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On Friday afternoon, I was walking home from school with my next-door neighbour, Max.

Max is seven but I’m eight-and-a-bit, which – in my opinion – is definitely old enough to walk home without grown-ups.

Except that Dad doesn’t agree. And so he and my baby brother Oscar were walking home with us. Again.

‘Max and I can look after ourselves, Dad,’ I said.

He smiled. ‘I’m sure you can, Alice. But what if something happened to you on the way home and I wasn’t here to help?’

‘Like what?’

‘Like – I don’t know – being trampled by a hippo. Or tickled by a bear.’ (Dad was always saying things like this.)

‘There aren’t any bears here,’ I pointed out. 

‘Or hippos,’ Max added.

‘What if you get nibbled by a hedgehog, then?’

‘Dad.’

‘Besides,’ he added with a shrug, ‘it’s a nice walk for us. Fresh air. Some sunshine. Exercise. Don’t you agree, Oscar?’ 

Oscar said, ‘BA!’

He says ‘ba’ a lot, but nobody is quite sure what it means.

Oscar has just learnt to walk but not in a straight line yet. Which means that Max and I can go a long way ahead of Dad and Oscar, and talk in secret.

What we mostly talk about, when we’re alone, is the pixies – our friends Omfra, Bran and Gillie – who live in the field behind our houses. The pixies are no bigger than your thumb, they’re green and they’re completely great. Nobody else knows about them. Not Mum or Dad. Not Max’s nan. Nobody.

Dad’s actually right about how nice the walk is. In the city, we had to cross busy roads to get to school every day – plus there was the noise (and the smell) of cars and buses and motorbikes, and all the people bustling around.

Here, though, we walk home along quiet, narrow lanes, past hedges, fields and some really pretty cottages. There are hardly any cars and only the occasional tractor.

And my absolute favourite bit of the walk is the field where the two ponies, Chestnut and Pippa, live. Today, like always, Max and I ran up to the fence and called out to them.

‘Hi, Chestnut! Hello, Pippa!’

The two ponies had been nibbling hay in the far corner of the field – but now they looked up and trotted over to us. Chestnut is brown, Pippa is grey and they’re both lovely. 

The absolute best thing about living here, of course, is our friendship with the three pixies. But the second-best thing is definitely pony-riding.
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Max and I have been four times so far. The first time, we were clutching the reins and concentrating on not falling off. But now we’re a lot more confident, and we’ve started to go a bit faster too (although apparently we’re not quite ready to do jumps yet). Max always rides Pippa (she’s a bit smaller), and I’m always on Chestnut.

The two ponies were poking their heads over the fence, and we were patting them and asking them how they were doing.

Oscar was now on Dad’s shoulders, and Dad jogged over to us, jiggling him. My brother was giggling (and dribbling on to Dad’s bald head!).

We gave Chestnut and Pippa a final pat. ‘Bye, ponies!’ I said. ‘Hope to see you soon!’

But I didn’t realise just how soon it would be.
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