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1 the Future
NANCY’S JOURNAL
My name is Nancy Parker and this is my new Journal. 
A Journal is not the same as a diary. You don’t have 
to write in it every day, only when you have something 
you want to say—something important. But I DO have 
something important to say because:

On this day 24th June 1920 I TURNED FOURTEEN and 
I LEFT SCHOOL.

Now I am about to step into The Future. How I see the 
future is like this:

I have tried to explain this Theory to my family without 
any real sucksess. Except for Aunty Bee who smiles when 
she listens to me going on. 

(I should have put before that I live at 44 Bread Street, 
London with my Dad and my Grandma and my Aunty Bee. 
Mum died when I was quite small. I don’t know what she’d 
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make of my Theories.)
I think they think for me to have a Theory is nonsense. 

Even the word THEORY is nonsense when it is anywhere 
near a girl like me. (I looked it up in the Dictinary at 
school and made sure I learnt how to spell it.)

About THE FUTURE: 
Aunty Bee says ‘Who knows what may happen!’
Grandma says I should remember my place and not get 

above myself.
Dad does not say much at all—but I know he means well.
This Journal was a leaving present from my teacher, 

Miss Lamb. Main Road Council School is not very big & I’ve 
been stuck in the top class for ages. She knew I was SICK 
TO THE BACK TEETH of doing the same lessons over & 
over—just waiting for the day when I could leave.

Miss Lamb said that few people lead such exciting lives 
that they have Something Worthwhile to write down every 
day. But I plan to have a great many exciting days now 
that I have thrown off the SHACKLES of SCHOOL!

I am going to write carefully & try my hardest over the 
spelling—which was always my weak point—because this 
book is so bieutiful. 

(But I think I may already have made a spelling mistake 
& I do not know whether to cross it out or whether that 
would spoil it even more.) 

When Miss Lamb handed me my present it was beutifully 
done up in paper and ribbon but I could see it was a book. I 
thought it might be an improving book like the ones Sunday 
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School give you for attending every week for a whole year. 
I have 6 improving books lined up already and I do not need 
any more. I can scarcely BE more improved.

The books I really like are the 6-penny detective novels 
Aunty Bee brings back from the Lost Property Office at 
the Bus Depot. The covers always feature bloody knives—
or tall figures with long shadows—or ladies screaming. They 
are well-thumbed & grubby & people have left them behind 
on a bus. But I don’t care. It is the story that matters. I 
didn’t think Miss Lamb would give me a 6-penny detective 
novel with a screaming lady on the front. (I don’t suppose 
she has even heard of them.)

I know that in The FUTURE I could not be a teacher—
you need exams for that & Main Road Council School was 
not the place for passing exams—or a Bus Conductress 
like Aunty Bee. (They are not taking on any Females these 
days. ‘They were glad enough of women during the War, 
weren’t they?’ she always says. But now the men need their 
jobs back & there are more men asking than there are jobs 
to give them.) But Aunty Bee enjoys the work—even tho 
she’s on her feet all day running about taking everyone’s 
fares—and the uniform is very smart.

These are the jobs I would like to do & would be  
good at:—

1. Acting on the stage or in films. 
My experiense has mainly been in the Sunday School 
Nativity Play. I was usually a shepherd or a person in the 
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crowd and once I was the Inn-keepers wife. I can ACT 
all right but they never pick someone with frizzy ginger 
hair to be an Angel. 

2. In a shop. 
Altho this is not IDEAL I wouldn’t mind working in one 
where you wear a smart black dress & sell interesting 
things. I don’t wish to work on a Greengrocers stall & 
get chapped hands like Ethel Boyd who left school at 
Christmas. Or a butchers shop. (I hate the sawdust on the 
floor that starts out white and turns dark brown where 
the blood drips on to it from the cuts of meat.)

3. A Detective. 
This is what I would most like to be. I cannot think of 
any reason why I could not be one. Except perhaps I am 
too young. And I don’t like blood.

What I DON’T want to do is work at the Biscuit Factory 
like nearly everyone else round here & come home—worn 
out—with my clothes & hair smelling of biscuits. Now I am 
being called downstairs.

(I AM WRITING THIS BIT LATER ON)
Aunty Bee bought a cake from the bakers for my birthday. 
She said it was to save Grandma the trouble of making me 
one. Then she whispered in my ear—Save us the trouble 
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of eating it too! (Grandma’s cakes always taste of odd 
things like Cough Medicine or cabbage.) (Cooking is not 
Grandma’s favourite task.)
My other presents were—
* New shoes which I need badly. I knew about these as I 

had to try them on at the shop last Saturday.
* A brand-new detective novel from Aunty Bee. (Not one 

from Lost Property!)
* A big bag of broken biscuits from Dad. He works at the 

Biscuit Factory (not making and packing biscuits—the 
girls & women do that). He looks after the machinery 
and keeps it running. I know I put that I don’t want to 
work there & come home smelling of biscuits. But I don’t 
mind that he does. Specially on the days they make the 
Cinnamon Squares (my favourites).
I did not show this Journal to anyone downstairs even 

though it is so beuatiful with its red cover & gold-edge 
pages. I want to keep it Secret & if they knew about it 
they’d only want to look inside. So I will have to hide it in 
my drawer under my clothes and only write in it when no 
one is about. Aunt Bee & me share the back bedroom so it 
is going to be tricky.

I can hardly bileve I have written 5 pages. At school it 
would be TORTURE to write 1.

I have to finish this before Aunt Bee comes up to bed. 
That is why my handwriting is not as tidy as I wished  
but at least I have not done any crossing-out yet or even 
a
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2 Daggers Drawn
Fifty miles away from Bread Street two children glared at 
each other across a wide stretch of grass that was called, 
rather unadventurously, The Green. Even though they 
didn’t know each other, they might as well have been 
sworn enemies with daggers drawn.

The boy had a moon face and horn-rimmed specs, 
which he hated. He peered out round the hedge that 
bordered the vicarage garden. His name was Quentin 
Ives, and he hated that, too. He wished he had a 
more dashing name. In fact he had invented one: 
John Horsefield. John Horsefield was an Alias, his 
undercover name. No one had yet called upon Quentin 
to risk his life for his country on Top Secret business, 
but he was ready.

The girl who stared back at him was called Eleanor 
Mary Otter, but everyone knew her as Ella. Ella was 
perfectly happy with her name, both the long and the 
short versions. She was small and square, with straight 
black hair like a Japanese doll, and she too wore specs. 
Now she squinted her eyes up in the afternoon sunshine 
and thought, ‘That. Is. The Boy.’

She knew who The Boy was, of course, even if she 
didn’t know his name yet. There was very little that 
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went on around The Green that she didn’t know about. 
In fact, there was very little that went on around The 
Green at all.

Ella knew that the boy lurking in the hedge had been 
sent to stay with the vicar, Mr Cheeseman, because he 
was hopeless at school. He had come bottom of his class 
in almost everything and the school didn’t want him 
back unless he worked harder. So he was going to have to 
spend his summer holidays doing extra lessons to show 
that he could improve.

Ella felt rather smug. She had never been to school. 
Her father, an expert in Archaeology, taught her at home, 
along with various people he engaged for the subjects he 
did not personally excel at. Recently Professor Otter had 
decided that Ella was ready for a new challenge and had 
put her in for the entrance exam for the Girls’ Grammar 
School. Ella passed with flying colours; she was due 
to start there in September, along with all the other 
new eleven-year-olds. Over the summer her father was 
allowing her a break from lessons, apart from making 
an Anthropology Scrapbook—that is, studying the 
customs and habits of a tribe. Ella had wanted to keep a 
scrapbook about a jungle tribe, but her father said it had 
to concern people she could actually observe and study. 
So it really had to be the inhabitants of Seabourne, the 
town where she lived. She was to make notes, draw 
maps, and snip bits out of the local paper. This hardly 
counted as work, according to Professor Otter. He loved 
learning and couldn’t understand why anyone would 
want a break from it. Ella, however, welcomed the idea 
of a holiday; it would make her more like other children.

But after only a day or so time was hanging heavy. 

13



There wasn’t enough to do, and there was no one much 
to do it with. What she really needed were some friends. 
Not that this boy looked the sort she’d want to associate 
with . . . as far as she could tell. 

She nipped back indoors. Her father was at his desk, 
deep in thought. His spectacles rested halfway down his 
dear old beaky nose. A pen sat forgotten in his hand and 
there was an ink stain on his forehead.

‘D’you mind if I borrow the binoculars, Father?’
‘Um . . . no, of course not. What do you want them 

for?’
‘Close-up observation,’ said Ella, and ran out again.

34
Quentin Ives was an only child. His mother was an 
impatient woman who often called people nincompoops, 
and his father was a short-tempered man who thought 
everyone but himself was bird-brained. So when Quentin 
started at boarding school last autumn he found himself 
calling the other boys nincompoops and bird-brains. 
This didn’t make him any friends. And when his work 
was marked, and the results were read out to everyone, 
it became clear that the greatest nincompoop and bird-
brain in the class was Quentin himself. Which came as a 
bitter blow and a complete surprise to him.

He tried to tell his parents he wasn’t cut out for 
boarding school but they just told him, ‘Nonsense!’ 

So it was a great relief when the end of the summer 
term came, and the end of the school year. He longed 
for home—with no other boys in it, no children at all—
for his own comfy bedroom, and familiar food, and his 
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parents mostly out of the way about their own business. 
Instead, to his horror, he was sent straight off to a tutor 
for yet more lessons! Quentin’s idea of a summer holiday 
was suiting himself: lying on the sunny lawn or in the 
cool shade of his room, reading comics and adventure 
stories, and turning every so often to the magically-
refilled tray by his side for a drink of lemonade or another 
ham sandwich. And after that, perhaps, undertaking a 
thrilling adventure of his own.

But Mr Cheeseman had already worked out a strict 
programme of study, and Mrs Cheeseman looked the 
sort who didn’t like you sneaking off to your bedroom 
at every chance. At least there were no other children in 
the house. Quentin feared that Mrs Cheeseman might 
think he was lonely. She’d want to introduce him to 
the neighbours’ children or, even worse, invite them to 
tea. If he was lucky there wouldn’t be any neighbouring 
children of his age. 

He decided to spy out the area straight away. John 
Horsefield knew it was essential to be well-informed about 
The Enemy. From his bedroom, from the high landing 
windows, and from behind the front hedge, he carefully 
surveyed The Green and all its houses. The sea couldn’t 
be far away, but there was no sound, or smell, or sight 
of it from The Green. It could have been any quiet, 
comfortable village anywhere in England. But—it was 
a point always made in the adventures he read—you 
should never rely on appearances.

Quentin made thorough mental notes:
Ancient cottage with thatched roof—old lady spotted 

in garden, along with hens, and a small brown donkey. 
No children. 
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Square house built like a miniature castle—
military-looking old gentleman striding about, flicking  
worm-casts off the lawn with the end of his stick. No 
children. 

Large white villa—two young ladies sitting on swing-
seat, chatting and laughing. Not old enough to have 
children, though perhaps old enough for a baby or two. 
(Babies did not worry Quentin.) 

One house with no activity at all.
Which left only the red house with the high white 

gable on the far side of The Green. It was here—when 
he looked out from behind the hedge—that he saw That 
Girl. Standing bold as brass in the gateway, staring back 
at him. He drew his head in quickly. 

After a carefully timed two minutes Quentin 
peeped out again. She was still there. Still gazing in his 
direction—and now she had something in her hand. 
Binoculars! She raised them to her eyes and levelled 
them at him, like an ornithologist fixing on a rare bird.

Quentin dived into the hedge. It smelled of cats. Mr 
Cheeseman had seemed proud of his garden when he 
showed Quentin around, and very proud of this huge 
hedge of yellow-spotted laurel. But it made a good hiding 
place, despite the fact that it was stinky and scratchy and 
the leaves looked as if someone had sicked up custard all 
over them.

He consulted his wristwatch. For four and a half 
minutes precisely he crouched there. Four and a  
half minutes was long enough to make people think  
that you had gone away. Silently, stealthily, John Horsefield 
crept from his hiding place. On hands and knees, he  
reached the end of the hedge. That Girl, if she was still 
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watching, would not be looking for him down there. He 
peeped out.

A large ginger cat, just inches away, peered back at him. 
When it saw that he was just a boy, not something good to 
catch and eat, it gave him a withering look and strolled off.

That Girl was no longer in her gateway.
‘Quentin Ives!’ thundered the voice of Mr Cheeseman. 

‘What are you up to, boy? Get up at once, and come here!’
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