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Chapter One



May 1945

They’d been at it for days, scrubbing, sweeping, beating carpets, washing curtains, cooking, wiping her fingermarks off the furniture.

‘Look at the child! The state of her!’

‘She ain’t been in the front room with them ’ands?’

‘Hold still, for God’s sake. And all round your mouth! Where’ve you been to get so sticky?’

When they found out she’d been playing in the cellar, they smacked her legs soapy red.

‘Little Jack ’Orner, nothing!’ Grandma had roared. ‘Stay out of there, Dorrie, or it’ll be you in a pie next, with rhubarb and ginger …’

But the dank spidery cellar was like a magical gloryhole to the little girl. She hadn’t meant to open the meatsafe to sniff the cold cuts and savouries, nor to climb up the chopping block to the old wash-stand where cakes and trifles and jellies lay in wait beneath checkered tablecloths, to suck in her fingers.

When she told them she hadn’t liked the nasty lemonade and had spitted it back, they’d puzzled: ‘Lemonade?’ and then ‘Oh my Gawd! The beer!’ and rushed her down the back steps.

‘Which one, Dorrie? Which was the jug you spat in?’

It was important, she could tell. But they all looked the same, brown and forbidding, with beaded doilies on top to keep out the flies.

‘Dorrie?’

Misery dragged at her lip, squeezed hot tears from her eyes. Still she couldn’t see it. All the jugs had their hands to their throats, playing nervously with their beads. They had no minds to probe, not like people.

‘Come on, tell Grandma.’

So she told them one and they tipped it away. But it might not have been. Then they mopped up the puddles, shooed her out and locked the cellar door.

‘Oh, Dorrie, Dorrie, Dorrie … what’s your dad gonna say?’

Whoever that was.

Now they waited, poised in idleness, and the quiet made everything loud: the clock wheezing to strike the jingle-jangle half-hour, the ceiling creaking as Grandma moved between the clean new beds that weren’t for naughty girls to go jumping on with their muddy feet, the women’s fingers tapping fidgets on the shiny green arms of the fireside chairs. She could even hear Mummy’s thoughts, gnawing and nibbling like hungry mice: about Dorrie, with her tangle of fair curls, and a tall, dark-haired sailor man.

Dorrie was writing. F-F-F. For Flo, Mummy said, though there were too many prongs. Teeth on lips, small explosions: F-F-F, up and down the book. Across the top: F-F-F. But not for Flo. Careful not to crayon over the pictures or the words of the story. About a girl no bigger than your thumb, who slept in a walnut-shell and was scared by frogs. Silly thing. Frogs can’t hurt you, Mummy said. Dorrie thought that she would like to be a tiny, tiny child asleep in a walnut-shell. She wouldn’t be frightened of anything in a walnut-shell, not people shimmering angry red or bad dreams or anything.

F-F-F-F. Grandma had said it was a marvel how she was coming on, but she mustn’t write on the mantelpiece. If she did it again she’d get what-for. She was to sit at the table, and write on paper properly. The stiff old fingers had smoothed out paper-bags and envelopes but Dorrie had soon filled them up. Inside and out. She swung her legs against the chair, her heels making a regular tap, tap, tap, her hair-ribbon bouncing, red, white and blue.

Suddenly decisive, her mother took her hat from the sideboard and pinned it to her head, ducking to see the effect in the mirror.

‘Nora!’ she shouted at the ceiling. ‘I’m going over now! It’s a bit early but I don’t want them arriving and no one there.’

‘Right you are, Flo, I’m nearly ready.’ The voice was muffled. ‘How’s the time?’

‘Half-past. You coming?’

‘No, no,’ Nora said quickly, adding, ‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ as a reason for staying, but Dorrie’s head came up as she sensed fear in her grandmother’s voice.

A question in her eyes, Mummy turned to Auntie Lucy, who nodded, unfolded herself from the deep chair, yawned and stretched her arms almost to the ceiling. ‘Yeah, it’d send you barmy, sitting here.’

They were all nervous. So who was coming? Who?

Mummy licked her hanky and scrubbed Dorrie’s mouth, tugged a comb through her thorny hair, despite Dorrie’s twisting and protesting, straightened the bow, and said, ‘Best I can do with that,’ as always, and, ‘Off we go, then! Off to meet your dad!’ in a bright, brave voice.

‘Why?’ tangled in her breath. Dad? Was that the big, suffocating presence in Mummy’s head?

‘“Why?”’ Mummy mimicked, laughing. ‘Silly girl. Because all the men are coming home from the war and we’re glad, aren’t we?’

Men? In her mind she saw lowering shapes, brown and navy blue, in a fuzz of stale yellows, mouldy greens. It would be horrible. Her face puckered. She didn’t want …

‘No!’ she wailed, slipping off the chair and crawling under the table. ‘No-o-o!’

‘Dorrie! Oh, for goodness sake!’ Her mother bent down. ‘Come on, silly. The bus’ll be here in a minute.’

‘No-o-o! Don’t want no Dad. Want to stop with Grandma.’

‘Dorrie, come out this minute!’ She reached in and Dorrie pumped her legs.

‘No-o-o! Go ’way!’ she howled.

‘Ouch! Stop it, Dorrie.’

Now there were two faces, shadowed by the rim of the table, whites of eyes flashing, knees glaring, hands clutching, and red sizzles of pain where Dorrie’s black patent heel had landed.

‘She’s frightened, Flo.’

‘I’ll give her frightened,’ Mummy snapped, rubbing her arm. ‘What’s she got to be frightened of, anyway? He’s her dad, isn’t he?’ She leaned in again, her face cross and concerned. ‘Dorrie, pack it in. He’s lovely, your dad.’

But she didn’t sound convinced and Dorrie bellowed louder.

‘Oh come on, Dor, he’ll be wondering where we are. He’s been looking forward to seeing his little girl. And all the uncles, they’ll think you’re a daft ha’porth, hiding under the table.’

She shrank further into her skin.

‘She doesn’t know what to expect.’

‘She can expect a thick ear if she carries on like this.’

‘D’you know, Flo,’ said Auntie Lucy, in a different voice, ‘it wouldn’t surprise me a bit if one of them didn’t have a present for a good little girl – a silver sixpence maybe, or a sweetie. But, of course, if Dorrie wants to stop under the table …’ Her mouth turned down and the shake of her head was one of regret.

Dorrie sensed a trap. Even so, a present sounded quite interesting. Auntie went on talking, but it wasn’t what she said that persuaded her – about jelly and cake and things she thought a little girl would like – so much as the excitement lighting the green eyes. If Auntie Lucy was looking forward to the visitors it must be all right. She scrambled out on a flood of penitence.

‘That’s a good girl,’ said Mummy. ‘Come on, no more tears. Tch! look at you. Here, blow.’ She pinched Dorrie’s nose in a hanky. ‘Now come on, we’ll be late. No, Dorrie, don’t be difficult! Just two crayons then, no more. Two, I said! Oh, go on then … four. I don’t have time to argue.’

With a pitiful, snotty shudder of breath, Dorrie took a handful, just in case there was something to write on.

Grandma called to them out of the window as the front gate squealed. ‘What was that hullabaloo?’

‘Just Dorrie playing up. She’s all right now.’

The lane was scrunchy under their feet and cooler than the rest of the afternoon, with the huge tree on the green shading them from the sun.

She stopped, feeling Grandma’s watchful gaze, but realised, when she turned, that the old woman’s eyes were following the green bus down the hill from the main road, past woods and fields and farm buildings. She was pinning a brooch to her bodice and the pin wouldn’t fasten. ‘Come on!’ she urged and, surprisingly, sobbed. ‘Come on!’ But she wasn’t talking to the brooch.

‘Come on, Dorrie! What have you lost? Your crayon? Leave it, love, it’s only a little broken bit. We’ll get you some new ones. Look, there it is. There, by your foot.’

‘Just there, sweetheart,’ said Lucy pointing. ‘Look. Can’t you see it?’

‘Dorrie?’ Mummy’s voice was sharp. ‘I don’t think it’s anything, that squint. The doctor says she’ll grow out of it, when she gets her glasses. She’s just not with us. In a world of your own, aren’t you, Dor? Look, here you are, Mummy’s got it. Now come on, do!’

The bus was coming. You heard it before you saw it, that noise like blowing lemonade with a straw. Over the bridge, up the lane, past the big house where the robber lived, the man Grandma paid her rent to. He wasn’t really a robber, Mummy said. That was just Grandma’s little joke.

Mummy and Lucy were bobbing about in the bus queue, waggling their heads and uttering little cries like birds, and everyone was smiling and waving as the bus growled to a stop outside Fitzell’s, which was hung with flags, all criss-crossed red, white and blue, big ones, like the one fluttering from Grandma’s bedroom window and little ones, like they had hanging on strings across the front of the pub. Dorrie was going to have a flag to wave. Tomorrow. Grandma had promised.

Behind her the shop door went ‘ping’ as Mrs Fitzell came out onto the step, puffing a cigarette. She wanted to look at her friend, Nora’s, ‘comp’ny’. The bus stood patiently, shudders rattling its metal sides. Dorrie patted comfort into the warm mudguard.

Flo pulled her away, ‘Ugh, dirty!’ and wiped her hand.

Dark shapes inside, tugging bags and cases from the luggage racks, shuffling slowly down the aisle, becoming grinning faces and big waving palms as they passed open windows and then back into the blur again.

Dorrie’s heart beat faster. Flo, on tiptoe, held her hand so tight it hurt. Then the sky darkened. Dorrie, among the legs, clung to her mother’s skirt until she was hoisted into the light, into a bank of eyes and mouths all wanting to gobble her up.

Cigarette breath and peppermints. Pink powdery ladies, dark-chinned men. Lots of laughing, loud voices. Too loud, too fast for her to catch the thoughts behind them, as the bus went away without her.

‘Who’s this, then? This big girl can’t be our little Dorothy, can it? Well, I never.’

‘’Course, she must be … how old? Three? Gaw Bli, don’t time fly?’

‘Ain’t you gonna say hello to your Auntie Joan?’

‘She been crying, has she?’

‘Where’d she get that hair from, Flo? You sure the birds’d done with it?’

‘Oh don’t! I’ve tried everything. I’ll have to let it grow and put it in plaits.’

‘Poor little love. Oh, don’t suck your thumb, treasure. You don’t want your teeth sticking out and all.’

‘She’ll be all right. Little smasher, ain’t yer, duck?’

‘Wish I had eyelashes like that. Who’s she take after then?’

‘Not Arthur, for a fact, eh, Flo? More like the milkman, if you ask me!’

‘Oh Mick, don’t be ’orrible. Like your mum, ain’t you, darling?’

‘Got a kiss for Auntie, then? Oh, love ’er, she’s shy.’

‘Proper little ’eart-breaker, she’s gonna be.’

What they said and what they thought didn’t always match. As her head spun from one face to another she caught a sour whiff of envy.

‘That Flo … all got up like a dog’s dinner and only a blooming hairdresser when all’s said and done.’

And a disdainful, ‘That’s never the colour she was born with. Talk about bottle blonde.’

Critical barbs were tangling in her own hair, bouncing off her bony elbows and knees, snicking her pale skin, salting her wonky eye.

‘Oh dear, what a face! Ain’t gonna cry, are you, duck? Ah, poor kid, she don’t like all this …’

But as Dorrie took a breath to yell she was thrown into the air so fast, so high, she left her breath behind. Dropped another crayon. Strong arms caught her and squeezed her. Who was he, this man with liquid brown eyes and a sailor suit?

And where was that crayon? She wanted to look for it but down there was a forest of trousers and big black shoes.

The man whisked her higher onto his shoulders, out of their reach. She didn’t like the scratchy material rubbing her bare legs and her arms yearned towards her mother who was smiling up, her eyes very bright. ‘It’s all right, love. Dad’s got you.’

This was Dad?

He said, ‘Let’s go and find your granny,’ and her heart jumped, but he meant Grandma, not the ghost. He was another one, like Mummy, who couldn’t see for looking, Grandma said.

They began to move and, because he held her legs tight, she found she could sit up straight, looking down at the white disc of the sailor’s hat.

Neighbours smiled and waved to see her riding high, holding on tight round his forehead. She was the highest of them all and bouncing to a stride ten times her own. Higher than the front hedges, higher than the neighbours’ kids who swung on the gates, goggling to see her at the head of the procession trooping in at the garden gate.

Grandma was at the door, wet around the eyes because she was so lucky to have them home – her boys – safe and sound. She was thinking of the missing ones: Jack, up in Newcastle, and Siddy, still at war, fighting the Japs with one hand tied behind his back, or so his letters would have her believe. She looked so small as they hugged her, lifting her off the ground, making her squeal. Strange to think that all these big men were her children. Just as Dorrie was Mummy’s child. Mummy’s.

Granny Farthing sat in her corner, knitting, and watching the people come in. Nobody hugged her because she was a ghost. Dorrie ran to tell her about the flags decorating the village. The old woman put her finger to her lips.

Auntie Lucy whispered in her ear. ‘Granny knows, love. Leave her be.’ Took her hand and led her to the table.

‘A little bird told me you like to draw.’ He spoke softly, the man called Dad. He pulled out a chair, piled up some cushions and sat her on top. She watched closely as the big, hairy hands moved cups and plates aside, making room for her surprise – a colouring book and a brand new pack of crayons, two reds, two purples, two of everything. She tried drawing black hairs on the backs of her fingers, but the crayon wouldn’t work on skin. Looking up, she caught him winking at Mummy. Winks meant secrets between grown-ups and were impossible to ignore. Like jelly they sucked her in. Dad was signalling to Mummy that he thought Dorrie was a funny little thing, trying to draw hairs like his. But there was more to it than that. Thoughts were quite complicated. Mummy would have caught the happy part of it, the joy that the war was over; that he was home again with the people he loved. She might not have caught the sorrow – that his black-haired hands had never cradled the baby, caught her as she’d taken her first tottering steps, spooned gravy and mash from his big plate into her tiny mouth, had never comforted her, tickled her, tucked her into bed. And right at the back of the wink was a teensy-weensy something else that he hardly dared acknowledge. Which was regret. That she hadn’t inherited his film-star looks and curly black hair.

As the tea flowed, as the ginger cake disappeared and the jam tarts dwindled, as the cottage loosened its belt to make room for them all, Dorrie kept her mind on colouring – safe blue skies, comforting red roofs, grass that was always, reliably, green – shutting out the roar of their flaring thoughts and the crackle of their words. They’d loom out of the smoky confusion, aunts and uncles and cousins, with names like Charlie and Joe and Barbara and Brian and forgettable faces, demanding that she charm them, like little girls were supposed to. But she just turned her face away until they’d gone.

A man with hot eyes wanted to give her a sweetie. ‘No, thank you,’ she said politely, jumping off her perch, ready to run as she’d been taught, but Mummy gave her a poke. ‘Go on, silly, it’s all right. Uncle Mick’s not a stranger.’

Wasn’t he? The sweet was very big and hard and made the roof of her mouth sore and Mummy had to mop the green dribble off her chin and off her new frock and off her shoes. Auntie Joan seemed to belong to Uncle Mick. She had to take his jacket when he handed it to her, and hang it on the door; she had to find his glasses in the pocket, fetch him beer and cake and matches off the mantelpiece so he could smoke. She smelled of kippers and wet wool and when she said she’d always wanted a little girl to cuddle and tried to lift Dorrie onto her spongy lap, Dorrie ducked and quickly resumed her seat at the table.

Peter was her cousin. He was five, bigger than Dorrie, with black hair done in a gleaming quiff. He sat beside her, reeking of hair-oil and melting her crayons with his dad’s glowing cigarette. She yelled and was immediately sorry when Uncle Mick leapt up and gave the boy such a clip round the ear his quiff fell into his eyes. He’d teach him to behave, he said, his hot eyes all small and piggy. Joan had spoiled him rotten but now his dad was home they’d soon have him knocked into shape.

‘That’s right, innit, son?’ And Peter had to nod agreement.

Dad came and sat between them. He draw a DORRIE bird for her, inside the cover where it was white. A big R was the body and tail, O was its head and the other R was its eye and open beak; D was its wing, I its leg and E a sort of crown on its head. She wanted to laugh but Peter was there, all red and hurting. Dad did a funny man for him with ees for eyes and, when nobody was looking, Peter poked his tongue out at Uncle Mick and crossed his eyes.

After a while Dad said it was too nice to sit indoors all day. He and Flo were going to stretch their legs. Grandma said good idea, why didn’t they all go for a nice walk? She’d put the kettle on for them coming back. The children could stop with her.

When Dad took his hat off the peg, he said, ‘Oh that’s nice, innit? She’s only been and written all over it.’

‘Oh Dorrie! For goodness sake …’

‘It’ll wash off,’ said Grandma. ‘It’s only crayon.’

‘No, it’s very nice. But me name’s Arthur not Frank.’

‘What! Let me see.’ Mummy snatched the hat away, her face pink. ‘No, that’s her Fs. She’s been practising all day.’

Dorrie took a breath to put her right, but thought better of it. The old ghost, over in the corner, had her finger on her lips again.

*

Like the Pied Piper, Lucy led the crowd across the green. She wanted to show them the beans coming up in Hooper’s field, the ones she’d planted. Dorrie followed them in her thoughts, sucking her thumb wistfully. She wouldn’t have minded going up that footpath to the farm. Mrs Hooper made lovely cream from the skin of boiled milk. But Grandma was going to turn the jellies out any minute.

The aunts and uncles began to loiter and lag. Mick and Joan went into the church. He sat down at the organ and played ‘Abide with me’ while she beat time, badly, from the front pew. Mummy and Dad continued past the shop, towards the bluebell woods. Mummy’s head was on his chest; his hand, over her shoulder, reached down inside her dress. Her hand stroked his bottom.

‘Dorrie, what you doing?’

She jumped. She was colouring, that’s what she was doing. That’s all. Lying on her arm at the table, one eye nearly shut, colouring a pig. But she knew where her mind had been. And Granny Farthing knew. Her mouth screwed up like a twist of toffee-paper.

‘Dorrie, you’re a naughty little gel!’

‘What?’ Grandma came bustling in, red in the face, water dripping from her fingers. ‘What’s she done now? Not drawn on me tablecloth? Gawd, Dorrie, can’t I take me eyes off you for a minute?’

‘They gone off to do a bit o’ courting and she’s sending to ’em.’

‘Oh, Dorrie! How many times do I have to tell you? You keep your second sight to yourself. You got a gift there, a precious gift. You use it prop’ly! Spying on your mum and dad – I never heard the like! Well, don’t you go asking me for no jelly, teatime, ’cos you ain’t getting none.’

‘Nora …’

‘I know she’s only a baby, Mum, but she’s gotta learn and there’s only me to tell her. Lucy’s far too soft. If she gets away with it, gets into bad habits … I’ll have to answer for it. I mean, people are entitled to a bit of privacy, when all’s said and done. Bli, comes to something, don’t it, when they can’t go off by themselves without Miss Nosey Parker stringing along? Oh no, I ain’t having it.’

‘Nora,’ Granny jerked her head at the kitchen door. Peter stood there, eyes black with interest, gaping like a codfish.

‘Oh Peter. You finished hulling them strawberries, son? Good boy. I’m just coming. Now Dorrie, like I told you. That’s a pig, that is, and one thing a pig ain’t is thick orange and purple. Use your gift nicely, there’s a good girl, and stay inside the lines!’ Each word was tapped home by a bony finger on her skull. Dorrie was left in no doubt as to what Grandma really meant.

The lamps were lit. Auntie Lucy wound up the gramophone and people began tapping their feet, nodding their heads to the music, singing: ‘If you were the only girl in the the world …’

Grandma held Dorrie’s hands and they stepped to the music. This way, that way – she was dancing! Everyone watched and smiled, jiggling in their seats until they could bear it no longer. They piled up the chairs against the walls and rolled back the worn old carpet.

The record changed. ‘First you put your two knees close up tight …’ Sudden madness. People laughing. Finding room to walk round the table, squeezing past the sideboard, out of the front door into the summer night, crunching gravel, crushing grass, whirling around in sudden showers of petals, the scent of lilac at odds with the smells of beer and sweat, children tearing madly in and out of doors, between legs, their yells drowning the music.

‘Where the blue of the night meets the gold of the day, someone waits for me.’ Dad and Mummy sweeping her up and dancing with her between them, singing the words.

Then Uncle Mick, with a hanky to his eyes, being Al Jolson, down on his knees making Grandma giggle: ‘Ma-aammy …’ and the moths fluttering sadly up to the window and in at the door and sticking to the dangling fly-paper.

The rhythm was seductive. Her head grew muzzy, her eyes heavy. She remembered being carried up to bed, arms and legs being threaded into pyjamas, having a night-time nappy pinned in place, her mother pulling the blanket up to her chin, Dad kissing her forehead.

Overnight the bedroom had filled up. She took herself downstairs, leaving aunts and cousins asleep. The kitchen was empty but the stove was alight and the kettle beginning to snuffle and spit. Grandma wouldn’t be far away. In the front room two uncles were snoring in the armchairs and a third was on the sofa. Dad lay on the floor in a blanket. Dorrie knelt beside him and peeled his eyelid back.

‘Wake up,’ she demanded.

‘Shit!’ said Dad.

‘Dorrie,’ said Grandma from the doorway, trying not to laugh, ‘Dorrie, come ’ere, duck. Leave your dad alone.’

In the kitchen she sorted out Dorrie’s soggy underwear, washed and dressed her in clothes that had been airing on the fireguard round the range, sat her in the big carver until Dad stumbled out, yawning and scratching his chest.

‘Fine thing when a bloke can’t have a lie-in on V-Day. D’you know what she did?’

‘That’s what being a dad’s all about, Arthur.’

He groaned. ‘Any tea in the pot?’

Afterwards, when he’d recovered from his dreams, he took Dorrie on his back to gather mushrooms. Grandma insisted she put on her cardigan and Wellington boots because of the dew.

‘Lovely day for it,’ Dad said. For what? For mushrooming?

He and Mum had found a clearing in the woods, he said, where the mushrooms grew, sprinkled like blobs of whitewash on the grass. And so they were, their skin bloodless and human, their gills so delicate they bruised at a touch, giving off a clammy smell.

Dorrie was worried. If they picked them, the fairies would be homeless.

‘Who’s been telling you stories?’ said Dad, amused.

No one. It was true. It was in the Thumbelina book.

‘Tch!’ Dad tossed his head. Well, mushrooms grew in no time flat. The fairies would soon have nice new homes. Now, how many had they picked? Dorrie tried to count but she lost track after five. Numbers jiggled around in her head like bubbles in a stewpot. They rose to the top and burst before you could be sure they’d been there at all.

‘It’ll come,’ said Dad. ‘Can’t expect to do it all at once. Barely three and reading already – and writing. That’s a good enough start, I’d say.’

They left a mushroom in the ground in case it rained and the fairies had no shelter.

Back at Grandma’s, people were up and porridge was plopping in the pot. The mushrooms were greeted with joy and fried with eggs and bacon and the last of the bottled tomatoes. Grandma asked where they’d found them and Dad told her about the clearing where the fairies lived. And winked. But Mummy didn’t smile back. Instead she told him off with raised eyebrows and her mouth pursed, all prissy and tight.

‘… as a cat’s arse!’ was behind Dad’s sudden scowl. Dorrie sucked her thumb as his thoughts mustered to justify his action. ‘All that fairy nonsense! Stuffing her head with romantic twaddle! I won’t have it. Far better to teach her something useful, like numbers.’

Dorrie frowned. ‘Curiosity killed the cat!’ was what Granny Farthing would say. She didn’t like Dorrie mindreading. ‘Eavesdroppers never hear anything good about themselves!’ Not that she’d meant to pry; she never did. But sometimes, just as her fingers touched things they shouldn’t, and her eyes stared at people for too long, so did her mind. She tried to be good, to be polite, but it was very hard.

It was too early in the day for granny ghosts to be abroad but Auntie Lucy’s eyebrow was an arch of reproof over her fried bread. Dorrie hid her face in her mother’s blouse. The satin slid cool beneath her cheek as she stole another guilty glance at her aunt. The green eyes were stern. Don’t, they said.

While the women washed up the breakfast things and fed the chickens and emptied the slops and put fresh Jeyes in the lavvy out the back and boiled water for the men to shave and the children to wash, while they made the beds and took out their curlers and dodged for room in the upstairs mirror, putting on lipstick and best dresses, the men took the children out for a game of rounders on the green.

They played with Peter’s junior-sized cricket bat and Peter’s ball that he’d had for his birthday in March and had hardly used. Others soon joined in – PC Stone from next door, the Turners from the other side, even grumpy old Horace Batts from a few houses along. The vicar stood to watch for a while and they took pity on him and invited him to join them. Mr Wilson came over from the schoolhouse, bringing Derek, his little boy. In the end there were lots of men ‘showing the kids how it should be done’, and only one bat. You had to hit the ball and throw down the bat before you ran, so the next man in could bat, too.

After a lot of argument about whether you had to run even if you missed the ball, Mrs Wilson was roped in to umpire because, although she was a woman, she was a teacher, too, and she knew the rules.

There were cries of, ‘Oh well hit, sir!’ from the vicar and ‘Tough luck, squire!’ and polite applause. But the Potters and the village men used words that Dorrie had never heard before.

‘Wallop it, then, Arthur. Give it the old one, two.’

‘Gercha, silly bugger, can’t ’ee go no faster’n that?’

‘Wake up, you dozy git! Look out!’

‘Catch it! Catch it! Oh my sainted aunt!’

‘You … twerp!’

‘Butterfingers! You want your ruddy eyes testing, you thick sod.’

‘Go, go, go, ye silly arse. Don’t ’ee stop! R-u-u-u-n!’

Granny Farthing turned up to watch and Dorrie, picking daisies and dandelions, tried to explain to the old woman the aim of the game. They were both thoroughly baffled.

‘Mark my words, it’ll end in tears,’ the ghost predicted. It did.

Peter, like all the other children, had been made a fielder and wasn’t at all happy. He wanted to bat. It was his cricket set, after all. He sulked at the edge of the green, amusing himself by calling Dorrie ‘wet-the-bed’ and stamping on her flowers. When the ball came their way he wasn’t ready for it and the men all shouted at him.

‘To me! Over ’ere! Gawd, what the ’ell you playing at, son?’

‘Do as you’re told, you little perisher. Throw the ball to Uncle Arthur. Now!’

But Peter picked up the ball and put it up his jumper. Uncle Mick went redder than ever, slapped the boy’s legs and took the ball away. Peter had a paddy, running on the spot and screaming that it was his ball and his bat and he wanted to play! And so his dad took him by the ear and marched him indoors for a good talking to. Auntie Lucy came out with a tray of lemonade and glasses and play stopped for a spell.

‘I hear Ma’s doing all right these days,’ said Dad, lying on the grass with his hands under his head. There were dark wet patches on his navy sailor’s shirt.

‘Packs ’em in,’ agreed Uncle Mick, mopping his face. ’Course, that’s what happens when the cat’s away. The mice go effing barmy.’

‘Mick,’ said Auntie Joan weakly. She’d come out to tell everyone that Peter was sorry and they could play with his ball if they wanted. But most of the batting team had gone home for their dinners.

‘No, you’re right,’ said another uncle. ‘That’s the war for you. All these women missing their men, they get bored, don’t they? Do daft things. I mean, you wouldn’t see a man getting mixed up in all that spiritualist mumbo-jumbo, would you? A man’s got more sense.’

‘Wouldn’t let my Joan mess around talking to the dead, would I, duck? It’s unhealthy.’

‘There are blokes at Ma’s meetings,’ said Dad.

‘Oh yeah, your yokels.’ Uncle Mick’s grimace was meant to show what little regard he had for the judgement of country folk.

‘Still, if they keep her in shoe leather …’

‘There’s lots of nice things to eat,’ said Auntie Joan. ‘Blancmange and jelly and cakes. You want some of Grandma’s cake, don’t you? And fizzy lemonade, with bubbles that make your nose tickle.’

They were trying to get her to stop drawing and let them have the table. The sun was out, the war was over, the King had been on the wireless, Peter was happy again and they needed the table for the party. Dorrie hung on with all her might and squealed.

Mummy tried. ‘They said to Grandma, “Nora, would you lend us your table so we can put all the lovely food out for people to eat?” And Grandma said, “Oh yes, I don’t think Dorrie will mind, just this once, but you must promise to bring it back again when the party’s over”.’

Dad told her not to be so silly. He was going to count to three …

‘Each child gets a flag to wave, Dorrie,’ said Lucy, her green eyes twinkling, her eyebrows waggling.

After the Tots’ race, which she’d have won if Peter hadn’t tripped her, after the Punch and Judy, during which she’d wept and wailed when Punch hit Judy with his stick, and she’d had to be carried back indoors, sobbing, then she and Peter had their faces washed and their clothes changed for the fancy dress. Peter was an Indian brave in a hat made of chicken feathers, with lipstick in zigzags on his face, and she was a hula girl with a grass skirt and a necklace of felt flowers. They were attempting to fix more flowers in her hair when she realised Peter was missing.

‘Dorrie, don’t twist, there’s a good girl.’

‘Do hold still, duck.’

‘Good heavens, you’re a right little wriggle-bottom. Just one more flower. Quick, Flo. Whoops! Come back, I’ve not finished!’

But Dorrie slid through their fingers into the front room, where Peter was scrawling black crayon, round and round, as though stirring paint, defacing one page of Thumbelina after another and another. Aware that she was coming for him, growling as only a three-year-old hula girl can, he simply worked faster, flipping pages and scribbling, flipping and scribbling, even as Dorrie snatched the book from him and bit his hand, hard. He howled as the women came running.

You don’t bite people, they said. No. No argument, you don’t – (smack) – bite – (smack) – people! (Smack, smack!) What were you, an animal?

Poor Peter, he was only looking at the book, trying to be good. Spiteful little girl! He’d have a nasty place there, with his colouring. Always marked easy, that sort of skin.

While they were soothing the sobbing victim with witch hazel and sweeties, the monster slunk away. Up the front path, onto the green where the fancy dress contestants were being herded by their parents. Trident-wielding Britannias goading boiler-suited Winston Churchills into retaliatory offences. The Queen of Hearts having to have her ringlets prised from A Little Bear (sic) Behind’s fist and being made to promise never, never to do such a disgusting thing again.

No one noticed a tiny girl with difficult hair and a squint, clutching some crayons to her chest, running away for ever.

The sun leaned in through a crack in the bark and prodded her awake. Tiny motes, lighter than light, danced slowly for her amusement. New leaves uncurled in the heat, catkins grew long and swollen. Time was passing. Her nest was as cosy as a walnut-shell, lined with last year’s leaves that scrunched as she yawned and stretched, and were as fragrant as currant buns. It must be nearly teatime.

She crawled out of the hollow as had other small creatures before her and gasped at the size of everything. The trees had become surly old giants whose sinewy arms held up the sky, and the bushes loomed, dark as ogres. Even the bluebells had a colder gleam as they stretched away into a purple gloom. She plodded through them and their perfume palled as more trees appeared, more flowers, more bushes. More shadows.

A bird twittered sleepily. But there had been something else, hadn’t there? A noiseless noise that a mushroom might make as it grew big enough for a fairy to sit on. Or a frog that was bigger than she was. Fear drained her legs and she sat down in a heap. ‘Mum-my!’ she whimpered. Then ‘Oh,’ when she saw who it was.

‘Nice here, innit? Quiet. But it’ll be getting dark presently. Might be as well to call it a day. Cut along home.’

Dorrie gave it some thought. ‘My knickers is wet,’ she confessed.

‘Best get you home then.’

It was a slow trek back, dawdling behind her ghostly grandmother, being pulled this way and that by distractions, flowers to pick, squirrels to watch, spider webs to touch.

‘Well’ said the old woman, waiting for a ladybird to launch itself from Dorrie’s finger, ‘It’s been a day to remember and no mistake.’ There was no mistaking, either, the irony in the flat, Cockney tones and Dorrie’s scalp prickled with guilt.

The Victory party had been a washout. No one had the heart for any tea after she’d gone missing. They’d all joined in the hunt. And the police. It was when they started talking about dragging the lake that Granny Farthing had decided it was time to fetch her home. It was a wonder, she said, that Dorrie hadn’t heard them calling. They must have passed her hideyhole a dozen times. Running round like blue-arsed flies they was. One good thing – they’d found the book, seen what a dog’s breakfast Peter had made of it. Mick had given the boy a hiding and packed him off to bed. Good job, thought Dorrie nastily.

‘Be nice to put everyone’s mind at rest though, so they can enjoy what’s left of the day. I expect they’ll have a bit of a do out on the green later, dancing and that, and a big bonfire and fireworks. Be a shame if young Peter was to miss it.’

Dorrie tried to slip her hand into the ghost’s for comfort, but there was none to be had.

‘What will they say? Will they be cross?’

She shook her grey head firmly. ‘They’ll be too busy being happy. Over the moon to have you back – droopy wet drawers and all.’ She laughed her wheezy, pear-drop laugh. ‘Tell you what, though, Dor, if I was you I wouldn’t say nothing about me finding you. Not everyone’s partial to ghosts and there ain’t no point upsetting people. Best just say you found your own way home, eh?’

Stories? Her teeth dug doubtfully into her lower lip.

‘Do as Granny tells you, duck, or it’ll be “Who’d’ve thought it”.’ But there was a warmth that took any sting out of the words, like an arm squeezing her fondly. It would be all right, just this once.

She nodded. They had come to the gate.

‘Go on, then, give ’em a shout.’

When she hesitated again, her guardian angel suggested that if she was quick she might find that Nora had saved her a dish of jelly and some sticky cake. And a balloon, maybe. And a flag.
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