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CHAPTER 1





  “Wake up, wake up!” the little voice kept calling Hannah, until she opened her eyes. It was early morning, the sun was beaming through the curtains and sparrows were chirping on the roof, announcing the arrival of yet another beautiful day.




  “What time is it?” she asked, but Katie was not listening.




  “Quickly, get up! Mummy is making pancakes!” she shouted as she run downstairs.




  When Hannah came into the kitchen, Katie was already sitting at the table, dangling her feet in anticipation of breakfast. She was a sweet little girl with blue eyes, rosy cheeks and blonde curly hair streaming down the shoulders. Katie was wearing bright red Wellington boots and her favourite dolly Lucy sat beside her on the chair.




  “Good morning my darlings,” Mum Alison said, mixing batter for pancakes.




  Alison and her three children lived in London on a big estate, jam-packed with tiny terraced houses and surrounded by tall blocks of flats. Alison loved painting and one day hoped to become an artist. However, for now it was just a dream. During the week Alison worked in a bank and on weekends she often did some work for a design agency. Despite her efforts, it was hard to make the ends meet and this year Alison was not able to take children out of the city on a summer vacation.




  “Hi Mum! Is breakfast ready?” Jamie asked, entering the kitchen. He was a typical twelve year old boy, perhaps a little too tall for his age, with stubborn brown hair, blue eyes and a big scratch on the knee. He saw Katie's doll sitting on the chair. Annoyed, he threw it on the floor and sat on the chair himself. “Mum, just look at her!” he said. “Why is she wearing these stupid boots?”




  “Leave her alone, you bully,” Hannah gave the little girl a hug. Hannah was a year younger than Jamie, but definitely more sensible and mature.




  Katie got off the chair and picked up the doll from the floor. She wiped her nose, came up to her brother and said, “I’m wearing these boots, because today is Saturday. After breakfast Mummy will take us to the Riverside. She’ll buy me an ice-cream. But she won't buy any for you, because you are mean!” She marched to the other side of the table, sat on the chair and ignoring Jamie's stern look began eating pancakes that Alison put on her plate.




  On this particular Saturday Alison was going to be very busy. “I am sorry sweetheart,” she said, “but I won’t be able to take you to the Riverside today…”




  “Well, I don’t care what you do! I’m going to play football,” Jamie said. He finished his breakfast, took a big sip of orange juice and left.




  “Hannah, I need you to look after your sister whilst I am working,” Alison said. “You two stay in the garden where I can keep my eye on you and after dinner we’ll go to the shop and I‘ll buy you some ice lollies!”




  Katie looked down at her shiny Wellington boots. She was disappointed, but thought it would be better not to take off the boots just yet, just in case she would need them for some emergency. Suddenly, the doorbell rang.




  “Mummy, Mummy, it’s the postman!” Katie shouted, looking out from the window.




  Alison answered the door and returned back to the kitchen. “I think this is from your Granddad Oscar,” she said, showing the girls a big brown envelope.




  Oscar Chapman was an eccentric old man. He was a scientist, an inventor and an explorer. He was away so often, that children hardly ever saw him. However, he never forgot their birthdays and sent children and Alison gifts and cards from all over the world.




  “Mum, open it! What does it say?” Hannah asked impatiently. Children loved Granddad Oscar and could not wait to hear all about his latest adventures. Alison opened the envelope and inside she found a letter, an old house key and four airplane tickets.




  “My Dear Alison,” the letter read, “I hope you and the children are keeping well. At the moment I am travelling in the Far East, as I have some business here that needs my attention.




  I know that money has been a little tight for you lately and you are not able to take children on holiday this year. Please find enclosed a key to the cottage that I purchased some time ago and four airplane tickets.




  I think all of you need a good holiday and an adventure! Spend as much time at the cottage as you need.




  Have a great time!




  Lots of Love and Hugs,




  Granddad Oscar




  P.S. An old friend of mine is looking after the cottage whilst I am away. He is a great chap, I trust him and I am sure you will get on like a house on fire. The cottage is very spacious, so do not worry, there is plenty of room for everyone. O. XXX”




  “Wow, this is fantastic!” Hannah said. “Granddad even got us the plane tickets!”




  Alison put down the letter and looked at the tickets. The departure date was exactly one week from today, but the return date was left open.




  “Oh dear,” she said. “This is such a surprise! Well, first of all I have to speak to Mr Figg to see if I can take some time off work.”




  Mr Alistair Figg was Alison’s manager at the bank where she worked. He was a tall, stern looking gentleman with a pale face, always impeccably dressed in a smart brown suit. Mr Figg did not like children, dogs, loud music, fireworks… in fact, he did not like most things and especially he did not like holidays and people who asked for them. This is why Alison was feeling anxious when she knocked on Mr Figg’s office door when she came to work on Monday.




  “Come in,” she heard a calm cold voice.




  Alison opened the door and entered the room. Mr Figg was sitting at his desk reading a weighty volume of a very complicated book called “Financial Operations”.




  “Excuse me, Mr Figg…” Alison said. “Would it be possible for me to take some time off work starting from next Monday?”




  Mr Figg put the book down and looked up at Alison over his glasses with a mighty disapproval in his eyes. “A holiday??” He could not believe his ears. Mr Figg suddenly felt that he needed some fresh air. He got up and opened the window.




  A wave of fresh morning breeze burst into the room and blew a stack of papers off his desk. Alison was frantically trying to help Mr Figg to pick up the papers off the floor. One sheet, which landed by his feet, attracted his attention.




  “Mrs Johnson, you are asking for a holiday, but you already booked the leave you are requesting,” he said and handed the paper to Alison.




  This was an approved request for a month-long holiday starting from next Monday, just like Alison wanted. She did not know how the form got onto the Mr Figg’s desk, as she did not remember asking for a holiday this year, but she did not care.




  “Oh, I am ever so sorry!” she said, blushing in embarrassment, “I must have submitted this form previously and forgot all about it! My apologies, Mr Figg…”




  “Very well,” Mr Figg replied. “That’s fine. But please get back to work now.”




  Later that afternoon, when Alison came home from work, she told the children good news.




  “Hooray, we are going on holiday!” Katie said. Her shiny red Wellington boots were going to come in handy after all!




  

  
CHAPTER 2





  After a short flight to the tiny island in the middle of the Irish Sea, Alison and children waited for a taxi outside of the grey airport terminal. Suddenly, they saw a man running towards them.




  “Hi! Excuse me… Are you Alison?” the man enquired, trying to catch his breath.




  “Yes, that’s right…” Alison was surprised that the man knew her name.




  “And you must be Jamie, Hannah and Katie! I’m Alan, Alan Harper - Mr Chapman’s neighbour. He told me that you are coming to stay for a while and I offered to collect you from the airport.”




  “Oh, this is so nice of you! Thank you so much!” Alison said.




  “So… Are you the friend who is looking after Granddad’s cottage whilst he is away?” Hannah asked when they got into Alan’s car and he was driving them away from the airport.




  “Oh, no! I live just down the road from Oscar in an old farmhouse. I usually spend around four months at the island and the rest of the year I live in London,” Alan said.




  Alison was pleasantly surprised, “We come from London as well! So, what do you do?”




  “I am a journalist and an author. I also paint in my spare time, mainly landscapes.”




  “My Mummy also likes painting,” Katie joined the conversation. She was a little tired from the journey, but still very excited. Katie was sitting at the back of Alan’s big car, feeding her dolly Lucy with sweets that a lady flight attendant gave her when they boarded the plane.




  “Maybe one day, you could show me your work,” Alan said.




  Alison thought it was a great idea. “Well, we could meet up sometime when we are back in London, if you like!”




  Alan smiled, “Certainly, I look forward to it!”




  “So… have you been to the Isle of Man before?” he asked.




  “No,” Alison replied, “it is our first time here.”




  “It is a beautiful little island,” Alan said. “You could get around it in a day, either by bus or a car. Douglas is the capital. They have fantastic ice-cream here!” Children saw him winking at them in the mirror. “…The island is famous for the motorcycle races, which unfortunately you have just missed. The scenery is amazing. Many tourists come here to explore local hiking and push bike routes…”




  Alan turned into a narrow country lane and stopped the car. The Sycamore Cottage was a two-storey modest looking building with two chimneys on the opposite sides of the thatched roof, red painted windows and a front garden full of colourful wild flowers.




  “I live over there,” he pointed towards a farmhouse on the opposite side of the road. “If you need anything, just come over and knock on my door. I’ll pop in later to see how you settled in. Perhaps, one evening you and the children would consider joining me for dinner...”




  “Thank you so much, dinner sounds great!” Alison smiled. She thought that Alan was very nice.




  He unloaded their suitcases, got into the car and tooted the horn twice as he drove off.




  The sun has gone behind the clouds and it started raining. Alison knocked on the cottage door and after waiting for a couple of seconds opened it with the Granddad Oscar’s old key.




  “Hallooooo,” she called, “is anybody home?” but there was no reply. “Wow!” she said, as they entered the house. “What a lovely place!”




  And, indeed, it was. The entrance hall opened up into a living room with a large patio door, leading out into a beautiful garden. Old wooden beams supported the tall ceilings. The ground floor had a well equipped kitchen with several cooking books stacked up on a shelf and lots of pans and kitchen utensils.
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