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CHAPTER ONE I meet Benjamin Postlethwaite

For many years, Benjamin Postlethwaite had one important job. He was a lighthouse keeper on Puffin Island. He also lived in the lighthouse. Many sailors travelled near Puffin Island on small boats and big ships. Sometimes there were storms and the sky went very dark. The sailors could not see easily and Benjamin helped them. The light in his lighthouse was always bright.
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The sailors out at sea saw the light and travelled away from the island. They were very thankful to have Benjamin’s help. But sometimes the storms were too big, and Benjamin could not help every ship.

One night, there was a very bad storm. A ship – the Pelican – sailed near Puffin Island. The wind was very strong and the sea pushed the Pelican near the rocks. Thirty people were on the Pelican and they were not safe.
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Benjamin Postlethwaite was in his lighthouse. He saw the Pelican and he wanted to help the people on the ship. But he needed to do it very quickly.

My name is Allen Williams and I was a child on the Pelican that night. I was five years old, and I was with my mother. The Pelican hit the rocks and started to go under the water. We were very, very frightened. It was difficult, but everyone left the ship. Then we all stood on one of the rocks.

Then we saw a very small boat through the wind and the rain. It was Benjamin Postlethwaite and we were very happy to see him. Benjamin helped some people into his little boat and slowly rowed them to Puffin Island. He rowed from the rock to the island five times. Nobody died that night in the black sea because Benjamin helped us.

Benjamin took us into his lighthouse. He gave us hot sweet tea and biscuits. The storm was very bad, but we were safe and warm by his fire inside the lighthouse.
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Everyone was very thankful. I watched Benjamin. He did not smile often, but I smiled at him. Then he smiled at me too.

There were many beautiful paintings of different ships and boats on the walls of the lighthouse. My favourite picture was a painting of a big boat and a lighthouse. “That boat is the Pelican,” I thought. I looked at it for a long time. The pictures were all Benjamin’s work. He was a very good painter.

The next day, I was surprised because Benjamin gave me the painting of the ship. Then he walked quickly back to his lighthouse. I tried to say “thank you” to him but he did not wait. The sun was bright and there was no storm. A boat came and took the people from the Pelican away from Puffin Island.

I did not see Benjamin Postlethwaite, or Puffin Island, for a long time, but I never forgot him. I often thought about the night of the storm. I always kept his beautiful painting with me.
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CHAPTER TWO Grandfather’s house

In 1921, my father fell off his horse in Central Park in New York, and he died. I was a baby and I do not remember him. My mother did not have much money. After five difficult years in New York, we had to leave. We travelled across the sea on the Pelican to my grandparents’ house in England. They were my father’s mother and father. My mother and I did not know them and they did not know us.
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They were cold grey people, and their house was cold and grey too. For many hours on many days, I was with a cold grey nanny in a cold grey room in my grandparents’ house.

Mother was often not well. For weeks she stayed in her bedroom and I could not see her. The doctor came and I asked him about her. He always said, “Not strong”. Mother did not speak a lot, and she was sad because of my father.

I was sad too. Not for my father, because I did not remember him. I was sad because Mother was sad.

Miss Duval was my nanny and my teacher. She was never kind to me. Sometimes small things made her angry – my hair or my dirty hands. Then she took my hand and she hit it hard. I was very frightened of her.

Miss Duval did not like Benjamin’s beautiful picture. “It’s a child’s painting,” she said. I was sad because I could not put it on the wall.

I had to put the painting under the floor, and I could not see it every day. Sometimes Miss Duval was not there and I looked at the painting. I remembered Puffin Island and the lighthouse and Benjamin Postlethwaite.
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Grandfather was often angry with me. “You must never run in the house or talk at meals,” he told me. “And you must use the back door, not the front door. And you must have a cold bath every morning. Cold baths are good for you.”

I was very frightened of Grandfather, but Grandmother was not as bad as him. She sat by the window all day and did not speak. She tried to make Grandfather happy. She did not think about me much. But she and Grandfather were not nice about Mother. They talked about “that French woman”. They spoke quietly but I could hear them. They were angry with Mother because my father was dead. They did not have any other sons.

Mother and I hated that cold grey house. But we could not leave because we had no money.
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Sometimes Mother came to my room at night. She sat on my bed and she read to me. We talked for many hours about Father and New York and the Pelican on the rocks. We talked about that dark, stormy night and Benjamin Postlethwaite and his lighthouse and his pictures. I took my beautiful painting from under the floor and Mother and I looked at it together. We remembered the ship, the sea and the sky on Puffin Island. We remembered Benjamin Postlethwaite’s fire in his lighthouse.

One night, Mother had a good idea. “Write a letter to Benjamin Postlethwaite and say, ‘thank you’ for the beautiful painting,” she said.

“Thank you for your beautiful painting,” I wrote. “Thank you for helping Mother and me and the other people on the Pelican. I want to visit Puffin Island again one day and see you and your lighthouse.”

Mother helped me to put my letter in the letterbox near the cold grey house. I waited for many months for a letter from Benjamin Postlethwaite, but he never wrote to me. Then, one day, I had some happy news and also some sad news. Miss Duval was very angry with me. “I’m leaving because Allen is a difficult child,” she said. I was very surprised, and I smiled.

[image: ]
Miss Duval left. Then Grandfather wanted to speak to me. He was not happy because now I had no teacher. Mother and Grandmother were in the room with him and Mother looked very sad. I had to go to boarding school.

“You are eight years old, and you need to learn many things,” Grandfather said. “Boarding school will be good for you.”

This was bad news. I was very, very sad. I did not want to leave Mother. “Please can I stay here,” I asked her. But she cried and ran out of the room.




CHAPTER THREE Boarding school

I was now at boarding school, and I did not see Mother for a long time. But I loved reading her letters. I put them in a box under my bed. I put my beautiful painting in that box too. Sometimes I read Mother’s letters for many hours. I looked at my picture too. One day I ran away from boarding school, but somebody found me. They took me back there again. “This is not a school. It’s a prison!” I thought.

I ran away again, and a teacher took me to Mr Mortimer, the headmaster. He was very angry with me. He looked at me and his big eyebrows moved up and down a lot. They looked very funny! I wanted to laugh at him. “You can’t frighten me,” I thought, “not after Grandfather.”

“You wanted to run away,” said the headmaster. “You need to learn a lesson! You must run for a very long time every day after lunch. You won’t like that!”

I was surprised because I liked running a lot! I loved feeling the rain and the wind, and I liked seeing the different birds by the river. After a month or two, I was very good at running and the teachers wanted me for the school team. I did very well, and I won many races. Everybody was very happy. The headmaster’s big eyebrows moved again. But now they moved because he was happy with me.
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Mr Carter was my art teacher. Most teachers at the school were not kind to me, but Mr Carter was always nice. I learned something important in my art class. I could draw! I could paint too. And I liked it. Then I often painted ships and lighthouses. Sometimes I painted Benjamin Postlethwaite’s picture. The painting was safe in my box. But I did not need to see it because I remembered it very well.
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I knew everything in the painting – every bird, every colour, every part of the sea. Mr Carter liked my ships and lighthouses, but he wanted me to paint different things too – fruit and flowers and birds and trees. I liked Mr Carter, and sometimes I painted these things for him. But I painted ships and lighthouses more often.

I loved running and art, but I also loved reading. I read many books about islands and lighthouses and ships. I did not have lots of friends at boarding school but the books were friends to me.

At school, we could not read books late at night, but sometimes I read in bed with a small light. Every week I did a lot of painting and running and reading. “Everything is getting better,” I thought.

Then I had some very, very good news in a letter from Mother.

“I don’t like living in this cold grey house,” she wrote. “I want to be with you. I have a job. I’m going to teach French at your school, and you can live with me near the school.” I was very happy and I smiled all day.

I lived with Mother in a little house in a village near the school for two years. I loved it there. We walked in the country for hours at weekends. We often talked about Benjamin Postlethwaite and his paintings. I ran in races and I won. “Go, Allen, go!” Mother shouted happily. Everyone loved her. 
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Footnote

Note about the book

fn1 Definitions of words in bold can be found in the glossary on pages 63–64.
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