




“Beautiful and heartbreaking and glorious all at once. 

A little masterpiece” STRUAN MURRAY

“Little House tackles big world issues in a way that 

young readers will understand – a beautifully told 

story, light of touch, warm of heart” JASBINDER BILAN

“An enchantingly told, exquisitely illustrated story 

about a young girl’s move from cosy innocence to a 

growing understanding of some of the sadnesses in  

the wider world” NICOLA PENFOLD

“Fierce, brave and compassionate” NATASHA FARRANT

“A beautiful, empathetic story about understanding 

the sacrifice sometimes needed to build a better 

world” SARAH ANN JUCKES

“Utterly gorgeous and beautifully written, this story 

about the interconnectedness of humanity and the 

importance of caring for others is both moving and  

full of hope” JENNY PEARSON

“Charming, tender and shines a sensitive spotlight on 

the true meaning of home” A.M. HOWELL



Also by Katya Balen:

Birdsong

Nightjar





Published by Barrington Stoke 
An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers 

Westerhill Road, Bishopbriggs, Glasgow, G64 2QT

www.barringtonstoke.co.uk

HarperCollinsPublishers 
Macken House, 39/40 Mayor Street Upper, 

Dublin 1, DO1 C9W8, Ireland

First published in 2024

Text © 2024 Katya Balen 
Illustrations © 2024 Richard Johnson 

Cover design © 2024 HarperCollinsPublishers Limited

The moral right of Katya Balen and Richard Johnson to be identified 
as the author and illustrator of this work has been asserted in accordance 

with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988

ISBN 978-1-80090-255-8

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a 
retrieval system, or transmitted, in whole or in any part in any form or by any 
means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise without 

the prior permission in writing of the publisher and copyright owners

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Printed and Bound in the UK using 100% Renewable Electricity 
at Martins the Printers Ltd



For my German Girls – Laura, Insa, and now 
little Lotta. You make the world beautiful.





 Chapter 1 

The night feels soft and warm when we  

arrive.  The nightbirds are singing and the 

sound is gentle and low and all around us.  

Mum loops her arm round my waist but I 

wriggle away and let the shadows swallow me.  

The darkness is everywhere and it creeps and 

twists like the vines that snake up the side of 

the house.

The house looms ahead.  Its shape shifts in 

the darkness and I shudder.  It looks like one of 

those haunted mansions from the fairground.  

It’s all edges and turrets and windows that 

flash with the whisper of ghosts and scattered 

stars.
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I’d rather spend the summer hiding in 

the Yardley Fair Haunted House than have to 

spend it here.  At least there’d be candyfloss 

at the fair.  I could sneak out at night and play 

Hook‑a‑Duck and eat toffee apples until my 

teeth fizzed.

Mum rings the bell at the front door and it 

echoes in the still night air.  An owl hoots and 

I twist to find it.  You don’t get owls in the city 

and it might be cool to see one just once.

But you do get funfairs in the city.  And a 

summer filled with noise and music and cinema 

and friends and sleepovers and football in the 

parched dry park.  I think of ice lollies that drip 

down your wrist and make your hot skin sticky 

with neon sugar.  The summer everyone else is 

getting.  Back home.  But everyone else has nice 

normal parents who work in banks and schools 

and hospitals and shops.

The owl hoots again but I can’t find it in 

the gloom.  The stars are brighter here than 
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at home but their glow only offers speckles 

of light on the gravelled drive.  It’s like the 

whole driveway is all the way at the bottom of 

the sea and the light is filtered and wobbling.  

The moon is a silvery O but it can’t push back 

the night.  There are no streetlamps or car 

headlights or glowing billboards and the dark 

has taken over.

Mum rings the bell again and keeps her 

long finger pressed down until a light flicks 

on somewhere inside.  There’s the crackle of a 

voice and the soft shuffle of feet.

I keep myself pressed into the shadows and 

I close my eyes.  Just for a moment everything 

disappears and I imagine I’m back at home 

in my cosy bed with Fudge the rabbit.  He’s 

snuffling sleepily in his hay nest and a new 

summer’s day is waiting for me when I open 

my eyes in the morning light.

“Juno, what on earth are you doing?” Mum 

hisses.  Her cool hand is circled around my 
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wrist and my eyes snap open.  I want to tell 

her not to leave me and I want to tell her that 

I don’t want her to go.  I want to tell her that 

I am so worried and scared every single time 

Dad goes away that it feels like my whole chest 

will burst.  Now Mum and Dad are both going 

and it feels like my heart will splinter into a 

thousand pieces.

“Mum,” I whisper into the soft dark.  “Please 

don’t go.  Please stay back.  Just stay with me 

for the summer and we’ll have the best time 

ever, I promise.  We can go to the funfair and 

I’ll make surprise pasta but not with mustard 

this time.  Please?”

“The mustard was definitely surprising,” 

says Mum.  There’s a small smile on her face 

but it slips away into sadness.  “But you know 

I can’t stay, my love.  You know I have to go.  

It’s not for long, Junebug.  But I have to go.  I’ve 

not helped in so long.  But I need to now.  Those 

tiny children.  They’ve lost their homes.  And 
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their mothers.  Their fathers.  They’ve lost 

everything and I want to give them something 

back.  Something more than just words or 

a place to stay that’s not their own.  It’s not 

enough to give people just enough.  You have 

to give them hope.  You have to give them a 

home.  You have to make them feel like there 

is still beauty in the world.  To make them feel 

that life can still be beautiful.  They need that.  

I need to help give them that again.”

5



I need you, I want to say.  I want to shout it 

amongst the stars and let my voice bounce off 

the moon and startle the owls from the trees.  

I want my words to echo in the night air over 

and over until Mum listens.  But me needing 

her isn’t the same as the way the world far 

away needs her and so I can’t say anything.  

It’s not the same at all.  But it still feels like 

my heart is trembling and I wish she would 

stay right here with me.

Then there’s a rattle and the front door is 

open.  My grandfather is standing in a doorway 

of amber light and Mum has already turned 

away.
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