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CHAPTER I
 JOEY GETS A SHOCK

	‘Posty!’ Daisy Venables, who had been sitting curled up on the grass, jumped to her feet and made a bee-line for the drive, up which a familiar figure was to be seen slowly advancing. Evan Evans, ‘Posty,’ was none too young, and this was a very warm day for September.

	Joey Maynard, once Joey Bettany of the Chalet School, looked after Daisy with a laugh. ‘She’s nearly sixteen, but she doesn’t get any more grown-up for all that. Rob! What on earth has she done to her frock? It was clean this morning, and just look at it!’

	The girl to whom she spoke lifted a curly black head from the daisy-chain she was making with the assistance of Joey’s triplet daughters and glanced after long-legged Daisy, whose pale-green cotton frock looked as though she had wiped the chimney liberally round with it.

	‘Mercy! What a sight! I don’t know what she’s been up to, Jo, so it’s no use asking me. Here she comes with the letters, anyhow, so you can find out from herself.’ Daisy, with a handful of letters, came flying back to the group on the lawn.

	Jo, not looking any older than she had been since she had made her escape from Austria and the Gestapo at the time of the Anschluss[1]—and a thrilling adventure it had been!—promptly acted on the advice.

	 

	
		

				[1]

				See The Chalet School in Exile.

		

	


	‘Daisy Venables! What have you done to your frock? It looks as if you’d used it for a floor-cloth. You are a messy brat!’

	Daisy glanced down at herself, unperturbed. ‘I forgot. I meant to change it and rub it through. I was up the beech tree after Primula Mary’s balloon, and that beech tree isn’t what you’d call clean.’

	‘Did you expect it to be? Trot in and change, and be quick about it. You can’t go round looking like that at three o’clock in the afternoon. Give me the letters first, though—you featherhead!’ For Daisy was preparing to obey without handing over the mail.

	She came back, and presented them. ‘There you are. Don’t look so cross at me, Auntie Jo. I’m sorry about the frock, and I really will wash it myself. You might give me a smile, there’s a dear.’

	‘You baby!’ But the corners of Jo’s lips were going, and there was laughter in her eyes. Daisy saw it, and flung herself tempestuously on her aunt-by-marriage, as she always explained the connection.

	‘You’re a pet, and the most precious aunt that ever lived! I’m truly sorry about the frock. Kiss me, and then I’ll go and change while you read your letters. It wouldn’t have happened if Prim hadn’t let her balloon go up aloft.’

	Joey gave it up, laughed, and kissed her, and then pushed the lanky schoolgirl off her lap. ‘Run, you scaramouche! And do something about your hair while you’re busy. If you can’t keep it any tidier than that it’ll have to be cut again.’

	‘Never! What would Gwensi and Beth say? We’re all having pigtails. I simply couldn’t be the only one not to. You’d never ask that!’ She took a flying leap over a flower-bed, and vanished into the house, singing at the top of a high, sweet voice.

	Jo looked after her with a grin. ‘What a babe she is! Well, let’s see what we’ve got today. “Miss Robin Humphries”—here you are, Rob—“Mrs John Maynard”—“Mrs Maynard”—“Mrs J. Maynard”—“Miss D. Venables”—“Miss Humphries”—from Lorenz, Rob; I recognise her writing—and “Mrs Jack Maynard”—from Jean Mackenzie. Dear me! It isn’t a week since she last wrote, and I haven’t answered it yet. What can she want, I wonder?’

	‘Open it and see,’ advised Robin, who was opening her own missives. ‘This other letter is from Elizabeth Arnett. She said she’d write and let me know her results when they came.’

	Joey paused with her letter half-open. ‘Has she passed?’

	Robin glanced hastily through the sheet of scribbled writing. ‘Yes; credit in English, French, and botany; pass in maths and Latin. Oh, well done, Elizabeth! And she’s heard from Biddy, Nicole, and Myfanwy, and they’ve all passed too. Biddy and Nicole have distinction in French and Myfanwy has credit in Latin and botany. She doesn’t know about the rest. I’ll read it properly, though, and leave you to see what Mrs Mackenzie wants. Run away, Triplets, and get more daisies. We’ll begin another chain when I’ve read this.’

	The red-headed triplets trotted off cheerfully to gather more daisies and amuse themselves till their elders were free to attend to them again, and the other two settled down to their letters. There was silence for a brief space in the sunny garden, which Joey broke with an exclamation of, ‘Oh, my hat!’

	‘What’s up?’ demanded Robin, glancing up from the lengthy screed she had received from her great chum, Lorenz Maïco.

	‘Just you listen to this!’ And Jo, ruffling back to a sheet or so, read aloud, ‘ “And now, Joey, I’m going to make a demand on you. I shouldn’t do it if I didn’t know that you had plenty of room now that Frieda has a house of her own, and Simone has betaken herself and her small Thérèse to Cumberland. But I know you don’t want evacuee children if you can help it with the precious three, and you know that as soon as it’s known that you have two or three rooms to spare you’ll be landed. That’s what comes of living in a safety area, my lass! It’s a long story, and I’m going to tell it in full, for I want your sympathy. And believe me, you’ll need all the sympathy you’ve got to spare, and all the understanding too, for what I’m asking you to take on is a problem.

	‘ “Do you remember my telling you of a holiday I once spent with some distant connections of my mother’s? It was on a tiny island in the Outer Hebrides, and with some cousins of hers—McDonald by name. At that time, there were Cousin Duncan and his wife, Cousin Morag, and their three children—Archie, who was my own age, Shiena, who was three years younger, and Hugh, who was about four. Since then, there have been another boy, Kenneth, who must be about fifteen now; and twin girls who are eleven—Flora and Fiona. When the twins were two, Cousin Morag died of pneumonia, and Shiena, who was twelve at the time, became mother to the entire family, so far as I can gather. I never went back, altho’ it wasn’t for want of asking. But first I went to school in Paris; and then there was that trip I took with Mother and Dad to America; and then I met Ken and married him. After that, as we know all too well, the war broke out. Alan arrived to complicate matters; and then it was a case of trot through Great Britain to keep with Ken as far as I could.—By the way, there are rumours that his squadron may be going East, in which case I shall go home to Edinburgh for the time being.

	‘ “Well, to continue my story. One evening, about six weeks ago, Ken brought in a couple of his pals for supper; and no sooner did I see the younger one than I exclaimed: ‘Archie McDonald!’ And Archie it was. Of course we had a great chat, and I heard all the news. It seems that Cousin Duncan died about eighteen months ago, and Shiena, Kenneth, and the twins had gone on living in the Great House, as they call it, on Erisay, their island. I should explain that Cousin Duncan was very much of a recluse; never would send any of his children to school, and refused to allow any casual strangers to land on Erisay. The children were all educated by the minister until Archie was eighteen. Then Archie, who is now twenty-four, insisted on going to Camberley as he was mad on flying; and Hugh gave his father no peace till he got leave to try for Dartmouth—which he got into by a scrape of two days. He would have been over-age if they’d left it any later. Shiena and the others carried on at the Great House, and it almost looked as if it would continue for ever.

	‘ “I rather think it must have been the war that finished off Cousin Duncan. At any rate, he died, and Archie got special leave to go home to settle up things. He wanted them to leave Erisay and go to Scotland somewhere, but they refused. They are all as shy as young fawns, and the thought of having to meet strangers was too much for any of them. You can’t wonder at it, can you, considering how they’ve been brought up? So he had to go back to his squadron, leaving it at that, and there, when he came to our house that night, they still were.

	‘ “Two days ago, he arrived in a state of what I can only describe as dither. The Admiralty have got their eye on Erisay for some fell purpose of their own. They have commandeered the whole island for the duration of the war, and Shiena and the children have to turn out at once. She, I suppose, will have to join one of the women’s forces; Kenneth is to go to school; and so must the twins. Now do you see what I’m driving at?

	‘ “They are singularly badly off for relations—Cousin Duncan was the only child of only children; and Cousin Morag’s only brother lives in Canada, so he’s no use to anyone at present. They can’t go to our place—there won’t be room if I have to go with young Alan. When I married, Mother and Dad moved into a flat, as Mother felt she’d had enough of a house; and they have just the one room to spare for us.

	‘ “I think Archie had been hoping they would be able to come to the rescue, for his face fell a yard when I told him that, and he was more upset than ever. I felt I simply must do my best to help him out, poor fellow; and then I remembered the School!

	‘ “But, Joey, can you imagine what being plunged straight into school life would be like to two children of eleven who have never seen a soul, beyond the thirty or so people who lived on Erisay, in all their lives? It would be cruel to try it. Don’t you agree? They must go, of course; but not at once. Let them get accustomed to meeting strangers first.

	‘ “So this is what I’ve thought of. You’ve got the rooms to spare. And I want you to take Shiena as well as the twins for a week or two till she’s called up. You’re accustomed to girls of all kinds—look at your books! Robin is gentle and not alarming, either. And then there are your delightful triplets to help break the ice. Will you have them for a few weeks and let them get used to your household? They could have till half-term, anyhow. And then, when Shiena will have gone—as I expect she will by that time—let them be daily boarders as Robin was, and Daisy and Primula are, for the rest of the term. After that, if you want the rooms, or it seems better, they can become full boarders. What do you say?

	‘ “Don’t rush off to answer this at once. Take time and think it over. Discuss it with Madge and Robin, and get their advice. You were very good to me and Alan while we were with you, and I do feel that if Shiena and the twins can come to you it will help them all through what must be a horribly difficult time. I don’t ask you to have Kenneth—and boys are different, anyhow. Archie and Hugh seem to have managed all right, and I expect he will. But when I think of poor Shiena and those scared bairnies of eleven, I do feel that they need a little breaking-in.

	‘ “Be a dear, Joey, and agree. I’m sure you will when you’ve thought it over. I’d take them myself if I’d somewhere of my own; but I haven’t—and if Ken goes East, then goodness knows when I shall have. Look on it as war work, if you like—but do it!” And the rest,’ concluded Jo, folding up the sheets, ‘doesn’t matter. But did you ever hear of anything to beat that? What on earth should I do with three wild, shy Highlanders here? Jean Mackenzie must be mad. She knows what this house is like. We’re a regular port of call for all the clan. Her timid trio would get a benefit if they came here to be broken in to meeting strangers. When it isn’t Madge and Co., it’s the School. Or if it isn’t them, it’s safe to be someone from Armiford.’

	Robin nodded, her eyes fixed dreamily on the triplets who were picking daisies industriously at the further side of the lawn. ‘Yes; there certainly is something in what you say, Joey. And yet——’

	‘And yet—what?’ demanded Jo as she broke off.

	‘Well, Mrs Mackenzie is right, you know, when she says that you understand girls. Look what you did to Gwensi Howell when we first came here. And you helped Elizabeth through that bad time she had with Betty Wynne-Davies when she first broke away from her.’

	‘That’s quite another thing; and it was just as well for Elizabeth that she did have the sense to break away. I can’t understand how it is that Betty Wynne-Davies has never been expelled yet. She asks for it on an average of twice a term, I should say.’

	‘I don’t think it’s as bad as that—though she goes to the very edge of it, I know. Well, perhaps she’ll settle down this term,’ said Robin hopefully.

	‘At seventeen? Not a chance of it, my child. She’s one of the few really unsatisfactory girls the School has had. The leopard will change his spots and the Ethiopian his skin before Betty Wynne-Davies will become a decent member of society,’ retorted Jo emphatically.

	‘I hope not.’ Robin had been gazing up into the delicately-cut face that was to her the dearest face in the world. Now she turned back to watch the babies once more. ‘Look at them, Joey,’ she said, waving her hand towards them.

	Joey’s splendid black eyes softened as they fell on the three little girls who were her pride and joy. But she only said, ‘What about them?’

	‘Suppose something should happen so that Len and Con and Margot were brought up like these twins—what did you say their names were?’

	‘Flora and Fiona. And that’s mad to start off with. What d’you bet that any school where they go makes Flora and Fauna of it before they’ve been there a week?’

	Robin doubled up in wild giggles. ‘Oh, Jo! I hope not! How like you to think of it, though! But, Joey,’ she turned round, laying an arm on Jo’s knee, and looking up into the black eyes above her with all her heart in her own dark ones, ‘suppose—just suppose something should happen like that? I know it’s not likely; but it might. Wouldn’t you be glad to know that there was someone who would help them out when they first came back? Wouldn’t you, Joey?’

	Jo was silent. Then she nodded. ‘Yes; I should.’ She stooped, framing the lovely face upturned to her with long, slender hands, and looked deep into the pleading eyes. ‘You’re right there, Rob. And I suppose I’ll do it in the end. But I must say I never expected Jean, of all people, to give me the shock I’ve had today. And though I’ve had experience of most kinds of girls, they’ve always been girls who’ve grown up normally, and however we shall get on, I don’t know.’

	‘We’ll manage all right,’ said Robin confidently. ‘It isn’t as though you’d be alone, you know. I shall be at home a good deal of the time, now that I’m only working for Higher Cert. The Abbess said I need go only three days in the week. I’ll be with you the other four. And Daisy and Primula will help, I know. Look how shy Prim is, even now. And Daisy’s accustomed to her. If you explain, I know she’ll help. Think it over, Joey. I know you’ll want to say “Yes” when you do.’

	‘Oh drat!’ said Joey crossly. ‘I suppose I shall. But don’t talk about it, Rob. And say nothing to anyone till I give you leave. I must talk it over with Madge before I do a thing. I’ll go up there this evening, and you can put the babes to bed for me for once. I shall have to have Peg, and Bride, and Sybil at any rate for the term, as you know. If I take these McDonalds as well, the house’ll be packed out.’

	‘It’ll be that, anyhow, if you don’t,’ said Robin placidly. ‘And they might take you for war work, now the triplets are nearly two. You don’t want that—at any rate not until we see how Margot weathers the winter.’

	A look of fear came into Joey’s eyes. Last winter Margot, the youngest of the triplets, had nearly died of bronchitis, and she was by no means as sturdy as her elder sisters, even now. Most emphatically her mother did not want to have to leave her to the care of anyone else at present.

	‘I’m not unpatriotic,’ she said slowly, ‘but I don’t want to do anything that takes me from the babes just yet. I’ll see what Madge says; but I expect I’ll agree, Rob. We may as well begin to make plans, for I see no way out of it.’

	


CHAPTER II
 A TRYING JOURNEY

	Six o’clock in the evening, and Newcastle Central Station at its worst and rowdiest! Platforms were packed with sailors and soldiers; little groups welcoming returned fathers, sons, and husbands alternated with others that were saying farewells. People from the various smaller towns on Tyneside or up Tynedale, who had come into the city for a day’s shopping, were scurrying to secure seats in the already crowded compartments; engines were hooting or blowing off steam. Altogether, it was a scene calculated to strike terror into the hearts of any folk as unused to such bustle and confusion as the little cluster of three which stood timidly on one platform, gripping gladstone-bags, suitcases, and rolls of rugs, while they kept an eye on the three trunks piled up against one of the pillars that supported the roof.

	More than one person turned to look at them, for, even in these days of cosmopolitan dress to be met with everywhere, it is not customary to see three girls clad in full Highland kit, with kilts of Macdonald tartan, black cloth coats, plaids of the same tartan clasped on the left shoulder with great pebble brooches, sporran, hose-tops, and Glengarry bonnets complete with eagle’s feather. Moreover, it was a hot evening, when most other girls were sporting light cotton frocks if they were not in uniform, and such hats as were to be seen were big shady ones.

	‘Iss this our train?’ asked one of the younger girls as a monster came snorting along the platform, to pull up clanking, when doors were flung open and crowds began to descend, many of them heavily laden with baggage of one kind and another. ‘Iss it our train, Shiena?’

	Shiena McDonald shook her head. ‘I do not know. I must ask someone.’ Summoning up all her courage, she took a step forward, and addressed a big, burly man in sergeant’s uniform. ‘Oh, pleass, woult you tell me if thiss iss the train for Leeds?’

	He paused on his way to look down at her—Shiena McDonald was small and very slight—and something in her worried face roused the fatherliness in his heart. ‘Aye; ’tes t’ traa-in arl reet, laass,’ he said. A kindly curiosity lit up his face. ‘Goain’ by’t, eh? Wal, rackon tha’ll be arl reet if tha staand ’ere till ’tes time. ’Ere! Bide a moment!’

	His broad Yorkshire accent was puzzling to the three outlanders, but they managed to grasp the fact that he would help them, and they were to stay where they were for the present. He vanished before shy Shiena could pluck up courage again to thank him; but only for a few moments. Presently he returned with a fellow-sergeant to whom he introduced them.

	‘This is Sergeant Purlbeck. Aa’s goain’ t’ ’Arrogate, and ’aa’ll see tha gets in arl reet, an’ thi luggage, an’ all,’ he added. ‘Tha’ll be saafe noo. S’long!’ And once more he vanished, leaving them with his friend.

	Sergeant Purlbeck gave them a keen look, and summed them up at once as ‘gentry.’ In peacetime he was chauffeur to a very great gentleman, and he prided himself on being able to gauge a person at the first look. Now he made up his mind to see that these three frightened creatures were safely bestowed as far as he could manage it. But he rather wondered that they had been allowed to travel by themselves, so plainly were they unused to it. It was a pity that it looked like being a bright, moonlight night—just the night for ‘Jerry.’ Still, if Leeds were their destination they might get there safely. He asked them this, and Shiena shook her head.

	‘Oh, no,’ she said, her soft, Highland accents sounding strangely in his ears. ‘We haf to go much further—to Armiford. But we go to Leeds first; and then to Stockport. Then we get the train to Armiford.’

	‘Oh, aye,’ he said. ‘Wal, Aa’ll see tha into t’ train, and Aa rackon summun ’ll ’elp t’other end.’

	His accent was not nearly so broad as his friend’s, and Shiena was able to understand him at once, and thank him shyly. Then they all stood waiting, till the last of the outgoing passengers had cleared away, and the Sergeant was able to put them into a compartment, with all their hand-luggage beside them. Their trunks he saw into the van, and made interest for them with the guard—a fellow-Yorkshireman, who promised to see them safely out at Leeds. He came back to tell Shiena what he had done; and then with a kindly ‘Good-neet!’ departed to seek his own place with the men of his company.

	Left alone, the three settled themselves as well as they could. It was a new thing for them to make train journeys. Until a week ago, they had never even seen a train, and it is not too much to say that the twins were terrified of the snorting monsters which dashed along the lines, making such blood-curdling noises and hissings. Fiona, the elder of the pair, vowed that it was worse than the Kelpie; and far, far worse than the tiny coasting steamer which had taken them from their beloved Erisay to Oban, whence they had travelled to Glasgow first; then on to Edinburgh where Jean Mackenzie’s parents had taken them in for a couple of days. They had left Edinburgh that morning, and reached Newcastle in the afternoon; and now, here they were, on the road again, for the last part of their long journey, and Erisay seemed almost as if it belonged to another world. Even Archie, who had been their stand-by in Glasgow, might have been in Mars now. To the untravelled McDonalds it was all very dreadful. And when they did reach the end of the journey, it was to be with total strangers. It is true that Jean Mackenzie and her mother, Mrs Robertson, had assured them all that young Mrs Maynard was delightful, and very ready to welcome them, while her triplet daughters were a real joy to look forward to—as Flora had said, ‘I’ve never seen triplets except in music’—but even this could not alter the fact that they were going to total strangers, and they had rarely seen any until this last week or so.

	At the moment, the compartment was empty save for themselves. The twins snuggled up to Shiena, who was their one stand-by now, and Fiona asked earnestly in the Gaelic that was as much their mother-tongue as the English they spoke with such a pretty West Highland accent, ‘Will we be long in going, Shiena? Will it be very long, think you?’

	Shiena shook her head. ‘Indeed, Fiona, I don’t know. But there is one thing I do know,’ she added with vigour, ‘and that is that you two must remember to speak English all the time now.’

	‘And forget the Gaelic? Shiena! You don’t mean that?’ gasped Flora.

	‘Of course not. But we are going to be with people who won’t have the two languages, and—honestly, Twins, your English iss not as good as it might be. I noticed when Archie wass talking how fery differently he spoke from us. We must try to speak better, now that we must live away from the Highlands for a wee while.’

	‘I thought Archie spoke Englishy,’ returned Fiona with a twist of her pretty mouth. ‘It wassn’t like us at all.’

	‘But if we are living with the English, we must speak like them or they may laugh at us,’ argued Shiena shrewdly. She knew her twins. They hated nothing more than to be laughed at.

	‘I ton’t see why we must give up Erisay to anyone,’ put in Flora. ‘It wass ours—it iss Archie’s. Why shoult we have to go away from it? It iss preaking our hearts we will all pe——’

	‘Flora—Flora! You must speak better!’ cried Shiena in dismay. ‘You can do it, for I haf heard you. Why must you be so bad?’

	‘I’m a Highlanter. I want to show these people I am Highlant,’ returned Flora stubbornly. ‘And you cannot say much yourself, Shiena. You speak nearly as Highlant ass we do.’

	‘I must be fer—very, I mean—careful, then,’ returned Shiena gravely. ‘Twins, it iss bad enough as it iss. Don’t make things worse for us all by being naughty.’

	More there was no time to say, for the door opened, and some girls in W.A.A.F. uniform got in with wide-eyed, curious glances at the three in their alien dress. The twins hushed at once in the presence of strangers, and Shiena, though inwardly she felt as shy and uncomfortable as they, was thankful for the invasion. She had no wish to spend most of the trying journey arguing; and her small sisters could be very argumentative on occasion. She got down a bag from the rack, fished out books for them, and buried herself in her own, to all appearances, while furtively eyeing the newcomers.

	She was fascinated by their make-up. She herself wore none, of course. Lipstick, rouge, and face-powder had not penetrated to Erisay yet. These girls, with their ‘permed’ curls, their carefully made-up faces, scarlet-bowed lips, and plucked eyebrows were like beings from another world to the untravelled Highland girl. She envied them their smart appearance, little realising that they were envying her her naturally wavy brown hair, pink and white skin with its delicate bloom which came from no box, but from the soft airs and rains of Erisay, and admiring the long brown lashes that curled upwards, giving her grey-blue eyes such a starry appearance.

	‘I’d give her a pound apiece for ’em!’ murmured one young lady to her friend. ‘Wonder what she puts on ’em to make ’em grow like that?’

	‘Nothing, I guess. It’s natural. Look at the kids; they have the same,’ replied the other girl in the same low tones.

	The first realised, as she glanced at the twins, that it was true. Fiona’s dark eyes were fringed with black lashes, and Flora’s blue ones had quillings of light brown; but they were of the same length and ray-like appearance as their sister’s. Similarly, they had curly hair straying over their shoulders; Fiona’s black, Flora’s so light as to merit the word ‘linty.’ All three had the same oval, high-cheek-boned faces, with delicately aquiline features, and pink and white skins. Without being pretty, they were an attractive-looking trio, and there was no denying that their Highland dress suited them down to the ground.

	Shiena presently became conscious that they were attracting more attention than she relished. She wished now that she had taken Mrs Robertson’s advice, and invested in more ordinary dress for them all. But the twins had objected so strenuously, and she had so hated the thought of wrestling with the shopgirls, not to mention the complication of clothes coupons, that she had agreed to let them travel in their usual attire. And this was the result. They were stared at as if they were a show!

	She knew that when they reached Armiford they must get clothes like those worn by other people in England, and she had been afraid to use their coupons until she was with someone who could go carefully into the matter for her, and advise her just what they ought to get. On Erisay the question had scarcely arisen. They all wore hand-woven clothes; and when it was necessary to see about underthings, Ian McDonald and his wife, Tibby, had crossed to Oban, and thence to Glasgow, where they had bought great rolls of the fine white nainsook and cards of the delicate lace which, Tibby was convinced, were alone suitable for summer underwear for young ladies. As luck would have it, the last expedition had been made just the month before clothes rationing had begun. Tibby and Ian had brought the usual great rolls of materials to Erisay, and they had all set to work to make the garments by the patterns which Mrs McDonald had brought there with her when she came as a bride. So while all of them had trunks filled with dainty underclothes, none of them were in the least like those worn by most girls nowadays. And the hand-spun, hand-woven tartan, which was made to withstand every kind of weather, is hard-wearing in the extreme. Nor did they know anything about the gossamer silk stockings girls wear now. They had silk stockings for best, it is true; but stockings that had been their mother’s and grandmother’s; fine, but so closely woven that no glimmer of skin could be seen through them.

	‘And indeed,’ thought Shiena to herself, ‘I would not like to be wearing such things for everyone to see.’

	At eight o’clock, when they were well on their way, the W.A.A.F.s produced packages of sandwiches and biscuits, and thermos flasks of tea and coffee, and proceeded to make a hearty supper. The McDonalds had sandwiches and cake and bannocks in one of their baskets, but they were too shy to open them and eat in public; though by this time the twins felt faint with hunger, for their last meal had been in the train from Edinburgh, where they had been lucky enough to be alone in their compartment. As for Shiena, she was not so hungry; but she was very thirsty. She thought longingly of the coffee in the flasks kind Mrs Robertson had put up for them, and the big bottle of milk as well; but it was no use. They must just wait until they were alone. Then they could have a meal.

	One of the girls, glancing up, happened to notice Fiona’s eyes on her plums, and she promptly held out the bag with a hearty, ‘Have one, kiddy? Yes, do! There are heaps more than I want. Take one, and your sisters as well. Do try one! They’re awfully sweet and juicy.’

	Fiona went crimson, and Shiena had to come to the rescue. ‘It iss fery kint of you,’ she said in her soft voice, rather more Highland than usual in her shyness. ‘Put we haf some supper in our basket.’

	At the quaintly foreign-sounding accent, the girls exchanged glances. Then their new friend laughed. ‘I’ll bet you haven’t plums—not like these. My uncle brought them home today—he’s a farmer, and they’ve got a peach of an orchard. Take one, anyhow, just to try them, and see what you think of Alnwick plums. Can’t you get your basket down? It’s getting on, and we shan’t get into Leeds before the refreshment rooms are closed—I can tell you that. Lucky if we get in by midnight!’

	‘Oh!’ gasped Shiena. ‘Put our train for Stockport leafes Leeds at elefen o’clock. We shall miss it! And there issn’t another. They said so at the station. Whatefer shall we do?’

	‘Don’t worry,’ laughed another. ‘Your connection isn’t any more likely to be punctual than this is—certainly not if Jerry’s on the go.’

	It was so much Greek to Shiena, but she gathered that she need not worry unduly about trains. Meantime their first friend was still offering them the plums, and another had jumped up, and was looking at the piles of luggage on the racks above them. ‘This your tuck-basket?’ she asked. ‘Yes? Here you are, then. Sit down, and let’s mug up and be ’appy and chatty.’

	She handed down the basket, and the twins were persuaded to take a plum each. Shiena shyly offered bannocks and cake in exchange, and the W.A.A.F.s accepted on condition that the trio would share what they had. So after all, they got their meal in comfort, though Fiona and Flora never spoke, and their sister could utter only a few shy sentences in reply to the girls’ kindly chatter. They learned that she expected to be called up soon.

	‘Joining us, then?’ asked their first friend, whose name they had learned was Effie Maitland.

	‘I ton’t know,’ said Shiena. ‘We are going to a frient—at least,’ she corrected herself conscientiously, ‘she iss not a frient yet, for we ton’t know her. But she will pe. She will atvise me, I think.’

	‘Join us,’ advised Miss Maitland. ‘It’s a ripping Service—the best of the bunch. Oh, I know the W.R.N.S. are older. And there are the A.T.S. as well, and Red Cross, and so on. But we are the latest. Join us, and help to make history!’

	Shiena looked bewildered at this spate of letters, and another, Margery Bain by name, said abruptly, ‘How old are you? Twenty-one? Then how’ve you got out of joining before this?’

	‘We knew nothing about it—away ofer on Erisay. I kept house for my father, and Kenneth and the twins. But now they haf taken the islant from us, and we haf to come to England, and so I must join, they say, for Kenneth iss at school, and the twins will go soon,’ explained Shiena.

	‘Erisay? Where’s that?’ asked another. But she was fated to receive no answer, for the train, which had been thundering through the twilight, suddenly pulled up in a tiny wayside station, and as the rumbling of the wheels ceased, they heard, thin, eerie, and horrible, a wail that seemed to break through the grey mists, now rapidly darkening to the blackness of night, and with one cry the twins threw themselves on their sister, clinging tightly to her.

	‘Jerry!’ said Effie Maitland disgustedly. ‘He’s early, confound him! All right, kiddies. That’s only the siren—sounding to tell us that he’s on the way. Nothing to be afraid of. He won’t bother about us. I wonder where he’s going this time?’ she added reflectively.

	‘Who iss Jerry?’ asked Fiona, her curiosity getting the better of her shyness.

	‘German planes,’ explained Effie. ‘They’re away to bomb somewhere. But d’you mean you’ve never heard the siren before?’

	‘No; nefer,’ replied Shiena. ‘What a dreatful sound it iss!’

	‘It’s pretty ghastly,’ agreed their new friend. ‘Still, as long as it gets no worse than that—I mean, as long as there are no bombs to worry about, I guess we can stand it.’

	‘The worst of it is there’s no saying how long we may be held up,’ put in another, one Joan Tully. ‘The train won’t go on till the “All Clear” sounds, and that may be for hours yet.’

	‘ “It may be for years, and it may be forever,” in fact,’ laughed Margery Bain. ‘There they go! Hear the engines? You can generally tell a Jerry by the note. Well, there’s one thing. If he does try to get us we’ve a couple of St John’s people next door. I saw two girls from “canny Soo’ Shields” get in that I know—Dolly Scott and Gladys Anderson.’

	She had barely finished speaking, when their ears were assaulted by a terrific explosion, and they were all hurled on to the floor of the compartment in one wild heap. Screams rose from the twins, who were convinced that they were killed, and even Shiena uttered a cry. The more experienced W.A.A.F.s made little sound, but one or two of them swore at the shock, greatly to the scandal of Shiena when she had time to realise it. At the moment, she was more concerned with getting her sisters on to their feet again, when a sound even more frightening than the siren’s wail came through the air, and Effie pulled them all down, even as there came another explosion.

	‘Keep down!’ she ordered. ‘Here, you two kids; get under the seats and do it quick. You’ll be safer from falling glass there.’

	Kind hands pushed the terrified twins under the seats, and the rest of them settled themselves as well as they could on the floor, prepared to fling themselves face downwards at the least sign of another bomb.

	It came three minutes later, but further away, and though the train once more rocked with the concussion, the glass in the windows remained intact. It came with that horrible shrieking noise, and Effie, when the explosion was over, explained that these were ‘screaming’ bombs.

	‘I suppose they think the noise will frighten us. They don’t know much about the British,’ she said scornfully. ‘Down!’ For again came the wild sound, and this time there was a tinkle as glass further along the carriage went with the force of the blast. Their own compartment had its windows cracked, but that was all.

	The twins were sobbing with terror, and even Shiena, if there had been any lights, would have been seen to be white to the lips, though she pluckily kept from any outcry. There was nothing they could do but wait; and, luckily, they had not much more of the ordeal. That was the nearest bomb. Ten minutes later, the last of the planes had passed over, and in half an hour the train moved ahead, travelling swiftly to make up as far as possible for the delay.

	Effie left their compartment, and went to find out what damage, if any, had been done. She returned to say that except for cuts and bruises none of the passengers had suffered; but it was rumoured that a house had been struck by one of the bombs, and the station wall had collapsed at one end. But this was all so far as they could find out.

	‘And quite enough, too,’ added Margery Bain, who had produced a travelling washing kit, and was engaged in sponging Flora’s face and hands to rid them of the worst of the dirt. ‘But if you people really haven’t met much of the war till now, you’ve had a baptism, I can tell you. There you are—Flora, isn’t it? Take that towel and dry your face while I see what I can do for your sister. Then we’ll have a cup of coffee all round, and that’ll make us feel better—though how we’ll manage in the dark without spilling is more than I can say.’

	Spilling there was, though surprisingly little when one comes to remember that all the lights in the train had gone, and they had to feel as best they could, since no one could lay hands on a torch. Half-way through the little feast, an official came along, however, to see that all was well with them. He had his flash-lamp, and he waited till they had produced five torches among them, and then left them to get on with it. Finally, two hours later than they had expected, the train drew up in Leeds station, and there the McDonalds had to say good-bye to their new friends, for all the girls were going to a post midway between Leeds and Skipton-in-Craven, and they themselves had to hurry to catch their Stockport connection. As there were practically no porters, they had to make shift to drag their trunks along themselves, and it was with a bare half-minute to spare that they finally settled down in the new train, worn out with all they had undergone. However, after that, it was more or less plain sailing. It is true the train from Stockport to Cardiff, which had been their final change, was held up for an hour and a half while the German fiends tore back to their bases, after spreading death and ruin along Mersey-side; but no bombs were dropped this time; and presently they were able to draw the blinds and let the blessed light of day pour into the carriage, while Shiena, white and drawn and grimy, her shyness forgotten for the time being, handed out the last of the sandwiches and cakes, and gave her sisters the final flask of coffee, which was lukewarm by this time, but very grateful nevertheless.

	Finally, nearly six hours after they were due, they tumbled out on to the platform at Armiford, and looked round for their hostess.

	


CHAPTER III
 PLAS GWYN

	Jo Maynard had begun the day early. She expected her Highland guests to arrive at about half-past six in the morning, so it was barely a quarter-past five when she stole down the passage from her own room to Robin’s after a peep into the night-nursery on the way, where her three daughters lay in the profound slumber of healthy babyhood. Jo paused by each of the cots to touch her lips softly to the shining waves of hair but, mindful of the need for haste, she was careful not to wake them. Then she slipped out, and went on to the pretty chamber where Robin, her long black curls escaped their bedtime ribbons, lay almost as fast asleep as the babies. Jo bent over her, and shook her gently.

	‘Wake up, Robin liebchen! I’m just going, and I want you to take charge till we get back— Oh, I say! Be careful! That was my eye!’

	Robin, who had flung out one arm as she woke, sat up in bed, her hair tumbling wildly round her, and grinned up at her adopted sister. ‘You shouldn’t wake me so suddenly. I’ve heard Jem say it’s very bad to startle people awake. What did you say, Jo? Going? Whatever time is it? You’ll have hours to wait on the platform, you know. I’m certain the train will never be on time. Don’t you remember Frieda’s was two hours overdue when she came back from settling Simone at Penrith?’

	‘I can’t bank on that. Ten to one if I’m late the train will be on time, and those three poor creatures will have to wander about the station till I turn up. They must be feeling quite awful enough, if all Jean Mackenzie said about them is true, without having that added.’

	‘Have you had some coffee? And something to eat?’

	‘Yes; Anna left me a flask full of coffee, and she’d also made me some sandwiches. I disposed of them while I was dressing. Now listen, Rob. It’s quite likely that you are right, and I’ll have ages to wait. Don’t get alarmed if we don’t arrive for two or three hours. If there’s likely to be any really bad delay, I’ll ring you up from the nearest call-box. Warn Daisy to keep herself fit to be seen; and give an eye to Primula, won’t you? I’d like my family to make as good an impression as possible to start with. Goodness knows it can’t last long! Still, let’s begin as well as we can. Anna will see to the house, and Daisy can help you with the children. I’ve put out clean frocks for them on my bed; also overalls. And tell Len that if she’s naughty about hers, Mamma said she was either to wear it or stay in bed. She hates pinnies, that child!’

	Robin laughed. ‘I didn’t exactly love them myself. But you’d never keep them in clean frocks if we didn’t do something of the kind. Very well, Joey. I’ll see to them. And Daisy will be a great stand-by. She always is. I hope you won’t have too long to wait in Armiford, but you never know what to expect nowadays. The rooms are all ready for the McDonalds; and Anna will have the furnace going thoroughly, so that they can have hot baths at once if they want them after an all-night journey. Unless you ring up, I’ll have breakfast waiting for them about half-past seven. Will that be all right?’

	‘I should think so. I hope,’ added Jo anxiously, ‘that they don’t want porridge, for I don’t believe there’s a soul in the house who can make it decently. I must get the eldest McDonald to show me how while she’s here. The children ought to be having it in the winter.’

	‘Well, I certainly shan’t attempt it. Bacon and eggs and toast and marmalade they shall have; and a choice of tea or coffee. But that’s the best I can do. And once the hens stop laying, the eggs will be a problem. We’ve managed very well so far; and Anna informed me with much triumph that she had two hundred put down in waterglass. But they won’t go far with the houseful we’ll have here—the triplets; Daisy and Primula; Peggy and Sybil and Bride; Anna; our two selves; and now these three—and Jack, when he comes on leave.’

	‘Those hens were certainly an idea,’ mused Jo. ‘And you deserve a vote of thanks for suggesting them; never to speak of the work you and Daisy have put in on them. Well, I must get off. Bye-bye for the present. And try to have the family looking somewhere near respectable when we get back, won’t you?’
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