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Noel Streatfeild was born in Sussex in 1895 and was one of three sisters. After working in munitions factories and canteens for the armed forces when the First World War broke out, Noel followed her dream of being on stage and went to RADA where she became a professional actress.

Streatfeild began writing children’s books in 1931 and Ballet Shoes was published in 1936. She quickly became one of the most popular authors of her day. She was one of the first winners of the Carnegie Medal and was awarded an OBE in 1983.




Available in Virago Children’s Classics

BY JOAN AIKEN

The Gift Giving:

Favourite Stories

The Kingdom and the Cave

The Serial Garden:

The Complete Armitage

Family Stories

BY LOUISA MAY ALCOTT

Little Women

Good Wives

Little Men

Jo’s Boys

BY NINA BAWDEN

Carrie’s War

Keeping Henry

The Peppermint Pig

BY SUSAN COOLIDGE

What Katy Did

What Katy Did at School

What Katy Did Next

BY RUMER GODDEN

An Episode of Sparrows

The Dark Horse

Listen to the Nightingale

Thursday’s Children

BY L. M. MONTGOMERY

Anne of Green Gables

Anne of Avonlea

Anne of the Island

Anne of Windy Willows

Anne’s House of Dreams

Anne of Ingleside

Rainbow Valley

Rilla of Ingleside

Emily of New Moon

Emily Climbs

Emily’s Quest

Jane of Lantern Hill

BY EDITH NESBIT

Five Children and It

The Phoenix and the Carpet

The Story of the Amulet

The Treasure Seekers

The Wouldbegoods

New Treasure Seekers

The Railway Children

BY NOEL STREATFEILD

Apple Bough

Caldicott Place

Noel Streatfeild’s

Christmas Stories

Noel Streatfeild’s

Holiday Stories

The Growing Summer

BY ELIZABETH TAYLOR

Mossy Trotter

BY P. L. TRAVERS

I Go by Sea, I Go by Land

The Fox and the Manger




Copyright

Published by Virago Press

ISBN 978-0-349-01443-2

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © The beneficiaries of Noel Streatfeild 1986

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

Illustrations copyright © The beneficiaries of Edward Ardizzone 1979

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Virago Press

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Table of Contents

About the Author

Available in Virago Children’s Classics

Copyright

Dedication

Chapter 1: Medway

Chapter 2: The News

Chapter 3: Goodbye

Chapter 4: Packing Up

Chapter 5: The Journey

Chapter 6: Reenmore

Chapter 7: Breakfast

Chapter 8: House Viewing

Chapter 9: The Shop

Chapter 10: Stephan

Chapter 11: Toadstools

Chapter 12: Wet Breakfast

Chapter 13: Rain

Chapter 14: Is it a Cat?

Chapter 15: Stephan Learns a Lesson

Chapter 16: The Sale

Chapter 17: Finding Out

Chapter 18: The Sun Shines

Chapter 19: The Lady on the Beach

Chapter 20: Beginning to Grow

Chapter 21: Washing

Chapter 22: Adventure

Chapter 23: In the Dead of Night

Chapter 24: The Island

Chapter 25: Breakfast with Oonagh

Chapter 26: The Hunt is Up

Chapter 27: The Cable

Chapter 28: Presents

Chapter 29: Goodbye to Reenmore




For Elizabeth Enright

because I so greatly admire her books




1

Medway

The Gareths lived in a suburb of London. The road where they lived was called Royal Crescent. All the houses in Royal Crescent were exactly alike in a style which the children’s father called ‘nineteenth-century shingle’. This meant the top half of each house had little stones stuck on it as if someone had thrown pebbles at it off some shingly beach. Each house had a name instead of a number, which was supposed to give distinction to the Crescent. The Gareths’ house was called Medway. This name was not chosen by the Gareths but was the name the house had when they had moved in to it.

‘Not much point in changing it,’ the children’s father had said. ‘It’s harmless and the postman knows it.’

‘And it might have been worse,’ the children’s mother had pointed out, ‘it might have been called Dun Roamin’.’

‘Which,’ the children’s father had retorted, ‘would have been particularly ill-chosen seeing we’ve never even started to roam.’

The Gareths also left their little front garden unaltered. This meant they had a lilac and a laburnum growing in it, which all the houses in the Crescent had unless the owners had dug them up and planted something grand like a magnolia. It had never crossed the children’s father’s mind to alter anything either in the house or in the garden for he had never had a belonging feeling. The children’s mother came from New Zealand and when she became engaged her parents, who were on a visit to England, had found Medway and bought it, and had given it to their daughter and son-in-law as a wedding present. From his first sight of it the children’s father had hated the house though he had never actually said so, and as the years passed he had got used to it, in the way a person gets accustomed to having a limp.

‘Silly old Daddy,’ the children’s mother would say when their father let something despising about Medway slip out, ‘he loves it really, you should have seen his face when Grandfather and Grandmother first showed us the house.’

The children’s father would smile inside when he heard that. Curious, he would think, how an expression of horror could be misread.

At first glance the Gareth family were very like the other families who lived in the Crescent, but they were not really for the children’s father did work that was different from the other fathers. Most other fathers were junior chartered accountants, or solicitors, or they were in business, but the children’s father was a kind of doctor. That is to say he had qualified as a doctor but his work was research. Outwardly he seemed like other people’s fathers, mowing his little back lawn, washing his car or, in winter when there was snow, scraping it off the front path, but inside he was different. Nobody, not even the children, knew how different, for only part of him lived in Medway and even that part often wandered mentally back to the germs he was cultivating in the laboratory where he worked.

‘Wake up, you old dreamer,’ the children’s mother would say. ‘I don’t believe you have been listening to a word I’ve been saying.’

If their father was different from the other fathers in the street the children fitted in like pips in an orange. Alex – short for Alexander – was thirteen going on fourteen. Penny – short for Penelope – was twelve. She and Alex went to the same school and were doing well in a non-spectacular way. Neither really liked games but you played them at school for the honour of The House, so they both tried hard and got into junior teams. Every day they came home looking like snails with all the homework on their backs. Every day as soon as tea was over they settled down to work without being told, for that was the only way they could keep their places in class. To lose their place in class both knew was the worst thing that could happen to anybody.
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Robin and Naomi went to a junior school for Robin was ten and Naomi nine. The autumn after they were eleven they were to go to the same school as Alex and Penny, and it was expected they would do equally well.

All four children had chestnut-coloured hair and even that behaved properly. In other families where one member has curls it is often one of the boys who gets them, but in the Gareth family it was Naomi. Naomi, with her long dark eyelashes and curls, was an exceptionally pretty child, but this was never mentioned for fear of making her conceited. In any case the children’s mother admired Penny more for she had what she thought was an interesting face, and her long straight hair suited her. Alex too was rather good-looking, but Robin was unlucky for he had a piece of hair that stood up on the crown of his head like a hollyhock in a bed of double daisies, which made him look like that sort of clown whose hair stands on end when he pulls a string.

It was an ordinary April afternoon when things that were not ordinary started to happen. The children were having tea and all trying to tell their mother something at the same time. Alex said:

‘I’m being tried for the second junior cricket team on Saturday but I doubt I’ll make it.’

Penny spread some jam on her bread.

‘Oh, Mummy, I may be made an acting assistant librarian for the junior library, which would be a bit of luck because librarians get the pick of the new books.’

To Robin food was the most important thing you could talk about.

‘Oh, Mummy, at school dinner we had the most awful pudding with bad dates in it.’

His mother cut the cake she had made. She knew the food at school, if unimaginative, was good for when her turn came round she helped to serve it, but it was understood all school food was uneatable so she did not argue.

‘How terrible! Have some cake to take the taste away.’

Although her looks were never mentioned Naomi was nobody’s fool; the world was full of looking-glasses so of course she knew she was pretty, and this made her dress-conscious.

‘Mummy, this new summer frock is the teeniest bit too long.’

At the junior school the girls wore green check summer frocks. So far Naomi had worn the frocks Penny had worn in her last summer at the junior school but this term she had needed one new one. It was perfectly true it was longer than Penny’s cast-offs, but it would probably fit Naomi by the end of the summer, but arguing would get the children’s mother nowhere.

‘All right, darling, when I get time I’ll take up the hem.’

‘Has Daddy heard from the caravan people?’ Alex asked.

It was hard to winkle the children’s father out of his laboratory, but unwillingly he agreed to a fortnight’s holiday each year. For this he hired a caravan and the overflow slept in a tent. It was, the children’s mother thought, a chancy kind of holiday, the English weather being what it was, and hard work for her because there was just as much cooking and shopping as usual only under more difficult conditions. But other families in the Crescent went caravaning and they had talked about it so much that the children had begged to be allowed to go caravaning, so each year caravaning they went. This summer they were planning to camp in Scotland.

‘I don’t know if Daddy’s had the confirmation yet, they don’t send that until this month, we’re down on the list all right.’ Then her head shot up. ‘Listen! How extraordinary! There’s Daddy now.’

‘Can’t be,’ said Alex, ‘it’s much too early.’

Naomi scrambled off her chair.

‘It must be Daddy, nobody else has a key.’

John Gareth came into the hall, although he did not seem to see her he gave Naomi a kiss.

‘Where’s Mummy?’

The children’s mother came to the dining-room door.

‘Here, darling. What’s brought you home at …?’ Then she stopped. ‘What’s happened?’

The children had joined their mother in the doorway so they saw what prompted their mother’s question. Something had happened to their father since they had seen him at breakfast. His face usually had a listening expression, like people’s faces when they are playing a piano or a violin, now it had a shining look as if he could see something nobody else could see. He caught hold of the children’s mother.

‘Come in the other room, Alice. I’ve got something to tell you.’

The children wandered back to the table to finish their tea.

‘What’s up, I wonder,’ said Alex, ‘it isn’t like Daddy to look so het up.’

Penny had moved into her mother’s place.

‘Anyone want any more tea? Perhaps he’s found that germ he’s always looking for.’

Alex passed her his cup.

‘It’s not one germ, it’s what makes an epidemic.’

Penny poured out the tea.

‘Well, an epidemic of germs then.’

Robin cut himself another slice of cake.

‘He might have won some money, that’s just how Mr Pink at The Towers looked when he won that football pool.’

‘You are silly!’ said Naomi. ‘You know Daddy doesn’t do pools so how could he win?’

Alex got up.

‘Perhaps he’s got a rise, if he has he’s sure to let us go to the Outer Isles when we’re in Scotland. I’m going to start work – coming, Penny?’

As the door closed on Alex and Penny, Robin helped himself to jam and spread it on his slice of cake. This was not allowed, not because it was bad for Robin, but because his mother said she wasn’t going to bake good cakes for him to mess up. Now he spoke with his mouth full, also not allowed.

‘I think something extraordinary must have happened. Even on Christmas Eve Daddy doesn’t come home early.’

‘Not even on a birthday,’ Naomi agreed, ‘and most fathers get home for them.’

‘Not even on the day before the summer holiday,’ Robin added, ‘though Mummy always asks him to try to.’

Naomi looked at the clock.

‘And it isn’t half past five and he never comes home before seven. Never.’

Robin looked regretfully at the remains of the cake.

‘Pity, it isn’t often I’m left alone with food and now that I am I’ve no room for more.’

Everything always happened in the same way in Medway. Tea over, the children’s mother cleared the table at once so that Robin and Naomi could use it for their homework. Alex and Penny did their before supper homework in their bedrooms, but they did their after supper homework in the dining-room because by then Robin was going to bed in the boys’ room and Naomi in the girls’ room. Now it was after tea homework time and the table was not cleared.

‘Do you think we better take the things to the kitchen?’ Naomi suggested.

Robin fetched the tray from the sideboard.

‘Let’s. We’ll put the plates and cups and tea things on this and we can carry the food out separately.’

Robin carried the loaded tray into the hall and Naomi came behind with the big teapot. Across the passage was the sitting-room and from it came the muffled sound of talking.

‘Still at it,’ said Robin. ‘It’s really most curious. Something must be up.’

It was as he said this that the words rang out from the sitting-room. It was their mother who was speaking, almost it was a scream.

‘Leave the children for a year! It’s impossible!’
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