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Chapter 1
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‘Can’t you be quiet for just ten minutes? It’s noisy enough on this train,’ Gertrude said to the boy sitting opposite her.

‘Of course, I can.’ Tristan stood, drew in some air, and clamped his mouth shut. He was starting to go red in the face, and a white tinge appeared around his mouth and blond eyebrows. 

This was the first time Gertrude had seen the country, being a city girl. The countryside flashed by in different shades of lush green as the afternoon sun made its way to the bottom of the horizon.

‘You don’t have to stop breathing to be quiet, silly,’ she said with a chuckle. 

Tristan blew out, and then inhaled deeply, bringing his breath back to normal. 

‘I know, but it was funny, wasn’t it? It made you laugh.’

Tristan’s clothes were rather bedraggled, and his blond hair stuck to his head from lack of washing. He was a few inches taller than Gertrude. And, as thin as a wafer with piercing blue eyes.

‘My name is Gertrude, what’s yours?’ Gertrude offered her hand for the boy to shake. 

He wiped his dirt-smudged hands down his clothes. ‘I’m Tristan the Adventurer,’ he announced, with a smile on his face as he grasped Gertrude’s hand. 

‘How can you be an adventurer? You’re just a boy.’

‘I’m always on an adventure. But before long I’ll end up back at the orphanage.’ The smile disappeared from his face.

Gertrude sank back into the leather bench seat. Her mass of red curls bounced as she wriggled to get comfortable. She wore a tartan skirt with a once-white blouse, and an oversized shabby grey cardigan the governess had given her. Like Tristan’s, her clothes were stained and dotted with holes.

‘Oh, isn’t that strange? I’m from the orphanage for girls. You know, the one on the east side of Britania? We were only a block away from the bombing last week. Many people have already left Britania. Where’re your papers? Let me have a look.’ 

Tristan handed his papers to Gertrude, who he thought was rather bossy. She pulled her papers out of her pocket to compare them. As she read the documents, she discovered they were the same age, twelve.

‘Ah-ha, just as I suspected. We’re going to the same county.’

‘Really? That’s different. No one has ever gone to the same place as me before.’

‘How many adventures have you been on?’

‘Six.’ 

‘That many? What happened?’ 

Tristan shook his head. ‘I don’t know.’ Frowning, he flopped down on the seat opposite Gertrude. ‘Nobody seems to want me.’ He shrugged.

Gertrude wondered if she was going to the same place as Tristan, whether she too would be sent back to the orphanage. One day in that place was enough for anyone. She’d spent six months at the orphanage after she lost sight of her parents when the bombing began. It was awful. People scattering every which way. Dust and smoke filled the air. Gertrude’s mother was holding her hand but in the confusion her parents just disappeared. 

She couldn’t understand why a country would decide to start a war and try and take over another country. And it had gotten to the point that most of the children in the orphanages were either shoved out on the street to fend for themselves or farmed off to the country. She was eager to stay as far away from the orphanage as possible. 

In her heart, Gertrude believed her parents were alive despite what the governess had to say. And Gertrude worried that although she was escaping the orphanage, would it make it harder for her parents to find her?

They were seated in a private compartment in the fourth carriage from the engine. Most of the other carriages were full of people hanging out of the windows, waving goodbye to their loved ones. Gertrude and Tristan had been ushered to their compartment when they had boarded the train. All Gertrude knew, she was on a long journey to a place that she had never heard of. Oakvale, it sounded like a nice place. But who was waiting for her and Tristan at the other end? Were they going to the same ward? And why was Tristan being sent back to the orphanage over and over again?

Their small amount of tattered luggage had been stowed in the racks overhead by the conductor. He had warned them to behave or they would be out on their ear at the next stop. He had then slammed the door behind him. Gertrude could hear him as he bustled about bossing everyone he came across. She made a mental note not to leave the compartment unless necessary.

Her journey had begun at Britania Station, a place she knew so well. From the time she could walk, she had been catching trains from that station with her mother. 

‘Hey, look,’ said Tristan, pointing to a mob of sheep being rounded up by a dog and a farmer on a horse. His nose was squashed against the glass window. ‘I wish I could ride a horse. He fumbled in his pocket, pulled out a dry crumbling biscuit, and took a bite. 

‘I’ve been looking forward to this all day. Who knows when our next meal will be.’ Spittle and crumbs flew out of his mouth, landing on the glass.

‘I’m sure whoever is meeting us, if indeed it is the same person at Oakvale, will realise that we would need to be fed. Maybe you should keep it just in case.’ 

Gertrude was feeling a bit peckish herself, wondered the same thing.

She was often hungry. The kind of food served up at the orphanage wasn’t something that induced an appetite. One meal a day was the allowance, no exception. It usually consisted of undercooked watered-down oats, and the occasional day or two-old bread. Gertrude hoped she could have two meals a day, no laundry or cooking duties, and a clean bed with no lice.

Who would take in two children anyway, and why? I hope they’re nice, she thought.

‘Next stop Oakvale,’ the conductor yelled, as he walked up and down the corridor. He slid the door to the compartment open, ‘Hey, you kids. Grab your bags and be ready to jump off the train,’ he said in a gruff voice. 

Gertrude took a deep breath, stood, and braced herself for the jolting stop as the train slowed and neared the station.

There weren’t many people waiting on the platform to greet them.  An old lady with a straw hat stood beside the ticket office, and a middle-aged man in a business suit sat reading a newspaper. Another man with a bald head was walking away from the train, and a couple of ladies sat on a wooden bench knitting. Gertrude crossed her fingers and wished that whoever it was standing out there, it would all turn out just as it was supposed to.
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Gertrude and Tristan stepped off the train. The old lady in the straw hat looked at them anxiously as she walked towards them. Gertrude noticed her eyes; even though her forehead was wrinkled in a frown, her eyes were smiling, a good sign. The lady wasn’t tall and was a bit on the plump side. She walked with a slight waddle. The strands of hair about her face were grey.

‘Hello, children,’ she said as Gertrude and Tristan made their way along the platform.

‘This must be her,’ Tristan whispered behind his hand. 

Gertrude tried to smile at the stranger as she whispered a warning to Tristan, ‘don’t mess this one up.’

‘Are you Tristan and Gertrude?’

‘Yes,’ they both said.

‘I’m your new ward, Mrs Appleton. But you can call me Aunt Betty. 

Gertrude moved forward. ‘Hello, um Aunt Betty. I’m Gertrude.’ She curtsied and shook Aunt Betty’s hand.

‘And I’m Tristan.’ Tristan got confused about which hand to offer to Aunt Betty to shake, so he gave her both. 

Gertrude rolled her eyes and bit her bottom lip. But Aunt Betty just let out a great big belly laugh, rubbed his head, and then took his hands. 

‘Come on, you two, you must be tired and hungry.’ She led them to the end of the platform and out through the exit.

‘Did your governesses tell you much about my place? Well, your place now.’ 

They both shook their heads. 

‘That’s okay. You’ll see it for yourselves. Let’s get you home.’

‘I won’t be staying long. My parents will soon find me,’ Gertrude responded.

‘Oh my,’ said Aunt Betty with a worried look forming on her face. ‘Well, this is home for now.’

An old pickup truck sat outside the entrance to the railway station, and an even older man sat in the driver’s seat. The truck was a rusty shade of brown. A few bales of hay rested against the back window.  

‘This is Mr. James, he’s my neighbour. I don’t own a motor car, and he offered to help me get you children back to the farm. 

‘A farm how, exciting,’ said Tristan. 

Gertrude elbowed him and told him to shush. 

‘You children will have to ride in the back,’ said Mr. James.

They looked at each other and smiled. This was going to be fun. 

‘Have you been to a farm?’ Gertrude asked Tristan as they heaved their bags into the truck and climbed in.

‘No, never. This is definitely a different adventure?’

Gertrude hoped so for both their sakes.

They watched the beautiful green rolling hills and valleys go by. Cows mooed as they passed, and they laughed. The gravel road made the trip a bit uncomfortable, but they didn’t care; they were heading to their new home. Gertrude thought that perhaps this was the start of a wonderful adventure, for a while at least. Or if Tristan did whatever it was that he usually did, it might end within days. She would have to keep an eye on him.

As the truck slowed down, Gertrude and Tristan stood hanging on to the bar above the hay bales. Gertrude’s red curls danced as the wind touched her face. The entrance to the farm was overgrown with long grass and weeds. The sign on the gate said, ‘The Appleton Farm.’ There were broken fence rails on either side of the driveway and a lot of potholes that bounced the children around. Gertrude almost lost her grip.

Everything seemed to look old; the house had a large wooden veranda with a line of pots placed along the edge. An array of different flowers waved in the breeze. Over to the left a tractor sat beside a large wooden barn.

Tristan pointed to the tractor. ‘Does it work,’ he asked as he jumped out of the back of the truck.

‘Why yes, it does, young man and Mr. James has kindly offered to show you around the farm tomorrow and get you acquainted with your chores.’

‘Chores. Bu—’

‘No buts, young man. Once you and Mr. James have things up and running, it shouldn’t be hard for you to run the farm.’

‘Run the farm! Oh, but what about school?’ said Tristan.

‘It seems because of the war; all schools will be closed. I will teach you what you need to know, I have a good understanding of the English language, and I’ve kept the books for this farm from the day I married Mr. Appleton, rest his soul.’

‘What about me?’ Gertrude piped up as they climbed the rickety wooden step on to the veranda.

‘Well, little miss, you will be helping me mainly with the inside chores. Oh, and milking old Carmel. And, of course, collecting the eggs.’ 

Gertrude and Tristan looked at each other pulling grim faces as they followed Aunt Betty into the house. 

‘She’s going to make us into slaves,’ whispered Tristan.
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‘Where’s my dungeon?’ asked Tristan as Aunt Betty ushered them through the squeaky front door. Gertrude nudged him to mind his manners.

Tristan knew the drill; it would only be a matter of days before the old lady sent him on his way. Deep down, he wished this would be the one. He liked the idea of living on a farm. But how many chores were they expected to do?  Having lived in the orphanage from the time he was born, cramped up in a small damp room with nothing he could call his own, this place seemed like heaven. 

‘This is your room, Tristan dear. I hope you like it. Tristan opened the large wooden door. 

‘Are you sure? I mean it’s rather nice.’ Tristan sat on the bed and bounced, it felt so comfortable. ‘Wow, a soft mattress! And look Gertrude, I have a window with a view,’ he said, pushing the window up to let in the clean country air. ‘Oh, and look, a dresser with a mirror. I’ve never had a mirror before. Golly gosh, is that how I look?’

‘Thank you, Aunt Betty,’ Tristan ran to her and hugged her tight.

‘Oh, dear boy, you are welcome,’ she said. A tear slipped down her cheek. 

‘Now it’s your turn, young lady.’ A little further down the hall was Gertrude’s room. The window in her room faced the same way as Tristan’s. Tristan could tell that this nice old lady had gone to some effort to decorate their rooms and make them feel welcome.

In the middle of Gertrude’s room stood a four-poster bed with a lace canopy. The bed had a thick comfy-looking light green bedspread and plump pillows; she also had a dresser with a mirror. The last time Gertrude had slept in a bed, or even in a bedroom that size, was before her parents had vanished during the bombing raid. 

‘These rooms are like luxury hotel rooms, not like a dungeon at all. Sorry,’ said Tristan. 

‘No harm done. I’m glad you like your rooms. I’ll leave you both to get settled, I’ll be in the kitchen getting you something to eat.’ 

Tristan was hungry; he had finished his morsel a biscuit on the train. He went back into his room and sat on the dark blue oval mat in the middle his room. The same colour curtains hung at the window. The dresser was made of dark wood and had a toy truck sitting on top. He’d never owned a toy before. To the right of the window stood a desk and chair, and a cupboard on the opposite wall. A small set of drawers sat next to his new comfortable bed, with a bedspread in a lighter blue. 

He was looking forward to bedtime for once. This seemed so different from his other adventures, but should he get his hopes up? Maybe it’s a sign that this was where he was supposed to be. After all, Gertrude was with him, that was different. 

***
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On the table in the middle of the kitchen lay a basket of freshly baked scones. Tristan had never tasted a scone before and groaned with pleasure with each mouthful. 

Gertrude watched as Tristan slopped on a generous amount of jam and cream, which now appeared around his mouth like froth. 

Tristan had noticed that Gertrude was eating hers with a similar eager appetite. He wondered if like him, Gertrude wanted to have a real home. Her hopes that one day her parents would find her were ludicrous, he thought. They had been gone too long. 

‘These are delicious,’ he said, with the food still bulging to one side of his mouth. He grabbed another scone like a hungry dog.

‘That’s good, dear, but perhaps wait until you have finished what you are eating before you talk,’ suggested Aunt Betty. He also received a warning glare from Gertrude.

‘Why don’t you finish up here and have a look around outside. Be in before dark,’ said Aunt Betty.

Tristan raised his eyebrow to Gertrude, as if to say – so far so good. He always tried to come across as positive but the last two adventures, if you could call them that, had been disastrous.

Tristan had always been clumsy, especially in new surroundings. He knew this of himself, and he tried to be careful, but he couldn’t stop things from happening.

At one of the homes he was sent to, he had been asked to light the fire, something he had done plenty of times at the orphanage when it was permitted. But this time the fire he lit set the curtains and antique settee up in flames. He was swiftly shoved out the door by the burly man of the house cursing him all the way back to the train station.

‘Come on,’ he said to Gertrude, as he grabbed another scone, shoved it in his pocket, and headed out the back of the house.
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​Gertrude woke with a start the next morning as a constant ringing filled her room. She pulled the pillow over her head. It felt like she had slept on a cloud, floating and free. Her bed was so soft. The last time she slept in a bed was at home. The beginning of the morning sun crept through the gap in the curtains throwing a gentle strip of light across the wooden floor. 

‘Wake up, sleepyhead,’ Aunt Betty said as she gently rocked Gertrude. ‘It’s time for a cup of hot chocolate and then the milking.’

‘You can’t be serious. It’s too early.’

‘It’s on dawn, and Carmel gets milked first thing. Then she’s out in the field for the day. Come on, Gertrude dear, I promise you will love it.’

Gertrude groaned and stretched as she sat up on the edge of her bed.

‘Why isn’t Tristan up?’

‘Don’t you worry yourself about him; he has plenty of work in front of him today.  Put some old clothes on, dear, you might get a bit grubby.’

Gertrude waited for the door to close and rummaged through what few clothes she had in her bag. It didn’t really matter what she wore, they were rags anyway. She picked out a pair of tattered navy pants, a faded green top and threw on her only jumper, where holes had multiplied each day. As she passed Tristan’s room, she could hear his blissful snore. So, she tapped on the door a few times and ran for the kitchen.

‘Sit down, Gertrude dear, and drink your hot chocolate. I’ll put the scones in the oven for when we come back inside.’

She sat at a long wooden table which stood in the centre of the kitchen. The old stove was made of cast iron. Aunt Betty kept feeding it wood, which it gobbled up and roared to life. It made the room cosy against the last of the winter chill. The walls were an off-white, dulled from years of neglect. The windows were dressed in sheer lace to let in the warmth of the morning sun, which was peeking over the ridge in the distance. Gertrude hugged the cup of hot chocolate with her hands; it was delicious. She had almost forgotten what it tasted like. 
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