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CHAPTER ONE

The Beginning of the Adventures

MIKE, PEGGY and Nora were sitting in the fields, talking together. They were very unhappy. Nora was crying, and would not stop. As they sat there, they heard a low call.

‘Coo-ee!’

‘There’s Jack,’ said Mike. ‘Dry your eyes, Nora. Jack will cheer you up!’

A boy came running by the hedge and sat down by them. He had a face as brown as a berry and bright blue eyes that shone with mischief.

‘Hello!’ he said. ‘What’s up, Nora? Crying again?’

‘Yes,’ said Nora, wiping her eyes. ‘Aunt Harriet yelled at me six times this morning because I didn’t wash the curtains well enough. Look!’ She showed him her hands which were red and sore from all the washing.

‘It’s a shame!’ said Jack.

‘If only our father and mother were here they wouldn’t let us live like this,’ said Mike. ‘But somehow I don’t believe they’ll ever come back now.’

‘How long is it since they’ve been gone?’ asked Jack.

‘It’s over two years now,’ said Mike. ‘Dad built a fine new aeroplane, you know, and he set off to fly to Australia. Mother went with him, because she loves flying, too. They got nearly there – and then nothing more was heard of them!’

‘And I know Aunt Harriet and Uncle Henry think they will never come back again,’ said Nora, beginning to cry once more, ‘or they would never treat us as they do.’

‘Don’t cry any more, Nora,’ said Peggy. ‘Your eyes will get so red and horrid. I’ll do the washing instead of you next time.’

Jack put his arm round Nora. He liked her best of them all. She was the smallest, although she was Mike’s twin. She had a little face, and a head of black curls. Mike was exactly like her, but bigger. Peggy had blonde hair and was a year older. Nobody knew how old Jack was. He didn’t know himself. He lived with his grandfather on a tumble down farm, and worked as hard as a man, although he wasn’t much bigger than Mike.

He had made friends with the children as they wandered through the fields. He knew how to catch rabbits. He knew how to catch fish in the river. He knew where the best nuts and blackberries were to be found. In fact, he knew everything, the children thought, even the names of all the birds that flew about the hedges, and the difference between a grass snake and an adder, and things like that.

Jack was always dressed in raggedy things, but the children didn’t mind. His feet were bare, and his legs were scratched with brambles. He never grumbled; he never whined. He made a joke of everything, and he had been a good friend to the three miserable children.

‘Ever since Aunt Harriet made up her mind that Mummy and Daddy wouldn’t come back, she has been perfectly horrid,’ said Nora.

‘And so has Uncle Henry,’ said Mike. ‘We none of us go to school now, and I have to help Uncle in the fields from morning to night. I don’t mind that, but I do wish Aunt Harriet wouldn’t treat the two girls so badly. They are not very old, and she makes them do all the work of the house for her.’

‘I do every bit of the washing now,’ said Nora. ‘I wouldn’t mind the little things, but the sheets are so big and heavy.’

‘And I do all the cooking,’ said Peggy. ‘Yesterday I burnt a cake because the oven got too hot, and Aunt Harriet sent me to bed for the rest of the day without anything to eat at all.’

‘I climbed through the window and gave her some bread and cheese,’ said Mike. ‘And Uncle caught me and shook me so hard that I couldn’t stand up afterwards. I had to go without my supper, and my breakfast this morning was only a small piece of bread.’

‘We haven’t had any new clothes for months,’ said Peggy. ‘My shoes are dreadful. And I don’t know what we shall do when the winter comes, because none of our coats will fit us.’

‘You are much worse off than I am,’ said Jack. ‘I have never had anything nice, so I don’t miss it. But you have had everything you wanted, and now it is all taken away from you – you haven’t even a father and mother you can go to for help.’

‘Do you remember your father and mother, Jack?’ asked Mike. ‘Did you always live with your old grandfather?’

‘I never remember anyone except him,’ said Jack. ‘He’s talking of going to live with an aunt of mine. If he does I shall be left all alone, for she won’t have me, too.’

‘Oh, Jack! Whatever will you do?’ asked Nora.

‘I shall be all right!’ said Jack. ‘The thing is what are you three going to do? I hate to see you all unhappy. If only we could all run away together!’

‘We should be found at once and brought back,’ said Mike gloomily. ‘I know that. I’ve read in the papers about boys and girls running away, and they are always found by the police and brought back. If I knew some place where we would never be found, I would run away – and take the two girls with me too. I hate to see them bullied and worked so hard by Aunt Harriet.’

‘Now listen to me,’ said Jack suddenly, in such an earnest voice that all three children turned to him at once. ‘If I tell you a very great secret will you promise never to say a word about it to anyone?’

‘Oh, yes, Jack, we promise,’ said all three.

‘You can trust us, Jack,’ said Mike.

‘I know I can,’ he said. ‘Well, listen. I know a place where nobody could find us – if we ran away!’

‘Where is it, Jack?’ they all cried in great excitement.

‘I’ll show you this evening,’ said Jack, getting up. ‘Be by the lakeside at eight o’clock, when all your work is done, and I’ll meet you there. I must go now, or Grandpa will be angry with me, and perhaps lock me into my room so that I can’t get out again today.’

‘Goodbye, Jack,’ said Nora, who was feeling much better now. ‘We’ll see you this evening.’

Jack ran off, and the three children made their way slowly back to Uncle Henry’s farm. They had taken their dinner out into the fields to eat – now they had to go back to work. Nora had a great deal of ironing to do, and Peggy had to clean the kitchen. It was a big stone kitchen, and Peggy knew it would take her until suppertime – and, oh dear, how tired she would be then! Aunt Harriet would scold her all the time, she knew.

‘I’ve got to go and clean out the barn,’ said Mike to the girls, ‘but I’ll be in at suppertime, and afterwards we’ll see about this great secret of Jack’s.’

They each began their work, but all the time they were thinking excitedly of the evening. What was Jack’s secret? Where was the place he knew of? Could they really and truly run away?

They all got into trouble because they were thinking so hard of the evening that they did not do their work to Aunt Harriet’s liking nor to Uncle Henry’s either. Nora got shouted at again, and Peggy was in such trouble she cried bitterly for hours. She was made to scrub the kitchen floor all over again, and this made her late for supper.

Mike was shouted at by Uncle Henry for spilling some corn in the barn. The little boy said nothing, but he made up his mind that if it was possible to run away in safety he would do so, and take the girls with him, too.

‘Nora and Peggy ought to be going to school and wearing nice clothes that fit them, and having friends to tea,’ said Mike to himself. ‘This is no life for them. They are just very hard-worked servants for Aunt Harriet, and she pays them nothing.’

The children ate their supper of bread and cheese in silence. They were afraid of speaking in case their aunt and uncle shouted at them. When they had finished Mike spoke to his aunt.

‘Please may we go for a walk in the fields before we go to bed?’ he asked.

‘No, you can’t,’ said Aunt Harriet in her sharp voice. ‘You’ll just go to bed, all of you. There’s a lot of work to do tomorrow, and I want you up early.’

The children looked at one another in dismay. But they had to do as they were told. They went upstairs to the big bedroom they all shared. Mike had a small bed in the corner behind a screen, and the two girls had a bigger bed between them.

‘I believe Aunt Harriet and Uncle Henry are going out tonight, and that’s why they want us to go to bed early,’ said Mike. ‘Well, if they do go out, we’ll slip down and meet Jack by the river.’

‘We won’t get undressed then,’ said Nora. ‘We’ll just slip under the sheets, dressed – and then it won’t take us long to run down to the lake.’

The three children listened hard. They heard the front door close. Mike popped out of bed and ran to the front room. From there he could see the path to the gate. He saw his uncle and aunt walk down it, dressed to go out.

He ran back to the others. ‘We’ll wait for five minutes,’ he said, ‘then we’ll go.’

They waited quietly. Then they all slipped downstairs and out of the back door. They ran down to the lake as fast as they could. Jack was there waiting for them.

‘Hello, Jack,’ said Mike. ‘Here we are at last. They sent us to bed, but when they went out we slipped down here to meet you.’

‘What’s your great secret, Jack?’ asked Nora, ‘we are longing to know.’

‘Well, listen,’ said Jack. ‘You know what a big lake this is, don’t you, perfectly wild all round, except at the two ends where there are a few farmhouses and cottages. Now I know a little island, a good way up the south side of the lake, that I’m sure nobody knows at all. I don’t think anyone but me has ever been there. It’s a fine island, and would make the best hiding place in the world!’

The three children listened, their eyes wide with astonishment. An island on the big lake! Oh, if only they could really go there and hide – and live by themselves – with no unkind aunt and uncle to slap them and scold them and make them work hard all day long!

‘Are you too tired to walk down the lakeside to a place where you can see the island?’ asked Jack. ‘I only found it quite by chance one day. The woods come right down to the lakeside opposite the island, and they are so thick that I don’t think anyone has ever been through them, and so no one can have seen my island!’

‘Jack! Jack! Take us to see your secret island!’ begged Nora. ‘Oh, we must go. We’re all tired – but we must, must see the secret island.’

‘Come on, then,’ said Jack, pleased to see how excited the others were. ‘Follow me. It’s a good way.’

The barefooted boy took the three children across the fields to a wood. He threaded his way through the trees as if he were a rabbit. The wood thinned out and changed to a common, which, in turn, gave way to another wood, but this time the trees were so thick that it seemed as if there was no way through them at all.

But Jack kept on. He knew the way. He led the children without stopping, and at last they caught sight of the gleam of water. They had come back to the lakeside again. The evening was dim. The sun had sunk long since, and the children could hardly see.

Jack pushed his way through the trees that grew down to the waterside. He stood there and pointed silently to something. The children crowded round him.

‘My secret island!’ said Jack.

And so it was. The little island seemed to float on the dark lake-waters. Trees grew on it, and a little hill rose in the middle of it. It was a mysterious island, lonely and beautiful. All the children stood and gazed at it, loving it and longing to go to it. It looked so secret – almost magic.

‘Well,’ said Jack at last. ‘What do you think? Shall we run away, and live on the secret island?’

‘Yes!’ whispered all the children. ‘Let’s!’
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CHAPTER TWO

An Exciting Day

THE THREE children thought of nothing else but Jack’s secret island all the next day. Could they possibly run away and hide there? Could they live there? How could they get food? What would happen if people came to look for them? Would they be found? How busy their minds were, thinking, thinking, planning, planning! Oh, the excitement of that secret island! It seemed so mysterious and lovely. If only, only they were all there, safe from all the shouting and unhappiness!

The first time the children had a little time together to talk, they spoke about the island.

‘Mike, we must go!’ said Nora.

‘Mike, let’s tell Jack we’ll go,’ said Peggy.

Mike scratched his curly black head. He felt old and worried. He wanted to go very badly – but would the three of them really be able to stand a wild life like that? No proper beds to sleep in – perhaps no proper food to eat – and suppose one of them was ill? Well, they would have to chance all that. They could always come back if things went too wrong.

‘We’ll go,’ said Mike. ‘We’ll plan it all with Jack. He knows better than we do.’

So that night, when they met Jack, the four of them laid their plans. Their faces were red with excitement, their eyes were shining. An adventure! A real proper adventure, almost like Robinson Crusoe – for they were going to live all by themselves on a lonely island.

‘We must be careful in our plans,’ said Jack. ‘We mustn’t forget a single thing, for we ought not to go back to get anything, you know, or we might be caught.’

‘Could we go over to the island and just see what it’s like before we go to live there?’ asked Nora. ‘I would so love to see it.’

‘Yes,’ said Jack. ‘We’ll go on Sunday.’

‘How can we go?’ asked Mike. ‘Do we have to swim?’

‘No,’ said Jack. ‘I have an old boat. It was one that had been left to fall to pieces, and I found it and patched it up. It still gets water in, but we can bail that out. I’ll take you over in that.’

The children could hardly wait for Sunday to come. They had to do a certain amount of work on Sundays, but usually they were allowed to take their dinner out and have a picnic afterwards.

It was June. The days were long and sunny. The farm garden was full of peas, broad beans, gooseberries, and ripening cherries. The children stole into it and picked as many pea pods as they could find, and pulled up two big lettuces. Aunt Harriet gave them so little to eat that they always had to take something else as well. Mike said it wasn’t stealing, because if Aunt Harriet had given them the food they earned by the hard work they did, they would have twice as much. They were only taking what they had earned. They had a loaf of bread between them, some butter, and some slices of ham, as well as the peas and lettuces. Mike pulled up some carrots, too. He said they would taste most delicious with the ham.

They hurried off to meet Jack. He was by the lakeside, carrying a bag on his back. He had his dinner in it. He showed them some fine red cherries, and a round cake.

‘Mrs Lane gave me those for hoeing her garden yesterday,’ he said. ‘We’ll have a fine dinner between us.’

‘Where’s the boat, Jack?’ said Nora.

‘You wait and see!’ said Jack. ‘I don’t leave my secret things out for everyone to see! No one else but you three knows about my boat!’

He set off in the hot June sunshine, and the three children followed him. He kept close to the lakeside and although the children kept a sharp look-out for the boat they did not see it until Jack stopped and showed it to them.

‘See that great alder bush hanging over the lake just there?’ he said. ‘Well, my boat’s underneath it! It’s well hidden, isn’t it?’

Mike’s eyes shone. He loved boats. He did hope Jack would let him help to row. The children pulled out the boat from under the thick tree. It was quite a big one, but very, very old. It had a good deal of water in, and Jack set everyone to work bailing it out. There was an old pair of oars in the boat, and Jack put them in place.

‘Now get in,’ he said. ‘I’ve a good way to row. Would you like to take an oar, Mike?’

Of course Mike would! The two boys rowed over the water. The sun shone down hotly, but there was a little breeze that blew every now and again. Soon the children saw the secret island in the distance. They knew it because of the little hill it had in the middle.

The secret island had looked mysterious enough on the night they had seen it before – but now, swimming in the hot June haze, it seemed more enchanting than ever. As they drew near to it, and saw the willow trees that bent over the water’s edge and heard the sharp call of moorhens that scuttled off, the children gazed in delight. Nothing but trees and birds and little wild animals. Oh, what a secret island, all for their very own, to live on and play on.

‘Here’s the landing place,’ said Jack, and he guided the boat to a sloping sandy beach. He pulled it up on the sand, and the children jumped out and looked round. The landing place was a natural little cove – a lovely spot for a picnic – but picnickers never came here! Only a lonely otter lay on the sand now and again, and moorhens scuttled across it. No fire had ever been made on this little beach to boil a kettle. No bits of old orange peel lay about, or rusty tins. It was quite unspoilt.

‘Let’s leave our things here and explore a bit,’ said Mike, who was simply longing to see what the island was like. It seemed very big now they were on it.

‘All right,’ said Jack, and he put his bag down.

‘Come on,’ said Mike to the girls. ‘This is the beginning of a big adventure.’

They left the little cove and went up through the thick trees. There were willows, alders, hazels, and elderberries at first, and then as they went up the hill that lay behind the cove there were silver birches and oaks. The hill was quite steep, and from the top the children could see a very long way – up the lake and down the lake.

‘I say! If we come here to live, this hill will make an awfully good place to watch for enemies from here, all around!’

‘Yes,’ said Jack. ‘Nobody would be able to take us by surprise.’

‘We must come here, we must, we must!’ said Nora. ‘Oh, look at those rabbits, Peggy – they are as tame as can be, and that chaffinch nearly came on to my hand! Why are they so tame, Mike?’

‘I suppose because they are not used to people,’ said Mike. ‘What’s the other side of the hill, Jack? Shall we go down it?’

‘There are caves on the other side of the hill,’ said Jack. ‘I haven’t explored those. They would make good hiding places if anyone ever came to look for us here.’

They went down the hill on the other side. Gorse grew there and heather and bracken. Jack pointed out a big cave in the hillside. It looked dark and gloomy in the hot sunshine.

‘We haven’t time to go there now,’ said Jack. ‘But a cave would be an awfully good place to store anything in, wouldn’t it? It would keep things nice and dry.’

A little way down the hill the children heard a bubbling noise.

‘What’s that?’ asked Peggy, stopping.

‘Look! It’s a little spring!’ cried Mike. ‘Oh, Jack! This shall be our water supply! It’s as cold as can be, and as clear as crystal!’

‘It tastes fine, too,’ said Jack. ‘I had a drink last time I was here. Lower down, another spring joins this one, and there is a tiny brook.’

At the bottom of the hill was a thick wood. In clear patches great bushes of brambles grew. Jack pointed them out.

‘There will be thousands of blackberries in the autumn,’ he said. ‘And as for hazel nuts, you should see them! And in another place I know here, on a warm slope, you can find wild raspberries by the score!’

‘Oh, do show us!’ begged Mike. But Jack said there was not time. Besides, the raspberries wouldn’t be ripe yet.

‘The island is too big to explore all over today,’ said Jack. ‘You’ve seen most of it – this big hill with its caves, the springs, the thick wood, and beyond the wood is a grassy field and then the water again. Oh, it is a glorious place!’

‘Jack, where shall we live on this island?’ said Peggy, who always liked to have everything well settled in her mind.

‘We shall build a house of wood,’ said Jack. ‘I know how to. That will do fine for the summer, and for the winter we will have to find a cave, I think.’

The children gazed at one another in glee. A house of wood, built by themselves – and a cave! How lucky they were to have a friend like Jack, who had a boat and a secret island!

They went back to the little landing place, hungry and happy. They sat down and ate their bread and ham, carrots and peas, cherries and lettuces, and cake. It was the loveliest meal they had ever had in their lives, they thought. A little moorhen walked up to them and seemed surprised to see so many people in its home. But it did not run away. It ran round, pecking at the lettuce leaves, saying, ‘Fulluck, fulluck!’ in its loud voice.

‘If I could live here on this secret island always and always and always, and never grow up at all, I would be quite happy,’ said Nora.

‘Well, we’ll have a shot at living here for a good while at least!’ said Jack. ‘Now, when shall we come?’

‘And what shall we bring?’ said Mike.

‘Well, we don’t really need a great deal at present,’ said Jack. ‘We can make soft beds of heather and bracken to lie on at night. What would be useful would be things like enamel mugs and plates and knives. I’ll bring an axe and a very sharp woodman’s knife. We’ll need those when we build our house. Oh – and matches would be most useful for lighting fires. We shall have to cook our meals. I’ll bring my fishing line along, too.’

The more the children talked about their plan, the more excited they got. At last they had arranged what to bring. They were gradually to hide things in a hollow tree by the lakeside, and then, when the time came, they could carry them to the boat and row off to the secret island, ready to set up house there.

‘A frying pan would be useful,’ said Nora.

‘And a saucepan or two,’ said Peggy, ‘and a kettle. Oh! What fun it will be. I don’t care how much we are shouted at now – I shall think of this exciting plan all day long!’

‘We had better fix a day for starting off,’ said Jack. ‘What about a week from now? Sunday would be a good day for running away, because no one will come to look for us until night time, when we don’t go home!’

‘Yes! A week today!’ cried everyone. ‘Oooh! How happy we shall be!’

‘Now we must go home,’ said Jack, setting off to the boat. ‘You can row if you like, Mike, and I’ll bail out the water as we go. Get in, you girls.’

‘Ay, ay, Captain!’ they sang out, full of joy to think they had such a fine leader as Jack! Off they all went, floating across the water in the evening light. What would they be doing next Sunday?
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CHAPTER THREE

The Escape

ALL THAT week the three children carried out their plans. Aunt Harriet and Uncle Henry could not understand what was different about the children – they did not seem to mind being scolded at all. Even Nora didn’t burst into tears when she was shouted at. She was so happy when she thought of the secret island that she couldn’t shed a tear!

The children took all the clothes they possessed down to the hollow tree by the lakeside. Mike took four enamel cups, some enamel plates, and two enamel dishes. Nora smuggled down an old kettle that Aunt Harriet had put away in a cupboard. She did not dare to take one of those on the stove. Peggy took a frying pan and a saucepan to the hollow tree, and had to put up with a dreadful scolding when her aunt could not find them.

Jack took a saucepan too, and an axe and a fine sharp knife. He also took some small knives and forks and spoons, for the other children did not dare to take these. There were only just enough put out for them and their aunt and uncle to use. So they were glad when Jack found some and brought them along.

‘Can you get some empty tins to store things in?’ asked Jack. ‘I am trying to get sugar and things like that, because we must have those, you know. Grandad gave me some money the other day, and I’m buying a few things to store.’

‘Yes, I’ll get some empty tins,’ said Mike. ‘Uncle has plenty in the shed. I can wash them out and dry them. And could you get matches, Jack? Aunt only leaves one box out, and that won’t go far.’
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