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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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The News


Robin and Naomi put the tray and the teapot in the kitchen.


‘My goodness!’ said Robin. ‘What on earth was Mummy talking about? Leave us for a year!’


Naomi looked scared.


‘Mothers and fathers don’t leave children ever, not even for a little while.’


‘I suppose it’s Grandfather and Grandmother in New Zealand,’ said Robin. They’ve always wanted us to go there.’


‘But always all of us. They never thought Mummy would go without us.’


‘She did say it was impossible,’ Robin pointed out.


‘But why should Daddy want to?’


‘I don’t know, it doesn’t make sense. Come on, let’s finish clearing the table.’


Naomi thought that a good idea.


‘And we might hear some more, and it’s not listening for we were only walking past.’


But they heard no more, only the low mutter of their father’s voice with a sort of pleading sound in it.


On the cleared table the children spread out their books. Their homework only took an hour and after that there was television or reading out loud before supper and bed.


‘It’s to be hoped Mummy stops talking soon,’ said Naomi, ‘or we shan’t be able to get in to watch television.’


‘And I want to hear what’s up. Such nonsense, leaving us for a year!’


But when at last the children’s father and mother came out of the sitting-room no word was said to show what they had been talking about. The children’s mother looked into the dining-room and saw the cleared table and Robin and Naomi at work.


‘Oh, good children! Thank you for clearing for me.’ Then she went away again and shut the door.


‘Grown-ups!’ Robin muttered. ‘Fancy saying something like “leave the children for a year” and then nothing more. It’s indecent.’


‘She doesn’t know we heard,’ Naomi reminded him.


Robin was drawing a map of Australia. Suddenly he stopped.


‘I vote we tell the others.’


‘When?’


‘Now. If that’s what’s happening they ought to know.’


Naomi was shocked. Hers and Robin’s homework was not taken very seriously but the older ones’ was, nobody ever interrupted it.


‘We can’t while they’re working.’


Robin got up.


‘I’m going to tell them if you’re not. Imagine talk like that going on and them not knowing.’


Alex and Penny, though supposed to work in separate rooms, worked together when Penny needed help, which she always did when it was mathematics. It was mathematics that evening so she had joined Alex in the boys’ bedroom. They both were bent over her exercise book when the door was quietly opened and Robin and Naomi came in.


Alex was furious.


‘What on earth …?’ he started but Robin stopped him.


‘Don’t be cross. We thought you ought to know.’


‘He means it’s a family thing,’ Naomi explained. ‘I mean, imagine us left on our own!’


Penny stood up, all the colour fading from her cheeks. This had happened to other children, but never, never had she dreamed it could happen to them.


‘You mean Mummy’s leaving Daddy?’


Robin did not get on to what she was thinking.


‘Of course not, whoever said she was? What we heard was …’


‘We weren’t listening, truly we weren’t,’ Naomi put in. ‘We were just clearing tea so we could do our homework and we had to pass the sitting-room door and …’


Robin thought Naomi was telling the story too slowly.


‘It was Mummy, she sort of cried out as if somebody had trodden on her toe, “Leave the children for a year! It’s impossible!”’


Slowly Penny sank back to her chair.


‘Leave us for a year,’ she whispered. ‘But why should they?’


‘Whatever the reason I don’t think they’re telling us,’ Robin said, ‘for when Mummy came in she was just ordinary.’


Naomi shook her head.


‘Not quite she wasn’t. I was facing the door so I saw. She had been crying.’


Alex was startled. Mothers didn’t cry.


‘Are you sure?’


Naomi nodded.


‘Absolutely. Sort of shiny on the cheeks and red round the eyes and at the end of her nose.’


What Robin and Naomi had heard was frightening but not so appalling as what for one silly moment she had imagined, so slowly colour was creeping back into Penny’s cheeks.


‘I expect they will tell us, after supper perhaps.’


Alex took control.


‘You kids had better go back to the dining-room. Whatever’s up we’ve got to get our homework done.’


‘Will we say anything if they don’t tell us?’ Robin asked.


Alex was doubtful.


‘I’m not sure. Get along now, I’ll think what we ought to do and tell you before supper.’


Alone Penny and Alex stared at each other.


‘They couldn’t have heard wrong, could they?’ Alex wondered.


Penny doodled on her exercise book.


‘It didn’t sound like it. But perhaps it isn’t as bad as it sounds.’


Alex thought that an idiotic remark.


‘How couldn’t it be as bad as it sounds?’


Penny stabbed at her doodle.


‘I suppose it couldn’t. But whatever it is they must tell us.’


‘Perhaps they won’t because it’s not happening,’ Alex suggested. ‘I mean, she did say “I simply can’t”.’


Penny thought about that.


‘I think we’ll have to tell them what Robin and Naomi heard. I mean it’s no good us all stewing and worrying over it – especially if it’s never going to happen.’


‘Too true,’ Alex agreed, ‘we’d be listening and watching. If nothing’s said by the end of supper I vote we come right out with it.’


‘And if they don’t want to tell us?’


‘They’re unlucky. I mean Robin and Naomi hearing. They couldn’t expect we’d go on as usual – well, look at us now, fat lot of homework we’ve done.’


Penny picked up her pen, preparing to concentrate on mathematics.


‘Will you tell them what the others heard?’


Alex dismissed that.


‘Not much chance, it’s Robin and Naomi’s story. I don’t see them letting me get away with their thunder.’


As far as the children’s parents were concerned supper was meant to be an ordinary meal on an ordinary day. It was not, of course, for even if Robin and Naomi had not heard what they had heard, they would have felt something was in the air. First of all their mother was trying so desperately hard to make things ordinary, which made them un-ordinary straight away for she never behaved like that. Then their father, who never seemed to notice things like what someone else was eating, kept begging their mother to eat something, which she obviously did not want to do. It was all embarrassing and sort of sad somehow, and suddenly Alex couldn’t bear it any more.
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‘I say, I think we ought to tell you something Robin and …’


Naomi, who was sitting next to her father, patted his hand.


‘We weren’t listening, truly we weren’t.’


‘It was us that heard so I’ll tell,’ said Robin. ‘It was when we were clearing tea and we had to pass the sitting-room and we heard you, Mummy, sort of call out “Leave the children for a year! It’s impossible!”’


Robin, without knowing it, had imitated the way his mother had sounded and the words rang through the dining-room like a seagull crying. There was a pause before anyone said anything more, then Penny spoke almost in a whisper.


‘You aren’t leaving us, Mummy, are you?’


It was her father who answered.


‘I’m glad you told us what you heard, but if you’ – he looked at Robin and Naomi – ‘had told me right away it would have saved a lot of heart-burning. There’s no thought of your mother leaving you. It’s I who am going away.’


Penny’s fears came sweeping back. This was how it started when parents separated. Girls it had happened to had told her so.


‘But why, Daddy?’


Her father smiled at her.


‘Don’t look like that, Penny. It’s only for a year, it will soon pass. Now I’ll make this as simple as possible. You all know roughly about my work. Well, for quite a time now I’ve been trying to isolate a microbe, which is a killer when it gets going.’


‘It’s what starts a type of epidemic, isn’t it?’ Alex asked.


‘That’s what I believe but so far it’s only theoretical. We have had no epidemic of this type in this country for centuries but there are outbreaks in other countries, notably in the Far East.’


In a flash of understanding Penny knew what was coming.


‘So you want to go to the Far East?’


Her father looked at her gratefully.


‘That’s hit the nail on the head. But it’s been a dream, I never thought it could happen. Then today I was offered a year’s research, it’s a roving commission, I can go anywhere where it looks as though an epidemic might blow up.’


Alex remembered the seagull sound in Robin’s voice when he had imitated his mother.


‘He must go, Mummy, you do see that.’


The children’s mother had that sort of shine in her eyes that comes when tears are not far away.


‘Of course I see it. It’s a wonderful opportunity and of course he must take it. It’s only the news came as a bit of a shock, but I’m getting used to it now.’


‘When do you have to go?’ Robin asked his father.


‘In a couple of weeks.’


There were whistles and exclamations from all the children.


‘What a rush!’


Their father nodded, trying to look serious, but they could see that the thought of dashing around buying tropical kit excited him, anyway he always hated talk that went on too long. He was a quiet sort of man. He got up.


‘If you’ve all finished, your mother and I have a lot to do.’









3


Goodbye


So in two weeks the children’s father was gone. Until he was gone there was so much to do with shopping and packing, and Father not able to do much because of his inoculations, that the children’s mother had no time to think how terribly she was going to miss him. Then one morning the taxi was at the door – he would not be seen off – his luggage was put into it, he gave a wave, then off he drove to London airport.


Father had known how that moment would feel for Mother.


‘It’s better for me,’ he told the children, ‘it’s always easier for the traveller, it’s the ones who stay at home who take the knock. That’s why I’ve insisted on leaving on a Saturday.’ He gave Alex an envelope. ‘Here are tickets for a matinée. It won’t be a cure but it will be a help. I rely on you children to do what you can to look after your mother and to cheer her up.’


So as soon as the taxi was round the corner Alex told his mother about the matinée and she said exactly what he hoped she would say.


‘Oh, I couldn’t go, darling, there’s such a lot of clearing up to do here. You should see the mess your father’s left.’


Of course the answer to that was that the children helped and soon the house was tidy, the shopping done, lunch eaten and the whole family were off to see a thrilling play with two murders in it.


Returning home everybody’s spirits dropped as they turned into Royal Crescent. Medway looked so depleted with Father away. The children meant to cheer their mother up but something – the play perhaps – seemed to have done that for it was she who cheered them.


‘I shall make the most enormous omelette and we’ll have high tea, it will save two washings up. Then we’ll play a game.’


It was after Robin and Naomi had gone to bed that their mother talked. She, Alex and Penny were having hot chocolate and biscuits round the fire when she started.


‘I suppose you think this journey to the Far East was something unexpected that turned up, but it’s not really, your father’s been hankering to be off ever since we married.’


Alex and Penny were surprised. Their father had always seemed almost glued to his laboratory.


‘He never said anything,’ said Alex.


‘You don’t when something you want to do you know you never can do, in a way it was Grandfather and Grandmother’s fault.’


Penny nearly choked over her chocolate. About every two years Grandfather and Grandmother came over from New Zealand for a visit. They did not stay in the house, there was no room, but in a hotel. They were darlings and seemed on the best of terms with their father.


‘Daddy never seems to bear them a grudge.’


Her mother smiled.


‘Oh, he doesn’t. It was much more subtle than that. As you know, I’m the only girl in a family of four boys, so I wasn’t popular when I insisted on coming to England to train as a nurse.’


‘You wouldn’t have met Daddy in hospital if you hadn’t,’ Penny reminded her.


‘Of course I wouldn’t. But meeting Daddy, or someone like him, was exactly what the grandparents were afraid I would do. For naturally they didn’t want their only daughter living the other side of the world.’


‘Can’t blame them,’ said Alex.


‘No, I wouldn’t be pleased if any of you wanted to live in New Zealand. But if I had to marry an Englishman they wanted me in one place where they could get hold of me, and that was not what your father and I had in mind. We had planned to work for two years in a hospital in an undeveloped country.’


Alex helped himself to a biscuit.


‘Goodness! I never knew that.’


‘Nobody knew except us, though I think Grandfather and Grandmother guessed it might happen.’ Mother looked in the fire, half smiling as if what she saw there amused her. ‘Your grandfather and grandmother scotched it. They were over here for the wedding and one day, without a hint of what they were up to, bought this house. They gave it to us as a wedding present.’


Penny thought lovingly of the house.


‘Weren’t you pleased?’


Her mother nodded.


‘I suppose I was, every woman wants a home, but I don’t think your father would have settled down without a fight, only the right job for him turned up. That, and because we had a house, turned the scales.’


Alex took a sip of his chocolate.


‘And then I was born.’


‘Yes. So then we were well and truly anchored.’


‘But Daddy’s never given up the idea of working abroad?’


‘Now, wait a minute, Alex, that’s not quite right. He’s been trying to isolate an almost invisible microbe which, if he’s right, could be the cause of a terrible disease. If he could find that microbe in the blood of people suffering from the disease I don’t know if it would be proof – but it would take the world a step nearer finding a cure.’


‘You mean he might be famous?’ Penny asked.


‘Some day, I suppose. Yes. He’s a brilliant man, your father.’


Penny nodded. Of course they all knew Father had a brain.


‘Do you suppose Daddy hated the house at first, like he still sometimes says he does?’


‘He might have thought he did but I’m sure he doesn’t now. Anyway it’s been good for him having a home for remember he never had one after he was twelve.’


Father’s mother and father had been killed by a bomb in 1940. A part of the family history to which the children were attached, for it was dramatic that no other children they knew had a grandfather and a grandmother who had been killed by a bomb.


‘Poor Daddy,’ said Penny. ‘It must have been awful for him when the headmaster told him what had happened. Imagine having no relations when you were only twelve.’


‘Well, he had that aunt,’ her mother reminded her.


Father’s Aunt Dymphna, who lived in Ireland, was to the children more like a character in a book than a real person. At the time when his parents were killed their father had been at a boarding school in the west country. He had spent his Christmas and Easter holidays at school for the headmaster had a boy about his age, but for the summer holidays he had been sent to Ireland to stay with his Aunt Dymphna.


Aunt Dymphna, so the legend went, before the war had run some kind of small school in France. When war was declared she had escaped in a coal boat carrying all she could save of her worldly goods in a canvas holdall. The boat had docked in England but Aunt Dymphna had not stayed there but had departed immediately for the Republic of Ireland. There she had bought a very ramshackle old house in West Cork, which had once been someone’s stately home; it was called Reenmore.


The children’s father had never said much about those holidays in Ireland but the children had always felt, from the little he did say, that there was something queer about them. Once when the children had ’flu he had remarked:


‘Your great-aunt Dymphna would have a fit if she could see all these pills and bottles of medicine; she never believed in any cure unless she had picked it and made it up herself.’


Once when the school uniform was being discussed he had said:


‘I wonder where my school clothes came from? I suppose the lawyer ordered them or told the school to, certainly it wasn’t Aunt Dymphna who bought them. I dread to think what I would have worn if she’d had a hand in it.’


On the first caravan holiday, when their father had shown himself unexpectedly efficient about building a picnic fire, he had explained his proficiency by saying:


‘I learnt to cook my own food when I stayed with Aunt Dymphna. Come to that I had to snare or catch most of what I ate for she was often away for days together. You soon learn to look after yourself when you are hungry.’


Alex, remembering these things when his mother said, ‘Well, he had that aunt,’ burst out:


‘I reckon old Great-Aunt Dymphna is raving mad.’


His mother pounced on that.


‘Not a bit of it. Actually she must be a most remarkable woman. Daddy respected her even when he was a boy, and he certainly does now.’


‘He never goes to see her,’ Penny pointed out, ‘though she only lives in Ireland, which isn’t far.’


‘That’s true. But I think it’s because he doesn’t want to make work for her for she lives quite alone, as far as I can gather, in an enormous house.’


‘Funny to be Daddy and have so few relations,’ said Penny. ‘Look what a lot we’ve got. An uncle in South Africa and three in New Zealand and rows of cousins, and a grandfather and a grandmother and all of us.’


Alex poured himself out some more chocolate.


‘It was unlucky for Daddy he hadn’t any grandparents. Most children have them, don’t they, Mummy?’


‘There was a grandmother on one side and a grandfather on the other at the time Daddy’s parents were killed, but they lived alone and couldn’t cope with a boy of twelve. They’re both dead now, as you know. Yes, he had remarkably few relations.’


Penny was sitting next to her mother on the sofa, now she snuggled up to her.


‘Perhaps it’s us that are very lucky. I just couldn’t imagine having no relations. Poor Daddy, it must have been awful.’


Her mother put an arm round her.


‘You wait till that promised visit to New Zealand comes off. Perhaps then you’ll think you have too many relations.’


Alex helped himself to another biscuit.


‘I suppose our going is further off than ever now – I mean Daddy won’t get away again for ages, will he?’


His mother held out her hand for a biscuit.


‘We couldn’t have gone this year anyway even if we could afford it, because as you know, Grandfather and Grandmother are in South Africa visiting your uncle there and his family, then next year, all being well, they’ll come and visit us.’


‘Perhaps the year after,’ said Penny.


Her mother smiled. Going to New Zealand was, as far as she could see, only a castle in the air and likely to stay that way.


‘Perhaps the year after,’ she agreed. ‘We’ll see. But I want to tell you both about something much nearer. This year’s holiday. Will you mind very much if I cancel that caravan?’


Both Alex and Penny tried not to sound as if they minded but they did. Caravaning was a high spot of the year. Their mother might just as well have said ‘Will you mind if we miss out Christmas?’


‘Why do you want to?’ Penny asked.


‘I don’t think I could cope alone. I know you’ll all help but it’s when things go wrong, like the water not being delivered or the man who owns the site not doing something he’s promised to do …’


‘That doesn’t often happen,’ said Alex.


‘Often enough. What I planned instead, if you agree, was to go to a small hotel near a loch – you know, where there’s fishing and boating and things like that. It would be a wonderful holiday for me, no shopping, no cooking, no washing up.’


[image: image]


Penny looked reproachful.


‘You know we nearly always help wash up.’


Her mother could have answered, ‘You do indeed when you are there, but you are always dashing off somewhere with your father,’ but she bit that back and instead said:


‘You’ve no idea what a treat it is not to think “What shall we eat today?”’


Alex liked the sound of a hotel near a loch with a boat and fishing – who would not? – but his father had said he relied on them all to do what they could to look after Mother. Presumably, with Father away, she had to take care of the money. It would be a poor way of looking after her to let her spend more than they could afford on the holiday.


‘Won’t a hotel be expensive?’


Mother gave him a look as if to say what a help it was to have a thoughtful son.
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