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In memory of Margaret

 




Chapter 1

 

“ Y ou’re an old-fashioned girl, Lucy” said Granny rummaging first in one drawer, then in another. “So much rubbish,” she muttered to herself.

Lucy didn’t know whether she should feel cross or not. Old-fashioned? She was surely modern. She had a smartphone and a tablet and a favourite brand of trainers. All right, she didn’t follow every craze at school, unlike some girls, but she kept up.

“Where can I have put it?” mused Granny. She took out a heavy box and put it on top of the chest of drawers. “Perhaps in here.” 

She looked round at Lucy. “Why are you frowning? Because I called you old-fashioned? What I meant was: you’re someone who appreciates old things.”

That was better. Lucy knew she would love to own some of the things described in old fairy stories, such as a patchwork quilt, a wooden rocking chair or a copper kettle. Some of Granny’s old things were beautiful, too, such as her fine lace shawl, and the cut-glass candlesticks that 
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made rainbows when the sun shone. Her house, too, was old, tall and narrow. It had thick walls and heavy, cream-painted doors with brass knobs, rich carpets and a huge, gold framed mirror over the mantelpiece in the sitting room, the sort of looking-glass that Alice might have gone through. 

Her parents’ house was much more recent, with plain, practical furniture and parquet floors that her mother said were easier to keep clean.

Best of all Granny’s possessions, however, was the dolls’ house, and that was very old indeed. Lucy loved it. It stood on a low table in the corner of the sitting room, three storeys tall, with bay windows on the ground floor and sash windows on the upper floors. The windows really opened. When she was very little, she had been forbidden to touch it, but now that she was older she could unfasten the front, which opened on hinges, and look at all the miniature furniture, tables and chairs and even a piano, ornaments on the mantelpieces, and tiny plates with cheese or cakes or bunches of grapes on them in the kitchen. She was allowed to take things out and dust them, provided she put them back, “Always in the same place,” insisted Granny.

There was only one doll inside, an old lady in a long purple dress with a lace cap on her head, sitting in an 
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armchair. Lucy sometimes wondered whether she was lonely, with no other dolls for company.

“Ah!” exclaimed Granny. “This must be it.” From the depths of a drawer she had fished a little green, velvet-covered box. Holding it out towards Lucy, she opened the metal clasp. 

Inside, on fragile black silk, lay a small silver ring. It was too small for Granny’s bony fingers. In fact, it was the right size for a child. Lucy took it out of the box and looked up inquiringly.

“That’s right. Now, put it on the middle finger of your right hand. There! It fits!”

“Did you wear it once?” asked Lucy.

“I … “ Granny looked vague. Sometimes she had these vague moments when she seemed to be gazing into space. “Perhaps I did. I don’t remember. It was such a long time ago. But,” and her eyes became sharp and focused, “It was your great-great-grandmother’s. It’s an heirloom. And now it has come to you. So you must take good care of it.”

“Oh, I will. Thank you, Granny. But you know, we aren’t allowed to wear jewellery in school.”
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“School? Of course you mustn’t wear it in school. But there are times when you’ll know that you have to wear it, and then – now, listen carefully – then there is something you must do.”

Downstairs, the front doorbell rang, two short rings. That would be her father, come to take her home.

“Is that the time already?” said Granny. “Put it back in its box, won’t you? That’s right. Andrew is always so punctual, even on a Sunday.”

She was already going slowly downstairs, her hand gripping the polished banister. Lucy could see her father’s outline through the glass panel of the front door.

He stepped into the hall on a gust of wind, kissed Granny briefly and said, “Ready?”

“I’ll just fetch my parka,” said Lucy.

“Won’t you stay for a cup of tea?” sked Granny.

“Can’t, sorry. I’ve got too much on. Next time.”

“It’s always next time,” said Granny, rather sadly.

He hustled Lucy out and was already unlocking the car when she heard her grandmother calling, “Lucy! Lucy!” Granny was beckoning to her.
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“Be quick,” said Dad, and Lucy ran back up the path and up the steps.

Granny bent down. “I’ve remembered what you have to do,” she murmured. “When the ring is on the middle finger of your right hand, all you have to do is turn it to the left three times. Three times, mind! And only when you need to do it.”

Lucy nodded and ran back to the car. Granny could be a bit weird sometimes. What was all that about? It sounded like something out of Harry Potter. 

 

O n Tuesday evening, Lucy was in her bedroom. She had just finished her homework and was about to go 

downstairs to see whether supper was ready. She opened the door on to the landing, expecting to hear the sound of the television news, but instead she heard her parents talking rather loudly at the foot of the stairs.

“A multi-storey car park, right next door!” exclaimed Mum. “But that’s going to make a huge difference to the value of the house.”
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“Huge,” agreed Dad. He sighed. “Just as well Mother won’t be living there much longer. She would hate it, and all the building noise, and the dust.”

“But suppose we can’t sell it? How are we going to afford – ” 

“That’s just the problem. It took long enough to get her to agree to go to The Elms. Now we may not even be able to afford the fees. In fact, I’m pretty sure we won’t be able to afford the fees.”

“There must be – ” Mum broke off as Lucy started to descend the stairs. “Supper’s nearly ready,” she said brightly, and went into the kitchen.

Lucy looked at Dad, but he clearly wasn’t going to tell her anything. He picked up his briefcase and went into the front room.

In the kitchen, Lucy ate her supper of ham and a baked potato, and tried to ask her mother a question, but Mum was intent on watching the news. 

She mulled over what she had heard and thought she knew what they had been talking about. It didn’t sound good.
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Later, when Mum had taken some clean washing up to her bedroom, Lucy accosted her with the green velvet box in her hand.

“Look what Granny gave me on Sunday. She said it belonged to my great-great-grandmother.”

“Let’s see. How tiny! Will it fit you?”

Lucy showed her that it would.

“It’s a bit tarnished. Silver, I should think.” From her dressing table she took a special cloth and rubbed the ring with it. It left black marks on the cloth but came up gleaming. “It’s rather lovely. See, there’s a wavy line all round the outside. You can see it better now I’ve cleaned it.”

Lucy slipped the ring on to her finger.

“Mum,” she said. “Is Granny going to have to move out of her house?”

Mum sat down on the bed. “Oh, dear. Did she tell you? We were going to leave it until things were a bit more settled – but yes, she really will have to move out.”

Lucy felt stricken. She loved going to visit Granny in her solid old house with its polished wooden furniture and carpets everywhere. At home, the floors were uncarpeted, less dusty but less cosy.
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“Why? Why must she? When?”

Mum explained that the house was getting too big for Granny to manage. She might fall on the stairs and hurt herself. She was getting absent-minded, and sometimes forgot to switch off the oven, or she let saucepans boil dry. She couldn’t continue to look after herself properly, what with the bathroom being at the top of the house – so inconvenient – and they had all agreed that she would be safer and better off in a care home. She would have company, too.

“But – but if I go and visit her, there’ll be loads of ancient people living there, won’t there?”

“Well, yes, but she’ll have her own room, with a selection of her belongings around her.”

Just one room, thought Lucy. Poor Granny. “But what about all her stuff? All her furniture?”

“She can take a few pieces of furniture, but most of it will have to be sold, I’m afraid, so that we can sell the house. Not that most of it is worth much.”

“Sold – oh, but Mum! What about her precious dolls’ house? You can’t sell the dolls’ house!”

8

Mum pushed her hair away from her face with both hands. “I’m afraid we’ll have to. You see, the house will be worth less than we’d hoped, and the care home fees are sky-high. I know you like the dolls’ house, and I had hoped … but it’s an antique. It may be the only truly valuable item, in fact, and we’ll just have to sell it. We don’t have a choice. Oh, Lucy, don’t cry!”

“Not Granny’s dolls’ house!” sobbed Lucy.

She stormed into her bedroom and slammed the door.

 

L ucy and Jessica were on their way to the shopping centre. Jessica lived two doors away and they were in 

the same class at school. She and Lucy had been friends for ages – at least three years. Jessica wanted to buy a new pair of jeans.

“I like your hair,” she had said, as soon as Lucy opened the front door to her.

“Yeah, Dad cut it again. He said there were so few appointments these days that he could easily fit me in.”
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Dad was a hairdresser. The salon that he managed was in the old arcade, but recently there had been a falling-off in numbers of customers, and Lucy knew he was worried about it. He spent a lot of time poring over accounts. The arcade had once been a fashionable part of town, but now many of the shops in it were closing.

They walked quickly along the street.

“Do you think I’m old-fashioned?” asked Lucy suddenly.

Jessica raised her eyebrows. She had an open, freckled face and hazel eyes. “Old-fashioned? What, like, ‘over’?”

“No. It’s something Granny said. She just meant that I like old things.”

“I know you do. Like that old dolls’ house you keep raving about.”

“Yes. Oh, Jessica!” she wailed. “They’re going to sell it!”

She told Jessica all about Granny moving into a care home “with lots of decrepit people”, and the need to sell the house and the furniture, and even the dolls’ house, “and I would so like to keep it, but Mum and Dad say that’s not possible. It’s too valuable.” 

“Hmm,” said Jessica. “I’d like to see this amazing dolls’ house.”
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“I suppose I could take a photo on my phone,” said Lucy dubiously.

“Or why not ask your Mum to take one?”

That was a much better idea. Mum was a professional photographer and had had photos printed in magazines. 

“I’ve kind of grown out of dolls, though,” said Jessica.

“Oh, it’s not about dolls! I was never into dolls. It’s all the tiny, miniature things, so cleverly made, just like real ones only tiny. And there’s only one doll in it, only she’s not like a doll exactly. She’s more like a miniature person. She reminds me a bit of Granny, living all on her own in a house.”

“She  must  be  lonely.  I’d  hate  to  live  all  on  my  own.” Jessica had two older brothers, and a cat as well.

“Lonely? Do you mean Granny or the doll?”

“Maybe both.”

Lucy thought about this. Might Granny really be happier with people who were as ancient as she was herself?

They were already going through the automatic doors of their favourite clothes shop.
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“Oh, look! They’ve got some new sweatshirts in. I totally need a new sweatshirt. Rob spilt green paint on my white one when I was helping him with the new hedgehog hibernation hut.”

Jessica was such a hands-on, practical person. She liked using tools. Perhaps she wouldn’t see the point of gazing at rooms full of miniature furniture so perfect that you felt you could just walk in and sit down on one of the chairs. Well, she wouldn’t get a chance to do that, anyway. Everything was going to change.

Lucy yanked a sweatshirt off the rail. It was dark blue with a white unicorn on the front.

“Try it on,” urged Jessica.

Could it be true that Granny felt lonely in her house? She had never said so.

“Try it on, why don’t you?” said Jessica again.

“No point. It’s way
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