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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.
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      ‘It is queer,’ Bill once said, ‘how you don’t notice how nice things are while they are being nice; it’s only when they stop being nice that you find out.’

      Poor Bill, he had every reason to say this and so had Carol and Tim. For things had always been – allowing for the small set-backs which happen to everybody – so very, very nice until their father’s accident.

      The Johnstones lived in a new town in a pleasant house with a garden and a garage. Their father was a foreman of a factory in London and drove to and from work every day. He was the nicest sort of father, always interested in anything his family were doing and he did his best to help. His own hobby was his garden but he was anything but a mean gardener. Most keen gardeners of a not very big but showy little garden say a dog is death to it. The family had – or to be correct, Tim had – a queer little dog. Tim had found him when he was a puppy, lost, miserable and cold. Even though the puppy was small Tim, who was then only four, had found him heavy to carry and had literally staggered into the house and almost dropped the puppy in the doorway.

      ‘Mum,’ he had gasped. ‘Mum. Look what I’ve found.’

      ‘Poor little thing,’ his mother had said. ‘We must find out whom he belongs to.’

      Tim had known she would say that.

      ‘He’s nothing on his collar. I looked.’

      By now Bill, who was at that time ten, and Carol, who was seven, had joined them.

      ‘I think he’s a sort of poodle,’ Bill had said. ‘I mean he’s got that sort of fur but straight.’

      Carol had knelt down by the puppy.

      ‘His nose isn’t quite poodle-ish, more like that dachshund in the pet shop.’

      ‘Whatever kind of dog he is,’ their mother had said, ‘we must ring the police to fetch him.’

      Six reproachful eyes looked at her.

      ‘You weren’t thinking of taking him to a Police Station, were you?’ Carol had asked in a very shocked voice.

      Their mother had weakened.

      ‘Not just now perhaps but I must let the police know I have him, his poor owner may be waiting for him.’

      But no owner had been waiting for the little dog that day or any day, so he became a part of the family. He was named Jellicoe because it was by a block of flats called Jellicoe buildings that Tim had found him, but he was never called Jellicoe – just Jelly.

      ‘Are you sure you want the children to keep Jelly?’ their mother had said to their father when it was obvious that no one was going to claim the puppy. ‘He’ll ruin your garden.’

      Their father had laughed.

      ‘I’ll put fencing everywhere and if Jelly gets through it then I’ll make the children replace it. As a matter of fact I’m rather glad Jelly’s been forced on us. I should have found it hard to buy a dog, thinking of my flowers, but the children ought to have one, no family is complete without a dog.’

      Their father who, before he was a foreman had made precision tools, was very neat with his fingers. Anything that his children wanted he was able to make. Angels’ wings for the school nativity play. A head-dress like a rose when Carol danced in her dancing-class display. In fact so clever was he that over the years when something particularly difficult was wanted for a school or dancing-class entertainment the teachers would say to whichever child was involved, ‘Do you think your father would help?’

      Their father was a great party man. Weeks before Christmas he always worked out something new and startling in the way of Christmas decorations with which to thrill the family and visitors. He always thought out exciting things too for the family birthdays.

      ‘You pretend you plan things for the children,’ their mother would say, ‘but really it’s for yourself. The trouble is you’ve never grown up.’

      Whatever the reason, their father certainly was a wonderful planner. Bill’s birthday was in August, a time when the family was away on holiday. Every year, wherever they went, their father had what the family called, ‘Bill’s mystery drive’ arranged. It was always to somewhere special with a superb picnic as part of it, and it was always the high spot of the holiday.

      Carol’s birthday was at the end of January and was kept on the Saturday following it. It was a lunch-out matinée occasion. But it was no ‘where shall we eat?’ day, every moment was worked out by their father, and thrilling places he found to eat in, almost always foreign with strange exotic foods. When the children were small their mother said she was scared to death in case one of them was sick in the theatre.

      Tim’s birthday was the fifth of November and that of course settled itself. Being Guy Fawkes day it had to be a bonfire-and-fireworks party, but what a bonfire and what fireworks! Locally all fireworks were judged by Tim’s birthday ones. ‘They were nearly up to the Tim Johnstone standard’ or ‘They weren’t bad but nowhere near the Tim Johnstone style.’

      It was in the August when Bill was going to be thirteen, Carol had been eleven last January, Tim would be eight in November and Jelly was believed to be four, that the dreadful thing happened. It was the night before they went away for the summer holidays; they were going to Cornwall that year.

      ‘I’m going to get the car filled up tonight,’ their father called out. ‘I don’t want to waste time tomorrow because I want to get the back of the journey broken before lunch.’

      Their mother was packing.

      ‘All right, dear,’ she answered, her mind on what she was doing.

      ‘Can I go with Dad?’ Tim asked.

      ‘No,’ said his mother. ‘You don’t move until you’ve laid out on your bed all the toys and things you want to take.’

      It was one of those accidents which nobody saw. A chauffeur-driven car with an old lady called Lady Paine in the back turned out of a drive and crashed into their father’s car. The chauffeur was killed and Lady Paine and their father taken to hospital unconscious. Without doubt the chauffeur was to blame, it was he who shot out of a drive into Father’s car. Lady Paine’s insurance company would pay but not until it was known if Father was permanently damaged.

      Their father was unconscious for nearly three weeks. Then slowly he regained consciousness but he came back not like his proper self. It was after he had been conscious for nearly two weeks that Bill went to see him, until then nobody but his mother had visited.

      ‘Sister thinks you’d better see him, Bill,’ his mother said. ‘She says he’s as well as can be expected but it may be months before he can work again – the doctors are moving him to a psychiatric hospital for treatment.’ Her voice wobbled she was trying so hard not to cry. ‘We must make some sort of plan.’

      ‘Does Dad know how long he may be ill?’ Bill asked.

      ‘The doctors said he was to be told but I don’t know if he quite understood. They want him to take an interest in things. But he just won’t. Oh, Bill, I’m afraid you’re in for a shock, he’s so changed.’

      Bill gave his mother’s shoulder an awkward pat.

      ‘Don’t fuss. He’ll be all right in the end.’

      His mother choked back a sob.

      ‘He can’t remember what happened, which is natural. But he’s so odd, he knows he’s been in hospital for nearly five weeks and he knows we haven’t got any insurance money yet, but he seems quite happy to lie there for ever. He’s not a bit worried about what is to happen to us.’

      ‘What do you mean – happen to us?’ Bill asked.

      His mother hesitated, not wanting to worry him more than she had to, then it was such a relief to have someone to talk to she just burst out with everything.

      ‘The firm are being very good paying Dad as usual, but it can’t go on for ever. Some day the old lady’s insurance will pay up but that will take time. The doctors say that it may be months before he’s back to normal.’ She again hesitated. ‘Sometimes I wake in the night scared that he will never be.’

      Bill felt he was growing up every minute. His father had always been the planner and the arranger for them all, he had never asked him for advice – or anybody else if it came to that. He supposed really Dad had treated him as a child, which was of course ridiculous when you were almost thirteen. Now he was thirteen as he talked to his mother, he felt taller and sort of broader in the shoulders.

      ‘I’ll visit Dad instead of you tomorrow evening. He’ll feel different talking to me – you know, not being grown-up and all that.’

      Bill told Carol and Tim he was going to the hospital, but he didn’t tell them anything that his mother had told him, for both of them had, of course, been upset by the accident, particularly Carol who, since it had happened, had cried about anything and was easily cross.

      ‘I know we’ve all sent flowers and fruit and stuff, but now Dad’s getting better can you think up something to send him he might like to do?’

      ‘I could,’ said Tim, ‘but I’ll save it up for when I visit him.’

      ‘That’s what I think I’ll do,’ Carol agreed. ‘If you can go tomorrow perhaps Mum will take us the next visiting day.’

      Bill thought, if his mother was only half right, neither Carol nor Tim should be allowed to see their father until he was miles better.

      ‘I think there are rules about how many of us he can see. Anyway let me take something from you both tomorrow.’

      ‘What sort of thing to do?’ Carol asked. ‘Do you mean like a jig-saw puzzle?’

      Bill shook his head.

      ‘No, the hospital will have those. You know the sort of thing he likes doing and the hospital doesn’t. It needn’t cost much but, of course, done up properly seeing what a parcel man he is.’

      The next evening Bill, with rather a beating heart for he was shy of the big public ward with everyone, he felt, staring at him, turned up at his father’s bedside.

      His father was propped up in a sitting position and, except that there was a huge scar on his forehead and that he was very pale, he looked far more himself than his mother had led him to expect.

      ‘Hullo, Dad, how’re things?’

      Very slowly his father turned his head to look at Bill and for a second it seemed as if he did not recognize him. Then he smiled.

      ‘Hullo, old man.’

      Bill put the parcels and an envelope on the bed, each parcel was wrapped in fancy paper.

      ‘This is from Carol, this is from Tim, this is from me and the envelope is from Jelly.’

      It was then Bill saw what was frightening his mother. If ever there was a parcel-minded man it had been his father, which was why they had done their parcels up in grand paper. Now his father didn’t even give them a glance.

      ‘How kind,’ he said in a far-away voice and turned his head as if he didn’t even want to look at the parcels.

      Bill didn’t know what to say or do next so he opened Carol’s parcel. Carol usually had two and sixpence a week pocket money but it never had been enough so her father had usually helped out when anything special was wanted. Since the accident it had been just two and sixpence and it had to cover everything including subscriptions, which it never had been expected to cover before. There were therefore signs of poverty about Carol’s present. It was packed in last birthday’s paper. Inside was an exercise book with lined pages on one side with plain sheets facing it to draw on. On the top of the first page Carol had printed very neatly HOSPITAL DIARY OF FREDERICK JOHNSTONE. Bill thought it a wonderful present and it went well with his.

      ‘I say, Dad, look at this.’ His father held the book which Bill pressed into his hand but he didn’t look, so Bill tore open his open present, which was coloured pencils.

      ‘And these are just right for drawing in it. You can draw the other patients and the nurses and…’ He stopped because really talking to his father was like talking into space. Miserably he undid Tim’s parcel. Tim only had one shilling a week, it would rise to one and sixpence when he got into double figures. He never had any money saved but he had taken trouble over his present, which really Bill thought was better than spending money. He had been to the plant shop and persuaded the owner to give him a seed catalogue. He had no birthday paper but he had found an old piece of Christmas paper to wrap the catalogue in. Bill was full of admiration and sounded it.

      ‘Look what Tim’s sent you! While you’re in bed is just the time to work out what seeds you want to plant. Look at some of these pictures, you know you like looking at catalogues.’ His father wouldn’t even take hold of the catalogue.

      ‘Seeds,’ he said vaguely. ‘Please thank Tim.’

      Bill hardly had the heart to open Jelly’s envelope. He knew what was in it for he had bought it himself. It was a get-well card, the sort that usually his father would have thought very funny. It had a picture of a man with bandages all over lying in bed, with a fearful-looking wife sitting beside him. Outside it said: ‘Sorry about your accident.’ Inside there was a verse about getting well.

      ‘And Jelly sent this card,’ Bill’s voice faded away on ‘this card’ for it was clear his father wasn’t listening.

      Quite soon the effort of trying to talk without getting an answer was too much for Bill so he got up.

      ‘Goodbye, Dad, I’ll be in again soon.’

      It was clear his father didn’t care if he came again or not for he just said:

      ‘Thanks, old man,’ and shut his eyes.

      At the door of the ward the Sister in charge stopped Bill.

      ‘How did you find your father?’

      Bill stared at her with frightened, unhappy eyes.

      ‘Awful.’

      Sister nodded.

      ‘I know. But I’m sure he’ll pick up when we can move him to the other hospital. Do come again. He may be more interested than you think and anyway if you share the visiting it helps your mother.’

      Outside the hospital Bill stood pulling himself together before he faced his mother. What was he to say to her? Suppose his father never got better, what was going to happen to them?
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      As it turned out Bill did not have to discuss plans with his mother for when he got home he found she had received a telephone call. It was from the manager of the factory where his father worked.

      ‘They want to see me, Bill. The manager was very kind and said I wasn’t to worry, they had a plan to put to me. I’m to see them tomorrow. How did you think Dad was?’

      Bill was going to say ‘awful’, as he had said to the Sister in the hospital, but he bit it back. No good being more depressing than he needed to be.

      ‘A bit low but I suppose he would be after that crack on the head.’

      ‘Did he seem interested, I mean in what we’re doing and everything?’

      Bill struggled between the truth and not sounding too gloomy.

      ‘Well, we’d all sent presents, you know, we talked about them mostly.’

      His mother had never been to the hospital empty-handed, but never once had the patient seemed to notice anything she brought.

      ‘Talked about them, did he? The Sister must be right and seeing you cheered him up, he never talks about anything to me. I wonder if Carol and Tim should see him.’

      ‘I’d leave that for a bit – I mean they’d expect him to be like he always was.’

      His mother saw his point.

      ‘All right, we’ll stick to just you and me for the time being.’

      Bill, not wishing to scare Carol and Tim, gave them such a good imaginary account of how pleased their father was with their presents that they were upset when the next morning they were told by their mother they couldn’t visit him yet.

      ‘It’s absolute nonsense!’ Tim grumbled to Carol. ‘I know Dad would like to see me. I wouldn’t talk loud.’

      Carol was equally annoyed but more accepting.

      ‘It does seem odd, I mean why can Bill go if we can’t? I suppose it’s a hospital rule, about not too many visitors, you know how fussy they are.’

      Tim thought Carol was giving in too easily. He took Jelly into the garden and told him all about it.

      ‘I didn’t tell Carol in case she did it instead of me. But I want to take Dad some of those gladiolas that I’ve been looking after for him. They’re only in bud but they’ll come out in water. Dad’s awfully proud of them, he took some to work last year to show everybody.’

      The gladioli, when Tim examined them, had come on a lot. It was now possible to see what colour they were going to be. There was a crimson one, two yellow ones, a white one and four mauve ones.

      ‘In two or three days they’ll be almost quite out, Jelly,’ Tim grumbled. ‘Then I bet Mum picks them and takes them to Dad, which won’t be fair because it’s me who has watered them and put in sticks so they won’t fall over. I don’t see why I can’t see Dad, it’s just hospital silliness. If no one else gets them first I’ll just sneak the gladiolas into him, I know he’ll be pleased to see me, and he’d like to see you, but hospitals are terribly fussy about dogs.’

      That afternoon the children’s mother went to London to see the manager of the factory. She came home looking tired, but less depressed than she had looked since the accident. She called Bill into the kitchen where she was making a pot of tea.

      ‘I saw Mr Smith, he was very kind and full of ideas. Take a deep breath for you’re in for a shock. They have, of course, replaced Dad, but it’s only temporary, they’re holding his job for him for a year.’

      Bill thought of his father as he had seen him last night. Well, a year was a long time, perhaps he’d be well by then. He tried to sound hopeful.

      ‘That’s good.’

      ‘The man who’s doing Dad’s job at present – his name is Reg Robinson – has been living in one of the firm’s flats, but is looking for somewhere larger. You know Dad and I lived in one of those flats when we were first married. You lived there when you were a baby.’

      Bill had heard of the flats which they had left when his father was made a foreman. But he couldn’t see why his mother was telling him about them now.

      ‘Weren’t they called Elstob Buildings?’

      ‘That’s right. Funny old-fashioned inconvenient places, the firm built them in the last century. They were considered very up-to-date then. Well, Mr Smith has had a talk with Reg Robinson and suggested he should rent this house while Dad’s ill and we’d take over his flat.’

      Bill felt as if he’d had a knock in the solar plexus. His mother had said he was to be prepared for a shock, but he’d never thought it would be anything like this.

      ‘But what point would there be in our leaving here?’

      ‘Money. This place takes all my time to keep it clean, but if we moved into Elstob Buildings I could take a job. As you know, I was a secretary when I married your father; well, the firm will find me a secretarial job.’

      Bill tried to sound sensible. But only disadvantages came to him.

      ‘What about our schools?’

      ‘Mr Smith had thought of that. There’s a good comprehensive not too far off where both you and Carol could go.’

      He and Carol! Bill tried to hide his disgust. He was at a grammar school for which Carol had not got a place so she was to go to the Secondary Modern in the autumn. It seemed a bit of a come down to get sent to the same school as Carol. However, he kept what he thought about that to himself.

      ‘What about Tim?’

      ‘There’s a junior school almost next door to the Buildings.’

      Bill thought the whole scheme terrible.

      ‘I shouldn’t have thought you could type now, it’s such ages since you did.’

      His mother was pleased with the secretarial plan. It would be nice to be earning instead of sitting at home worrying.

      ‘The firm will pay for me to take a refresher course.’ She hesitated, then said in a firm voice: ‘I’ve agreed, Bill. I mean, Mr Smith and the Chairman had thought it all out for us. Of course we’ll hate leaving here, but if we stopped on here I couldn’t work, it takes all my time looking after the place. Anyway it’s only until Dad’s well. We’ll be back.’

      ‘When are we going?’

      ‘I wasn’t sure whether we ought to wait until Dad is moved to the new hospital. But I called in and saw Sister on my way home. She doesn’t think, as Dad is at present, he’ll care that he’s not visited. And while I was there I asked whether Carol and Tim should see their father. She said no, it would do him no good, only upset them.’ She looked at Bill. ‘I gather she thought seeing him had upset you – you didn’t tell me that.’

      ‘Well, it’s an awful scar.’ Bill changed the subject. ‘When do we move to Elstob Buildings?’

      ‘That’s to be decided. I’ve got to go and see the Robinsons’ flat, and Mrs Robinson will come over and see this place. But as we’re not moving any furniture of course, just our personal things, it will be easy. The Robinsons are going to rent this place as it is and pay me the difference between what I charge for this house and Elstob Buildings, which is quite a lot, which will be a help. It means we’ll be living more than rent free while Dad’s ill.’

      Bill loathed the thought of the Robinsons in their home. He tried not to show how he felt but he wasn’t very successful.

      ‘I suppose we can take our books and things like that, we don’t want those Robinsons mucking them about.’

      His mother understood just how Bill felt, but the facts had to be faced. To her the anxiety about their future had been so wearing that relief helped her over the awfulness of leaving her home. But for Bill it was different. Wrongly she now saw, until yesterday she had kept her worries to herself, which made it tough on Bill facing all the bad news in a lump.

      ‘We must take as little as we can. There are only two quite small bedrooms in Elstob Buildings. Carol will share with me and you will share with Tim…’

      Share with Tim! Horror piled on horror. Here they each had their own room filled with their own special things. How could he and Tim share? His mother went on relentlessly for she wanted Bill to face all the disadvantages at once.

      ‘There is a very small bathroom and a minute kitchen. And – oh Bill, this is the worst part of it. Jelly can’t come, animals aren’t allowed.’

      That was too much. Jelly wasn’t ‘animals’, he was family.

      ‘Jelly can’t come!’

      ‘No, but luckily Mr Robinson will look after him for us. Mr Smith had remembered we had Jelly. He said Mr Robinson said his two children will be terribly pleased, they’ve always wanted a dog and been promised one when they had found a house.’

      Bill felt he had heard enough.

      ‘When are you going to tell Carol and Tim?’

      His mother poured out her tea, she offered Bill a cup but he shook his head. She was dead tired and she had to go to the hospital for her evening visit.

      ‘When I get home. Oh, Bill, I dread telling them. Carol’s been so difficult since the accident, and poor Tim – leaving Jelly behind will break his heart.’

      Bill looked at her miserably. Leaving Jelly would break all their hearts. It was hard to think of anything cheerful to say.

      ‘Don’t fuss,’ he said in what he could hear sounded a growly voice. ‘We’ll get over it.’
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