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Round the next corner

Daddy had been away for two long years, and now he was back again! Mummy smiled all day long, and the three children were happy too.

Soon Daddy and Mummy began to talk about where they were going to live. ‘We can’t live with Granny any more,’ said Daddy. ‘We must have a home of our own.’

‘A dear little house in the country!’ said Mike, the eldest.

‘Called Cherry Cottage,’ said Belinda, who was next.

‘And let’s keep cows,’ said Ann, the youngest.

‘We’ll try and find all you want,’ said Daddy, and he laughed.

So they tried. They heard of cottages here and houses there, but oh dear, when they went to see them, they didn’t like them a bit!

‘Well, whatever are we to do?’ said Mummy. ‘We really can’t all live at Granny’s for the rest of our lives!’

Then they found one dear little cottage with roses growing all the way up the walls. It was set on a hill and had a lovely view.

‘We’ll have this!’ said Mummy. But the price was very high, and Daddy hadn’t enough money to buy it. So that was no good either.

They came away from the cottage feeling rather sad. ‘We shall never find a home,’ said Mummy, and she looked so miserable that Daddy put his arm round her and gave her a hug.

‘Don’t give up hope!’ he said. ‘Why, you may find a home round the very next corner!’

‘Things like that don’t happen, Daddy,’ said Mummy, but she laughed.

‘I wonder what’s round the next corner,’ said Belinda. ‘It would be funny if Daddy’s words came true!’

‘We’ll see what houses there are when we come to the next corner,’ said Mike. So they all looked hard when they came to it.

There were no houses to be seen at all – only two old caravans, set in the corner of the field!

‘They’re empty,’ said Mike. ‘Can I get over the gate and have a look at them, Daddy? I’ve never seen a caravan really close to.’

The three children climbed over the gate, while Mummy and Daddy leaned against it, waiting. Ann was the first at the caravans. ‘There are steps to go up into them,’ she cried. ‘Shall we go up? There’s no one here!’

But the doors were locked. The children couldn’t get inside. They stood on one of the wheels and peeped through a window.

‘They’re quite big inside!’ said Belinda. ‘Look! – that’s where the stove is – and the smoke comes out of the little chimney-thing at the top. It’s awfully dirty inside, though.’

The children had a good look at the two caravans. They had once been painted a gay yellow and blue, but now the paint was dull and cracked. The shafts into which horses had once been backed, to pull the caravans along, slanted to the ground, and there were no horses to be seen.

‘How I wish we lived in a caravan!’ said Ann, longingly. ‘Just think of it, Mike! When we got tired of living in one place, we could put in the horses and go off to another!’

‘A house on wheels!’ said Belinda. ‘Mike – why shouldn’t we live in a caravan? After all – we can’t get a house!’

‘Let’s go and ask Daddy!’ said Mike, and the three of them sped off to the gate.

‘Daddy! Daddy! Why can’t we live in a caravan?’ cried Belinda. ‘Why can’t we? Do you suppose these would be for sale?’

Daddy and Mummy laughed. ‘Live in a caravan! Oh no, darling, we couldn’t do that.’

‘But why not?’ said Ann. ‘I can think of all sorts of good reasons why we should, and not a single reason why we shouldn’t!’

‘Couldn’t we live in a caravan for the summer – just till we find a house?’ said Mike, suddenly. ‘It would be a kind of holiday, Mummy – and you did say you’d like to go off for a holiday, a long one, now Daddy is home again.’

‘Well,’ said Mummy and Daddy together, and looked at one another. A holiday – in caravans – just till they could find a house? It wasn’t a bad idea at all!

A big burly man came walking along the lane. Daddy spoke to him. ‘Good afternoon! Could you tell us if these caravans are for sale?’

‘They are,’ said the farmer. ‘They belong to me. I bought them last year. Why, do you want them? You can have them cheap.’

Suddenly everyone felt very excited. The caravans were for sale – cheap! Oh Daddy, Daddy, do buy them, thought all the children, looking at him with big eyes.

‘Well – I’ll come along and talk to you about them,’ said Daddy. And he went along with the farmer.

Will you believe it? – when he came back, he had bought both the caravans! The children hung on to his arms, laughing and shouting in excitement.

‘Oh Daddy! They’re ours, they’re really ours! When can we move in? Oh, our new home was just round the corner after all!’

‘The caravans will have to be well cleaned, repaired and re-painted,’ said Daddy. ‘That will take three weeks. And we must buy two horses. My goodness – we’re going to have some fun!’

‘We shall be the Caravan Family!’ said Belinda. ‘What adventures we shall have!’
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The two caravans

Granny held up her hands in horror when she heard that Daddy had bought two caravans.

‘My dear!’ she said, ‘what can you be thinking of? Don’t do a thing like that. You can stay with me for always.’

‘No, Granny dear,’ said Mummy. ‘You have had enough of three noisy children in your little house. You deserve a little peace and quiet now. We shall be very happy in the caravans.’

Of course, Granny had to go and see them. She thought they were dreadful, and said, ‘I can’t bear it.’

‘Come inside and have a look,’ said Belinda, slipping her hand into Granny’s. Daddy had the keys now, so the caravans could be unlocked. Granny and Belinda went up the steps to the door of the caravan. It was a funny door. You could open all of it at once if you wanted to – or you could open just the top half and leave the bottom half shut.

‘Isn’t it a good idea?’ said Belinda to Granny. ‘None of your doors open like that, Granny. Now see what a lot of room there is inside this caravan. This will be Mummy’s and Daddy’s.’

Granny looked round. She saw what looked like a big wide room, with two little windows at the front, and a bigger window down each side. There were no curtains, of course. There was an old stove at one end and a very old and dirty sink, with taps.

‘Good gracious!’ said Granny. ‘You can even have running water. I didn’t know that – and cook too. Well, well, well – it really might be rather exciting.’

‘Daddy is having two bunks made on this side just like a ship has,’ said Belinda. ‘One, the lower one, can be used as a couch in the daytime, and the other will fold down flat against the wall, and be out of the way.’

Granny began to get excited. ‘It could be made very nice,’ she said, ‘yes, very nice. You can have cupboards or lockers built against the walls to keep your things in. Pretty curtains at the windows. A flap-table built against the wall, that lets down flat when you don’t want it. Gay rugs on the floor – and thick cork carpet underneath to keep out the cold and damp.’

‘All this sounds as if it would cost rather a lot of money,’ said Mummy, coming in too.

‘I shall help you,’ said Granny, at once. ‘I didn’t like this caravan idea – but if you are set on it, we’ll do everything as nicely as possible. I shall help you!’

Well, of course, that made things more exciting than ever, for Granny’s ideas of helping were very generous. She took the children shopping with her, and they chose gay blue and yellow rugs for their caravan floor, and a very gay piece of stuff for curtains. Granny got them blue and yellow blankets for their bunks and a blue eiderdown each.

‘I’m simply LONGING to live in our caravan!’ said Mike, hopping about. ‘I can’t wait. Three weeks is a terribly long time.’

It was. But there was a great deal to do. Two men arrived one day to repair the caravans. They put a new wheel on one. They mended the chimney of the other. They took out the old stoves ready for new ones to be put in. They mended the rotten old floorboards.

‘Everything is all right now, sir,’ they said to Daddy. ‘We can get on with the cleaning and painting.’

Then what a to-do there was, cleaning the caravans. They were scrubbed well, even the wheels. Then they were ready for the painting.

‘What colours shall we have?’ said Daddy.

‘Red,’ said Mike.

‘Green,’ said Belinda.

‘Blue, yellow, orange and white,’ said Ann.

‘Silly!’ said Mike. ‘Mummy, what do you want?’

‘Let’s have yellow and red,’ said Mummy. ‘Yellow for the sun that we hope will shine down on us this summer, and red for the roses it will put into your cheeks.’

‘Oh yes,’ said the children. ‘Red and yellow!’

So red and yellow it was. The men let Mummy choose the colours and she chose a ladybird red, deep and clear. She chose a creamy yellow.

Then the men began the painting. They painted the caravans yellow, with red round the windows, and a red edge to the roof. The chimneys were red and yellow and the spokes and rims of the wheels were painted red. The door was yellow, and the shafts were blue.

‘The caravans look lovely, lovely, lovely!’ cried Ann. ‘Oh Daddy, oh Mummy, aren’t they the finest homes in the world?’

‘We shall have to live in them before we say that!’ said Mummy, laughing. ‘Now we must have the stoves and sinks put in. They are ready to be done tomorrow.’

Men came the next day, and put a fine little kitchen-range in Mummy’s caravan, one that would both cook the meals and heat the caravan. But in the children’s caravan was put a closed stove, for heating only. ‘I’d like to cook,’ wailed Belinda, but Mummy said no, she would be the only one doing the cooking!

‘But I’d like to cook the bacon and eggs, and put milk puddings into the oven!’ said Belinda. ‘Oh, Mummy, do let us have a stove that cooks, in our caravan! You always said that I must learn to cook some day!’

‘Yes – but not in your caravan!’ said Mummy. ‘You can come and help me cook in mine if you want to!’

‘They’re ready to live in now. When can we move in, Daddy, say when?’ cried Mike.

‘Next week,’ said Daddy.

‘Oh, I simply can’t wait till then!’ cried Ann. But she had to, of course!
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Moving-in day

At last moving-in day came. The children awoke at Granny’s very, very early. It was a fine day. That was good. Nobody likes moving on a rainy day.

There was very little for the family to take to the caravans, except trunks of clothes, books and toys, for almost everything was now at the caravans.

Men had laid a thick cork carpet of dark red on the wooden boards of each caravan, running it a little way up the walls, to keep out draughts. On top of this were the gay rugs the children had chosen.

‘I do love the two little sinks,’ said Mike, remembering them. ‘Belinda, did you see the big tank near the roof, where we keep the water? Then when we turn the taps, the water comes out of them just as it does here at Granny’s.’

‘There’s a big tank under the caravan too,’ said Ann. ‘I saw it. We have to keep that full of water as well, and there’s a handle thing we have to work when we want to pump the water up into our roof tank.’

‘There are three lovely bunks for us in our caravan,’ said Mike. ‘I shall have the bottom one because I’m the eldest. You have the middle one, Belinda, because you are the next oldest. And Ann can have the top one.’

‘Oh, I shall like that,’ said Ann, pleased. ‘I can climb right up to it each night. How lovely!’

Daddy hired a car with a trailer to take the little family down to the place where the caravans were. Into the trailer were put the big trunks, and all the odds and ends – a few chairs, one or two stools, Mummy’s work-stand, a few pictures, some extra rugs, and things like that. There was a box full of china, too, and cooking things.

Granny waved goodbye. ‘I’ll come and have tea with you next week,’ she said. ‘You’ll have settled in by then!’

‘Goodbye, goodbye!’ called the Caravan Family, and the car drove off, the trailer jolting along behind it.

‘I’m the happiest person in the world,’ said Ann, her round face red with joy. ‘I’m going to live in a house on wheels!’

The children could hardly wait till the car arrived at the caravans. But at last they were there.

And there were the caravans, standing in the field corner, looking so new and gay, in their coats of red and yellow! The children tumbled out of the car to open the gate, and the car and trailer bumped slowly over the rough field, and came to a stop near the two caravans.

Daddy gave Mike the keys, and the boy sped off to unlock the doors. There was rather a strong smell of new paint, but that would soon pass off. Mike peeped into the caravans with delight.

How simply lovely they looked – so shining and spotless and gay! Mike’s heart jumped with joy. What dear little homes to have!

Belinda looked in too, and gave a gasp of delight.

‘Aren’t the bunks lovely with their blue and yellow bedding! And look at our sink with its two bright taps! And don’t you love the gay rugs on the floor? And oh look, Mike! – Daddy has kept his promise and had shelves made for our books. Won’t they look lovely arranged there?’

The gay curtains flapped in the wind, as Belinda opened the windows. The sweet summer air came blowing in, and the sound of the whispering trees.

‘Come and help, Mike and Belinda!’ called Daddy, from the trailer. ‘Bring in some of the chairs. Mummy and I will bring the boxes.’

It was the greatest fun in the world, unpacking everything and finding a place for it in the caravan. There were big cupboards flat and long, in each caravan, set with shelves. Mummy and Belinda arranged the china in one of the cupboards in Mummy’s own caravan.

Mike and Belinda arranged their books on the shelves, and put their toys into a locker. Then they helped to unpack clothes and put those neatly into the cupboards too.

‘Now,’ said Mummy, ‘there is one thing we shall all have to remember, especially Mike, who is so untidy – we must remember to put everything away tidily. The rule when you are living in a caravan is that everything has a place, and must be kept there.’

‘Yes, Mike can’t leave his clothes about or they’ll be trodden on,’ said Belinda. ‘Mummy, we promise to keep our caravan neat and tidy and clean.’

‘Oh yes – we’ll shake the mats and polish the cork carpet, and keep the sink clean, and clean the windows too!’ said Ann.

‘Granny will be very surprised if you turn into such useful, helpful little people!’ said Mummy. ‘She was always saying you didn’t do enough for yourselves. Well, now that you have a caravan of your very own, just see what you can do!’

At last all the boxes and trunks were unpacked, the chairs and stools given a place, the toys arranged, and a few vases set about the caravans.

‘I’ll fill them with flowers,’ said Ann. ‘Oh, Mummy, won’t it be lovely to sleep in our caravans? I’m really longing for bedtime!’




4

Settling in

The first meal of the Caravan Family was very exciting. Mummy lighted her little fire, and it burned beautifully. ‘Mike’s job will be to see that we always have plenty of wood to burn,’ said Mummy. Mike thought that would be fine. Things like that didn’t seem like work. They just seemed fun.

Mummy set her kettle on the bright fire to boil. Ann skipped down the caravan steps to see if the smoke was coming out of the little red chimney.

‘It is, it is!’ she cried. ‘Come and see! It does look nice.’

The others laughed, but they went to see the smoke coming out of the chimney, all the same. ‘Now the caravan looks alive!’ said Belinda. ‘It’s breathing. The smoke is its breath!’

Mummy sent Ann to the farm to ask for eggs. She came back without them.

‘There are big geese there,’ she said. ‘They hissed at me.’

‘Ann can’t say “Bo!” to a goose!’ said Mike, and he took his little sister’s hand. ‘Come on, Baby. I’ll say “BO!”, like that, very loudly, and the geese will let us go by!’

So, when they came to the geese, who raised their heads on their long necks, and hissed, Mike faced them boldly. ‘BO!’ he said. ‘Let us pass.’

And the geese, who would not have hurt them, anyhow, waddled off, cackling. Mike and Ann went to the farmhouse, and the farmer’s wife gave them twelve eggs.

‘Laid by my nice brown hens!’ she said to Ann. ‘Look – would you like to see a goose egg?’

She showed Ann an enormous egg. ‘Goodness!’ said Ann. ‘That would do for my breakfast, dinner and tea! The geese won’t hurt me, will they?’

‘Bless you, no!’ said the farmer’s wife. ‘Their hissing and cackling is their way of talking to you.’

‘I don’t like your cows either,’ said Ann. ‘They have sharp horns.’

‘They won’t hurt you!’ said the farmer’s wife. ‘Cows are your friends.’

‘I don’t think they are, really,’ said Ann. ‘They moo at me so loudly.’

‘Well, big animals have big voices,’ said the farmer’s wife, laughing. ‘The cows give you your milk and butter and cheese. You come along here one day, and I’ll show you how to milk a cow.’

‘I could never do that!’ said Ann, feeling quite scared.

‘Ah, if you live in the country, you must learn good country ways!’ said the farmer’s wife. ‘Now, take your eggs, and tell your mother if she wants any milk tomorrow to let me know.’

Mummy boiled the eggs for tea. Belinda cut bread-and-butter. Daddy ran down to the little village to buy a cake.

Mike set a blue tablecloth out on the green grass. White daisies grew all round, their yellow eyes looking at the children.

‘This is the nicest meal I have ever had,’ said Belinda, ‘and it’s the nicest egg I’ve ever tasted. I wish I could have another.’

‘Well, you can,’ said Mummy. ‘There are plenty. Goodness me, Belinda, I wish Granny could see you eating like this. She was always so upset because she said you played with your food instead of eating it.’

‘Well, I’m hungry now,’ said Belinda. ‘Perhaps people are hungrier when they live in the country than when they live in a town, Mummy.’

After tea, Belinda wanted to wash up. Mummy was surprised. ‘But you hate washing up,’ she said. ‘You were quite a naughty girl at Granny’s, trying to get out of jobs like that.’

‘Well, it’s such a nice little sink, and I do want to turn on the caravan taps,’ said Belinda. ‘Your fire makes the water hot in the tank, doesn’t it, Mummy? I can get hot water and cold.’

So Belinda washed up, and enjoyed turning on the taps and seeing the water rush out into the bright little sink.

Then they all sat on the caravan steps and enjoyed the evening air. The sun was sinking. The shadows of the trees grew longer and longer. The daisies closed their eyes. A bat flew close by, and Belinda squealed.

‘Don’t be silly,’ said Daddy. ‘It’s only a bat. If you live in the country you must learn to like and understand the country creatures, Belinda – yes, even bats and beetles, mice and earwigs!’

‘Oh, I never could,’ said Belinda.

‘It’s because you don’t know enough about them that you are afraid of them,’ said Daddy. ‘You will have to learn a lot out here – and it will be very good for you, Belinda!’

Ann suddenly yawned, and Mummy saw her.

‘Bedtime!’ she said. ‘Go along, you two girls. Get undressed, clean your teeth, and brush your hair well. Give me a call when you are safely in your bunks. Mike can stay up till you’re ready, as he is the eldest.’

And, for once in a way, no one made any fuss about going to bed. Ah, going to bed in bunks in a caravan, with the green fields outside, and cows pulling at the grass – that was fun, great fun!

‘Hurrah for bedtime!’ said Ann, and skipped up the steps like a week-old lamb!

Belinda hurried after her, just as anxious to go to bed as Ann.

‘Don’t be long!’ shouted Mike. ‘It’s so exciting to go to bed in a caravan – I can hardly wait. Don’t be long!’

‘We shan’t be very quick!’ called back Belinda. ‘We’re going to enjoy every single minute – aren’t we, Ann?’
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