even an inch?’

He shook his head, avoiding my eye.

‘Half an inch?’

‘I don’t know… it could be.’

As I’ve said before, lying was not Sam’s strong point.

‘It’s all right for you,’ he said. ‘It’s not you who’d have got the whacking if you’d died.’

‘I wasn’t going to die. Next time, just leave me—’

‘Are you joking? I’m not putting you up there again. Why can’t you just wait to grow, like Mother says?’

I hadn’t told Sam when I worked out what I was. He was my little brother. He was the only person in the world who made me feel tall. How could I have him feeling sorry for me?

‘All right,’ I said. ‘You help me try again with the stretching, and I’ll give you my bread, every day for a week.’

‘No. It was horrible seeing you go all white like that. I’m not doing it again.’

If he was prepared to turn down extra food, nothing was going to change his mind. I would have to think of something else.



As it turned out, my mother had an idea of her own. After dinner the next day, she waited until no one was around, then handed me a piece of bread.

‘Let’s see if we can feed you up a bit. Get you growing.’

The next afternoon she sneaked me an early bowl of the broth she was cooking for dinner, and from then on she found a way to give me a bit of extra food every day. As children do, I accepted my good luck without asking where it came from. It was only when I was older and looked back that I understood: all that summer she’d gone hungry, to try to make me grow so she didn’t have to let my father sell me to the fair man. But it made no difference. The summer slid towards its end, and still I got no taller.






Chapter Four

A lot of things can change the course of your life. For me, it was a shilling. I always imagine it to be a bright, shiny one, but I never saw it. All the same, I have that shilling to thank for everything that happened: good and bad.

As September approached and my mother still said nothing about the fair man, I told myself she must have found a way to change my father’s mind. Then one night I woke, needing to go outside; we didn’t have a pot indoors in the summer. As I surfaced from sleep, I realised my mother was crying softly in the dark. Beside her, my father sighed.

‘Lucy, the boy has to go,’ he said quietly. ‘And like I said, if you don’t tell him tomorrow, I will.’

He turned over, the straw pallet crunching beneath his weight, and began to snore. But she was still awake and every now and then she made a smothered sound, between a hiccup and a sigh, like Annie did after she’d been bawling for ages and finally stopped. As though there were a few last cries left inside that had to squeeze themselves out.

I don’t know what frightened me more: my father’s words or those stifled sobs from my mother. I sat up and yawned so she’d think I’d just woken, and went outside. After I’d done my business behind the house, I clambered up the woodpile by the door and perched on top. My hands pleated and unpleated the linen of my nightshift as my father’s words echoed in my head.

The boy has to go.

He was going to sell me to the fair man; she couldn’t stop him. I felt light, and insubstantial, as though my bones had melted away and I was filled with air. It couldn’t be true, it just couldn’t be. They couldn’t send me away, all on my own, to live with strangers, and get poked with sticks, and never come home again. I didn’t want to be a baby, but my eyes filled up with tears, and I sat there as they dripped onto my shift.

The door opened.

‘Nat?’ whispered my mother. ‘What are you doing out here?’

I couldn’t say what I’d heard. She’d have to tell me then, and that would make it real. I hurriedly wiped my eyes with my hand.

‘I woke up,’ I said. ‘I wanted to see the moon.’

She sat beside me and looked up.

‘It’s a big one tonight. Nearly full.’

She put her arm round me and I leaned into her warm, soft shoulder. She hugged me tight, and then said, ‘Nat…’

I looked up. Don’t say it. Please don’t say it. But she just shook her head.

‘Nothing. It doesn’t matter.’

We sat there looking at the moon for a long time. Seeing me tuck my feet under my nightshift when they got cold, she held her hands out for them.

‘I want you to remember something, Nat,’ she said, as she rubbed my feet warm again. ‘You’re small on the outside. But inside you’re as big as everyone else. You show people that and you won’t go far wrong in life.’

Her voice wobbled when she said the last part, and then she patted my feet and said we should go indoors and try to get back to sleep. But I didn’t sleep again that night. I don’t believe she did either.

Lying there in the dark, I thought and thought about how to stop them letting the fair man take me, but it wasn’t until the birds started singing and streaks of light came slanting in under the door that I got the idea. I wasn’t going to grow, that was clear now. I’d managed to persuade Sam to try the harness thing once more, but it hadn’t worked, even though this time I’d made myself stay up there longer by taking short little breaths and counting to ten, over and over again. All I got for that was a sore back and angry red weals on my ankles. But what if I could show them that, even if I didn’t grow, I could still be useful? That being small didn’t matter as much as they thought? Surely then they wouldn’t send me away?



The harvest was good that year. The wheat stood well over three feet tall and the field stretched out like a big puddle of gold, the ears waving gently in the breeze. I’d had to scramble up a tree to see the cutters on the other side, swinging their sickles wide to get a purchase on each bunch of wheat, then sawing backwards and forwards to cut it down. The women and children followed behind, gathering the stalks into sheaves and propping them together in threes to dry in the sunshine. I’d heard all about it from Sam so I knew what to do, though I hadn’t expected the sheaves to be so tall.

Sam was in the far corner, working on his own, under instructions to stay there so I could sneak across, hidden in the crop, and start helping him before anyone noticed and sent me home. Once the cutters and pickers saw I could do as well as anyone else, my father would realise I was useful after all.

I made a good start, but once I was in from the edge, the wheat grew so thickly I had to push the wiry stalks apart to move through it, and so tall that the way ahead was hidden. Eventually, voices told me I was near the border of the uncut wheat: men joking about something, women chattering, children singing a song about frogs in a meadow. I was still aiming for Sam’s corner, but weren’t the men’s voices closer than they ought to be? As I tried to get my bearings, a scythe came swathing through the stalks. I shouted but it was too late; the man’s arm carried on swinging towards me.



There have been a number of times in my life when I thought my last moment had come: that was the first. So when I opened my eyes to see the face of a girl with golden hair, naturally I thought I’d gone to heaven and she was an angel.

‘He’s awake,’ said the angel, in a surprisingly ordinary voice.

A ring of people with worried faces leaned over me: Sam, some of the cutters and a lady who looked like the angel, but older. Instead of slicing my head clean off, the man had only hit me with the sickle’s handle and knocked me out. Later I’d have a bump the size of a walnut, but I wasn’t dead.

‘You’d better take him home,’ said the girl with the golden hair. ‘He still looks pale.’

‘Yes, miss,’ said Sam, and swung me across his shoulder.

‘I can walk,’ I protested, but he ignored me.

When we reached the road there was a carriage standing there, with two white horses tossing their heads and scattering clouds of harvest flies. We’d seen it before; it came from Burley, the big house on the hill. The richest man in Rutland, the Duke of Buckingham, lived there, so the angel girl must be his daughter and the lady his wife.

‘She heard you scream,’ said Sam. ‘That’s why they stopped.’

‘I did not scream. I shouted.’

He was making me sound like a girl.

‘What were you doing there anyway? You were nowhere near my corner.’

‘I couldn’t see, could I?’

He sighed.

‘Mother’s going to kill me for this. And I bet I don’t get any dinner.’



At first we couldn’t work out why she didn’t get angry. She just smeared goose grease on my swelling forehead, pulled out our pallet and made me lie down. When my father came in she told him the story, her words tumbling out in a rush, and made it sound as though it had all been the man with the sickle’s fault. Sam’s eyes widened but I saw what she was doing. My father had said she had to tell me about the fair man that day but with all the fuss he didn’t remember, and another day went by. She was still hoping and hoping that at the last minute she’d find a way to talk him out of it.



She was making stew when he came home the next day. He walked in, looking unusually cheerful, and said, ‘So, is Nat ready for his big adventure?’

My insides turned to water.

‘John, I haven’t—’

‘The boy gave you the message? That he’s to go tomorrow morning?’

The cooking pot crashed to the floor and hot stew splashed up, bits of carrot and swede and gobbets of gravy spattering the wall. Annie started bawling. Sam said, ‘Where’s he going?’ and at the same time my mother said, ‘You can’t—’

My father put up his hand.

‘No, Lucy. No arguments this time.’ He threw his bloodied apron down on the table. ‘I’m going to feed the dogs.’

My mother knelt in front of me and took my hands. She was crying now and I couldn’t watch her try to explain.

‘It’s all right,’ I said. ‘I know where I’m going. I heard him say it.’

‘Where are you going?’ said Sam. He looked at my mother. ‘Where’s he going?’

‘I tried to change his mind,’ she said. Her words were mixed up with sobs and she was breathing as though she couldn’t get enough air. ‘I didn’t think he’d really do it. Perhaps he still won’t, perhaps when you get there, he’ll see—’

I shook my head.

‘I heard him. I’m a freak. And people think we’re cursed, because of me.’

‘What?’ said Sam. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘You’re not a freak,’ my mother said, stroking my cheek. ‘Do you hear me? You are not a freak.’ Her face was wet all over with tears and they still kept spilling out of her eyes. ‘I’ll get you back, I will. I’ll think of something, I promise. And—’

My father walked in, wiping his hands on a cloth.

‘Make sure you have his things ready tonight. Don’t want to keep them waiting at the big house.’

All three of us turned to stare at him.

‘What?’ said my mother.

‘The message I sent – with the boy from the Red Lion.’

‘I didn’t get any message,’ she said.

‘Little sod, I gave him a farthing for that. Well, it’s good news. The duke wants to take him to London. It’s a big chance for the boy, so stop that bloody weeping.’

The girl with the golden hair had told her father about me, my father explained, and now he wanted me to go and live in their house in London.

‘But what’s he to do there?’ asked my mother.

‘Be a sort of page, the duke said. Wearing fancy clothes and you know, attending on them. And he’ll sleep in a proper bed and get three good meals a day.’

‘But he’s so young,’ said my mother. ‘London’s a long way away, and—’

‘There’s no pleasing you, woman, is there? I find this fine opportunity for the boy and you’re still complaining. Well, it’s this or Swires.’

I didn’t want to leave my family and live with strangers. But my father meant what he said and, more than anything, I didn’t want to be put in a cage and poked with sticks.

‘I’ll go,’ I said. ‘I’ll go to London.’



Sam came with me when I went to say goodbye to the dogs. They were sleeping off their dinners in the shed and Blackie, Patch and One-Eye just lifted their heads, then went back to dozing. But Growler padded up and licked my hand. I stroked his big, hard head and pressed the feel of it into my memory. I was trying to do that with everything – the smell of my mother’s stew, the way our front door creaked, the funny face Annie made when she was eating something she liked – so I could keep home in my head and take it with me.

‘I don’t understand,’ Sam said. ‘Why have you got to go?’

‘Because I’m small.’

‘But you’ve always been small. That’s just how you are.’

‘And I’m no use.’

He shrugged.

‘You were useless in the wheatfield. But it’ll be different when you grow.’

I couldn’t tell him, even then.

‘Well anyway,’ I said. ‘You heard what Father said. It’s a big chance. And once I’ve been there a while maybe there’d be something there for you as well. I could keep a lookout.’

His face brightened.

‘In the kitchens, maybe?’

‘Maybe.’

‘You promise?’ he said. ‘You won’t just forget about me, when you get there?’

‘Don’t be stupid, of course I won’t.’

I meant it, then.



Next morning, they stood outside the house, Sam waving, my mother sobbing. They were still there when we turned the corner and took the road towards the big house, where I was to get on a coach to London. My father lifted me onto his shoulders, just the way he used to, saying we’d never get there otherwise, and as we walked he told me about my new life.

‘It’s a different world down there,’ he said. ‘There’ll be things the likes of us have never seen. Some reckon the duke’s the most powerful man in England – I shouldn’t even be surprised if the king and queen dine at his house. Just think – my son breathing the same air as the King of England.’

I wanted to ask if I’d be allowed to come home one day. After a year, maybe? Or two? Or if I’d have to stay there for always. But I didn’t want my father to think I wasn’t grateful he hadn’t sold me to the fair. Sometimes over the past few months, I’d wondered: did he wish I’d never been born? But now here he was, willing to miss out on the ten shillings that would have paid a year’s rent. Then I was glad I hadn’t said anything, because my father said:

‘You’ve done well for yourself, Nat, that’s for sure.’

I sat up straighter on his shoulders then, because that was the first time in a long while that my father had sounded proud of me.



Everyone called it the big house; I thought that just meant it was bigger than our house, maybe even as big as the church. But it was as big as all the houses in Oakham put together. We went round to the back, where my father reached up to lift me from his shoulders. I wanted to cling on and never let go, but I remembered how he’d sounded when he said I’d done well for myself, and let him put me down. He knocked on a big wooden door and a woman came.

‘My son Nat,’ said my father, ‘as arranged.’

He patted me on the head, quite fondly, before he walked away.

But you’re wondering, I expect, about the shilling. The one that changed the course of my life. I didn’t see it, but I heard it, chinking into my father’s hand.

‘Six, seven, eight, nine, ten…’ said the woman at the door, counting out coins. ‘There we are… eleven shillings.’






Chapter Five

As he walked down the hill, my father must have reckoned he’d done well. Not only had he got rid of a son who was no use, but he’d got an extra shilling for him. Later, it gave me some satisfaction to realise he’d been cheated; if he’d known where I was really going, he could have asked more. But at the time what I thought was how stupid I’d been, to believe he’d given up the fair man’s ten shillings because the duke’s offer was a good opportunity for me. He’d just got a better price, and if he’d sounded proud, it was only of the fact that I hadn’t turned out to be totally worthless after all.

I had never been all alone among strangers before, and my belly tied itself into a knot as I looked around. People were coming and going, carrying bundles and boxes; I jumped back as a boy staggered past carrying a pile of clothes so high he couldn’t see over it. Something slithered down from the heap and fell on me, and there was so much shiny, slippery fabric that I couldn’t get out from under it.

‘When will you learn to be careful?’ the woman who’d answered the door said to the boy. ‘You know there’ll be hell to pay if that gown’s dirtied.’

She lifted the dress off and peered at me.

‘Goodness, you are a tiny one. Good job you are though, since we’ve only two hours to get your clothes ready. Now, let’s give his lordship a look at you. He said to bring you straight away.’

The angel girl and her mother were sitting by an enormous fireplace – you could have cooked a whole pig in it – and the man standing beside them wore the finest clothes I’d ever seen, so I knew he must be the duke. There was more lace on his doublet than the rector’s wife had on her best frock, and she was reckoned to have the fanciest taste in Oakham. He was tall too, with long black hair and a small pointy beard, and there was something about the way he stood that made him look very pleased with himself.

‘Ah, here we are!’ he said. He turned to the duchess. ‘You were right. Perfect.’

He bent and put his face close to mine. His skin smelt of something sweet, like flowers. I held my legs stiff so they wouldn’t tremble as he touched my hair, pulling out a curl between two of his fingers.

‘Very pretty,’ he said, and looked up at the woman who’d brought me in. ‘Blue for the clothes. And gold thread in the lace – that will look well with the hair.’

‘Very good, my lord.’

‘And get him clean, Marjorie. We don’t want to tickle the queen’s delicate little nose with the stink of the dog shed, do we?’



I plucked up my courage to speak as I followed Marjorie down a passageway.

‘Pardon me, but what did he mean? About the queen?’

‘Didn’t you know? You’re going to live with the new queen, when you get to London.’

I stopped and looked up at her.

‘Why?’

She bent down and ruffled my hair in quite an annoying way.

‘Because you’re such a pretty little thing, and the duke wants a present for her, that’s why. Now, let’s get on, there’s no time to hang about.’

She must be simple. You couldn’t give a person as a present. And anyway, my father had said I was going to live at the duke’s house in London. She must have misunderstood.



The seamstresses, a thin woman with very blue eyes, and a sulky-looking girl, sat surrounded by shelves of fabric in every colour I’d ever seen, and some I hadn’t: rich gold that shimmered as though it was moving; a deep green like fresh oak leaves; the bright red of holly berries; palest pink, like the inside of a snail’s shell.

‘Blue, he says. And gold in the lace,’ said Marjorie.

The thin woman pulled a box down, and rooted about inside it.

‘Gold, gold…’ She plucked out a roll of lace. ‘This’ll do perfectly.’

‘And something plain for travelling,’ said Marjorie.

The girl rolled her eyes.

‘In two hours?’

‘Stop complaining, Lizzie,’ said the woman. ‘Sooner we get on with it, sooner it’s done.’

She stood me on a table and measured me, calling out numbers that the girl wrote down, her tongue between her lips. Then the woman pulled out a roll of fabric that was the colour the sky goes on a clear night, just when the stars are coming out. She held it against me, and nodded.

‘Lucky we don’t need a lot, I’ve only a yard and a half left.’ She picked up a pair of scissors. ‘You can take him now. Best get him washed before we try anything on.’



‘But my mother washed my face before I left home,’ I protested, gripping my breeches with one hand and my shirt with the other. ‘And I don’t stink of the dog shed, I hardly ever go in there.’

‘His lordship wants you washed,’ said Marjorie. ‘So either you take that shirt and breeches off, or I do. What’s it to be?’
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