
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Chapter one

	The beginning of things

	They were not railway children at the beginning. They lived with their father and mother in London. There were three of them. Roberta - she was always called Bobbie, and was the oldest. Next came Peter, who wanted to be an engineer when he grew up. And the youngest was Phyllis, who was always trying to be good.

	Mother was almost always at home, ready to play with the children, or to read to them. And she wrote stories, then read them to the children after tea.

	These three lucky children had everything that they needed. Pretty clothes, a warm house, and lots of toys. They also had a wonderful father who was never angry, and always ready to play a game.

	They were very happy. But they did not know how happy until their life in London was over, and they had to live a very different life indeed.

	The awful change came suddenly.

	***

	It was Peter's birthday, and he was ten years old. Among his presents was a toy steam engine, and it quickly became Peter's favourite toy. But after three days, the engine went BANG! Peter was very unhappy about his broken toy. The others said he cried, but Peter said his eyes were red because he had a cold.

	When Father came home that day, Peter told him the sad story about his engine, and Father looked at it very carefully. Mother and the children waited.

	'Is there no hope?' said Peter.

	'Of course there's hope!' said Father, smiling. 'I'll mend it on Saturday, and you can all help me.'

	Just then, someone knocked at the front door. A few moments later, Ruth - the maid - came in. 'There are two gentlemen to see you,' she said to Father.

	'Now, who can they be?' said Father.

	'Try to be quick, dear,' said his wife. 'It's nearly time for the children to go to bed.'

	But the two men stayed and stayed. Father's voice got louder and louder in the next room, but the children and Mother could not hear what was said. Then Ruth came back and spoke to Mother.

	'He wants you to go in, ma'am,' she said. 'I think he's had bad news. Be ready for the worst.'

	Mother went into the next room, and there was more talking. Soon after, the children heard Ruth call a taxi, then there was the sound of feet going outside and down the steps.

	Mother came back, and her face was white.

	'It's time to go to bed,' she said to the children. 'Ruth will take you upstairs.'

	'But, Father-' began Phyllis.

	'Father's had to go away on business,' said Mother. 'Now, go to bed, darlings.'

	Bobbie whispered, 'It wasn't bad news, was it?'

	'No, darling,' said Mother. 'I can't tell you anything tonight. Please go now.'

	***

	Mother went out early the next morning, and it was nearly seven o'clock before she came home. She looked ill and tired, and the children asked her no questions.

	Mother drank a cup of tea, then she said, 'Now, my darlings, I want to tell you something. Those men did bring bad news last night. Father will be away for some time, and I'm very worried.'

	'Is it something to do with the Government?' asked Bobbie. The children knew that Father worked in a Government office.

	'Yes,' said Mother. 'Now don't ask me anymore questions about it. Will you promise me that?'

	The children promised.

	Everything was horrible for some weeks. Mother was nearly always out. Ruth, the maid, went away. Then Mother went to bed for two days, and the children wondered if the world was coming to an end.

	One morning, Mother came down to breakfast. Her face was very white, but she tried to smile.

	'We have to leave our house in London,' she said. 'We're going to live in the country, in a dear little white house near a railway line. I know you'll love it.'

	A busy week followed, packing everything up in boxes. The children almost enjoyed the excitement.

	'We can't take everything,' Mother told them. 'Just the necessary things. We have to play "being poor" for a while.'

	On their last night in the house, Peter had to sleep on the floor, which he enjoyed very much. 'I like moving,' he said.

	'I don't!' said Mother, laughing.

	Bobbie saw her face when she turned away. 'Oh, Mother,' she thought. 'How brave you are! How I love you!'

	Next day, they went to the railway station, and got on a train. At first, they enjoyed looking out of the windows, but then they became sleepy. Later, Mother woke them. 'Wake up, dears,' she said. 'We're there.'

	There were no taxis, and a man with a cart took their boxes. The children and Mother walked behind the cart along a dark, dirty road, which seemed to go across the fields. After a while, a shape appeared in the darkness.

	'There's the house,' said Mother.

	The cart went along by the garden wall, and round to the back door. There were no lights in any of the windows.

	'Where's Mrs Viney?' said Mother.

	'Who's she?' asked Bobbie.

	'A woman from the village. I asked her to clean the place and make our supper,' said Mother.

	'Your train was late,' said the man with the cart. 'She's probably gone home.'

	'But she has the key,' said Mother.

	'It'll be under the doorstep,' said the man. He went to look. 'Yes, here it is.'

	They went inside the dark house. There was a large kitchen with a stone floor, but there was no fire, and the room was cold. There was a candle on the table, and the man lit it. Then a noise seemed to come from inside the walls of the house. It sounded like small animals running up and down. Then the cart man went away and shut the door. Immediately, the candle went out.

	'Oh, I wish we hadn't come!' said Phyllis.

	 


Chapter two

	Peter and the coal

	'You've often wanted something to happen,' said Mother, lighting the candle again. 'And now it has. This is an adventure, isn't it? I told Mrs Viney to leave our supper ready. I suppose she's put it in the other room. Let's go and see.'

	They looked in the other room, but found no supper.

	'What a horrible woman!' said Mother. 'She's taken the money, but got us nothing to eat at all!'

	'Then we can't have any supper,' said Phyllis, unhappily.

	'Yes, we can,' said Mother. 'We can unpack one of the boxes. There's some food from the old house.'

	They found candles in the box, and the girls lit them. Then Bobbie fetched coal and wood, and lit a fire. It was a strange supper - tomatoes, potato chips, dried fruit and cake. And they drank water out of tea-cups. After supper, they put sheets and blankets on the beds, then Mother went to her own room.

	Very early next morning, Bobbie pulled Phyllis's hair to wake her. 'Wake up!' she said. 'We're in the new house, don't you remember?'

	They wanted to surprise their mother and get the breakfast ready, but first they went to look outside. The house seemed to stand in a field near the top of a hill, and they could see a long way.

	'This place is much prettier than our house in London,' said Phyllis.

	They saw the railway line at the bottom of the hill, and the big black opening of a tunnel. Further away, they could see a high bridge between the hills, but the station was too far away to see.

	'Let's go and look at the railway,' said Peter. 'Perhaps there are trains passing.'

	'We can see them from here,' said Bobbie.

	So they sat down on a big, flat, comfortable stone in the grass. And when Mother came to look for them at eight o'clock, they were asleep in the sun.

	'I've found another room,' Mother told them. 'The door is in the kitchen. Last night, we thought it was a cupboard.'

	There was a table in the little square room, and on the table was their supper.

	'There's a letter from Mrs Viney,' explained Mother. 'Her son broke his arm and she went home early. She's coming again later this morning.'

	'Cold meat and apple pie for breakfast!' laughed Peter. 'How funny!'

	But their supper made a wonderful breakfast.

	All day, they helped Mother to unpack and arrange everything in the rooms. It was late in the afternoon when she said, 'That's enough work for today. I'll go and lie down for an hour, before supper.'

	The children looked at each other.

	'Where shall we go?' said Bobbie, although she already knew the answer.

	'To the railway, of course!' cried Peter.

	At the bottom of the hill there was a wooden fence. And there was the railway, with its shining lines, telegraph wires and posts, and signals. They all climbed on to the top of the fence. Suddenly, they heard a noise, which grew louder every second. They looked along the line towards the dark opening of the tunnel. The next moment, the railway lines began to shake and a train came screaming out of the tunnel.

	'Oh!' said Bobbie, when it had gone. 'It was like a great wild animal going by!'

	'It was very exciting!' said Peter.

	'I wonder if it was going to London,' said Bobbie. 'London is where Father is.'

	'Let's go down to the station and find out,' said Peter.

	They walked along the edge of the line, beneath the telegraph wires, to the station. They went up on to the platform, and took a quick look into the Porter's room. Inside, the Porter was half asleep behind a newspaper.

	There were a great many railway lines at the station. On one side of the big station yard was a large heap of coal, which the steam trains used for their engines. There was a white line on the wall behind, near the top of the heap. Later, when the Porter came out on to the platform, Peter asked about the white line.

	'It's to show how much coal there is in the heap,' said the Porter. 'So we shall know if anybody steals some.' The Porter was smiling, and Peter thought he was a nice, friendly person.

	***

	And so the days passed. The children did not go to school now, and Mother spent every day in her room, writing stories. Sometimes she managed to sell a story to a magazine, and then there were cakes for tea. The children did not forget their father, but they did not talk about him much, because they knew that Mother was unhappy. Several times, she had told them that they were poor now. But it was difficult to believe this because there was always enough to eat, and they wore the same nice clothes.

	But then there were three wet days, when the rain came down, and it was very cold.

	'Can we light a fire?' asked Bobbie.

	'We can't have fires in June,' said Mother. 'Coal is very expensive.'

	After tea, Peter told his sisters, 'I have an idea. I'll tell you about it later, when I know if it's a good one.'

	And two nights later, Peter said to the girls, 'Come and help me.'

	On the hill, just above the station, there were some big stones in the grass. Between the stones, the girls saw a small heap of coal.

	'I found it,' said Peter. 'Help me carry it up to the house.'

	After three journeys up the hill, the coal was added to the heap by the back door of the house. The children told nobody.

	A week later, Mrs Viney looked at the heap by the back door and said, 'There's more coal here than I thought there was.'

	The children laughed silently and said nothing.

	But then came the awful night when the Station Master was waiting for Peter in the station yard. He watched Peter climb on to the large heap of coal by the wall and start to fill a bag.

	'Now I've caught you, you young thief!' shouted the Station Master. And he took hold of Peter's coat.

	'I'm not a thief,' said Peter, but he did not sound very sure about it.

	'You're coming with me to the station,' said the Station Master.

	'Oh, no!' cried a voice from the darkness.

	'Not the police station!' cried another voice.

	'No, the railway station,' said the man, surprised to hear more voices. 'How many of you are there?'

	Bobbie and Phyllis stepped out of the darkness.

	'We did it, too,' Bobbie told the Station Master. 'We helped carry the coal away, and we knew where Peter was getting it.'

	'No, you didn't,' said Peter, angrily. 'It was my idea.'

	'We did know,' said Bobbie. 'We pretended we didn't, but we did.'

	The Station Master looked at them. 'You're from the white house on the hill,' he said. 'Why are you stealing coal?'

	'I didn't think it was stealing,' said Peter. 'There's so much coal here. I took some from the middle of the heap, and I - I thought nobody would mind. And Mother says we're too poor to have a fire, but there were always fires at our other house, and -'

	'Don't!' Bobbie whispered to Peter.

	There was a silence, and the Station Master thought for a minute. Then he said to Peter, 'I won't do anything this time. But remember, this coal belongs to the railway, and even from the middle of the heap, it's still stealing.'

	And the children knew he was right.

	 


Chapter three

	The old gentleman

	The children could not keep away from the railway, and they soon got to know the trains that passed by. There was the 9.15 and the 10.07, and the midnight train that sometimes woke them from their dreams.

	One morning they were sitting on the fence, waiting for the 9.15, when Phyllis said, 'It's going to London, where Father is. Let's all wave as it goes by. Perhaps it's a magic train and it can take our love to Father.'

	So when the 9.15 came screaming out of the tunnel, the three children waved...

	... And a hand waved back! It was holding a newspaper and it belonged to an old gentleman.

	The old gentleman travelled on the 9.15 every day. He had white hair and looked very nice, and soon they were waving to him every morning. They pretended he knew Father, and that he was taking their love to him.

	At first, they did not visit the station. After the trouble with the coal, Peter was afraid of seeing the Station Master again. But then he did see him, on the road to the village one day.

	'Good morning,' said the Station Master, in a friendly way.

	'G - good morning,' said Peter.

	'I haven't seen you at the station recently,' said the Station Master.

	'After the trouble with the coal...' began Peter.

	'That's over and forgotten now,' said the Station Master. 'You come to the station when you like.'

	'Oh, thank you,' said Peter. 

	And the three children went the very same day. They spent a happy two hours with the Porter, a nice friendly man called Perks, who answered all their questions about trains and railways.

	The next day, Mother stayed in bed because her head ached so badly. She was very hot and would not eat anything, and Mrs Viney told her to send for Dr Forrest. So Peter was sent to fetch the doctor.

	'I expect you want to be nurse,' Dr Forrest said to Bobbie, after he had seen Mother. 'Your mother is ill and must stay in bed. I'll send some medicine for her, but she will need fruit and milk, and some other special things that I'll write down on a piece of paper for you.'

	When the doctor had gone, Bobbie showed Mother the piece of paper. Mother tried to laugh. 'Impossible!' she said. 'We can't buy all those things! We're poor, remember?' Later, the children talked together.

	'Mother must have those things,' said Bobbie. 'The doctor said so. How can we get them for her? Think, everybody, just as hard as you can.'

	They did think. And later, when Bobbie was sitting with Mother, the other two were busy with a white sheet, some black paint and a paint brush.

	The next morning, the 9.15 came out of the tunnel and the old gentleman put down his newspaper, ready to wave at the three children. But this morning there was only one child. It was Peter.

	Peter was showing him the large white sheet that was fixed to the fence. On the sheet were thick black letters that read: LOOK OUT AT THE STATION.

	A lot of people did look out at the station, but they saw nothing strange. But as the train was getting ready to leave, the old gentleman saw Phyllis running towards him. 

	'I thought I was going to miss you!' she shouted, and pushed a letter into his hand, through the window, as the train moved away.

	The old gentleman sat back in his seat and opened the letter. This is what he read:

	Dear Mr (we do not know your name),

	Mother is ill and the doctor says we must give her these things at the end of the letter, but we haven't got enough money to get them. We do not know anybody here except you, because Father is away and we do not know his address. Father will pay you, or if he has lost all his money, Peter will pay you when he is a man. We promise it.

	Please give the things to the Station Master, because we do not know which train you come back on. Tell him the things are for Peter, the boy who was sorry about the coal, then he will understand.

	Bobbie Phyllis Peter

	Written below the letter were all the things the doctor had ordered, and the old gentleman read through them. His eyes opened wide with surprise, but he smiled.

	At about six o'clock that evening, there was a knock at the back door. The three children hurried to open it, and there stood Perks, the friendly Porter, with a large box. He put it on the floor.

	'The old gentleman asked me to bring it,' he said.

	Perks left, and the children opened the box. Inside were all the things they had asked for, and some they had not - some wine, two chickens, twelve big red roses. And there was a letter.

	Dear Bobbie, Phyllis and Peter,

	Here are the things you need. Your mother will want to know where they came from. Tell her they were sent by a friend who heard she was ill. When she is well, you must tell her all about it, of course. And if she says you were wrong to ask for the things, tell her that I say you were right, and that I was pleased to help. 

	The name at the bottom of the letter was G. P. something - the children could not read it.

	'I think we were right,' said Phyllis.

	'Of course we were right,' said Bobbie.

	'I hope Mother thinks we were right, too,' said Peter. But he didn't sound very sure.

	 


Chapter four

	Bobbie's ride

	About two weeks later, the old gentleman saw another white sheet with black letters when he looked out of the train. It said: SHE IS NEARLY WELL. THANK YOU.

	Then it was time for the children to tell Mother what they had done. It was not easy, but they had to do it. And Mother was very angry indeed.

	'Now listen, it's true that we're poor,' she told them, 'but you must not tell everyone. And you must never, never ask strangers to give you things.'

	'We didn't mean to be bad, Mother,' cried Bobbie.

	'We're sorry,' said Phyllis and Peter, crying too.

	Soon, Mother was crying with them. 'I'll write a letter to the old gentleman and thank him,' she said. 'You can give it to the Station Master to give him. Now we won't say anymore about it.'

	The day after the children took the letter to the station, it was Bobbie's birthday. In the afternoon, she was politely told to go out until tea-time.

	'You mustn't see what we're doing,' said Phyllis. 'It's a surprise.'

	Bobbie went into the garden, and then she walked across the fields. When she came back, Phyllis and Peter met her at the back door. They were very clean and tidy, and Phyllis was wearing her prettiest dress. There was just enough time for Bobbie to make herself tidy before they called her into the front room.

	Mother, Peter, and Phyllis were standing near the table, and there were twelve lighted candles on it, one for each of Bobbie's years. The table was covered with beautiful flowers from the fields and garden, and there were some interesting little boxes, too.

	'Happy birthday, Bobbie!' they shouted happily. 'Open your presents!'

	They were very nice presents. There was a pretty handkerchief with flowers on it, from Phyllis. A lovely little silver brooch of Mother's, shaped like a rose, which Bobbie had loved for years. There were two blue glass vases from Mrs Viney. And there were three birthday cards with pretty pictures.

	'This is my present,' said Peter, putting his toy steam engine on the table. It was full of sweets. Bobbie looked surprised, because just for a moment she thought Peter was giving her the engine. 'Not the engine,' he said quickly. 'Only the sweets.' But he had seen the look on her face. 'I mean, not all the engine. You... you can have half, if you like,' he said bravely.

	'Thank you, Peter,' said Bobbie. 'It's a wonderful present.' And she thought: 'It was very kind of Peter to give me half of his engine. Well, I'll have the broken half, and I'll get it mended.'

	It was a lovely birthday. But later that night, Bobbie came silently down the stairs to get her presents. She saw her mother sitting at the table, with a pen and some writing paper in front of her. 'She's writing to Father,' thought Bobbie.

	But at that moment, Mother wasn't writing. Her head was on her arms and her arms lay on the table.

	'It's my birthday, and she doesn't want me to know she's unhappy,' thought Bobbie. 'Well, I won't know, I won't know.'

	And she went quietly back to her room. But it was a sad end to the birthday.

	***

	The next day, Bobbie put Peter's engine in a box and took it down to the railway. She did not go to the station, but she went along the line to the place where the engines stopped.

	When the next train came in, Bobbie went across the line and stood beside the engine. She had never been close to one before, and it was very big. The driver and the fireman did not see her. They were talking to Perks, the Porter, who was on the other side of the line.

	'Excuse me,' began Bobbie. But the men did not hear her because the engine was making a lot of steam and noise. Bobbie climbed on to the step of the engine - but at that moment, the train began to move!

	Bobbie fell inside, on to a heap of coal. 'Help!' she cried. But still the men didn't see or hear her.

	'I shouldn't be here!' she thought, as the train went faster. 'I'll be in terrible trouble!'

	She put out a hand and touched the nearest arm, and the driver turned round quickly. 'What are you doing here?' he shouted. And Bobbie began to cry.

	This seemed to worry the two men, and they took several minutes to calm Bobbie down and to stop her crying. Then the fireman said, 'Now tell us why you're here. It's not every day a little girl falls into our steam engine!'

	Bobbie picked up the box with Peter's toy engine inside it. 'I... I wanted to ask if you could mend this,' she explained, and took the engine out of the box. 'Everybody on the railway seemed so good and kind. I didn't think you'd mind.'

	The driver took the little engine and the two men looked at it silently, not speaking for several minutes. Bobbie waited.

	'What do you think, Jim?' said the driver at last. 'Can we help the little lady?'

	The fireman smiled. 'I should think we can!'

	'Oh, thank you!' said Bobbie.

	'But now we must make sure that you get home safely,' said the driver.

	Bobbie stayed on the train until it reached Stackpoole Junction. She asked the two men all about driving a steam train, and they showed her the automatic brake, and the little clock faces that told them how much steam the engine was making. It was all very interesting. At Stackpoole Junction the two railwaymen put her on another train and sent her home.

	Bobbie was back in time for tea.

	'Where have you been?' asked the others.

	'To the station, of course,' said Bobbie. But she would not say another word.

	It was some weeks before Bobbie took her brother and sister to meet the friendly engine driver and fireman. The two children were very surprised. And Peter was very excited when he saw his engine, now as good as new again.

	And only then, as the three children walked home again, did Bobbie tell the others about her adventures on the engine of the steam train.

	 


Chapter five

	Saving the train

	One day, the children were walking by the fence along the top of the hill beside the railway line. The line here ran through a deep little valley and the hillside on both sides of the line was very rocky. But among the rocks, grass and flowers grew, and many small trees.

	Phyllis stood by the fence and looked down to the lines at the bottom. 'It's like looking down the side of a mountain,' she said.

	Suddenly, they heard a noise. It was soft, but very clear, and slowly began to get louder.

	'Look at the tree over there!' cried Peter.

	The girls looked and saw a tree moving slowly downwards on the opposite side of the railway line!

	'It's magic!' said Phyllis. 'I knew the railway was magic. Look, some other trees are moving, too.'

	They watched as the trees moved on and on, grass and stones moving with them. Then a big rock began to move as well, and suddenly half the hillside was moving. A second or two later, everything came crashing down in a big heap on the railway line below. 

	'It's right across the line!' said Phyllis, feeling a little frightened now.

	'Yes,' said Peter, slowly. 'And the 11.29 hasn't gone by yet. We must let them know at the station, or there will be an awful accident.'

	'There isn't time,' said Bobbie. 'It's past eleven now.'

	They thought for a moment.

	'We need something red. Then we could go down on the line and wave it,' said Peter. 'Everyone knows that red means danger, and the train would stop.'

	'Our petticoats!' said Phyllis. 'They're red. Let's take them off.'

	The girls did this, then the three of them ran along the line to a corner. When they were round the corner, it was impossible to see the heap of trees and rocks.

	'We'll need some sticks as well,' said Peter, taking one of the petticoats. 'Now...' He took a knife from his pocket.

	'You're not going to cut them, are you?' said Phyllis.

	'Yes, cut them!' said Bobbie. 'If we can't stop the train, there will be a real accident and people will be killed.''

	They cut the petticoats into six pieces and put them on to sticks. Now they had six red flags. Next, they pushed two of the flags into heaps of stones between the lines, then Bobbie and Phyllis each took one, and Peter took the other two. They stood ready to wave them immediately the train appeared.

	It seemed a long time before the railway lines began to shake, and they heard the train coming.

	'Wave your flags!' ordered Peter. 'But don't stand on the line, Bobbie!'

	The train came very, very fast. The lines began to shake and the two flags that were pushed into the heaps of stones soon fell over, but Bobbie ran across and picked up one of them.

	'The train's not going to stop!' she shouted. 'They won't see us, it's no good!'

	She ran on to the line, waving her two flags. 

	'Get back, Bobbie!' shouted Peter.

	But Bobbie did not move from the line. She waved and waved her flags, shouting 'Stop, stop!' as the big black engine came towards her.

	It did stop... but only twenty metres from Bobbie. Peter and Phyllis ran along the line to tell the driver about the trees and rocks around the corner. But Bobbie couldn't move because her legs were shaking too much. She had to sit down on the ground.

	But they had saved the train.

	'You're brave and clever children,' the driver told them.

	***

	Some weeks later, a letter arrived at the little white house on the hill. It was for Peter, Bobbie, and Phyllis, and it said:

	 

	 

	Dear Sir and Ladies

	We would like to say thank you for saving the train and stopping a very bad accident. Please come to the station at three o'clock on the 30th of the month, if this is a suitable day.

	J. Inglewood

	Secretary, the Northern and Southern Railway Company

	 

	It was to be a very special day indeed.

	The three children went down to the station at the right time, dressed in their best clothes, and the Station Master came to meet them.

	'Come into the waiting room,' he said.

	He took them into the room where people usually waited for the trains - but now there was a carpet on the floor, and flowers above the pictures on the walls.

	Perks the Porter was there, and several men in high hats and long coats. There were ladies in expensive dresses, and people who had been on the train on 'red-petticoat day'. Best of all, their own old gentleman was there, and he came across to shake their hands.

	Then everybody sat down on chairs and an important-looking man got up to speak. He said nice things about the children - how brave and clever they were - and then he sat down. Next, the old gentleman got up and said more nice things about them. Then he called them across and gave each of them a beautiful gold watch. 

	'These are from the Northern and Southern Railway Company,' he said, 'to say thank you for the brave and sensible thing that you did to save the train.'

	It was a wonderful day. A day that seemed more like a dream than real life.

	Afterwards, the old gentleman walked with them to the little white house. 'I want to meet the mother of these clever children,' he said.

	Mother was surprised to see their visitor, but she thanked him again for the things he had sent when she was ill. Then they talked about 'red-petticoat day', and the children showed Mother their watches and told her about the people at the station.

	'I've been very pleased to meet you,' Mother said to the old gentleman, when it was time for him to leave. 'I'm sorry we can't ask you to come and see us again, but we live very quietly.'

	The children thought this was very strange. They had made a friend - a very good friend - and they dearly wanted him to come and see them again.

	What did the old gentleman think? They didn't know. He looked closely at Mother and said, 'I thank you, Madam, for welcoming me to your house today.'

	But Bobbie was watching her mother's face as the old gentleman walked away. It was a sad, tired face.

	'She's thinking about Father,' thought Bobbie.

	 


Chapter six

	A birthday for Perks

	It was breakfast-time and Mother was smiling.

	'I've sold another story, darlings,' she said. 'We can have cakes for tea.'

	The three children looked at each other. Then Bobbie said, 'Can we have the cakes on Thursday instead of today? It's Perks's birthday on Thursday.'

	'How do you know?' asked Mother.

	'I showed him my brooch - the one you gave me for my birthday - and I asked him about his birthday. He says he doesn't keep birthdays anymore, because he has other things to keep - his wife and children! But he said it was on the 15th, and that's Thursday.'

	'And we thought we could make a birthday tea for him,' said Peter. 'He's been very good to us.'

	'All right,' said Mother.

	But cakes didn't seem a very exciting birthday present.

	'We can give him flowers,' said Bobbie, when they were discussing it in the garden, later that day.

	Then Peter had an idea. 'Perks is nice to everybody,' he said. 'There must be lots of people in the village who will want to help us give him a nice birthday. Let's ask everybody.'

	Bobbie wasn't sure. 'Mother said we weren't to ask people for things.'

	'Not for ourselves,' said Peter. 'It's all right to ask for other people. I'll ask the old gentleman, too.'

	So they went to the village. Some people were kind, and some were not.

	'It's my birthday tomorrow,' said old Mrs Ransome at the Post Office. 'Nobody will remember mine. Why should I give anything to Perks? Go away!'

	But other people gave things - a pipe, a tin of tea, a walking stick - and others promised to give small presents, too.

	Early the next morning, Bobbie and Phyllis went into the garden and cut some roses. They put them into a box with one of Bobbie's prettiest handkerchiefs. Then they wrote on a piece of paper: For Mrs Ransome for her birthday, with our love, and put it inside the box. Bobbie and Phyllis took the box down to the Post Office, and put it inside the door when the old woman wasn't looking.

	While they were gone, Peter told his mother about Perks's presents. 'We're not doing it because he's poor,' said Peter, 'but because we like him.'

	'I hope he understands that,' said Mother.

	On Thursday morning, the children went to fetch the presents which other people had promised - eggs, meat, tomatoes. The old lady at the Post Office was standing outside as they went by.

	'I want to thank you for the roses,' she said.

	'We're pleased you liked them,' said Phyllis.

	'And here's your box,' said Mrs Ransome, giving it back to them. It was now full of shiny red apples. She smiled. 'The Perks's children will like them. And I've got a pram in the back of the shop. It was for my daughter's first child, but the child died after six months. I'd like Mrs Perks to have it for her little boy. Will you take it?'

	'Thank you,' said Bobbie. 'We will.'

	The children put all the presents in the pram, and at three o'clock they pushed it to the Perks's little yellow house. Mrs Perks and her young children were surprised to see them.

	'We know it's Mr Perks's birthday,' said Peter. 'And we've brought some presents for him.'

	The woman's eyes got bigger and bigger with surprise as each thing was taken from the pram.

	'Perks has never had a birthday like it!' she said.

	The cakes and the presents were put on the table, then the children hid in the other room when they heard Perks coming home from work. They wanted to surprise him by jumping out and saying 'Happy birthday!' after he'd seen the presents.

	'What's all this?' they heard him say. 'What's that pram doing here?' His wife explained, but too quietly for the children to hear. But they heard Perks shout, 'I'm not having any of it! We've managed all these years, asking people for nothing, and I'm not going to start taking things now. We may be poor, but we don't need charity.'

	Bobbie ran into the other room. 'We thought you'd be pleased!' she cried.

	'We didn't mean to do anything wrong,' said Peter, following her.

	'I - I'll never be kind to anyone again!' said Phyllis, starting to cry.

	'Don't you understand?' said Perks. 'People in the village will laugh at me. "Poor Perks, he can't take care of his own family. We have to give him things." That's what they'll be saying now.'

	'No!' cried Bobbie. 'It's not charity! People were happy to give you birthday presents. The man at the village shop said, "I'm pleased to give something to Mr Perks. He always pays his bills." And the woman at the Post Office wanted you to have the pram. It was for her granddaughter, but the little girl died.'

	'I'm not sending the pram back, Bert,' said Mrs Perks, when she heard this. 'So don't ask me to.'

	'I -I won't,' said Perks, quietly.

	'And other people said you were kind and polite and hardworking,' said Bobbie. 'They wanted to give you a birthday present. The old gentleman gave Peter a pound for you. He said you were a man who was good at his work. We thought you would like-'

	'Stop!' Perks said suddenly. 'I take back every word I said. I - I don't know if I was ever so pleased... not only with the presents, but with the kind thoughts of our neighbours. They're the best presents of all, aren't they, Nell?'

	'They are!' agreed his wife, happily.

	Perks looked at the children. 'You'll stay to tea, won't you?' he said.

	'Oh, yes please!' they said.

	 


Chapter seven

	The terrible secret

	When the children first went to live at the white house, they talked about Father a lot and were always asking questions about him. But as time passed, their questions seemed to make Mother unhappy, so they stopped asking them. But they never forgot him.

	Bobbie thought about Father often. She knew her mother was unhappy, and she worried a lot about that. And why was Father away for so long? Was there something that Mother wasn't telling them?

	The answer came on the day she went to the station, to fetch the magazines. They were old magazines which people left on trains or in the waiting room. Perks said the children could have them to read, and one day Bobbie went to fetch them.

	'I'll just put some newspaper round them to keep them together,' said Perks. And he took an old newspaper from the heap.

	The magazines were heavy, and Bobbie stopped to rest on the way home. She sat on the grass and dropped them beside her. As she did this, she looked at the newspaper and read some of the words on the page... and it was like a terrible dream.

	She never remembered how she got home. But she went to her room and locked the door. Then she took the newspaper off the magazines and looked at it again. The words seemed to jump at her:

	FIVE YEARS IN PRISON FOR SPY!

	And the name of the 'spy' was the name of her father. 

	Bobbie was very quiet at tea-time.

	'Is anything wrong?' Mother asked her.

	'I'm all right,' said Bobbie.

	But after tea, Mother went up to Bobbie's room. 'What's the matter?' she wanted to know.

	For an answer, Bobbie took the newspaper from under her bed and showed it to her mother.

	'Oh, Bobbie!' cried Mother. 'You don't believe it, do you? You don't believe Daddy is a spy?'

	'No!' said Bobbie.

	'He's good and honest and he's done nothing wrong,' said Mother. 'We have to remember that.'

	'What happened?' asked Bobbie.

	'You remember the two men who came to see Daddy at the old house, don't you?' said Mother. 'They said he was a spy, and that he'd sold Government secrets to another country. There were some letters in Daddy's desk at his office. When the police saw them, they were sure Daddy was a spy.'

	'But how did the letters get into his desk?' asked Bobbie.

	'Somebody put them there,' said Mother. 'And that person is the real spy.'

	'Who?' said Bobbie. 'Who put the letters there?'

	'I don't know,' said Mother. 'But the man who got Daddy's job never liked him, and he always wanted Daddy's job.'

	'Is he an honest man?' asked Bobbie.

	'Daddy was never really sure,' said Mother.

	'Can't we explain all this to someone?' said Bobbie.

	'I've tried, but nobody will listen,' said Mother sadly. 'I've tried everything. There's nothing we can do except be brave and patient. Now we won't talk of this anymore, my darling. Try not to think of it. It's easier for me if you can be happy and enjoy things.'

	But Bobbie did think about it. She did not talk to Peter or Phyllis, but she wrote a letter - to the old gentleman.

	 

	My Dear Friend,

	You see what is in this newspaper. It is not true. Father never did it. Mother says someone put the letters in Father's desk, and she thinks it is the man who got Father's job. But nobody listens to her. You are good and clever. Can you find out the name of the real spy? It is not Father!

	Peter and Phyllis don't know he is in prison. Can you help me? Oh, do help me!

	With love from your friend,

	Bobbie

	 

	She put the page of the newspaper with her letter and took it to the station. Bobbie asked the Station Master to give it to the old gentleman the next morning.

	Now she could only wait and see what happened.

	 


Chapter eight

	The boy in the red shirt

	'The boys from the school in Maidbridge are having a paper-chase today,' said Bobbie, the next morning. 'Perks thinks they'll go along beside the railway line. We could go and watch.'

	There were men working on the railway line, and the children began by watching them. They almost forgot the paper-chase, and were surprised when a voice said, 'Let me pass, please.' It was the first boy from the school. 

	'He's the "hare",' explained Bobbie. 'All the other boys are the "hounds" and they have to chase after him.'

	There was a bag under the hare's arm. It was full of pieces of paper, which he dropped behind him for the other boys to follow. They watched as he ran into the black mouth of the tunnel.

	The workmen watched him, too.

	'He shouldn't go in there,' said one.

	'It's only a game,' said another.

	'Passengers shouldn't cross the line.'

	'He's not a passenger.'

	Then came the "hounds", following the pieces of white paper. They came down the steps at the side of the tunnel and disappeared into the darkness. The last boy was wearing a red shirt.

	'Will they take long to get through the tunnel?' asked Peter.

	'An hour or more,' guessed one of the men.

	'Let's go across the top of the hill and see them come out the other end of the tunnel,' Peter said to his sisters.

	The tunnel was cut through a hill. They climbed over stones and through narrow openings between trees, and at last they reached the very top of the hill.

	'It's lovely up here,' said Bobbie, as she looked across the fields. 'It was worth the climb.'

	'The paper-chase is worth the climb,' said Phyllis. 'But hurry, or we'll miss it.'

	But there was plenty of time, and they had to wait at the other end of the tunnel.

	'Look, here he comes!' shouted Peter at last.

	The hare came very slowly out of the shadows of the tunnel. Soon after, came the hounds. They were going slowly, too, and looked very tired.

	'What shall we do now?' said Bobbie.

	'That's not the last,' said Peter. 'The hound in the red shirt isn't out yet.' They waited and waited, but the boy did not appear.

	The children began to worry, and they climbed down to the mouth of the tunnel. But they couldn't see a boy in a red shirt.

	'Perhaps he's had an accident,' said Peter. 'Let's go and look.'

	The tunnel was dark after the sunshine outside, and they walked beside the line.

	'If a train comes, stand flat against the wall,' said Peter. His voice sounded very different inside the tunnel walls.

	'I don't like it!' said Phyllis. 

	There was a low noise on the railway line.

	'What's that?' said Peter.

	'It's a train,' said Bobbie.

	'Let me go back!' cried Phyllis.

	'It's quite safe,' said Bobbie. 'Stand back.'

	The train came towards them, and the noise got louder and louder. Then it was screaming past, and they could feel the hot air and smell the smoke. They pushed themselves flat against the tunnel wall.

	'Oh!' said the children, after it was gone.

	Peter took the end of a candle from his pocket, and his hand was shaking when he lit it with a match. 'C - come on,' he said. And the three of them went deeper into the darkness of the tunnel.

	The boy in the red shirt was on the ground, beside the line. His eyes were closed and he did not move when they reached him.

	'Is... is he dead?' asked Phyllis.

	'Dead? No!' said Peter.

	And slowly, the boy opened his eyes. 'I... I think I've broken my leg,' he said. 'How did you get here?'

	'We saw you all go into the tunnel, and then we went across the hill to see you all come out,' explained Peter. 'The others came out, but you didn't. So we came to look for you.'

	'You're very brave,' said the boy.

	'Can you walk, if we help you?' said Bobbie.

	'I can try,' said the boy. He did try, but he could only stand on one foot. 'Oh, I must sit down. The pain is awful.' He sat down again and closed his eyes. The others looked at each other.

	'You must go and get help,' said Bobbie quickly. 'I'll stay with him. You take the longest bit of candle, but be quick.'

	Peter looked worried. 'Let me stay, and you and Phyllis go.'

	'No,' said Bobbie. 'You two go - and lend me your knife. I'll try and cut his boot off before he wakes up again. Just be quick!'

	Bobbie watched their figures disappear, then put her little candle beside the boy's foot. She used Peter's knife to cut off the boot, then she looked at the broken leg. 'It needs something soft under it,' she thought, and then remembered her petticoat. She took it off and carefully put it under the boy's leg.

	He woke up a few minutes later.

	'What's your name?' asked Bobbie.

	'Jim,' he said.

	'Mine is Bobbie,' she said. 'Peter and Phyllis have gone to get some help.'

	'Why didn't you go with them?' he said.

	'Someone had to stay with you,' said Bobbie. 'I must put out the candle or it will burn itself out.'

	'Are you afraid of the dark, Bobbie?' asked Jim, when they were sitting in the darkness.

	'Not - not very afraid,' said Bobbie. 'But-'

	'Let's hold hands,' said Jim. He put his large hand over her small one. Then they sat and waited.

	Peter and Phyllis went to a farm to get help. When the two children got back to the tunnel with the men from the farm, they found Bobbie and Jim asleep.

	The men carried Jim on a piece of flat wood.

	'Where does he live?' asked one of them.

	'In Northumberland,' answered Bobbie. 'He told me while we were waiting.'

	'I'm at a school in Maidbridge,' said Jim, 'I suppose I must get back there.'

	'A doctor ought to see you first,' said the man.

	'Bring him to our house,' said Bobbie. 'It's not far along the road. I'm sure Mother will say it's all right.'

	Mother did say it was all right, although she was a little surprised at first. Then Bobbie explained.

	'I'm sorry to be so much trouble,' Jim said to Mother as the men carried him in. His face was white with pain.

	'Don't worry, you poor dear,' said Mother. 'You must go to bed, and I'll send for Doctor Forrest.'

	Mother also sent a message to Jim's school, to tell them what had happened.

	'My grandfather lives near here,' said Jim.

	'Then I'll write and tell him, too,' said Mother. 'I'm sure he'll want to know. What's his name?'

	***

	After breakfast the next day, someone knocked at the front door.

	'That will be the doctor again,' said Mother. She went out of the kitchen and closed the door.

	But it wasn't the doctor. The children listened as Mother and the visitor went upstairs. They heard them talking, and were sure that they knew the voice of the visitor. But who was it?

	After a while, the bedroom door opened and they heard Mother and the visitor come down and go into the front room of the house. Then they heard Mother calling: 'Bobbie!'

	Mother was in the hall. 'Jim's grandfather has come,' she said. 'He wants to see you all.'

	They followed Mother into the other room, and there sat - THEIR OWN OLD GENTLEMAN.

	'Oh, it's you!' cried Bobbie.

	'How wonderful!' said Peter. 'But you're not going to take Jim away, are you? I was hoping he could stay.' 

	The old gentleman smiled. 'No,' he said. 'Your mother is very kind. She has agreed to let Jim stay here. I thought of sending a nurse, but your mother was good enough to agree to be his nurse herself.'

	'But what about her writing?' said Peter, before anyone could stop him. 'There won't be anything for him to eat if she doesn't write.'

	The old gentleman smiled kindly at Mother. 'She has agreed to stop her writing for a while, and become Head Nurse of my hospital.'

	'Oh!' said Phyllis. 'Will we have to go away from the white house, and the railway and everything?'

	'No, no, darling,' Mother said quickly. 'The hospital is here, at this house.'

	'And my unlucky Jim is the only one needing a nurse,' said the old gentleman. 'But there will be a maid and someone to cook the meals until Jim is well.'

	'Then will Mother start writing again?' asked Peter.

	'Perhaps something nice will happen, and she won't have to,' said the old gentleman. 'Take care of your mother, my dears. She's a woman in a million. Now, perhaps Bobbie can take me to the door?'

	The two of them went outside, and the old gentleman said, 'I got your letter, my child, but it wasn't necessary. When I read about your father in the newspapers at the time, I began trying to find out things. I haven't done much yet, but I have hopes, my dear - I have hopes.'

	'Oh!' said Bobbie, crying a little.

	'But keep your secret a little longer,' he said.

	'You don't think Father did it, do you?' said Bobbie. 'Oh, say you don't!'

	'I'm sure he didn't,' said the old gentleman.

	 


Chapter nine

	The man at the station

	Life at the white house was never quite the same again. Jim's leg got better and better, and he told them stories about his school. And now Mother was not writing stories every day, she was able to teach the children their lessons.

	'I wonder if the railway misses us,' said Phyllis one day. 'We never go and see it now.'

	'It seems, ungrateful,' said Bobbie. 'We loved it when there wasn't anyone to play with. And we've stopped waving to the 9.15, and sending our love to Father by it.'

	'Let's begin again,' said Phyllis.

	So the next morning, they ran down to the fence and watched the 9.15 come out of the tunnel.

	'Take our love to Father!' they cried, as they waved their handkerchiefs.

	The old gentleman waved from his window. And there was nothing strange about that, because he had always waved. But now... hands and handkerchiefs and newspapers waved from every window of the train, and smiling faces looked up at the children on the fence. 

	'Well!' said Phyllis.

	'What does it mean?' said Peter.

	'Perhaps the old gentleman told the people to wave,' said Bobbie. But she had a strange feeling inside her, a feeling that something was going to happen.

	Lessons with Mother were difficult for Bobbie that morning. She found it hard to think about them.

	'What is it, my darling?' asked Mother. 'You don't feel ill, do you?'

	'I don't know,' answered Bobbie. 'Perhaps I'd feel better in the garden.'

	But the trees and the flowers all seemed to be waiting for something to happen. It was one of those quiet September days, when everything does seem to be waiting. 'I'll go down to the station and talk to Perks,' she thought.

	Everyone seemed to have a newspaper in their hand that morning. Several people waved theirs at Bobbie, and smiled as she went by - people who never usually waved or smiled at her. 'How strange,' she thought.

	Perks wasn't anywhere on the platform, and Bobbie had only the station cat to talk to. 'How kind and friendly everybody is today,' she said to the cat.

	Perks appeared when it was time for the 11.54 to arrive. He had a newspaper, too. 

	'Hallo,' he said to Bobbie. 'I saw it in the paper, and I've never been so pleased about anything in all my life.'

	'What did you see in the paper?' asked Bobbie.

	But already the 11.54 was steaming into the station, and Perks was looking in all the windows.

	Only three people got out of the train. The first was a woman with three boxes of chickens. The second was a woman with a brown suitcase.

	And the third...

	'Oh! my Daddy, my Daddy!' cried Bobbie.

	That scream went like a knife into the heart of everyone on the train. People put their heads out of windows and saw the tall white-faced man and the little girl, with their arms around each other.

	'I knew something wonderful was going to happen,' said Bobbie, as they went up the road. 'But I didn't think it was going to be this. Oh, my Daddy!'

	'Didn't Mother get my letter?' asked Father.

	'There weren't any letters this morning,' said Bobbie. 'Oh, Daddy. It really is you, isn't it?'

	He held her hand and said, 'You must go in by yourself, and tell Mother very quietly that it's all right. They've caught the man who did it. Everyone knows now that your Daddy isn't a spy.'

	'We always knew you weren't,' said Bobbie. 'Me and Mother and our old gentleman.'

	'Yes,' said Father. 'It's him I must thank.'

	***

	And now they are going across the field. Bobbie goes into the house, trying to find the right words to tell Mother that Father has come home. Father is walking in the garden - waiting. He is looking at the flowers, but he keeps turning towards the house.

	Now the door opens. Bobbie's voice calls:

	'Come in, Daddy. Come in!'

	 

	 

	- THE END -

	Hope you have enjoyed the reading!

	Come back to http://adapted-english-books.site/ to find more fascinating and exciting stories!
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