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Chapter One

M r Stevens, the teacher for years five and six was 

standing by the window. School had just finished 

for the day and his class had been dismissed. He noticed the 

first two children out of  the gate, as usual, were Tyler and 

Theodore. Mr Stevens sighed deeply. He sensed that both 

boys were troubled, and he didn’t know how to help them. 

He was a good teacher and cared about the welfare of  his 

pupils. He had taught for many years in the village school 

of  Much Syding; so long in fact, he had taught the parents 

of  some of  his present pupils! In all his time at the school he 

could not remember being so concerned about any of  his 

pupils as he was about these two boys. He silently sent up a 

prayer that he might be able to understand and help them.

Tyler ran as fast as he could through the playground and 

out of  the school gate. He looked both ways, crossing the 

road with care, and then went down a little path which led 

away from the village and into the woods. He didn’t slow 

down until the school was out of  sight. How he hated school! 

His dad and mum had hardly ever been to school and he 

didn’t see why he had to attend. His mum kept telling him 

that things were different these days for the Romany people 

and he needed an education. 
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Once he was in the woods Tyler slowed down and began 

to whistle. He was always happy when he was outdoors. He 

felt so stupid in the classroom. It was hard just to sit still, 

especially on a lovely sunny day like today. He was almost 

eleven but still could not read very well. However, he knew 

all the names of  the trees and wild flowers in the woods, and 

could follow animal tracks and recognise the birds by their 

songs! He was sure that nobody else in his class knew these 

things!

It took Tyler about twenty minutes to walk home. No one 

else from school lived near him; in fact, his family had no 

neighbours at all. They lived in an old cottage on the far 

side of  the wood. Once it had been a game keeper’s cottage, 

but his grandmother had bought it many years ago. Gran 

had realised that the travelling life of  the Romany people 

was becoming more and more difficult and she wanted 

her daughter and son in law to have a house of  their own. 

During the summer she still travelled in her ‘vardo’, the 

Romany name for a caravan, but in the winter she came 

back to the cottage. She was one of  only a few remaining 

gypsies who still had a traditional painted horse-drawn 

vardo.

Tyler’s parents had decided to live permanently in the 

cottage and give up the travelling way of  life. They still 

owned a motor caravan which was parked near their home 

but they didn’t use it very often. Tyler’s father had found 
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a job with the Forestry Commission managing the woods, 

and he loved it. He was glad to be able to work outside and 

it was he who had taught Tyler all about the plants and 

animals. His mother, like so many Romany women, was 

trained to be a fortune teller, but something had happened 

to her a few months ago, and now she had stopped doing 

that for a living; in fact the family’s way of  life had changed 

dramatically. Tyler was still very confused about it all. Up 

until that time they had been like all the other families in 

their clan, living and associating only with the Romany 

Gypsies, sometimes travelling, sometimes staying with others 

on big encampments. There had always been many cousins 

and friends to play with, and like all gypsy boys he had been 

learning to fight in the boxing ring. In their culture boys 

must be able to fight to defend their sisters; it was considered 

a very important skill.

But everything had changed since they moved to this 

house. They now only met up with the clan for important 

celebrations. His mother had tried to explain to him that 

they were Romany gypsies and were very proud of  their 

heritage, but had become Christians and allegiance to 

Jesus came first and the clan second. Nearly all of  Tyler’s 

aunts and uncles, cousins and friends made fun of  them 

and Tyler no longer knew where he really belonged. 

He certainly didn’t belong with the ‘gorger’ children (as 

non-gypsies are called) at school. He wasn’t like the New 
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Age travellers or the Irish travellers whom they met from 

time to time on traveller’s sites and at fairs. Now he felt 

he wasn’t like the rest of  the Romany gypsies, either! 

Sometimes he felt very unhappy, even though at home he 

knew he was loved and wanted and he loved his parents 

and grandmother very much.

Three quarters of  the way home Tyler sat down on a 

fallen tree trunk. He often stopped here; it was so quiet and 

peaceful. He heard the rustle of  some leaves and looked up 

to see a squirrel running along the branch of  a large beech 

tree; swinging from branch to branch. He marvelled at how 

agile the little creature was! Tyler knew that some of  his 

uncles hunted them and the aunts made them into stew. He 

was so glad that his mum didn’t do that because they were 

such beautiful creatures. 

“How I wish I could see a red squirrel,” Tyler thought to 

himself. His dad had told him how he had seen them when 

they were travelling, but they didn’t seem to live in this part 

of  the country. He knew the grey squirrels had driven all 

the red ones away by eating their food, but in spite of  that, 

he still liked them! Maybe he could write about them for 

his homework; he had to write a story about an animal. He 

wished he could just tell a story, it would be so much easier! 

His dad made up wonderful stories and sometimes even 

wrote songs.
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Tyler sighed. All his troubles seemed to have started when 
his dad and mum had written a new song. It was strange, 
he thought, that a song could change everyone’s lives! He 
decided he must ask his parents more about that song. Why 
had they written it? So Tyler got up and ran the rest of  the 
way home.

“Hi, Mum,” he called, “I’m back!”
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