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Chapter I


We go to Kamahi



Take an atlas.


Don't be afraid; this isn't a geography lesson. Really and truly, it's the only improving piece in the whole book. But mother said I should let you know just exactly where we live, and this is the best way to set about it.


Now turn to the map of the world. Tucked away down in the south, separated from Australia and America by mile upon mile of blue sea water, you'll find three funny little crinkly islands which look as if the waves had been nibbling, mouselike, at their coasts for countless centuries. These three comprise the Dominion of New Zealand, and that is where we live, and where I am going to take you for a while.


Very far from the rest of the world? Yes, but the boys and girls there are very much like the boys and girls anywhere else, father says. And he ought to know, for he's just come back from England and America, where he was travelling for over a year.





He went with mother, leaving the rest of us with the uncles at Kamahi. There are six of us, all Malcolms, and our names are— No! I think it would be better if I gave you straight away a list of all the people you are going to meet in this book, just as they give you a "cast of characters" in the theatre programme. I will have it printed in the first chapter, so that you will be able to enjoy the story from the very beginning. You'll know at once how old we are, where we live, what we look like, and what our characters are. If you forget anything you'll be able to turn back to Chapter I. and refresh your memory.


I'll begin with the uncles, because they are quite the most important people in the story.




Characters to Appear in this Story.



	
Uncle John, 
part owner of Kamahi Station, age unknown. Big and fierce, and talks as if you were deaf, but is believed to have a kind heart.

	
Uncle Stephen, 
part owner of Kamahi Station, age also unknown. The "Grey Man." Has grey hair and eyes, and wears grey clothes.

	
Uncle Dan, 
part owner of Kamahi Station, age 24. Is not really an uncle or any relation at all. 
Uncle Stephen 
and 
Uncle John 
adopted him when he was a little hoy. Makes very poor jokes.



	
Kathie Malcolm (
real name 
Katrine), 
girl, age 19. 
Just put up her hair. Very pretty.

	
Rob Malcolm (
his real name is 
Robert), 
hoy, age 16. 
Tall and very thin. Can argue well. Not very strong, but is ever so much hetter now mother says.

	
Jan Malcolm (
real name 
Jeanette), 
girl, age 14. 
Jeanette 
should he Frenchy and smart, 
Kathie 
says, hut 
Jan's 
arms and legs flop all over the place. Has kind of reddy-hrown hair and grey eyes. Has lots of hair-ribbons; you'll see why later on.

	
Ngaire Malcolm, 
girl, age 12 
years and 3 
months. Thirteen nearly. The author. Has very, very thin legs and short hair.

	
Jock Malcolm (John——after 
Uncle John), 
little hoy, age 10. 
Thinks he's a man, but he isn't.

	
Pipi Malcolm, 
little girl, age 9. 
Awfully pretty. Looks an angel, but isn't one. Ask 
Uncle John.

	
Father—
Mr. Malcolm. 
Mother—
Mrs. Malcolm.

	
Cowhoy, shepherd, dogs, a housekeeper, cats, 
Tairoa (
a Maori), 
Denise McLellan 
and all the other

	
McLellans, 
of McLellan's Point, Paweka (a horse), etc. etc.



	
Scene—
All the time at Kamahi, the uncles' sheep station, in the Province of Canterbury; in the South Island of the Dominion of New Zealand, in the Pacific, in the Southern Hemisphere, in the World.

	
(There are a few paragraphs at the beginning of this chapter describing how we got to Kamahi, but they don't count.)



You will notice that I have left blanks opposite father's and mother's names. I truly tried to think of something to say; but could 
you sit down and in cold Hood describe 
your father and mother? Father is just father, and mother is—well, think of everything good and kind and gentle and loving and understanding, and you've got mother. I really can't do it any better than that.


Father and mother haven't got what are called very "big parts" in this story, because all the time I am going to write about—the year we spent with the uncles—they were in England, and mother was under the care of a famous doctor, who was going to make her "quite well." Mother hadn't been "quite well" for such a long time that we had grown accustomed to seeing her on the sofa, and had never noticed that she was getting thinner and thinner, and frailer and frailer, day by day. But when Dad 

told us that he was going to take her home to England, then, I think, all at once we understood, and knew that if our mother didn't go—


But I don't like to talk about that. I don't even like to think of those last weeks with everyone packing and rushing and nothing going right and everything going wrong. In those days Kathie put up her hair and went out, trying to find some children who wanted governessing, and father searched the papers for a school which would take Jan and Jock and Pipi and me, and didn't ask fees in advance.


Rob was to go to the uncles; and somehow I can't help thinking that father was just a little hard on Rob. Perhaps he didn't understand—quite. You see, there had been several big rows at Rob's school, and somehow or other Rob had got mixed up in them. One day the headmaster wrote to father. It was when Dad was making up his mind to take mother home—only, of course, we didn't know that—and he was fearfully worried and rather disturbed in his mind. Pipi says "awfully snappy" would be nearer the truth. The letter and the rows disturbed him more than ever; after that he wouldn't let Rob stay on at school any longer. The uncles were willing to take him for a year; father said he would have to go to Kamahi and learn sheep farming, whether he liked it or whether he didn't. Rob didn't like it one bit. You see, he wanted to be a lawyer, and you 

can't learn lawyering in the country when you've got to spend all your time looking after sheep and cattle and growing crops.


It is always darkest before the dawn, mother says, and it was just when we were feeling worst about everything that the uncles' letter arrived. It came at a good time, too, for the lines that pain makes had grown too plain round mother's mouth; father was scolding us all one minute and giving us shillings, which he really couldn't spare, the next; and Kathie was crying in her bed at night because she couldn't find any children who wanted to be governessed, and because she was afraid she would.


Father read that letter, and the worry creases smoothed themselves out of his forehead; mother read it and the tears came into her eyes. Then they read it to us, and the others didn't know whether to be sorry or glad, but Kathie and Rob and I were all glad, not a bit of sorry in us.


Kathie had got her governessing, but she had only to teach Jan and Pipi and Jock and me, and we weren't particular even if she didn't know very much and had to turn up the answers at the end of the arithmetic book. Besides, she wasn't frightened of us, and I know she was scared to death at the thought of teaching strange children.


I was glad because I wouldn't have to be separated from Rob, and Rob was glad because, instead of 

having to face Uncle John and Uncle Stephen and Uncle Dan all by himself, he'd have five others to back him up.


Think of it! The uncles had offered us a home while father and mother were in England. We were to stay with them at Kamahi, the big sheep station where they had, lived for years, and Uncle John hoped we would all be good children and prove a credit to our parents and a help and comfort to everybody.


Father choked and turned away when he read that last line, but mother had a lovely talk with us—not an everyday talk, but an extra special Sunday one. After that we felt just as if we had stepped straight out of a Sunday-school library. We really meant to do our best and be a comfort and a help to the uncles, who were so old and lonely (not counting Uncle Dan) and who lived on that back blocks station far away in Canterbury.


There were so many things that even children might do, mother said. Jock said he would round up the sheep for them, and Pipi meant to help with the dipping and shearing. I decided to warm slippers and trust to luck and a low fire. Father's soles scorch easily, anyway, Kathie sat gazing contemplatively into space, a little smile round her lips. I knew she was thinking of the cakes she would
[
gap —  
reason: damage] and the scones she would bake for supper a 
[
gap —  
reason: damage]

But the worst of it Is that Kathie's cakes lose heart so quickly and seldom rise, her scones hum, and her jellies won't jell. Jan practised pouring out afternoon tea, and decided to dress for dinner, but she didn't get a chance of doing either, as you'll see later on.


And Rob? Well, Rob didn't say anything, but that was because he was thinking so hard all the time.


Time simply flew. Minutes whirled into hours and hours into days. I can only remember the last few weeks in Auckland as you remember a dream with one or two things standing out, and not fitting into each other at all. And then—the day came when we had to go. I can feel mother's arms about me still, holding me hard, but I can only remember her face —her beautiful, beautiful face—through a mist of tears. I suppose I was crying, though I blinked and choked down the lump in my throat. We didn't want to make the parting too hard for mother. Afterwards I was glad to think that, just as the boat pushed off, I squeezed up a little smile.


The memory of that night is a nightmare. We were sad in our hearts because of the parting from mother and Dad, and very, very miserable and sick with the rolling of the boat. The New Zealand coast is always more or less rough and tempestuous, and the 
Mamma was tossed like a cork from billow 

to billow. The deep, insistent throbbing of the engines was almost worse than the vagaries of the boat which balanced itself on its head and then on its tail, dipped to one side to see how far it could go without actually turning turtle, then righting itself, rolled steadily again, trying to excel all its previous performances.


Ah, that dreadful roll, roll, roll! Jock and I retired to our berths early, very early, leaving the others to enjoy the fresh air on deck and the dinner in the saloon. Soon after, however, Jan joined us, not because she was ill, but because the stewardess had told her to go to the children't table for tea. It hurt her feelings dreadfully.


Then at last we were in the train and steaming away to our destination—the uncles' station, Kamahi, which was at the foot of the first low range of mountains we came to. The train steamed past most of the small stations, stopping only when there were passengers to take up or set down. It drew up at Ealing—such a funny little station with a small brown goods shed, three small brown houses set in the midst of a wide brown plain, and three gaunt, bent cabbage trees standing grimly sentinel in the background.


"Ealing!" shouted the man on the platform.


"Baling!" repeated Rob, gathering coats, wraps and umbrellas.





"Ealing!" murmured Pipi sleepily, clinging to Kathie.


Then we all tumbled out, and the guard threw our luggage from the van on to the platform. The train steamed, the whistle shrilled, and then it was off and away, winding through the hills like a long black snake, and leaving us behind it.


A wagonette and a man were waiting for us, and we all climbed in. Unfortunately Kathie slipped and sat down very hard on the wheel. We had left our luggage in a heap on the platform, and the driver gave the reins to Jock.


"Hold her hard. The lad will help me with the boxes."


"It's Uncle John,", said Jock, awed.


"No, it isn't. Uncle John's a big man. This is Uncle Stephen. I saw Uncle Stephen once, and I can remember him."


"Huh! That was years ago when you was a baby. Guess you can't remember much when you was a baby, Ngaire, Kathie remembers when she was a baby. Jock, Kathie remembers years and years ago. Huh!"


Kathie tried to look dignified and Pipi giggled, but they hadn't time to work up a real quarrel, as Rob came back with the luggage and Uncle John, or Uncle Stephen, or Uncle Dan, and off we started.





We had alighted from the train in the beauty of the early evening stillness, and I wish I could paint the countryside for you as I saw it then. Imagine a winding white road disappearing like a thread into the distance. On one side the tussocks slope away and away till they melt into the horizon; on the other they run down to the river's banks and lose themselves among the boulder and the rough shingle. The river itself it right below, a great expanse of greyness, and you can hear the water dashing over the boulders and roaring down the shingly bed.


On the far side of the river the hills are just going to sleep, and have wrapped soft, filmy clouds about them. I thought this idea rather pretty, but Pipi only sniffed and said that she couldn't see any sense in it. Pipi isn't at all fond of poetry.


Very soon we discovered that the man driving wasn't Uncle John, or Uncle Stephen, or Uncle Dan. He was a shepherd, and his name was McPherson; that was all the information we could dig out of him. We might have heard more, but Jock, who asked all the questions, got so squashed between Kathie and Rob that he hadn't room for talking.


After a while we all grew silent.


We drove and we drove and we kept on driving until at last it seemed as if we had been going On for ever. It grew quite dark, and even if we had wished 

(which we didn't) we couldn't have seen the hills on the opposite side of the river. Still, we didn't care much for the hills at that moment. We wouldn't have raised our eyes if Mount Everest had come jogging along to meet us. We just knew that we were going on and on and on and were never going to stop. We had been silent so long that my heart jumped quite high when McPherson raised his arm, squashing Kathie, who squashed Jock a little flatter than ever.


"That's Kamahi! Down below, under the hill," he said.


We peered through the darkness. Straight beneath us, at the foot of a steep hill on the summit of which we were driving, we could see the twinkling lights of the homestead. Presently dogs began to bark, and we went rapidly downhill with Jan's hat flying off and Kathie trying to think of what she should say to the uncles; with Pipi waking up as cross as two sticks, and Rob sitting up very straight; with Jock flattened to a pancake, and every single one of our hearts rising and nearly popping out of our mouths at the thought of meeting the uncles.
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Chapter II


Uncles three



We raced down the hillside, through big white gates, and up a wide, sweeping drive to the house, finishing with a flourish before the front door, where the lamp in the hall sent a cheery shaft of light out into the night to welcome us.


The three uncles were waiting for us on the veranda, and Uncle John said, "Bless me!" very loudly when he saw how many we were. Jan made a bad start. She stepped down on Uncle Stephen's feet when he was helping her out of the waggonette. Uncle Stephen said, "Be careful, child!" and that shrivelled Jan up straight away. She saw that Kamahi was going to be as bad as the steamer and the children's table all over again.


A very much younger man carried Kathie's portmanteau, rug and umbrella into the house, and for the moment we did not realise that this was Uncle Dan. Of course, we had known all along that he was only twenty-four and not a real, true uncle; but, somehow, deep in our hearts, I am sure, we had pictured him with a grey hair or two, and a beard or a moustache at the very least.





And he hadn't a hair on his face. Uncle Stephen was clean-shaven too, but there were fine lines round his eyes and mouth, and he stooped a little as he walked. All three uncles—no! I think you had better turn back to the first chapter and read just once again all that I wrote in the "Cast of Characters." It will refresh your memory and save paragraphs of uninteresting description.


There are just two things I should like to mention here—Uncle Stephen's eyes, which went through you and out the other side, and Uncle John's moustache, which seemed to perk at the corners when he stormed. And he could storm, too! As for Uncle Dan, he had the merriest, most twinkling blue eyes, and a teasing way of looking at you, and discovering jokes which you couldn't understand at all. It was easy to see that the uncles had spoiled him more than a little.


A maid with a smiling face took us to our bedrooms—a dainty, low-ceilinged room for Jan and Pipi and me—a real girl's room, with soft mats on the floor, three little white beds, muslin curtains over the windows and Hans Andersen pictures on the walls. It was such a new-looking room that I felt certain that the uncles had furnished it purposely for us.


Kathie had a bedroom leading out of ours, and a very elegant grown-up place it was. She had a 

sofa all to herself, a secretaire, and a big wardrobe with a mirror which reached to the ground. There were more hooks, too, than she had dresses, and her slippers and shoes were quite lost in the big boot cupboard.


We brushed our hair and washed our faces in a china basin decorated with Kate Greenaway children, then followed the maid into the big, cosy dining-room, where the uncles and tea were waiting for us. Here we found Rob and Jock roasting comfortably before a huge fire, where two logs, resting on old-fashioned iron dogs, roared and glowed and sent welcoming sparks flying out on to the hearth.


Pipi pinched my arm when she saw the table and the tea which was waiting for us. Such a tempting meal—a big, uncut ham, cold fowl and fresh salad, peach pie and junket, great jugs of blobbly cream, jams and jellies, cakes and fresh home-made bread. Suddenly I realised that I was very hungry, that our last meal had been taken at twelve o'clock in the dining-car of the express. And then we had had no appetite worth mentioning.


I think Uncle John saw how our eyes lingered on the ham and the other good things, for he smiled and said that tea would be ready in a few minutes.


"Mrs. McPherson is making it now," he said in a big, gruff voice. "Sit near the fire, children. You look half frozen."





"Who is Mrs. McPherson?" asked Pipi, who was not troubled with shyness, and who could talk while Jan and I were searching for words. "That's a very nice girl who showed us our room, Uncle John. What's her name? And who is Mrs. McPherson?"


"Mrs. McPherson is the housekeeper, and the maid is Mary."


"How many maids have you got?"


"Two," answered uncle, looking a little surprised as Pipi proceeded to catechise him.


"And how many shepherds? And—"


But uncle had turned to Kathie, who was trying to talk to him in an easy, natural, grown-up way, and not succeeding very well. Then a terrible silence fell over us all. Pipi was, of course, the first to break it. She looked at the table and sighed.


"Nineteen, twenty, my stom—"


Kathie found her tongue.


"It was very cold driving up," she said, very suddenly and very loudly. "I thought we should freeze, it was so very, very cold. I've never known it so cold before. I thought we should freeze."


Poor old Kathie! She knew very well what Pipi was going to say, and she felt that the uncles would hardly approve if they heard. And first impressions are so important.


Jan took up the running.


"You see, we come from such a very warm place," 

she said in her most grown-up manner. I knew that she was trying to impress the uncles; she wanted to show them that she wasn't so very much younger than Kathie; but Uncle Dan and Rob began to-laugh, and just then Jan's dress caught on fire and Uncle Stephen put it, out. After that Uncle John made her sit away from the blaze.


At last Mrs. McPherson brought in the tea. Mrs. McPherson was an elderly Scottish woman, with a face as starched as her cap, and a black dress which rustled with dignity. She eyed us with anything but approval, and I am sure she anticipated the coming year with small joy. She was followed by Mary, whose beaming smile was in strong contrast to the housekeeper's frigid demeanour, and who carried a steaming, puffy omelette and a fragrant chicken pie.


"Fall to!" cried Uncle Dan cheerfully. He placed chairs for us all, and Uncle John took-the head of the table and Uncle Stephen poured out the tea. Pipi sat on one side of Uncle John and Jan on the other. Pipi looked just like a picture out of a Christmas book. Her golden hair shone in the firelight, her cheeks were pink and her eyes sparkled. I saw Uncle John look at her once or twice. He even picked out a nice tender piece of chicken for her and buttered her bread. She chattered away to him between her helpings—she had three of meat and two of pudding— and did more talking than all the rest of us put 

together. Jan kept her eyes fixed on her plate. She still smelt rather bonfirey, and it depressed her. She felt that she was making a had beginning.


It was really a very trying meal; you knew that the uncles were looking you up and down, and every little bit of you that was the least untidy seemed to shriek for their notice. Uncle Stephen didn't say much, but you could feel that nothing escaped him. I saw his eyes lingering on the straggly ribbon which was supposed to hold Jan's locks in place, and I'm sure he noticed that Jock always selected the pieces of cake which showed curranty and sugar-topped.


Uncle John fired questions at each of us in turn; he always expected an answer too, which made it worse.


He fixed on Kathie just as she was squinting down her nose to see if the hot tea, following on a drive in the cold air, had made it 
very red.


"Can you cook? Every woman should know how to make bread," said Uncle John.


Kathie brought her eyes up with a jerk.


"Of 
course. I—I often make scones."


Pipi giggled.


" 'Member the time you forgot the bakin' powder, Kathie? An' the cake what you put in the oven and then started to read, an' it smelled the kitchen out, an' mother said, 'Will you 
ever learn to cook, my dear?'"





Kathie tried to smile, but her face flushed brightly, and she took a quick gulp of tea. This time Uncle Dan came to her aid with an offer of strawberry jam and diverted the conversation.


"Can you ride, boy?"


It was Jock's turn now, but he didn't answer. He had just taken an enormous mouthful of pie and was very much engaged. So Pipi helped him out too.


"He can't. He's afraid of horses. Rob isn't. He an' some other boys went to old Toomy Bones' paddick—you know, the man with one eye and a gamey leg—an' they took his horses an' rode them. An' the schoolmaster came to father."


"Ah! Rob can ride, then. You're the lad who wants to learn farming, eh?"


Uncle turned to Rob, and though I think he meant to be kind he might just as well have said, "So you're the young criminal who has come to be reformed," for that is how Rob interpreted it. Poor old Rob! He was almost foolishly sensitive on the subject of his school disgrace, which was not so very disgraceful after all. Now he hacked gloomily at his bread, his mouth set in a way we knew only too well.


"I don't want to learn, but I shall give it a trial. Of course, if I don't like it I shan't stick to it long."


"Oh!" Kathie cast an appealing look at Rob, trying to smooth over his words. "I'm sure you'll like it, Rob. I'm sure he'll like it, Uncle John. He'll-

he'll probably make a very good farmer," she finished quite pitifully.


Rob looked straight at Uncle John, ignoring Kathie.


"I suppose you" know I mean to be a lawyer when I'm older? Did father tell you?"


"In-deed!" remarked Uncle Stephen.


Rob flushed uncomfortably and Uncle Dan laughed.


"Give us a year, Rob," he advised, with a glint of humour in his eyes. "Really, we're not half so black as we're painted."


Uncle John did not speak, but his moustache began to perk, and I felt so sorry that I could have cried then and there. Rob was spoiling everything right at the very start. The uncles would think him a spoilt, reckless boy, who needed lots of suppressing. Perhaps they would keep up the suppressing all through the year. If they did— But it's no use meeting trouble half-way, mother says.


Things went from bad to worse. Rob talked, Uncle Dan laughed, Uncle John bristled, and Uncle Stephen said "In-deed" so politely this time that my hair nearly stood on end, and a chill went creeping up and down my spine. Kathie tried to change the conversation, and Jan knocked over her cup and saucer and upset a dish of red-currant jelly, which left a murderous-looking stain on the cloth.





Then Pipi settled matters.


It happened when Uncle John, with a surprised look on his face, stood up to help her again to pudding. Pipi's foot was very near his chair; she gave it a little push; then a bigger one still; and when poor old Uncle John went to sit down again there wasn't anything 
to sit 
on. So he went straight on till he reached the floor. He's a big, heavy man too; it must have hurt him terribly.


He sat still for a moment and glared at us. We didn't dare to laugh. Jan gave a squeak, but that wasn't because she dared, but because she really couldn't help it. But it was very unfortunate, as uncle immediately decided that she was the culprit. Poor old Jan! Why, she wouldn't have touched his chair with a forty-foot pole; she was far too nervous and too miserable to think of anything so frolicsome as a practical joke.


Very slowly uncle rose to his feet.


"I am asriamed of you, Jeanette," he said. "At your age such babyish tricks should cease. You will have to behave yourself, young lady, or take your meals in the nursery by yourself."


Poor Jan! And she had meant to dress for dinner!


"I—I—it—wasn't—" she stammered.


"Stop that foolish giggling at once," commanded uncle. "Stop it 
immediately."





But Jan couldn't. She'd got fairly started, and when once Jan gets fairly started nothing short of battle, murder nor sudden death could stop her. We're all like that. Why, Jan had hardly got going before I began to gurgle in sympathy, and I saw Kathie bite her lips very hard and take a second quick gulp of tea which, alas! went down the wrong way.


Have you ever wanted to laugh so badly that you felt you'd die if you didn't? Have you ever sat at table with two grown-up uncles and one who thought he was, and felt that their eyes were on you, and that you were disgracing yourself and your family at the very beginning of your visit? I shall never forget that unfortunate meal, and though I felt so ashamed of Pipi, of Jan, of Rob, of all of us, I could not control myself. I tried to think of everything sad that had ever happened, but I could only remember the funny things, and when I asked myself what I should do if we all died that night, I laughed so much that I nearly tumbled off my chair.


Uncle John watched us helplessly,


"Stop that nonsense at once," he commanded again. "What is wrong with them, girl?"


Kathie coughed twice.


"I—don't know. They're laughing—I think. Stop, Ngaire! Stop, J-Jan!"


"They're tired and probably rather hysterical."





Uncle Stephen's voice was kind, but his eyes gimleted us. "They had better go to bed"


"Sleep it off' Uncle Dan smiled at us. He seemed to find the tragical situation quite amusing, and went on eating just as if nothing unusual was happening. Uncle John touched a bell at his side, and when the maid came he told her to send Mrs. McPherson. She was the wife of the shepherd who had driven us up from the station.


Uncle told her that we were tired and wanted to go to bed (which was hardly the truth), so she led us out of the room like two naughty children. Pipi rose too.


"I think I'll go with them," she said. "Good night, Uncle John."


She came away looking like an angel. 
She hadn't giggled. Oh, dear, no! She had started us off and then watched us with a solemn face and eyes which didn't even twinkle.


Then we went to bed.


And, as Kathie said afterwards, it was just about time.
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Chapter III


A Question of Breakfast



"Breakfast," said Jan in an awful voice, "is waiting for us in the 
Nursery!"


She was standing on the veranda, very spruce and tidy in a new holland frock, and Rob and I met her as we came up from the river, where we had been taking an early morning survey of the countryside.


We had arisen quite early—somewhere about six o'clock—and gone out into the fresh morning air, leaving Jan and Pipi still asleep.


Somehow, with the comfort of a night's rest behind, and the warmth of the sun and the glory of the morning around, all the troubles which had so depressed me seemed to have melted away. It was such a wonderful morning, all fresh and crisp and clear, with the sun shining from a cloudless sky overhead and drawing the sweetness from the great clusters of early roses which covered the veranda posts. Impossible to be miserable or dolefully prophetic when the sweet-peas nodded a cheerful "Good morning" over the top of a sombre macracarpo hedge, and the air was full of the cry of the birds twittering and calling to each other in the plantations which 

surrounded the homestead. Rob and I flew across the wide stretch of lawn, past the flowering shrubs and the lilacs with their delicate, sweet perfume, through a dark pine plantation, and then over a stretch of yellow-brown tussock-covered land, rough and stony, with here and there a patch of gorse or tangly manuka scrub.


And at last, stretching away in varying tones of grey, we came upon the great river bed, with the water threading its way in hundreds of streams through the rough boulders, dashing in parts with a whirl and a roar over all obstacles, and winding more slowly between the innumerable little islands. Beyond the river lay the bush-clad hills, and beyond these again the wonderful snow-capped mountains, where the sun sank to rest every night, piercing the soft grey mists around with wonderful glory lights.


It was so wonderful that Rob and. I stood for a long time looking at it. All around the sheep nibbled placidly; a belated rabbit scudded across our path; near by a weka lifted his voice in monotonous wail. Under a low, overhanging bank a solitary Konini bush, strayed from its bush environment, shook its scarlet and pink bells in the breeze. Rob and I, climbing down, gathered a bunch of the delicate flowers, which, unfortunately, I lost when we strolled out on to one of the little promontories which the way of the water had cut from the bank. Here a 

wide, rushing stream separated us from the dearest little island which I longed to explore.


"We might paddle across," I suggested to Rob.


He laughed.


"You couldn't do. 
it, kiddy Why, the water would soon whirl you to nowhere., These streams are terribly treacherous."


"They look calm enough—some of them," I said. "And there isn't a great deal of water."


"Just wait till we've had a nor'-wester wind, and the snows melt on the ranges. This is a snow-fed river, you know, and when there is a hot wind after a spell of cold weather the water comes down in torrents from the mountain sides. The river rises rapidly, and you can't see many islands then. It rises, in rainy times, too, but it takes a week of cold and one of heat to really bring the waters down."


Rob does talk beautifully sometimes—just like a geography book.


We strolled along the banks until we came to a ford. I should never have known that it was a ford, but Rob could tell by the colour of the water. He said that at most times it was quite safe and easy to cross, but sometimes the river rose suddenly, and several men and one woman had been swept off their saddles and carried away by the waters and drowned.


Just one poor girl! She was quite young, Rob said. I could almost see the waters creeping, creeping up 

and catching her, whirling her, and carrying her away. Away down to the sea, away from everybody, away from everything she loved.


The thought of it was so sad that it dimmed for a moment the brightness of the morning, and only Rob's voice, urging me homewards again, brought me back to reality and the conviction that it must be nearly eight o'clock, and that I was very hungry and wanting my breakfast.


Then we raced over the tussocks again, scrambled up the bank, through the plantation, and out on to the lawn. Then, as I told you, we met Jan, waiting for us with her news, on the veranda.


Her expression was such a funny mixture of dignity and resentment that we both knew before she spoke that something was wrong. Rob only laughed when he heard the announcement, but I felt very suddenly the weight of my twelve years. At home we had, all of us, even Jock and Pipi, taken our meals with mother and Dad, and it was certainly humiliating, to say the least of it, to be banished by the uncles to a room that we had always associated with English story books and rather prim and proper children.


"How do you know? Are you sure?" I asked, while Rob laughed again, and Jan took a gloomy interest in my discomfiture.


"Certain," repeated Jan, adding with heavy 
sar-

casm, "And I hope they've got Mellin's Food, for us, and high chairs and feeders."


"After all, you're only kids, you know," said Rob. "What else could you expect? We're not at home now."


"You're to have yours too," said Jan, with a sudden lightening of her gloom. "I know, because Mrs. McPherson told me that only Kathie was to join the uncles for breakfast and 
late dinner—the rest of us were to pig it in the nursery."


"Did she say 'pig it'?" I asked, trying to associate the expression with the starched dignity of the housekeeper.


"Well, no," Jan admitted, "but that was what she meant. The nursery, mind you, and I'm fifteen."


"All but five months," I added, for I like accuracy, and Jan is apt to lose count of the months when her dignity is in question.


Inside the house a bell clanged heavily, a delicious odour of bacon and eggs floated out to us, and as if drawn by it Uncle John and Uncle Stephen swung round the corner of the veranda on their way to breakfast. Uncle Stephen smiled at us kindly,, but Uncle John roared out that "breakfast was ready in the nursery, and that we weren't to keep Mrs. McPherson waiting."


"There! Didn't I tell you so?" demanded Jan, triumphing over Rob in the midst of her humiliation.





"Nursery indeed. Where's my rattle? I wants my rattle!" '


"Oh, shut up!" said Rob, kicking the gravel.


"Shut up yourself. I've a very good mind to walk straight into the dining-room and sit down and say I've come to breakfast."


'Td like to see you," I said, for Jan's words are always more desperate than her action.


"What are you waiting for? Why don't you go straight away?" Rob asked unkindly.


"Because I don't choose to," snapped Jan, in answer. "And, anyhow, 
I'm not—"


"Here's Uncle Dan," I said, catching sight of the tall, grey-clad figure crossing the lawn on the way to the dining-room. "Let's ask him and see what he'll say. Ask Uncle Dan what he thinks."



"Uncle Dan!" Rob exploded suddenly, throwing all his hurt dignity into the words, 
"Uncle Dan— not from me."


"What shall you call him?" I asked, ever so meekly, because uncle was approaching and I really wanted to know.


"Daniel!" suggested Jan, with an upward turn of her lip.


"
Dan!" said Rob forcefully, and at that very moment uncle joined us.


"Morning, kiddies!" he said to Jan and me, and Jan, feeling that life at Kamahi was to be nothing 

but one long succession of insults, drew herself up stiffly.


"Good morning' she said elegantly.


"Breakfast is waiting for us in the nursery' I said. And uncle's merry eyes sought out Jan and Rob—Jan frowning and Rob carefully indifferent.


"Then why not go and eat it?" he suggested, at which Jan frowned more heavily and Rob drew himself up till he seemed growing before our very eyes.


"I'm sixteen—seventeen nearly," he said.


"And I'm twenty-four," answered uncle, laughing. He put his hand on Rob's shoulder. "Breakfast is waiting for us in the dining-room, old chap," he said. "Come along"


One moment Rob hesitated, then drew himself up straighter than ever.


"Thanks, 
Dan!" he said; and they went up the veranda together and in at the dining-room window.


Jan and I watched them go, Jan sizzling with suppressed rage.


"Let's have some breakfast too," I suggested, for I was really hungry, and I felt that I could swallow even the insult of a nursery meal if it were coupled with something more substantial.


"I won't. I'll never eat again."


"Oh!" I said, feeling rather hopeless.


"I've a very good mind—" began Jan vigorously.





"Breakfast! Did ye no hear the bell?" asked a voice from the background, and Jan and I turned hurriedly and followed Mrs. McPherson meekly down a long, narrow passage to what, as we afterwards learned, was the oldest part of the house. It was a quaint old higgledy-piggledy place with a wide, comfortable veranda running round three sides of the completed building. The "nursery," as I told you, was part of the original structure, and it stood alone, connected with the rest of the building by a long covered-in passage. But it was a dear old-fashioned room that looked out over the orchard, now massed in delicate pinks and whites and vivid greens against the sombre background of the plantations.


The window faced the east, and the morning sun was shining in cheerfully, but Mrs. McPherson had built a fire in the huge open fireplace, which was quite the largest in the house, and which, as Jan said, could easily have accommodated a tree at a time, not to mention a few extra logs and a ton or two of coals. The furniture was a curious assortment—a battred old bookcase, an ancient, curious-looking little piano, some prehistoric chairs, and a plain deal table, now covered with a white cloth and holding a tempting array of dishes.


Mrs. McPherson told me that this was to be our special room, and here we were to do our lessons and play in wet weather.





"And now sit down to your breakfast like good bairns," she said, while Jan sizzled helplessly. "Eight o'clock every morning, mind, and your uncles expect you to be in good time for each meal. Yell take lunch in the dining-room, but tea in here, of course. The porridge is cooling."


And when she had gone Jan exploded.


She walked round and round the table, and so angry that she really couldn't keep still and join Jock, Pipi and me in the breakfast we were already enjoying. 
Porridge was good enough for the children. No, not the children, the little weeny babies who couldn't talk properly and could only just toddle. Bacon would be bad for them—porridge and milk was the thing for such tiny tots.


"Have some?" Jock suggested. "There's cream to eat with it, and some preserved fruit."


"No, I won't," said Jan indignantly. "I won't eat another single thing. I'd sooner starve to death. I expect I 
will starve to death," she added with gloomy relish.


"We might call this the schoolroom," I suggested, trying to smooth over things, but Jan turned in a fresh access of bitterness.


"Schoolroom! That wouldn't be any good. We might call it the schoolroom till we were black in the face, but the uncles would still speak of it as the 'nursery.' I wish we had never come here. I wish we 

had stayed in Auckland and gone to school. I hate Kamahi. I 
hate it."


The fender came first, so she gave it a vicious kick, and when she found it was one of the safety kind, which are made to keep children from the flames, it just finished her off.


She flopped into a chair.


"Now we shan't be able to play with the fire," she cried. "And I 
did want to set myself on a blaze-just to see how it looked."


"You-did that last night. It wasn't a bit pretty, and smelt awful singey."


Jan turned on Pipi then, and in a minute they were discussing the way Jan tied her hair, the creased ribbon she wore, the muddle Pipi always made of her addition sums, and a lot of other things which they had found to quarrel over at odd times.


Jock and I were too much engaged with our breakfast to join in the interesting and very personal conversation. Soon, too, Jan and Pipi cooled down, and Pipi started again on her breakfast. Jan wouldn't have any porridge, but after asking for a feeder and a high chair, and eating two plates of preserved fruit, she felt so much better that she only smiled in a bitter sort of way when she found that there was no tea—just a jug of rich new milk. She was just attacking her third helping, and trying to make up for lost time, when Mrs. McPherson and Kathie came 

into the room. The housekeeper was showing Kathie round the house, and as it bid fair to be an interesting journey, Jan, Jock, Pipi and I decided to accompany them.


Mrs. McPherson did not seem at all pleased to see us. And, really and truly, she was calling Kathie— just Kathie—"Miss Malcolm" all the time, and showing her where the linen was kept, and consulting her, and asking her what the "children" would like for luncheon.


"Mellm's Food for Infants and Invalids," remarked Jan in a low voice, and though it was a very, very low voice Mrs. McPherson heard her and said, "Eh?"


Jan wriggled uneasily, sought for an answer and couldn't find one, and turned to gaze with sudden interest at a shelf of saucepans all in a row. Mrs. McPherson looked at her and snorted; she really did snort—just like they do in books. But nothing more was said.


We went round in a bunch, and Mrs. McPherson showed us the dairy, the store where the flour and currants and oatmeal were kept by the hundredweight, the apple-room where the fruit lay in tempting golden and red heaps, and the ins and outs of the kitchen and outhouses. It was terribly interesting, and we could have gone on for hours, but we began to see that our company was not welcomed, especially when Mrs. McPherson told us to "Play 

outside in the sun, and not come cluttering under her feet all day."


At first we wouldn't take the hint, but, unfortunately, Pipi's fingers fell into the cream, and Mrs. McPherson saw them there. After that she ordered us off, and Jock, Pipi and I left the procession just as it was entering the store cupboard to inspect the rows of jam-jars on the shelves. Jan wouldn't come with us.


"I'm not going to be ordered around like a chit of a child," she said angrily. "Fancy telling me to 'Run outside and play.' I'll stay here all the morning if I feel like it."


So we left her plodding in the rear of Mrs. McPherson and Kathie, and made our way through the kitchen to the side veranda. From here we could see, over the tops of the trees at the bottom of the garden, the steep hill road down which we had jogged the night before. It wasn't really and truly a proper hill, but the first bank of the river, one hundred and fifty feet high. New Zealand rivers have a habit of changing their courses, and once the waters had covered all the land where Kamahi now lay. But I suppose they tired of the same monotonous course, for one day they left the old bed high and dry and began to hew into the hilly land opposite. Of course, this happened years ago, long, long before the white man came to New Zealand, but the river 

had never quite settled down again. Every winter the waters rose and covered the low-lying tussocky ground which lay between the river proper and the plantations. Here Uncle John had built a stop bank, which more than once had saved the homestead and the gardens. The flood couldn't pass the stop bank.


"Let's climb to the top of the hill now," I suggested.


"The horses first," cried Jock.


"The pigs," said Pipi.


And as Pipi usually gets her way we went to inspect the pigs which rooted contentedly in a fenced plantation of wattles and gaunt gum trees. Pigs don't particularly interest either Jock or me, but we had some difficulty in dragging Pipi away to the more fascinating region of the pond. Here black swans and white swans, big ducks and little ducks, floated peacefully together, but we were obliged to beat a hasty retreat as two vicious-looking black swans, who were marshalling a troop of fluffy cygnets, seemed to resent our presence and came rapidly towards us, arching their long necks and hissing in an altogether disconcerting fashion.


"The horses next," insisted Jock. "I say, here's Jan!


Jan came across the lawn, a bright colour in her cheeks and a big book under her arm.


"It doesn't suit Kathie to be treated grown-up," 

she grumbled as soon as she met us. "She's getting unbearable. Why, she came into the library just now and told me I wasn't to touch the uncles' books without asking permission. So I selected the biggest and best bound volume I could find and brought it out with me. I'11 show her that she's not quite so important as she thinks she is. Let's go to the stables."


So to the stables we went, and here Jan was, for the first time since we had left home, completely in her element. She petted the horses and went into raptures over a big red-brown, vicious animal which, ignoring the rest of us, made up to her for all it was worth. We couldn't drag her away, and I think we would have been there now if Uncle Stephen had not joined us, bringing a lump of sugar for the red-brown horse. He looked at Jan as if he could hardly believe his eyes, and then hurried over to her.


"Be careful, child!" he cried. "That horse is vicious."


But Jan only laughed, and she looked so pretty with the excited colour in her cheeks and a deep shininess in her eyes that I could see that uncle was really interested.


"Are you fond of horses?" he asked.


Jan patted the red-brown horse which, ignoring uncle too, was still gushing over Jan. She was not shy, nor awkward nor embarrassed now, and she 

answered brightly and happily, and was both interested and appreciative when uncle conducted her round the stables and showed her—showed 
Jan, mind you!—all the latest improvements and labour-saving devices. Jock, Pipi and I followed, as usual, in the rear, but we began to feel a little bored and longed for something more interesting. Suddenly uncle paused before a small black pony with soft eyes and a shiny coat.


"You can ride Paweka to-morrow, Jan," he said. "I will give you a lesson first thing in the morning. No time like the present."


Jock gasped, Pipi and I went nearly green with envy, but Jan threw her arms round the pony's neck and looked like taking uncle in the same embrace.


"A pony—to ride," she cried, with quite a choke in her voice. "It's too good to be true. I've always longed and longed and longed to ride, and never had a chance before. And that dear ducky little Paweka. She loves me already, the darling. See, uncle! She's like a picture of an Arab steed we had in a—in a— in—


"Well?" asked uncle, smiling.


"In—a—nothing. I forget." Jan drew in her breath sharply, and the bright look faded from her face. She glanced around nervously.


"N-nothing. We-we'd best be going, Ngaire. L-let's explore the woolshed."





"There's no hurry," said uncle, trying to draw her out again, but Jan was her old shy self once more, blundering around awkwardly and reiterating at intervals:


"We ought to go. L-let's go, Ngaire, and explore the woolshed."


But she didn't go and she wouldn't go, and she only went when some of the men came back and uncle ordered us off. Even then she wouldn't come with us, but waited in the shade of a solitary broad-leaf till the men left the stables and Uncle Stephen returned to the house.


Then she set off at a run stablewards again.


Presently she came flying back, clasping something tightly in her arms.


"The book!" she cried, quite overcome and speaking in short, gasping sentences. "I put it down on a feed box—forgot all about it. Then when I was telling uncle about the picture of the Arab steed I remembered. It was 
awful. It's Uncle Stephen's book—his name's on the first page. I was scared to death he'd see it—it seemed to stick itself out, trying to catch his eye. It's a bit chaffy inside. I'd better shake it out."


Jan shook out the chaff, also an odd leaf or two.


"Put it back," advised Jock. "Whatever would you do if anything happened to it?"





"I'll come up to the house with you, if you like," I offered.


Jan set her mouth.


"And have Kathie crowing—not much! Besides, what's going to happen to it? I'll keep it out all day. It looks interesting, and now I've got it I might just as well read a bit."


We explored the woolshed—a big red, rather fusty-smelling building which stood alone among the tussocks at the foot of the first bank. After that we strolled as far as the orchard, and from there to where the men lived. Here the cook was preparing dinner, and an awful-looking Maori was peeling the potatoes for him. Uncle Stephen says "awful" is "worse than slang" and "quite unpermissible," but in this case it's the truth. He 
was awful; he made cold shudders run up and down my spine. His face was tattooed horribly, and when he smiled it drove terror into my heart. I didn't like him at all, though I tried to hide my fear, and the terrible part of it was that he didn't seem to take a fancy to me either. He asked me very suddenly, "What you frightened of?" And I couldn't say "You, because I've heard you have mad fits and dance a haka, and rush round with a tomahawk and want to kill white people."


It might have set him off on the spot.


The others laughed at me.


"It's all nonsense," Jan said. "The uncles don't 

believe a word of it. They say it's just a rubbishy story. Tairoa's as sane as any of us—saner than 
you are. And he's been at Kamahi over twelve years, and never had a mad fit yet."


"People wouldn't say he did if he didn't."


"It's only old women's tales. Uncle Stephen says so.


"Uncle Stephen might be mistaken."


"Uncle Stephen 
couldn't be mistaken; he's ever so learned. Do be quiet, Ngaire. Here comes the cook."


The cook brought us each a huge slice of spotted dog, but I couldn't eat it; it stuck in my throat. All the time I could see Tairoa watching me out of the corner of his eye, and I was glad when Jan and Pipi—


Oh, by the by, spotted dog isn't 
really- dog, you know. Not at all. It's a kind of plain plum pudding with currants scattered about in it, thrown from Mount Cook, Rob says. Very nice it is too.


Tairoa liked Jan just as much as he didn't like me. He presented her with a small, curiously carved piece of greenstone, rather like a charm, which Jan is treasuring still, and which she means to hang on her watch-chain when she gets one. But he didn't give me anything except a very ugly smile, which I didn't appreciate at all.


On our way 
to the river we paused before the 

store where Uncle Dan was dealing out provisions in three months' supplies, which some of the men were taking on pack-horses to the shepherds on the far back boundaries of the estate. I could imagine how these shepherds, who had been isolated for weeks in the silence of the mountains or the remote distances of the plains, would welcome the arrival of the men from the homestead.


We would willingly have stayed and helped uncle in his work, but he, too, seemed hardly to desire our company, so we left him packing currants and went on our way, skirting a field of young barley, through the orchard, into the gloom of a pine plantation. Here it was dark and cold. Even at midday the sun could only penetrate the thick roof of green in little scriggles of light. Beneath our feet the needles lay several feet deep, forming a wonderful carpet, soft and springy, and strong with the spicy aroma of the pines. You know the sweet pine scent, don't you? It cuts right into you and makes you think of big spaces where the wind blows fresh, and wide hillsides and open plains.


The small plantation at the end of the orchard opened into a larger one which ran to a bank, about twelve feet high, which had brushwood piled high and fitted tight into it.


"The stop bank," said Jock, as we prepared to descend, not by any means an easy matter.





Warned by my early morning experience, I manoeuvred carefully, and landed at the bottom with hardly a scratch. The others, however, were even more unfortunate than I had been on my first trip, when Rob and I had negotiated the bank together. Jock came down in a series of leaps and bounces, with an exclamation at every leap and a cry at every bounce; Pipi caught in the fence at the top, and hung there till I let her loose; and Jan——


Well, Jan ripped her dress from top to bottom, bruised her face, knocked both her funny-bones, and came down head foremost, bringing all the rest of the bank with her. We had really to dig her out at the bottom.


I always think it wiser to leave people alone when they bump their funny-bones, but Pipi hasn't much tact. She asked, ever so sweetly, if Jan had hurt herself. Jan picked herself up slowly and glared at Pipi, though there were tears in her eyes—her funny-bones were hurting her so.


"Hurt myself? Oh, dear no! I just came down that way because I liked it; because it struck me that it was a nice, convenient, quick way. I—I—don't be more stupid than you can help, Pipi, I—oh— o-o-oh—Ngaire—Jock! Where is it? Where is it? Don't stare like a set of owls. 
Where is it?"


'Where's what?" That was Jock, but he hasn't any grammar.





"Uncle's book. I had it in ray hand when I started to come down the bank, and I let it go when my face got into the brushwood and I banged my funny-bones. Ngaire, what shall I do? Suppose it's spoiled. Oh, 
do help me to look for it."


We set to work, and presently Jock dug out the big morocco-bound volume. It had got a bit squashed and had opened itself so that the clay could get nicely settled between its leaves; otherwise it was quite unspoiled. Jan nearly cried when she saw it; but we dusted it with our handkerchiefs and then wrapped it in Pipi's overall and my skirt, and took turns of sitting on it to flatten it out a bit. It really looked quite respectable when we had finished, and Jan said she would put it in a dark corner of the shelves, and we all hoped that it wasn't a book the uncles were fond of and read very often. But Jan said she was sure it was their particular favorite; that they read a chapter every day till they got to the end, and then started at the beginning and waded all through it again.


She didn't seem to care much about the river now; she said she expected it was just like other rivers-all water. So we left her to wend her way home, accompanied by the book, and made our way across the tussocks as fast as our legs could carry us.
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Chapter IV


Marooned


I 
know that it was my suggestion. I said:


"Wouldn't a swim be delicious? The water looks cool, and I'm so hot."


And Pipi answered:


"I'll run up to the house again and get our bathing-gowns. They're at the bottom of the big green box with the torn luggage labels."


"And ask Uncle John or Uncle Stephen." I think of things sometimes, because I am older than Jock or Pipi.


Pipi set off at a run, and Jock and I took off our shoes and stockings and dabbled our feet in the water. All around the air was very hot and very, very still; faint fleecy clouds floated lazily in the sky overhead; near by a lark rose from the sweet-smelling tussocks and winged his song right into the blue sky above. Once a strange, brightly coloured bird, with wild eyes and a cruel, hooked beak, halted on the water's edge and then flew swiftly away. - "That's a kea," said Jock, proud of his knowledge.


Keas, you know, are sheep-killing birds. They mostly attack the young lambs, and the farmers and 

settlers hate them and wage continual war against them. Once the kea was quite an innocent, mouse-eating kind of bird, but when the sheep arrived with the white men he changed his.diet, and is now one of the worst pests in the mountain districts.


Soon Pipi came flying back, a big bundle in her arms, a fine colour in her sheeks. Jock seized his bathing-suit and disappeared behind a manuka bush. Pipi and I took shelter under a clump of broom. And weren't we glad to get out of our thick serge dresses and into our stockingette gowns.


"Ready!" called Jock.


"Ready!" returned Pipi.


"Wait a minute."


"What's the matter? You're always fussin', Ngaire."


"The uncles!"


"What about them?"


"You said you would ask permission? Do they mind?"


"I saw Uncle John. 
He didn't mind one bit."


After that I could enjoy myself with a clear conscience, but even with a clear conscience it wasn't half so pleasant as we had anticipated. The water was bitterly cold, and made you think of snows melting on the mountain tops. Underfoot the stones were rough, and once Jock scratched his toe rather badly. But he insisted that the hurt was only 
tri-

fling, and laughed at me when I wanted to go up to the house to get some ointment for it.


"It's nothing. Just a scratch. Say", Pipi, I'm going to swim out to that little island over there. See, the one with the manuka bushes."


"I'm coming with you," announced Pipi, who wouldn't be outdone.


"We'd better keep close to the shore," I suggested.


But Jock and Pipi only laughed.


"You're frightened," said Jock. "Come on, Pipi."


Pipi waded in, Jock dived, and I stood watching them, longing yet fearing to join them. Suddenly— oh, I hardly like to think of it now, it is just a horrible, horrible memory—I heard a cry from Jock, and saw the river catch him, whirl him and rush him forward. I didn't stop to think then; I just plunged in after him. The water caught me, whirled me round and rushed me forward too, but it let me go again, and I was able to strike out to where I saw Jock's dear dark head bobbing in the water. Somehow I managed to get hold of him, and I clung to him hard, while the current caught us again and finally deposited us, roughly enough, on the side of the little island we had set out to gain.


We scrambled ashore, Pipi helping us.


"I landed higher up," she said. "See, you got catched in that piece of manuka hangin' down in the Water. Jump, Jock! Oh, I'm all right, Skinny."





But she wasn't. Her face was very white, her lips trembling, and a nasty cut showed red on her forehead.


But she only laughed again when I mentioned it.


"That? Oh, that's nothin'. I bumped against a boulder, I s'pose. I—don't be silly. I'm not crying. I tell you I'm 
not."


But she was; in fact, we all wept a little. You see, we were very shaky and frightened, and the force of the water had quite stunned Jock. It rather scared us, but he soon got over it, and was very hurt in his feelings.


"What did you want to catch me for, Ngaire?" he asked. "I could have swimmed ashore quite easily by myself."


"Of course you could," I answered, though Pipi smiled unbelievingly.


"I should 
hope so. Did it help you to swim better catching hold of me, Ngaire?"


"Ever so much," I said.


You see, Jock isn't very strong, but he just hates anyone to notice it; he does things ever so much too hard for him, and overtaxes his strength, mother says. Jan and I pretend he has the strength of a horse; it doesn't harm us and does him a lot of good.


But Pipi won't.


"It's just telling stories," she said once with a sudden scrupulousness. "An' Jock, you 
would have been 

drowned if Ngaire hadn't pulled you out. An' you'll get an' awful cold, I expect, an' croup." "I won't."


Jock hates croup; it's such a baby' illness.


"Yes, you will, an' Kathie will have to boil water an' get ippekak. Awful bother for her too."


Pipi was feeling cold and cross, and found a certain relief in lacerating poor Jock's feelings.


"I won't. I tell you I won't. I won't! I won't!"


"Yes, you will! You will! You will!"


"I won't! You know I haven't had it for ages, Pipi; not—"


"Not since we left Auckland," said Pipi, hugging her knees.


"I didn't have it then, not for a long time before we left."


" 'Bout a month."


"It wasn't 'bout a month; it was nearly three months and more, p'raps a year. And—and, anyway" —Jock paused triumphantly—"I'm not called after a beastly litte shellfish. Pipi! Pipi! Pipis that the Maories eat. Pipis that live in the sand. Pipi! Pipi!


Pipi!"


This was the one taunt calculated to draw Pipi and disturb the aggravating coolness of her temper. You see, she just hates her name. Ngaire and Pipi are both Maori names, and I think Ngaire rather pretty, don't you? I like Pipi too, but it always makes you 

think of the little shellfish you pick up on the sand beaches when the tides are low. Sometimes we cook them for tea; they're not bad, just a little like oysters, only very, very leathery.


Pipi would never touch them.


"It's just like eating my sisters an' brothers," she said once. "Whatever did you call me after a 
fish for, mother? I might just as well be Oyster or Shark or Whale. Come to dinner, Oyster dear. Have you done your practice, Sharky love? Your hair isn't brushed enough, Conger Eel. Don't eat so quickly, Cockles an' Mussels. Alive, Alive Oh!"


But now, though she blazed up for a moment, her anger died very suddennly, extinguished by a chilling wind which came down the river bed, straight from the gorge higher up. To make matters worse, the sun disappeared behind a bank of clouds, and there was no shelter to be had save the-insufficient protection afforded by a few low-growing, stunted manuka bushes.


We ran, we jumped, we skipped, we folded our arms tight, and tried to hug ourselves into warmth. But it wasn't any good; we just grew colder and colder.


It was really rather dreadful. Jock turned a funny purply-blue colour; we put him in the middle and squeezed tight, but he complained that we were so 

cold ourselves that we only made him more freezing than ever.


And no one came to rescue us; no one thought of us, not even an uncle.


"They don't care if we 
do get drowned," said Pipi.


"Still, Uncle John knows we've gone Lathing. If we don't come home before night he'll be sure to search the river banks for us. And we'll be able to wave to him.


"P'raps we won't."


"Oh!"


"I don't think we'll be alive to wave to anyone."


"Perhaps he won't wait till night. He'll come down at afternoon tea-time," I suggested, as cheerfully as I could.


"No, he won't."


"He 
will. He'll be anxious by then."


"No, he won't. He won't be a bit anxious. 'Cause why? He doesn't know we're here."


"But you said—" At first I didn't understand, but Pipi soon enlightened me.


"I said I 
saw Uncle John. So I did; he was standin' on the veranda. But he didn't see me. An' I said he didn't mind. Neither he did. 'Cause why? He didn't know."


This just settled us nicely. Of course, Jan knew that we had gone down to the river, but she didn't 

know that we had also gone bathing, and when once Jan gets hold of a book which interests her—Why, i£ the house caught fire I don't believe she'd notice it except to remark that the light was very good. So it wasn't much use depending on Jan.


And all the time it was growing colder and colder, and we were finding it harder and harder to bear. I tried to swim across the channel again, but somehow my strength seemed to have deserted me, and I dared not face the current. We took Jock and ran up and down between us as fast as we could, though our hearts were so heavy and our limbs so cold that we could hardly move ourselves. Suddenly Pipi paused, and the tears went rolling down her face; this time she did not even try to disguise the fact that she was crying.


"It's no good, Ngaire," she sobbed; "and it's all my fault. They won't never come to us."


"Perhaps they will—soon," I said, holding Jock, who, having no strength of his own, was slipping once more to the ground, and looking so queer that my heart stood still with fright.


"It's no good pickin' him up," continued Pipi miserably, though, because she was so young she failed to see the real seriousness of it as I did "It's no good makin' him run. They don't care about us. They ought to know we'd go bathin' on a hot day like this. But they don't care. I 'spect Kathie's havin' 

afternoon tea with a thick, thick dress on, an' a long sleever under that, an' a big, roastin' fire. 
She doesn't mind if we do freeze to death in bathing-gowns what haven't got no arms nor legs, and what don't come properly up to the neck."


"We must go! We must keep on going!" I gasped, trying to remember whether it was for freezing or poison that you had to walk the patient up and down until he was well. "We 
must, Pipi. Come, Jock, dear. 
You're not done yet."


The words hit Jock as I meant them to, and he staggered to his feet.


"I'll help you girls along," he said, and because he has a big will in a little body he started off again —Pipi and I on either side. Up and down, up and down the island we went, running, walking, staggering till it seemed that there could be no end to it all, that we had to go on for ever.


Have you ever been so tired, cold and hungry that, though your eyes were open, you couldn't see? That is just what happened to us. Uncle Dan came galloping down the island in front of us, and it wasn't until I felt Jock lifted out of my arms and up on to uncle's horse, and saw Pipi follow, that I realised that help had come at last, and we wouldn't have to keep running for ever and ever after all.


"Come on," cried Uncle Dan, and his voice sounded miles and miles away, just like a voice you 

hear in a dream. He caught hold of my hand, put his arm around Jock and Pipi, and we went down the island at another run. Suddenly he paused.


"I can't take the three of you at once," he said.


"The ford is too high."


I heard him quite distinctly this time, and I saw him take Jack and Pipi across the water, and then come back for me. Jock and Pipi were waiting for us on the other side, and I noticed that uncle looked very grave as he lifted Jock on to the horse and tucked the greatcoat about him.


"Come on," he said sharply. "Take my hand, Ngaire! Sit tight, Pipi, and hold Jock!"


We set off at a sharp trot, Jock and Pipi on uncle's horse, while I held his hand and ran breathlessly, trying to keep up with the others. This time we didn't negotiate the bank, but went over a winding track that led through a small plantation, past the tennis courts, to the house. Kathie was playing a set with Uncle Stephen, but when she saw us she gave a squeal, dropped her racket, and ran beside us, asking questions and crying all the way. Uncle John was talking to McPherson, and when he saw our procession arriving—we had gathered in Mrs. McPherson with an apronful of vegetables, Jan with a scared look, and Rob with a scratched face—he said "Bless me!" and came to investigate. He said, "Bless my soul!" too, very loudly, when he found that we 

were purple and blue and black, and lightly attired in our bathing dresses and Uncle Dan's greatcoat.


"Bless my soul!" cried Uncle John. "What have the youngsters been up to now? Get them into a hot bath quickly, Katrine."


Uncle Stephen forced some burning stuff down our throats, and Pipi revived very quickly and began to explain. But when she saw Uncle John's face she felt that silence was best, and went off into a faint.


Uncle Stephen took command, and Mrs. McPher-son and Kathie put us into hot baths, and Mary warmed blankets. But, though uncle said "Put them into a hot bath," he didn't say "Boil them," and that is what Mrs. McPherson did. We went in a kind of blacky-blue, and came out a brilliant red, just like lobsters. It wasn't any use trying to keep up a faint. Pipi just had to squeal out loud when they put her into the stewing-pot. After that they wrapped us in hot blankets, roasted us in front of a huge fire, and made us take quarts of scalding gruel, so that we should be as warm inside as we were everywhere else.


Pipi and I revived so quickly that they left off fussing over us and devoted themselves to Jock, who hadn't boiled as well as we had.


"Jan will look after you," Kathie said. "Let them have a good sleep, Jan. Don't talk much."


So Jan sat down on the edge of the bed and spoke 

in a whisper, telling us all the soothing things which had happened during the day, so that we might be lulled to rest.


"Rob went riding on Uncle John's horse, and he's hurt its knees, and, I say, Mr. McPherson found the stop bank all broken down, and there's going to be an awful row to-morrow. Uncle John just raged when you didn't come home to lunch. All right; don't wriggle, Ngaire. You must go to sleep, you' know."


"Why didn't you tell him where we were?"


"I'd forgotten. Whatever made you think of bath-' ing? I'd never have dreamt of it; and, anyway, I never thought of you because of the—the—the 
hook." Jan bounced off the bed like an india-rubber doll, and made a dash for the door. Soon she returned bearing, some scraps of paper and a small, scrunched piece of morocco in her hand. She flopped on my bed and spread them out over the quilt.



"That's uncle's book!" she said in an awful voice. "That's all that is left of 'Count Veroni.' I'd nearly finished it, and when I saw you all coming up to the house I put it down and forgot all about it, and now the dogs have finished it for me instead. ' I'll have to tell uncle to-morrow. Oh, Ngaire, what 
shall I do?"


I tried to comfort Jan, and said that I didn't expect the book was worth much. Anyhow, the uncles 

ought to feed their dogs better. But Jan was too worried 
to talk soothingly any more. She could only linger on her own troubles.


"It doesn't matter, though. Nothing matters now. I wonder what will happen next? It's really quite interesting waiting to see what it will be. Perhaps I shall tumble through the dining-room window and smash the prize geraniums. Or send a tennis ball through the conservatory."


"What has Kathie been doing all day?"


Jan cheered up a little; her voice was vindictive.


"Just enjoying herself, my dear. What do you expect? She's quite grown-up, you know. Uncle Dan showed her round the garden, just as if she couldn't find the way for herself, and Uncle John took her driving. He didn't ask 
me. Oh, no, he doesn't take nursery children. After that she poured out afternoon tea and fancied herself, and then she played tennis with Uncle Stephen till you came home. That's all Kathie—— Here's Uncle John."


Uncle John came in to see how we were getting on, but Pipi and I were fast asleep with the blankets pulled over our noses.


"Are they all right, little scamps?" asked uncle in a whisper that was like a fog-horn.


And Jan whispered back:


"Yes, but they must be kept quiet, and not excited 

at all. I'm just staying in case they want anything when they wake up."


"Little rascals," said uncle again, and our blood ran cold. It sounded just like, "See what I'll give them later on." That is what his voice threatened even-i£ the words were different.


Uncle turned to go, and Jan tiptoed to a chair, slipped on a rug, went at a run across the room, slap, bang into Uncle John, bringing him down with a crash and sitting on his head, so paralysed with horror that she couldn't rise.


But her dear little sisters slept through it all.
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Chapter V


The Invasion of the Mclennans



This chapter is about a heroine.


And the heroine is Jan!


You didn't expect that, did you?


We did not expect it either, and when it happened we were so surprised that we could not get over the wonder of it for nearly a week. The whole thing was very exciting, and Jan herself was the only one who would not talk about it afterwards, but, as Denise said, that was quite as it should be. Real, true heroines never boast of nor discuss their own brave deeds. Denise——


Oh, I forgot, you haven't been introduced to Denise McLennan, have you? She drove over to Kamahi the day following our disastrous attempt at river bathing, and with her came Nancy, her sister, aged twelve, and her brothers, Alan, Wally and Peter. Denise herself was just sixteen, and oh, the pity of it, she was quite, quite lame, and could only walk with the aid of a pair of crutches. So, of course, she had to lie back in a soft, cushioned seat in the low-wheeled buggy, instead of riding a prancing, dancing pony as the others did.





Pipi and I were in the office talking to Uncle John when we heard the shouts which heralded their arrival.. We would have gone out to them at once, but uncle was so interested in the conversation that we did not like to interrupt him. He had sent for us early in the morning.


"You're to go to him at once. He's waiting for you," Jan told us. She had just come from the office herself, and she held in her hand the scrunched-up pieces of leather which were all that was left of "Count Veroni."


"Was Uncle Stephen angry?" I asked, thinking that Jan had had much the best of it and wishing that our interview had been with Uncle Stephen instead of Uncle John.


"He wasn't the least bit angry. He just told me to be careful next time, and he's going to lend me some books. He's a dear," Jan finished enthusiastically.


Uncle John was waiting to receive us in the office, which is really just a closed in part of the veranda, where the uncles keep their fusty, dusty ledgers and business books. Fie didn't waste any time over preliminaries, but started straight away, telling us what he thought about us and what he didn't think. We were idle, careless children, he said, and were breaking our parents' hearts, and had smashed up the stop bank below the second plantation.





"It will take the men two days to put it right," he said, glaring at us. "Now, understand! I forbid you to go near the river again. Do you hear me?"


"Yes," I answered very gently, trying to propitiate him, while Pipi mopped a wholly imaginary tear.


"You might have been drowned/' continued uncle. "Indeed, I cannot understand how you escaped" And, as Pipi said afterwards, he really seemed quite disappointed.


"Jock would have been drowned if Ngaire hadn't catched him," announced Pipi tactlessly.


"Pipi pulled us out. We'd have stuck on the bank for ever if she hadn't." "Ngaire— —"


"I don't want to hear," cried uncle, interrupting us. "Remember, you are not to go near the river again. I distinctly forbid it—that is, unless you are accompanied by-some responsible person. Do you understand?"


We said we did, and Pipi asked if Jan was responsible. Uncle answered, "Certainly not!" very loud. Jan was 
wild when we told her.


We stayed with uncle for nearly half and hour, and when we came out we found the McLennans seated in the shade of the trees which border the Barn Paddock, entertaining Jan; who looked very warm and far from happy. Jan—oh, I haven't told you where the McLennans came from and why they 

came. They owned The Point, a station eighteen miles up the river, and had driven over to Kamahi to have a look at us. They stayed the whole day too, and didn't Uncle John say things when they had gone!


Really, I think the uncles began to appreciate us a little that day. The only things that the McLennans cared to do were the things that were forbidden. They raced two of Uncle Stephen's best horses against two of their own, and when the race ended in a heat Jock and Wally McLennan had a fight to settle matters. Jock had joined us soon after lunch, when the uncles and Kathie were safely out of the way.


"Wasn't going to stop in that blessed old bed all day," he growled. "It's warm as anything."


So he stayed with us all the afternoon and developed croup every night for a week afterwards.


I wish you could have seen Denise McLennan as I saw her that day. She wasn't exactly pretty—her face was too thin and pale. She seemed all eyes-great, restless eyes which defied your sympathy. She was clever too, and witty and amusing, but her tongue was so sharp that Jan went up to the house to see about afternoon tea directly lunch was over. Mrs. McPherson brought out the tea three hours later, but Jan didn't come with it. In fact, she never put in an appearance till— But you will 


[
gap —  
reason: delete] ar about that later. Don't skip the pages. Read steadily on; you will come to it in time.


I sat on the ground beside Denise and tried to entertain her, but all the time we were talking her eyes were on the others, who were riding up and down the paddock, racing and leaping the fences in a perilous way. You could see her whole soul looking out of her eyes, and almost hear her cry to be with them again, the best rider, the best jumper, the leader of them all. Once, when Wally funked a fence, she raised herself excitedly, then slipped back into her chair, her face very white.


"It's — nothing," she gasped. "Don't — be — frightened. I'm—not—going to die. It's—only— only—"


Her eyes held mine, saying as plainly as words could say:


"Don't you 
dare to be sorry for me. Don't you 
dare say you're sorry for me."


But I was. Why, I couldn't help it. Somehow or other my arms crept round Denise, just as they creep round Kathie when she has the miserables. Somehow or other, I forgot that Denise was sixteen and almost a stranger, and after a while I think that Denise forgot it too. The colour came back into her face at last, though her lips were strained and set.


"I'm all right now, Ngaire," she said, rather roughly it must be confessed; but then, the pain had 

been so very cruel. "Don't look so frightened— there's nothing to be scared of. Why, I often have these turns—two or three times a day if I'm not care-ful."


"But you ought to be careful. You ought to be very careful, Denise. It will take you such a long time to get well if you keep on having bad turns."


"That's what father and the doctor say. They're always fussing. Dad didn't want me to come to-day, but I get so tired of staying at home and seeing only the same old people every day. Once I used to be always out, riding over the hills and the river bed for miles and miles—even the men wouldn't venture where I went—right up the hill-sides and down the gullies and the slippery mountain-sides. Oh, Ngaire, I want to go again. I want to be free. I can't— I 
won't lie still for ever. How would you like it? Nothing to look forward to for years and years and years. They say I'll be better some day, but it's only 'perhaps.' Why didn't I die right out when Jack threw me over the cliff at Konini Gulley? Why—oh, Ngaire! Ngaire!"


Oh! it hurt me to see her then, with cheeks blazing and eyes shining out of her poor thin face, and to know that for years and years she would never walk or ride again, and, worse still, to know that she knew it too. Once, not a year ago, she had been so fearless, so daring, and then had come the 
ac-

cident which would chain her to a couch or a chair for years maybe. She was so brave too, and bore the pain as I could never have borne it. "I get used to it, you see," she told me.. But I don't think that being used to a bad thing makes it any easier, do you?
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Chapter VI


The Two Tairoas



Uncle John said he was "astounded, absolutely astounded"; Uncle Stephen "blamed himself more than a little"; and Uncle Dan wished he had come back from the South Boundary earlier; he would soon "have settled the old fellow."


But Kathie didn't wish it at all. You see, she had been out driving with Uncle Dan, so if he had been at Kamahi she would have been at Kamahi too.


It began with afternoon tea. Mrs. McPherson brought us out a very nice afternoon tea. Of course, the cups were thick—she seemed to think that we threw china at each other—but there were plenty of hot, buttered scones, tempting little tartlets, and a plate of rich, curranty cake. Jan didnt' appear with the cake, so I poured out, and the McLennans invited us to" wire in" and make ourselves at home.


How the conversation drifted from Christ's College, where the McLennan boys were boarders, to Maoris I cannot say. Perhaps there was a Maori boy at the school. At anyrate, Jock began to boast of Tairoa, in whom we took quite a proprietary interest, and the McLennan boys led him on, 
enlarg-

ing on all the horrors which he related. You see, they knew as much and a great deal more about Tairoa than we did. They had lived near Kamahi all their lives, and were far more at home there than we were.


The conversation waxed so gory and so interesting that we heaped ourselves into a hunch listening to Wally's thrilling stories. Wally was really a splendid actor, and he told the tales so dramatically, and lowered his voice so eerily, that it made the blood creep deliciously in our veins.


"One night, he came creeping—creeping—creeping up to the Pah. He was with the Maoris then. He had his mere with him, and he slung it whirr— whir-r-r through the air till it splintered Rupahu's skull. Then——"


"Don't!"


The cry came from where Denise sat alone and forgotten on her chair, her face very white, her hands twitching curiously.


I thought the pain had come on again, but the McLennan boys laughed and Nancy said "Cowardy Custard" not very much under her breath.


Denise looked at her half-pleadingly, and the colour flooded her poor white face. The boys were, as boys mostly are, very unsympathetic.


"She's frightened hell come and chop her up into a thousand little bits like he did Rupahu," jeered 

Wally. "I shouldn't be surprised. He'd soon make mincemeat of you, Den."


"She's dark enough for a Maori, anyway. Come to think of it, I did see him looking at her last time but four we came over to Kamahi. Some night he'll come creeping—creeping—creeping——"


"You're getting a perfect baby, Denise." Nancy curled her lips disgustedly. 
"Once you weren't like this. You'll be frightened of your own shadow next.


Denise did not answer, but she turned away her head and bit her lip. The boys and Nancy, with their perfect health, could never understand the agony of fear that she suffered nowadays.


"Suppose he should come straight away," suggested Peter, taking a hand and looking mischievous. "I heard he's been a bit funny these last few days. Did you hear, Wally"?"


"Yes, I heard. Did you hear, Nan?"


"Yes, I heard," repeated Nancy like the answer to a catechism. "Did you hear, Jock?"


Jock looked surprised and a little incredulous, but Wally plucked him by the sleeve and they strolled away together. Soon after the other boys followed them, and Nancy and Pipi disappeared behind the fence, leaving Denise and me alone.


"Why don't you go too?" she asked. "There's no need for you to stay. A cripple isn't lively company."





She spoke so bitterly that I longed to comfort her, tut somehow my sympathy could not form itself into words. But I think she knew that I wanted to be with her, and I hope she understood a little of all that I felt. For a long time we sat silently side by side under the trees, listening to the wind moaning through the leaves over our heads and watching it sweep across the shimmering expanse of yellow-brown tussocks that was like a wonderful gold-brown sea. It was very, very still—you know the wonderful stillness of the country; somewhere over at the whare a dog barked. I always remember the silence and the sudden bark, and then—


This is where the 
Adventure begins. It came with a terrifying cry, a second scream more horrible than the first, a crackling of branches, and the sight of a fantastically garbed figure which leaped over the fence to our right and came across the paddock towards us. Over its shoulders hung a weird feather mat, a wideawake shaded its face, and it brandished a murderous-looking axe.


I stood with bulging eyes and my mouth wide open, too horrified to scream. But Denise caught hold of my hand; her face was working queerly and her eyes bright and strained, but her mouth smiled.


"It's W-W-W-ally!" she gasped. "Don't you—see —his legs? He—he can't hide his legs. Hasn't he 

got s-s-spindle-shanks? You should hide your calves, Wally. You should—you should—"


"A11 right! Shut up!" With something like a grunt of disappointment the apparition halted in its journey towards us, and the wideawake falling back revealed Wally's chubby face, purple with heat and excitement combined, and with strange marking round the chin and under the eyes.


"Tattooing," explained Wally, very satisfied with himself and exulting in the success of his practical joke. "Just geranium juice rubbed in. It'll wash out. Took you in all right—didn't I, you fellows?"


The "fellows'—Nancy, Pipi, Jock and the McLennan boys—who had hidden behind the fence to watch proceedings, now joined us again, much pleased with the success of the trick, and all talking in very loud voices and all at the same time.


"Jock got the hat," cried Wally. "Tairoa was mad. He—"


"Jumped and squealed when we borrowed his mat. You should have seen Ngaire. And if there had been forty Tairoas all raving mad Denise couldn't have squeaked louder."


"I never squeaked at all!"


"Well, you would have if you hadn't seen my legs. It was enough to make a cat laugh. I—why— oh! Jock! Peter!"





Oh, I shall never, never forget it. Sometimes I wake with the fear of it fresh upon me still. He came running towards us—no sham Maori this time, but Tairoa himself—Tairoa wildly excited, brandishing a mere, shouting unintelligible words and grimacing horribly.


"Someone sounded the retreat. We gave one terrified glance around and then our legs took control of the situation and we went across the grass at a gallop.


Do you ever dream that you are running as fast as ever you can away from some nameless horror which pursues you, but your feet are weighted to the earth and, try as hard as you will, you cannot cover ground? That is how I felt when we went across the paddock that afternoon with Tairoa gaining on us behind and the barn, a friendly refuge, Waiting for us before.


On! on! on! When I shut my eyes I still seem to see Pipi's long legs flashing over the ground and to hear her encouraging Nancy McLennan who had fallen down and was doing the last lap on hands and knees.


It was not till I was nearly at the barn and saw Pipi, Nancy and Peter swarming up the ladder that I remembered.


Denise!


We had left her alone under the pines—Denise 

who could not walk without her crutches, Denise who was chained to her chair.


Oh, I hate to tell you of the agony of fear which held me then. I wish I could say that I turned straight away and ran back to her aid. Oh, 
how I wish I could tell you that! But I can't! No, I am no heroine. I thought of Tairoa, and of how he hadn't taken to me at all, and of how fierce he looked, and how sharp his mere was. I—I didn't want to go back, not at all. Instead, I went straight on towards the loft. Only a few yards, but each yard seemed a mile. The picture of Denise rose up to confront me. Coward!


"Denise!"


I went round the corner of the barn instead of up the ladder. From there I gained the shelter of the fence and stole along in its shade, hoping to get safely to Denise without attracting Tairoa's attention. The others were safely in the loft; they had thrown down the ladder, and the Maori was standing at the foot dancing and screaming with rage.


I felt sick with fear. If he should see me!


It was at one of the small gates which led through the trees to the garden that I met Jan. At first I could not speak; I could only gasp and point wildly one way, then another. I suppose I was trying to tell her about Tairoa at the barn and Denise all alone under the trees.





"I—I—I—" That was all I could gasp out till the lump broke in my throat. You don't know how glad I was to see Jan, to feel that she was near, and to know that she was brave and strong and would never, never desert us.


"It's—Denise—
Denise!" I tried to explain. "Jan, it's 
Denisel"


"Denise? Ngaire, dear, don't cry so. What is it? Where is tt?"


"Tairoa—he's off his head—he's—he's 
mad, and Wally was Tairoa. He—he's got a mere, and Denise is alone. They're over in the loft now, and he's there, too, at the bottom. Oh, he's seen us! Jan! Jan! he's coming here. What shall we do? Oh, what 
shall We do?"


Was Jan scared? Perhaps she was, but we did not see her fear. Did she run like the rest of us? Not a bit. She pulled herself together very quickly, took me by the shoulders and pushed me towards the gate.


"Run up to the house quickly," she whispered. "Get help."


"There's no help there, only Mrs. McPherson and Maggie. No men. Oh, Jan, he's coming. He-he—he's 
here, Jan!"


"Run away quickly," whispered Jan under her breath, but I'm glad I didn't. Glad—glad—glad! Instead, I followed her across the paddock to where 

Denise sat alone in her chair under the pine trees. Poor lame Denise! How could we have been so cowardly? Jan gave her a smile.


"It's all right" she said so cheerily that really she made me feel quite brave too. "I'm. going to talk to him. What a fuss over nothing!"


Tairoa came over to us. One minute, I thought, and we shall all be finished. I shut my eyes and tried to pray, but I could only remember the grace we say before meals: "For what we are about to receive."


Denise clasped my hand tight. I heard her breath coming in little sobbing gasps. But Jan? Ah! Jan was the heroine every inch. She went to meet Tairoa, and the sound of their voices—Jan's very sweet and coaxing, Tairoa's very gruff and terrible— came over to us.


At last I opened my eyes. Jan had rested her hand on Tairoa's sleeve, and they were going through the gate into the garden. She turned and waved to us, though her face was set.


"Tairoa and I are going up to the house for some tobacco," she cried. "Stay where you are and talk to Denise till I come back."


Then she disappeared, and Denise and I were left alone.


I tried to talk to Denise, truly I did. I laughed like anything at a sheep that wasn't doing anything 

in particular, just being a sheep, but I said it was funny, and Denise said it was funny too, and laughed with me. But oh, how the minutes dragged! Gradually the sun disappeared and a chill night feeling crept into the air. Eerily the wind whispered in the tree tops, a morepork lifted its voice in dismal cry, a rabbit crept out, eyed us with mild curiosity, and slipped back into its burrow. The minutes dragged themselves into an hour, the hour doubled itself. Two hours! Two long, long hours when each minute seemed an eternity of horror.


And what do you think Jan was doing all this time? Why, entertaining Tairoa in the dining-room while Maggie, the maid, scoured the station for help, and Mrs. McPherson shivered behind the door in the passage labouring under the delusion that she was protecting Jan. Protecting! Why, her teeth had hardly stopped chattering yet.


Uncle John came home first. He entered by the French window in the dining-room, and when he saw Tairoa sitting in the most comfortable chair and smoking one of uncle's own special cigars—well—well, not knowing the facts, he nearly burst; he truly did. He said "Jeanette" in a very loud voice. "Jeanette! What is the meaning of this?"


Jan turned and looked at uncle, trying to smile and to speak casually, just as if nothing unusual were 

happening. But her eyes told all. Uncle grasped the truth at once, and he is usually rather slow at getting hold of anything too. Jan says that he quite gushed to Tairoa, and suggested a walk down to the whare. Fortunately Tairoa agreed, otherwise things might have heen a hit awkward for uncle. When they arrived at the men's quarters uncle inveigled the unsuspecting Maori in a bedroom and locked him up. But as the fit had worked itself off by now there was little to fear; we were all perfectly safe again, uncle said.


Jan kept up right to the turning-the-key-in-the-lock moment, and then quietly and unostentatiously fainted away. Poor Mrs. McPherson! As she afterwards said, "she didn't know whether she was on her head or her heels." Jan lay on the sofa, all pale and interesting, Uncle John relieved his feelings by a good old storm, and Maggie fussed excitedly and succeeded in doing nothing very well indeed.


It was only when Jan came to, and talked vaguely about "Denise" and the "Barnfield," that they remembered the rest of us, and came to see if we were alive or chopped into one hundred thousand little pieces. Uncle picked up Denise as if she had been a baby and he said "Poor children! Poor children!" so many times that I quite lost count. I suppose he was glad to find that we were untomahawked, and as the others over in the barn were shouting and 

yelling at the top of their voices he knew that they too were safe.


I went over to them and Maggie and Mrs. McPher-son came along, and I lifted the ladder and the prisoners descended to earth once, more, and everyone began wildly explaining the whole thing to poor old uncle, who stood listening with a funnily bewildered face, trying to sort things out a little and to understand what had happened.


It was silly, I know, but all at once I felt that I couldn't stand it any longer, that I would have to scream outright in a minute. So I slipped into my own room and screamed into the pillow where it couldn't disturb anyone.. Uncle Stephen said afterwards that my nerves had been overtaxed. I am glad to think that there was an excuse f6r my foolishness.


Do you ever cry and cry again, and yet not know exactly why you are crying? I think, when I look back, I feel just a little sorry for myself.


Oh, I wanted mother. I wanted to feel her arms around me to know that she was holding me tighter, tighter, tighter, and would never let me go. Oh, mother! mother! mother!


I screamed right out aloud when someone lifted me from the bed, hardly conscious of what I was doing. It was Uncle Stephen who had come to my aid —dear, kind, safe Uncle Stephen, who let me sob out my silliness against his rough coat and put his arms 

protectingly round me. Uncle Stephen has mother's eyes. I never noticed them before, but now I know.


"They have been telling us," he said, "Denise and Jan. Ngaire, dear little girl, there is nothing to fear. You are quite safe now."


Yet I held him tight, fearing that he would leave me, content to lie quietly in his arms where no harm could come.


Soon someone stole into the room, whispered, and went away again.


"Kathie," said uncle to me. "She's bringing you some tea in here."


But Jan brought the tea; also some toast, a soft-boiled egg, and a little cake—a dainty feast set out on a dainty tray. Jan herself looked tired; her hair ribbon was gone, her collar askew, her face very white, but as I gazed on her I felt that I was in the presence of a really true heroine.


"There never was anyone so brave before," I said to uncle after she had gone, and do you know what he answered?


"I know someone who is equally brave."


"Brave as Jan?"


He looked at me with a smile.. "Brave as Jan, but her name begins with an N."


"Oh! but—but——" I thought of Tairoa, of my agony of fear, of the run across the paddock to the barn. No, not as brave as Jan, not one quarter as 

brave. Why, even now I was wondering if the whare door was strong and Tairoa well locked up for the night.


Uncle listened to me as I faltered it out, and then bent down and his eyes smiled tenderly into mine.


"That makes it all the braver, little girl," he said.
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Chapter VII


Silver Linings



"Every cloud has a silver lining," and "It's an ill wind that blows nobody any good."


It was rather hard that poor Tairoa had to be both a cloud and an ill wind, but the uncles pensioned him off and sent him back to his own people who would look after him. So it really wasn't so bad for him. Uncle John said that the fit must have been coming on for some time, but the boys were really to blame for its final development. You see, they had borrowed his mere and his mat, and teased him and laughed at him when, he demanded them back. Poor old Tairoa, I really felt sorry for him, though I was relieved when he drove with McPherson through the white gates, bound for the railway station and the north express. Jan, Pipi and I stood on the top of the bank to wave "Good-bye," but I did not feel safe till I saw the buggy disappearing in a cloud dust down the white thread of the road.


"And that's the last of Tairoa," said Jan mourn-fully.


But it wasn't the last of the adventure, for Jock was in bed with croup for nearly a week, and Mr. 

McLennan sent his boys back to school straight away —with three weeks of the holiday still to go. Alan, however, returned very suddenly a fortnight later, and didn't go back again to town. I think he had been the leader in a big row at the school, and the masters decided that things would get along better without him. But after this, as he had very little to occupy his time, he spent half of it at Kamahi, and the other half Rob helped him waste at The Point. Uncle John did not like the friendship at all, and every second day we were treated to a scene when uncle stormed and Rob argued, and really Rob got quite the best of it too—which didn't improve things in the least.


About the silver lining and the good from the wind? Well, that was Denise and no lessons for a fortnight. Denise had been so upset by the whole thing that for a while everyone was very anxious about her. But the doctor declared that time would work wonders; she had had a shock and must be kept perfectly still, and rest both day and night. So Uncle John extended our holidays for another two weeks, and you will believe me when I say that we raised no objection.


She took all her meals with us in the nursery, and breakfast and tea were the jolliest times of the day; more than once Rob joined us, preferring fun and bread-and-butter in the nursery to grandeur and late 

dinner in the dining-room. Every single one of us were sorry when the fortnight came to an end and Mr. McLennan drove over for her in the big red motor. She wanted to carry me back to The Point with her for a fortnight's visit, but Uncle Stephen said I had got to think of study for a while.


We had lessons only in the morning, which was very fortunate, as there was always something going on outside in which we wanted to share. First there was the mustering, when the sheep were brought in from the outlying parts of the station for the dipping, and the shearing. Occasionally Uncle Stephen took Jan with him—she had learned to ride splendidly— and when we were sitting down to lessons in the schoolroom we would see her going off with the uncles and Rob. At the end of the day they would come in again driving the sheep they had gathered in from the hills which marked the northern boundary of the estate, or from the plain country which sloped right down to the sea. We used to sit at the top of the bank and watch for them till we could hear the barking of the dogs and see the clouds of dust in the distance.


Mustering was interesting enough, but chiefly so to Jan. Jock, Pipi and I couldn't share in the exciting rides across the river bed, up the wild hillside, over the slippery tussocks and down into the rough gullies, where the dogs sought the sheep in hidden corners 

and rounded them up with the rest of the mob. Sometimes they brought in a "hermit" sheep which lived by itself and had been overlooked in the last muster. Such a queer, shaggy-looking bundle, with wool falling over its eyes and touching the ground. I am sure the poor animal must have thanked the shearers when they removed the cumbersome fleece and gave it an uninterrupted view of the world again.


But if we could not share in the mustering we could watch the dipping, when the sheep, with many protesting "baa-s," were driven into the big disinfectant' tank.


Kathie, looking very pink and pretty, used to stroll down to talk to Uncle Dan, and then uncle would escort her back to the house and stay drinking tea till Uncle John or Uncle Stephen routed him out and drove him back to his work again.


But when shearing began Uncle Dan hadn't time for morning or afternoon teas any longer.


The shearers started work so early in the morning that it seemed like the middle of the night. Before the sun was up, and when the air was cold and grey, we would hear the bell summoning them to breakfast. Then we would snuggle down between the blankets and settle ourselves for a comfortable sleep again.


All day long the men laboured, handling the poor 

frightened sheep, shearing off their fleeces with a rapidity which was almost alarming. Once or twice -Uncle John took Jan and me to see the work, but we did not stay long. I hated the sight of the big, cruel-looking knives, and Jan said the whirr of the machinery made her head ache. The men themselves looked so fiercely hot under the grime that I did not wonder at the number of "smoke-ohs" they demanded. "Smoke-ohs" are tea intervals, you know.


After the shearing was finished the shearers gave a dance in the woolshed, and Kathie and Rob went down for an hour or two with the uncles. I would describe it to you—I know you would like to hear about a shearers' ball—only unfortunately I wasn't present, being in bed instead. Jan, Jock and Pipi were also in bed, as Uncle John said such festivities were not for children.


Six o'clock marked the close of the working day, and in the evening the men would lounge about in front of the whare talking among themselves. One, of the shearers, who was an Englishman called Surrey, had a banjo, and he used 
to sing nigger melodies to its accompaniment. Uncle John always snorted angrily when he spoke of this man. He had not been quite good at home in England, I think, so his people had shipped him off right away to the Colonies.





Pipi and I used to steal out of bed and hide behind the veranda creepers and listen to the singing. It was so beautiful that it hurt. The nights were very, very still, with only a faint murmur in the tree-tops, where the wind stirred in its sleep. Overhead the sky was inky black, set with thousands of little stars, and the soft, dewy air was stealing the sweetness from the roses and jessamine and the great banks of wallflowers which were heaped up beneath the matapo hedge.


Mostly Surrey sang sad songs, with the men joining the choruses, and a hard, strangling lump used to come into my throat as I listened. It was a lovely sadness, though, with a thought of mother and how good I meant to be and how bad I was. Sometimes we would hear the uncles walking about the garden and see the red tips of their cigars, and once we were nearly caught.


We had slipped out of the bedroom window and made for our usual hiding-place, and it wasn't till we were almost on top of them that we saw that Uncle Dan and Kathie had engaged it for the evening. I gave a little squeak and Pipi jumped, and we both scudded back to bed. They never heard us, though, they were so interested in their conversation.


The station seemed very quiet when the shearers had gone. There was no music in the evenings 

now, but we used to creep out of bed to watch the bush fires on the hills across the river. Pipi would shiver and shake when she saw the sweeping flames lighting up the darkness of the night and felt the blinding, choking smoke which hung like a curtain between heaven and earth. It was stiflingly hot, and in the day the sun shone like a blood-red ball, and made you think of the end of the world and all big and terrible things. " Several squatters had lost hundreds of sheep, and on Wai-iti Estate the flames had devoured the homested and the woolshed, where the wool was still waiting in bales to be carted to the station the following week.


Poor Uncles Three! They little thought when they sympathised with Mr. Thomas, of Wai-iti Station, that calamity 
was nearing their own door. In fact, it knocked and entered the very next day, and, do you know, I opened the door and showed it the way, and set things going nicely.


I know it was my fault, but so many things are my fault that I really lose count of them all. It happened on a nor'-wester day, and I was responsible for the whole catastrophe; I mean I was responsible for the blaze and the loss of the barn, the haystacks, a field or two of oats, two plantations, and a few other trifles. Of course, I couldn't help the nor'-wester, which is a hot wind that blows across the Canterbury Plains and makes you feel that life isn't 

worth' living, that it is a pity you were ever born, and that ice-cream is the only dish you could fancy.


At least, that is how Kathie felt; Jan, Pipi and I rejoiced in the broiling, blustering winds.


Well, this particular day Kathie came into lessons looking as limp as an unstarched muslin dress. She sank into a chair, looked around wearily, and fixed her eyes upon Jan.


"There are one, two, three, four, five buttons missing from your blouse," she complained, "and raspberry stains all down the front of your skirt. Seriously, Jan, you are a disgrace. Why don't you try to be tidier, girl?"


Jan did not answer, but her mouth hardened ominously as she applied herself to her geography.


Kathie provided Jock and Pipi with spelling-books, looked at me and pointed to an arithmetic, and then turned to dispute with Jan over the spelling of Popocatapetl. Jan said it was "Popocatopetle"; Kathie insisted on "Popacatapetel." And when they looked it up in the geography book it was "Popocatapetl."


Over went the ink, which Pipi mopped up with her handkerchief.


"Don't," said Kathie in a weak little voice, so Pipi didn't; and when Kathie came\round to correct her exercise she put her sleeve in the middle of the mess and soaked it up nicely.





The last straw breaks the camel's back. The nor'-wester had strained Kathie's endurance, but ink down the sleeve of a. new crepe dress just finished her off. She stood up suddenly and threw out her arm with a dramatic gesture.


"It's no good teaching you—absolutely none. You're too silly and careless for anything. You— you—Have you finished your sums, Ngaire?"


"No—not quite."


As a matter of fact, I was just thinking of making a start, but I didn't care to go into 'details.


"Of 
course not. Why should you'? Why should any of you bother? Play with ink instead. You know enough; there's no need to study anything else."


"More than we can say for you."


Kathie looked at Jan, her cheeks very pink.


"There you go again. I suppose you think it shows how clever you are. You're nothing but a little girl. You—you—you can teach yourself. You can all teach yourselves. I wouldn't do it again for a pension—no—not if—I wouldn't teach you again—


She caught her breath in a little sob and made a dash for the door, and perhaps wouldn't have come back and taught us ever again had she not run right into Uncle Stephen. Strangely enough, he did not notice the tears in her eyes nor the redness of Jan's 
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cheeks. He went straight to the chair at the head of the table and sat down, while I rubbed out my sum as quickly as ever as I could, so that he should not ask me to work it for him; Pipi mopped away at the ink on the table, and jock put his reading book under the table and lost it.


"I thought I'd be inspector and conduct a little examination to-day," announced uncle cheerfully.


"Oh!" Kathie gave a little gasp, a twisted smile, and a vague, unhappy look around; Pipi sat up very straight and tried to look like a Christmas card angel; while Jock put his foot on his book and kept it there. That book wasn't going to be found if he could help it.


I repeated my pence table and avoirdupois weight over to myself, but as I couldn't remember how many pence made a pound, or how many drams went to the ounce, my time was rather wasted.


Jan looked at uncle, and remembered the raspberry stains and the missing buttons; then tried to remedy matters a little by securing her collar with a crooked pin which missed the lace and went into her neck instead.


Uncle began by examining us all, but soon he dropped Jock, Pipi and me and devoted himself to Jan, who quite excelled herself, answering so brilliantly that he seemed really astonished and more than a little interested. Poor old Kathie sat up very 

straight in her chair watching them, and every time uncle asked Jan a particularly hard question she fidgeted and giggled nervously. You see, she hadn't the vaguest notion of the answer, and was afraid that uncle would start examining her too. At last she could stand it no longer. She rose suddenly.


"I—I think I hear Mrs. McPherson calling me/' she said, and 
went out and didn't return.


Soon after Pipi thought she heard Mrs. McPherson calling her too. Uncle paused in the middle of a discussion with Jan about Alexander or Bacon, or somebody or something just as terrible.


"I think I hear her too," he said, and the little laugh-wrinkles gathered round his eyes. "Out into the sunshine with you, little dunces. 'Gather ye rosebuds while ye may.' I'm going to take this sister of yours in hand and teach her myself after this, and perhaps I'll have time enough for the rest of you. Off with you!"


We went. We got out as quickly as we could, so that uncle shouldn't have time to change his mind and start on us straight away.


Jock and Pipi went up the water race and I set off to find Rob. He had promised to let me drive with him 
to see some sheep he was looking after two or three miles away.


But when I found him I found Alan McLennan too.





They were setting out for Glenroyal together, and would not return until late in the evening.


Of course, I know that boys of sixteen don't want to be bothered with little girls of not quite thirteen. Still—


I 
hate Alan McLennan.
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Chapter VIII


Deadman's Plantation



After the boys had ridden away I wandered up the water race, shoes and stockings in hand, dabbling my feet in the deliriously cold water.


Jock and Pipi were at Deadman's Plantation. No man had ever died there, but the trees had. They stood out, gaunt and ghostly, stretching leafless arms to the sky. A few low-growing manuka bushes fringed the farther side of the plantation, and here Jock and Pipi had taken shelter.


Why had they taken shelter?


Because they were smoking.


Yes, really and truly, Jock had a cigarette in his mouth,. and Pipi was striking a match on the heel of her shoe. The cigarettes belonged to Uncle Dan, and Pipi had helped herself to half a dozen from his case.


At first I could only stand and gaze at them, my eyes nearly popping out of my head. Pipi laughed wickedly, and Jock offered me a cigarette.


"Go on!" he urged. "Surely you're not afraid."


"Course I'm not."


"Then why don't you take it?"





"Oh, I—"


I badly wanted to smoke too. I was certain I could blow really fine smoke rings; I bad so often watched Uncle John. But something—I think it was conscience—was tugging at my heart.


"Think you'll be sick?" asked Pipi, holding her cigarette daintily between two fingers and watching the spark at the end. "Of course, dear, you mustn't make yourself ill."


"Bet she's afraid," jeered Jock, puffing hard and pretending to like it. "She's afraid of everything. Afraid of the bull, and Pipi—and she's three years younger—doesn't mind pulling his tail. Afraid the day we went into the strawberry field—"


"No, I'm not. I went after all. And, anyhow, 
you ran quick enough when we saw Uncle John. He didn't catch you or Pipi either, only me. So there!"


I thought of that strawberry field and of the disastrous ending to our day of stolen pleasure, of my wearisome daylight sojourn in bed, and of the hour-long lecture Uncle Stephen had given me next day. But I wasn't going to hang back now and let Jock and Pipi call me coward again; no, thank you!


So I joined them, and smoked just as hard as they did. They teased me, and Pipi laughed at me till I selected the very biggest and fattest cigarette I could find.





"Got a match, Jock?" I asked as calmly as I could.


Jock sorted one out from the dubious collection in his pockets, and I struck it on the heel of my boot, feeling that, having thrown conscience and fear of consequence overboard, I was really going to enjoy myself very much.


"Knew you'd do it in the end. You always do/' remarked Pipi.


"Ngaire's not a funk," Jock said generously, and coughed a little because the smoke 
would mix with his voice whenever he tried to speak.


We all sat round and enjoyed our cigarettes.


	I smoked.

	Jock smoked.

	Pipi smoked.




Perhaps I exaggerate when I say that we enjoyed our cigarettes. Pipi may have found pleasure in hers, but before very long I began to feel rather queer. Jock, too, grew suddenly silent and puffed with less vigour than before. Occasionally Pipi threw us a remark, but in our growing misery Jock and I ignored her. We only looked up when we heard a footstep and the crackling of the dry grass at the other side of the plantation, but, unhappily, we didn't see Uncle Dan before he saw us—which was very unfortunate.


He stood and looked at us, and we sat and stared back at him till I felt the cigarette in my mouth 

sticking out like a clothes prop with a bonfire at the end.


At last he spoke and said: "H'm!"


It sounded so sudden and so ominious that in his agitation Jock nearly bit his cigarette in half and I all but swallowed mine. Pipi, however, smoked on elegantly, and struck another match with a nonchalant air.


Uncle Dan stood silently watching us, puffing himself out and trying to look like Uncle John. Jock, anticipating a command, threw his cigarette on to the ground, relinquishing it gladly, enough, but Uncle Dan stooped and picked it up for him.


"It would be a pity to waste it," he remarked very gravely and very politely. "If you don't mind I'll sit down and join the party. Don't stop, Ngaire! You've to finish that to the very last half-inch, and then if you feel inclined for another I've some more of a stronger brand in my pocket which you might fancy. Jock, get on with yours!"


He seemed so urgent about it that we didn't like to disappoint him, and the hideous rite recommenced. Pipi crossed her legs Turk fashion, and looked at uncle engagingly.


"They're not half bad weeds," she remarked cheer-fully.


We all sat round and smoked.


	Uncle smoked.



	Jock smoked.

	Pipi smoked.

	I smoked.




And then Jock and I didn't smoke any longer.


I will not dwell on that painful time. There is a better side to uncle's nature, but it wants developing. He was very good to Jock and me when he saw that we were really quite sick, but right at the bottom we could feel that he was laughing at us.


And it was all his fault. If he hadn't ever learned to smoke he wouldn't have bought any cigarettes. And if he hadn't bought any cigarettes we wouldn't have been able to borrow them. And if we hadn't been able to borrow them we wouldn't have been tempted to smoke. And if we hadn't been tempted to smoke we wouldn't have been ill. So it all works back to Uncle Dan.


He spoke very gravely to us, though, about the evil effects of smoking on children and young people. After he had finished Pipi asked him for another cigarette; she said she had enjoyed the first very much indeed. Uncle didn't give it to her, however, and once or twice during lunch I saw his eyes fixed on her in a surprised, almost dazed fashion. Why, he doesn't know Pipi. She can manage three plates of fruit salad, jelly, ice-cream, and napoleons, and then take a sea trip with perfect comfort. Uncle has lots to learn.





Jock and I had very little appetite for that meal, but Pipi delved into roast mutton, vegetables, apple pudding and cream with an undiminished appetite.


"Are you going to drive to the gorge this afternoon, Uncle John?" she asked cheerfully, while Jock and I sat in a sick silence. "Because if you are I don't mind coming."


But uncle was wise in the ways of the weather, and foresaw a gale in the line of clear sky around the horizon and the close, dull white clouds above.


"I know what I shall do," remarked Kathie lazily. "Sit out on the east veranda. It will be cool and sheltered there even if it does blow a howler."


"Bags I the hammock," cried Jan with much foresight.


"The lounge chair is mine," said Kathie.


Jock and Pipi waited for Uncle John to give the sign, and then made a simultaneous rush for the veranda and the shady nook aloft in the creepers.


"Mind, I bagged the hammock," shouted Jan as they ran.


"And I the deck-chair," added Uncle Stephen, laughing.


"I'm going to devote myself to my fancy-work," said Kathie to Uncle Dan, and though we all jeered at her she produced a strip of knitting which made an appearance on various occasions and which was going to resolve itself into a shawl—some day.





"Same old thing," laughed Jan, adding, as she rummaged passages, dining-room and bedroom for her book. "It's far too hot for solid reading."


"Think I'll take a lazy afternoon," remarked Uncle Stephen, seating himself with his pipe and the latest review on the deck-chair which he had successfully "bagged."


Here on the deep, creeper-covered veranda we spent the early part of the afternoon—Kathie, looking very cool and pink and pretty in her fresh starched dress; Jan reading steadily, her fingers in her ears, shutting out our conversation as she lay on the lounge in an attitude which was certainly 
not graceful; Jock and Pipi twittering like a couple of birds overhead among the creepers; and the rest of us scattered around in the various chairs and comfortable, cushion-strewn lounges.


About three o'clock Mary brought out afternoon tea, and we saw with joy that there were cups for all and a big plate of crisp teacake, thin bread and butter, hot scones, ginger snaps and little cakes. As a rule, afternoon tea was a forbidden luxury for Jan, Pipi, Jock and me, as the uncles considered that tea in the morning, tea at noon, and tea again in the afternoon was altogether too much for children of our years.


Soon Uncle John and Uncle Dan strolled up to join us on their way to the big store.





"Anyone like to come with us?" asked Uncle John, accepting a fourth cup.


Of course, we all offered; even Kathie could not resist the temptations of the big, square, sturdy-looking building where flour was stored in hundredweights, and raisins, currants and sultanas, candied peel and dates were packed in huge, sweet-smelling boxes. The dray had been to the station the day before, and Uncle Dan, with a pencil and a book, was ready to check over the amounts. We all took quite a surprising amount of interest in the arrival of the stores, as the uncles usually contrived something in the way of a treat for us. Now Uncle Dan pretended to look dismayed when we all lined up expectantly, eyeing the big, mysterious bundles and boxes.


"Sad time for the raisins," he said pensively.


Pipi pounched at once on a square tin, hugging it in her joy.


"Lollies!" she gurgled.


"Can I help you, Uncle John?" asked Jan politely, eyeing a particularly promising-looking parcel, and discovering, after struggling with innumerable knots, that it contained a dozen bottles of shoe polish.


"That's chocolate biscuits, I'm sure," I whispered, clutching hold of Uncle Dan's coat and following him devotedly.





"Thank you so much," remarked Kathie, confiscating a long, narrow packet—spelling dates.


"Upon my word, it doesn't pay to have you young folks fossicking around," declared Uncle John, beaming at us as he went over the list with Uncle Dan, while we crunched lollies, ate biscuits and accidentally—oh, quite accidentally—made the sugar fall out of the candied peel.


Kathie laughed; then, raising her head, sniffed the hot air.


"Do you smell a smell of burning?" she asked.


"Burning?" repeated Uncle John anxiously. "Surely none of the men would have so little sense as to light a fire to-day! Besides, there's nothing to burn."


"I don't see anything," said' Uncle Dan, peering between the group of blue gums on the left, and the yellowing ears of the barley field in front.


"I 
smell something," ejaculated Pipi, whose nose was as sharp as her actions.


"There is smoke, and it's over to the left near the woolshed," cried Uncle Dan.


He went out of the door at a run, dropping book and pencil, just as the great bell from the men's whare rang its warning note.


Ding, dong! Ding, dong!


"The hose!" stormed Uncle John.





"Wet the blueys!" cried Uncle Stephen, joining us.


"A ladder!" shouted Rob, riding in furiously with Alan McLennan.


We stampeded in the direction of the blaze, tumbling over each other in our hurry. The flames, fanned by the wind, were rapidly taking control,. licking up the dead tree trunks and speeding over the tussocks in the direction of the woolshed. And in that woolshed were three loads of wool which were to have been carted to the station on the following day.


It 
was fun! No, I don't mean that, but it was awfully exciting. Uncle Dan cut big green branches, and we tried to beat out the flames, but it was like fighting a monster whale with a hatpin. Think of it! All around the dense, blinding smoke blown by the wind, the little licking, quick-advancing flames, the crash of falling trees in the plantation, the hoarse voices of men, the distant cries of frightened animals.


We all worked furiously, stamping out the blaze in one place, only to find it advancing merrily in another. Once Uncle John tumbled over Pipi, and told her that "the children" were to go up to the house immediately. But the children didn't go. They kept out of uncle's way instead.


The swaggers' whare went; then a haycock or 

two; fences disappeared in the twinkling of an eye. Nearer, nearer crept the flames till it seemed that the woolshed was really doomed.


But it wasn't. At least, if it was doomed the doom didn't come to pass. Not a bit of it! The wind died away, and when once the wind was gone the flames lost half their energy, and we managed to get them under.


Four o'clock saw the beginning of the blaze, six o'clock the end. We all trooped up to the house again, very tired, very hungry, very, very smutty and exceedingly well smoked. Uncle John sent the men to the whare for an extra-special tea, and we went into the dining-room for ours.


We did look a curious crew. Kathie's pretty hair was all over her shoulder, and she was so tired that Uncle Dan had to help her along. Uncle Stephen had a burnt hand, Uncle John was fiercely hot under the smuts, McPherson was limping, Mrs. McPherson scolding, Rob had lost his coat, and a hot cinder had settled on Jan's afternoon frock and burned a big hole.


But we washed away our sweepiness in plenty of warm water, and forgot our injuries in pots and pots, of tea. The evening drew in peacefully; the shadows crept over us as we sat on the veranda drinking tea and more tea and then another cup still. It was lovely.





We wondered why and when and how the blaze had started. It was a pity we didn't keep on wondering, but unfortunately we arrived at a right conclusion instead.


"Now, who did it?'" demanded Uncle John for the fortieth time.


"I don't think we any of us know, sir," answered Rob for the fortieth also.


"It was—it must have started over at Deadman's Plantation," remarked Uncle Stephen. I remember—


"Oh!"


That was all I said. Just "Oh!"


But it was more than enough.


"What is the matter now?" asked Uncle John testily, while the others stared, and a sudden, fearful comprehension dawned upon Jock's and Pipi's faces.


"Oh, I'm sorry! It must have been my cigarette. I remember throwing it down as I—"



"What?"


It came with a roar as uncle shot out of his chair. "What?" roared uncle again, shaking me hard as he spoke. "Do—you—mean to say—that you have been smoking—you—you depraved little girl? How—dare you? How—dare—you? Do you hear me? Do you hear me, I say?"


"I think she has been punished sufficiently," remarked Uncle Dan. "I——"






"What?"


Oh, it makes me laugh when I think of it now. Uncle Dan put his foot into it all right; Uncle John left me to attend to him.


"Do you mean to say, Daniel, that you were there and permitted—no, 
encouraged them to throw lighted cigarettes about? Nonsense! No, I don't want to hear. You wanted to cure them of smoking? Thank you, 
I'll attend to their morals myself in the future. What? You didn't notice? Of course not. I'm surprised at you, Daniel. At your age. It is absolutely incredible."


Oh, it 
was interesting, but Jock and I didn't linger long. Absence makes the heart fonder, and we thought that the uncles would probably like us a good deal better if they didn't see too much of us just then. But Pipi stayed. She said it was just juicy because Uncle John scolded Uncle Dan for nearly an hour. He spent so much breath over him that he hadn't any left for me, and we heard nothing more of the matter till the next evening. Dinner was over, and we were sitting on the veranda again enjoying the cool air. Suddenly Uncle John put his hand into his pocket and brought out three horrid fat cigars. He handed them to me, then to Jock.


"Not one?" he asked. 
"Do try them. They are a special brand. Perhaps Pipi—"





"Thank you, I will. No, not that baby one; that big, leafy thing, please. An' have you got a match?"


Pipi leaned forward and held out her hand, looking like a supplicating angel. Uncle John gasped and drew back his cigar-case very quickly; Uncle Stephen smiled; but Uncle Dan threw back his head and laughed and laughed till I thought he was never going to stop.
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Chapter IX


Baked Apple—and Smiles!



It happened on the day that the hawker came.


I remember because it was the morning that Uncle Stephen bought such quantities of lovely wide ribbons—yards and yards of blue, red, pink, dark green, black, white and navy. Pipi said she guessed he knew she had a birthday coming in a fortnight, and was getting ready for it. But you can't call a narrow band of velvet a hair ribbon, and that's all Pipi wears. So I knew that they weren't for her.


The hawker was travelling over Canterbury in his van, and he put up for a couple of days at Kamahi. He sold tobacco, ties, moleskins and things like that to the men, and prints, embroidery, cheap jewellery, brushes, scents, dustpans, dress lengths, blouses and aprons to the women. Then he had lollies and toys too, and Uncle John bought Pipi a woolly lamb which squeaked. It made her miserable for the rest of the day, and that very night she asked Kathie to lengthen her frocks. She said it wasn't proper to have all your knees showing; it was no wonder that Uncle John took her for a baby when 

her skirts were nothing better than a frill around her waist.


After he had completed the purchase of Pipi's lamb Uncle John decided on a collar for Kathie and a Waterbury for Jock, while the rest of us stood round, our tongues hanging out and our eyes fixed on some particular article which had taken our fancy, and which we hoped that uncle might generously present to us. Unfortunately, however, he remembered that he was due at The Grays and Wharanui up the river before lunch. He asked Jan and me if we would like to go with him.


"Put on your hats and be ready to start in ten minutes," he told us.


Jan had to ask Uncle Stephen's permission; she was doing lessons with him every morning now. He was still choosing ribbons when she went up to him, and his eyes travelled up and down and round and through her. You see, she had dressed in a hurry that morning, and donned a shabby holland frock which wouldn't have been the worse for an iron, and needed a stitch at the hem; her hair was rough, and an old Panama was stuck rakishly at the side of her head.


"Kathie has given Ngaire a holiday. Can I have one too?" asked Jan.


Uncle said "Certainly. A drive will do you good." But all the time his eyes were going up and down 

and round and through again, while poor old Jan stood shuffling nervously before him, trying to hide the hole in her shoe through which her foot protruded, seeking uncle's admiration. But you can't deceive Uncle Stephen.


Jan was glad to get away; it upset her more than a bit.


Kathie was waiting for us in the passage which led to our bedroom. She looked us up and down.


"You'll do, Ngaire," she said. "Put on a shady hat. It's going to be hot. Jan, you look 
awful. Change your dress at once."


"Shan't!"


"You must! You're a perfect disgrace. Why don't you try to be a little tidier, girl?"


"Oh, go to bed!'"


Jan dashed into the bedroom and flung a cloak over her morning attire.


"We're not going to stop anywhere," she said. "We're coming straight back, and I can't be bothered to change. I'll be respectable enough on top."


Poor Jan! If she had known!


Uncle John was waiting for us in the single-seated buggy, and Jan and I squeezed in beside him. Uncle Dan strolled up to see us off.


"It's ominously still," he remarked. "That means a howler. Tie your hats on, girls."


He pointed to the line of light along the horizon, 

and we, wise now in weather signs, knew that a gale was on its way—a furious, raging nor'-wester, which would wither and scorch us and hurl itself in our faces as we drove up the river.


Uncle John shook the reins.


"Ready, girls?"


"You'll melt away in that coat," Uncle Dan said to Jan.


Uncle John turned to Jan, and in spite of the heat.Jan shivered in her shoes. But fortunately, or unfortunately, we were late already, so he only laughed and drove off in a hurry.


We went down the drive and over the tussocks, then through the paddocks, as uncle wanted to look at some special sheep before he went to The Grays. Jan and I took the gates in turn, and as the paddocks were punctuated by a series of gates we were climbing in and out of the buggy most of the time.


Then we drove out on to the road again, and here the first hot touch of wind struck us in the face. Jan's hat immediately flew off, and I swallowed half a pint of the eddying, whirling dust which rose to meet us. It wrapped us round and choked us, raising tiny stones and gravel from the road, stinging our faces and drying our skins till they felt like stretched parchment.


"Pleasant, eh?" asked Uncle John, as a vast dust cloud, gathering 
in the distance, whirled down the 

road and flung itself against us. "I didn't think it was going to be as Lad as this. I wouldn't have brought you out on such a day."


"We like it," I answered untruthfully, for Jan was speechless. "Do you think the wind will die down at all, uncle?"


"To-night—probably."


Jan groaned; she really couldn't help it. If we were hot, she was nearly in flames. Unfortunately, uncle heard her and turned.


"What's the matter, child?"


"N–nothing." Jan cast about frantically for a subject which would distract uncle's attention. Her eye was caught by the green of a field near by.


"Is—is it oats or wheat?" she asked, trying to seem interested.


"Turnips! Why don't you take off your coat?"


"Oh, I'm not hot, not a bit. You've lots of wheat, haven't you, uncle?"


Poor Jan. After this she suffered in silence, her complexion changing from pink to red and from red to a deep, rich purple, till really I began to fear that she would melt and run down the side of the buggy.


About eleven o'clock we pulled up outside The Grays. I scrambled down and opened the gates; Jan scrubbed her face with a doubtful pocket handkerchief and put on a sickly smile; Uncle John shook 

the reins and settled himself comfortably on top of both of us, and we went up the drive with a flourish.


Mr. and Mrs. Gray came out on to the veranda to greet us, and were full of commiseration for our woes. Mrs. Gray wanted us to stay and lunch-people always do want you to stay and lunch or dine, or breakfast in the country—and when she asked us I felt Jan suddenly stiffen, and she didn't go loose again till uncle said that he had to reach Wharanui before one o'clock, and that he'd only dropped in to see about those Leicesters. Then he talked sheep with Mr. Gray, and Mrs. Gray brought Jan and me big glasses of iced lemonade. Jan said she was so hot that she could hear it sizzle as it went down her throat. After that we had sponge cake with cream between and sugar on top, and then another glass of lemonade and more cake till Jan whispered to me that the buggy wouldn't hold the three of us if we ate any more and went on expanding at the present alarming rate.


Then we drove out into the dust and whirl of the wind again. Jan and I bent our heads, trying to shade our faces with our hats, but our eyes were stinging, and though the sky was leaden and overcast the heat was almost unendurable.


"Finish with a thunderstorm," muttered uncle, heaping agony on our already reeling heads, for Jan and I both hated thunder.





"Soon?" I asked, holding my hat firmly with both hands as a vicious gust caught it and tore at the brim.


"Before night," answered uncle, pulling up with a jerk, as Jan's headgear rose from her head and went sailing birdlike through the air.


With a sigh that was almost a groan Jan alighted from the buggy and gambolled down the road in pursuit of her Panama, overtaking it as, in an unwary moment, it paused to greet a straying gorse bush. She returned to us, panting and moist, and climbed aloft once more.


"After this," warned uncle, who had already waited three times while Jan chased her headgear, "you'll have to go without your hat—that is, if you can't keep it on your head. Why don't you tie yourself up like your sister does?"


Kathie affects a motor veil—a pale blue one which suits her down to the ground.


"Or fix it on tight like Ngaire's?"


I wear an elastic under my chin because by hair is short, but Jan wouldn't look at anything so childish. She has four hatpins, just as Kathie has, but two are always missing, and the other two either pointless oh headless, and of very little service in a gale. Now she tried to drive the sole survivor in more firmly, and unfortunately loosened her grip of the soft brim. Immediately a vicious gust seized the 
oppor-

tunity, and Jan's Panama took its fourth soaring flight Kamahiwards.


Uncle drove steadily on.


"No, I won't stop!" he said in such a determined voice that Jan didn't dare mention the matter twice. "I told you what to expect." He put his hand into his pocket and brought out a big, clean handkerchief. "Tie this round your head," he commanded, and though it made Jan just a little warmer than before, she had to obey. She looked for all the world like a Maori wahine.


The luncheon bell was ringing when we went up the drive at Wharanui, and uncle gave way and said that we could stay for an hour or two. If it hadn't been for the thought of what Jan's coat hid I should have been very pleased, but now we could only gaze at each other in an abandonment of horror and, speechless, follow a spick-and-span maid up spick-and-span stairs into a spick-and-span room. On the way Jan whispered to me that she thought she would lunch in her jacket and hat—it was quite the correct thing to do. But she hadn't a hat; she had only a pocket handkerchief.


"Uncle doesn't know his own mind," she said very bitterly when, left to ourselves, we stood staring at each other, the horror of the situation forcing itself upon us. "He said he wouldn't stay. If it had only been any other house—but the Owens are 

the properest people in the country. And the tidiest too. What shall I do?"


"P'raps the dress won't look so bad when we've brushed up a bit," I suggested. "Let's make a start, anyway. Time's getting on."


I poured some water in the basin and dipped my face into the soothing coolness, but when I came up again I found that Jan, having taken off her coat and her pocket handkerchief, was standing half paralysed, wondering where to begin. She dipped her face in the water as I had done, but it didn't have a good effect, for she came up hotter than ever and with a beautiful shine. I looked at her and, dropping the hairbrush, giggled helplessly. She looked so funny, like a veritable scarecrow against the neat propriety of the room, with he hair all over the place and her worn shoes, through which a stockinged toe protruded, coming out to see the world.


"If I'd only changed them," Jan said, gazing down at her shoes. "But I didn't. Oh, no, I didn't. Does my dress look very awful, Ngaire? What are you laughing at?"


"Not so bad. I'm not laughing," I said, giggling helplessly, for the holland frock which had seemed shabby at Kamahi looked worse than awful here. The dust, pentrating the coat, had magnified each 

spot and stain, and a tear in the hem and one in the turndown collar shrieked for a needle and cotton.


Jan gazed at me imploringly.


"Don't laugh," she said, with a quiver in her own voice. "Do I look very awful?"


"N-no."


"And 
very hot?"


"N-n-no."


"That means I couldn't look worse, and my face is the colour of a beetroot. Oh, I know. It's—it's not funny, Ngaire—not a bit funny. Don't be sillier than Nature made you. Oh!"


She measured me with a calculating eye, and a vague forewarning of disaster held my laughter for a moment.


"You've got on a sailor blouse," she said at last. "So have I. And they're both the same stuff, and there's not much difference in our size—at least, not 
very much. Let's change."



"What?"


"It's a good idea," said Jan wheedlingly. "The only thing to be done. Your dress is quite respectable—mine's awful. Let's halve. I'll wear a bad skirt and a good blouse, and you a bad blouse and a good skirt."


"But——"


Jan's inspirations frequently led to disaster, and 

I certainly didn't fancy the stained and tattered article destined for my apparel.


"Don't be mean! I—I can't go down in that awful rigout. Please, Ngaire!"


Jan's voice held a hint of tears, and with many inward misgivings I gave way.


I slipped into Jan's blouse and she forced herself into mine. It wasn't till we had buttoned each other up that we noticed how queer the fit was. My blouse was yards too small for Jan and Jan's was yards too big for me.


"Lots of room to grow," I said, admiring the artistic drape of the folds.


Jan glared at me.


"It's no jolting matter," she said, giggling hysterically. "We mustn't laugh. I tell you, Ngaire, we mustn't! Oh, o-o-oh! Don't!"


She flopped helplessly on the bed and giggled and giggled and giggled till the back seam gave way with a crack which brought her up short.


"Oh, there I go! I knew I'd bust in a minute. We—m-m-must c-c-c-change back. Get out of my blouse at once or—I'll be ill. Say I'm dead and can't come down till it's time to go home. Oh, here comes that silly maid again! Stop laughing, Ngaire. If you don't stop now you'll keep it up all lunch."


But I couldn't. We got fairly going, and, as I told you before, once Jan and I get fairly going 

nothing short of battle, murder or sudden death will bring us to a halt. We followed the spick-and-span maid downstairs again, two lambs led to the slaughter, and at the dining-room door Jan swallowed a giggle and I choked back a rising laugh.


Uncle John gave us one look, and his eyes nearly dropped out of his head. He must have felt really proud of his nieces. Even Mrs. Owen was startled, though she was too polite to show her feelings, but Mr. Owen gave quite an audible chuckle. Jan and I, wishing the floor would open and swallow us, slunk to our seats on opposite sides of the table and, fastened our eyes upon our plates.


"Pepper? Salt? Mustard?" suggested Mrs. Owen kindly enough, trying, I think, to cover our confusion, uncle's very evident anger, and her husband's too apparent enjoyment of the situation. "Sauce?"


"Thank you. Thank you. Thank you," said Jan desperately, accepting everything.


"Warm day for driving," remarked Mr. Owen, and Jan choked suddenly, blushed, coughed and tried to apologise. Mr. Owen laughed too in a hearty, encouraging way, and Mrs. Owen tried to lead the conversation to the latest magazine and give us time to recover ourselves. Jan struggled valiantly and went on with her lunch, though she caught uncle's eye and wilted perceptibly.


We fought through the next few minutes in 
com-

parative decency, and I took two mouthfuls of horseradish which, in my confusion, I had accepted, and which I hate worse than poison. Then, unfortunately, I looked at Jan and saw that she was rapidly rising to hoiling point. She looked so hot and so damp and altogether so uncomfortable that the giggle which I had heen choking down all the meal rose suddenly and soared beyond my control.


Jan saw me and shook in sympathy.


Uncle saw me and glared.


Mrs. Owen saw me and pretended she didn't.


So did a young man with a moustache and a lady with elaborately arranged hair.


Everyone saw me, even the maid, and 
she giggled too, for I saw the peas rolling round in the dish when she handed them to uncle.


With a huge effort I pulled myself together; we struggled on somehow through the nightmare of a meal, and they all waited for me while I finished a potato of abnormal dimensions and a chop of the size of a young leg of mutton.


Warned by my previous experience, I chose the second course with greater discretion, taking custard because it would slip down easily, but Jan was so flustered that she accepted baked apple, and when I saw the size of the one Mr. Owen gave her I couldn't help wondering how she would get it all down past the tight blouse she was wearing.





She couldn't. She ate up it and down it and round it and through it, but 
it didn't seem 
to grow any smaller. Steadily she pegged along, spoonful by spoonful, washing it down with copious draughts of water. I dared not watch her, but attended to my custard till at length, with a sigh of relief, I laid down my spoon.


"A little more?" asked Mrs. Owen kindly. "You are eating nothing. Or a baked apple?"


I said, "No, thank you," very quickly—why did even the simplest remark appear so funny to-day?— and pinched my arm and bit my tongue till it bled. I don't know what Uncle John thought of us; I don't know what our host and hostess thought of us; why, I don't know what you think of us. But I do know that even now I blush with shame when I think of that terrible luncheon hour when Jan and I disgraced ourselves so terribly that we are still trying to live down the memory of it all.


For things went from bad to worse, till very suddenly everything failed me, and a mouse-like squeak and three distinct splutters announced that I had reached the limit of my self-control. Jan saw me and shook in sympathy, but she didn't make any noise about it, which was all the worse, as she was simply laughing inside, and there wasn't room for anything like that.





It happened when I was trying to calm myself with a drink of water.


"Crack—c-c-c-c-cr-ack!" it came from the other side of the table.


I knew what it was. So, alas! did Jan. 
she was coming out of her blouse! This was too much for me; I gave myself up for lost, and laughed so hard that the tears went rolling down my cheeks.


Uncle looked ready to explode, but Jan and I didn't await developments. Jan says she feels sure that she collided with a milk jug and a maid in the hall. At any rate, there was a tremendous stain down the front of my blouse and skirt where no stain should be.


We raced down the drive, out on to the road, threw ourselves behind the fence, and laughed and laughed till it hurt to go on any longer. Then we started all over again. Jan said she wasn't going back; wild bulls wouldn't drag her.


"I 
couldn't. Fancy sitting down to finish that baked apple. We've done for ourselves all right this time, Ngaire. I shall never, never be able to face anyone again. Whatever made you laugh?"


"What made you?" I asked indignantly; and then, added with a giggle, "Your—your—face."


"Your own's just as funny. It was the b-baked apple. I say, let's walk home. Uncle's bound to be 
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raging, anyhow, and it would be awful to be scolded in front of two hundred people."


"Not two hundred, Jan."


"Well, nearly. I can feel their eyes glued to us still. And there were at least five men at that table."


T-they c-c-can f-finish the b-b-baked apple," I said, beginning all over again, and it will show you how far gone we were when we sat down and laughed once more—at a feeble joke like that.


Jan struggled to her feet and wiped her eyes.


"Shut up! We'll never get home at this rate. Fancy, if Uncle John came along and hauled us back!"


We set off quickly, impelled by the thought, but very soon we began to realise that we had undertaken rather more than we could manage. At first we stumbled along, laughing at intervals and running with the wind. Every time anyone passed—and a buggy and a motor did go by—we hid; we weren't anxious to meet Uncle John on the warpath.


It was quite late before we realised that we were lost. We had walked miles and miles, but, as Jan pointed out, we weren't horses or motorcars, and couldn't expect to cover the distance in less than treble the time it had taken in the morning. Soon we were regretting the luncheon we had left. Jan said she'd give something for the remains of her 

baked apple. But we didn't talk much of eating or things to eat; it roused a gnawing pain, and we hadn't had anything since breakfast, save a glass of lemonade and some sponge cake. Luncheon didn't count—it was merely a snack between giggles.


The sun sank in the west and twilight settled down over the plains. The wind died away with protesting murmurs; the tussocks rustled eerily.


Were we afraid? We walked on as calmly as if we had been in the fifty-acre lot at Kamahi. Kathie says that is nothing to boast about, as we were perfectly safe, but she doesn't like swaggers too well, I know, and we might have met one (only we didn't). And she thinks the plantations are "creepy" at night, and we passed three gloomy, desperate-looking bunches of trees.


I wonder how she would have felt when the shadows lengthened, gathering in plantation and plain and hill-side, and the wind died away altogether, until the cry of a bird nestling in a solitary cabbage-palm or the scuttling of a frightened rabbit cut startlingly across the silence?


Would she have smiled when she found herself standing before a desolate-looking old house, where the roof showed white and ghostly in the half light? No reassuring light shone in those windows; no dogs barked a glad welcome.


Only darkness and a deep, deep silence; a broken 

gate leading into a wilderness of overladen fruit trees; a rioting creeper leaning over the fence and perfuming the air with a sickly, overpowering scent; an eerie feeling over everything, sending thrills up your spine and then chasing them down again.


Would Kathie have jumped, I wonder, if Jan had suddenly grabbed her arm and said, with unintentional rhyme and in a voice which sounded as if it had come straight from the sepulchre:


"Ngaire! Ngaire, don't stay. Come away. It's— Morrison's!"
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Chapter X


The Story of The Morrisons



We had often heard the story of the Morrisons. Still, it was always interesting, and delicious little shivers would run up our spines and down again when Mrs. McPherson started.


"Why have ye lit the fire?"


She always began like that. She used to join us on wet evenings when Kathie and Rob and the uncles were at late dinner, and if it was the least bit chilly we would build a roaring, glowing fire. If it was too hot for even a tiny blaze—and in the summer it mostly was—we used to sit under the trees where the shadows fell thickest. Then Mrs. McPherson would say:



"Go and put on your hats. Ye'll catch a chill."


But we never did. I mean, we didn't put on our hats. We didn't take a chill either.


Having thus relieved her conscience, Mrs. McPherson was ready to begin.


"I mind it was twenty—no, nearer two-and-twenty years back. It was just after the poor young lady from Ngapapa had been drowned in the great 

autumn rising of the river, and your Uncle Stephen had left for England,"


"What had it got to do with him?"


Mrs. McPherson didn't hear—or didn't want to hear, perhaps.


"Well, as you know, at that time Kamahi—"


We knew; we knew how, at one time, a strip of land about six thousand acres in extent had cut across the uncles' estate, running from the river to the eastern boundary. It belonged to an Englishman named Morrison, and he lived there alone waiting for his wife and children, who were to join him when he had made a home for them. He was a queer, morose man, Mrs. McPherson said, and had few friends, but sometimes in the evenings he would ride over to Kamahi and talk with Uncle Dan, and bring tops and carve funny little playthings for Uncle Dan who was just a bit of a boy, almost a baby, at that time.


One day Mrs. Morrison and the children arrived.


"Did you ever see them, Mrs. McPherson?"


We always asked her that; it set her on the right track again. She was apt to wander from the really important part, and describe the cow which Uncle John had sent over to the cottage. Fresh milk is very good for children, Mrs. McPherson says.


"It was a Jersey, and your uncle—"





"Never mind uncle and the cow. Tell about the children. You saw them driving past, you were standing by the big white gate, you remember."


Mrs. McPherson had only seen them twice, and she had never spoken to them at all. She had been standing by the big white gate when they drove past on their way from the station. Mrs. Morrison had a little boy in her arms; another child leaned against her side. They seemed tired and ill, but Mr. Morrison's face was brighter than it had ever been before, and a little girl who was seated beside him waved her hand to Mrs. McPherson.


"How old was she?"


I always asked that, and Mrs. McPherson always answered:


"About twelve, maybe." You see, I am twelve and a bit, and because she was my age and about my height I used to play that she was a particular and very, very dear friend of mine, and 'pretend' her into my games till really I felt that I knew her, and could picture her to myself far better than Mrs. McPherson could ever have drawn her for me.


Three days after the arrival Mr. Morrison came riding over to Kamahi. His wife and three children had been ill ever since he had brought them home. He had nursed them himself, but they had taken a change for the worse. Would Uncle John bring the doctor from the township?





Uncle John sent one man galloping furiously for the doctor, fifty miles off, and another for a nurse who was staying in the district. That is the tragedy of the back blocks, uncle says—help is always so far away. Then he harnessed up the horse, Mrs. Mc-Pherson "put a few things together," and they drove off together to Mr. Morrison's home.


They came too late. The mother and the two little boys were dead; the little girl had crept to the door, and stood up to smile at her father when he came in again. That was all. Mrs. McPherson said the sun was shining right on her. I know just how she looked. She swayed a little as if touched by an imperceptible breeze; her eyes were shining and looked out right, right beyond. So she died.


And that, as Mrs. McPherson says, is the end of the story. Mr. Morrison sold the place to the uncles and went back to England. They never heard of him again. So, Mrs. McPherson declares, that finishes it all.


But does it?


She will never speak of the stories which are told of the old house; she scorns the swaggers who will not use it for a night's camp. "Reediculous nonsense!" she calls it. But the swaggers have heard of the children who, when the nights are still, come out and play on the veranda and through the deserted rooms, calling aloud in laughter, chasing each other 

till the air echoes with the sound of their little, running feet.


The uncles smile and speak of "ignorant superstition" which "never dies," and at ordinary times we smile too. You see, in broad daylight, in the comfortable safety of Kamahi, we are far too sensible to believe any of the tales that are told. But when Jan and I stood before the eerie, creeper-covered house, and felt the silence deep around us, then we didn't laugh any more. Jan touched my sleeve nervously.


"Don't stop, Ngaire," she whispered. "C-come-a-long, we really must be getting home."


Somehow the house held me. I had thought so much of the little golden-haired girl that if, at that very moment, she had appeared in the doorway and smiled at me I do not think I should have been very much surprised. Almost I could hear the children's voices calling me to join them.


"Oh, 
do come, Ngaire. Don't stand staring." Jan clutched my arm again, and it was black and blue and yellow and green for days after.


"Oh! Ow! O-o-o-oh! What's that?"


Now, wasn't that a stupid thing to say?


We didn't stop running till we were a good three hundred yards down the road, and when we drew up we found that it was raining hard.


"Just as if everything wasn't as bad as it could possibly be without that," Jan said.





It was fortunate that I had come driving this way with Uncle Dan a month before, as I have a good "bump of locality, and the memory of the place was still fresh in my mind.


"We might take shelter," I suggested, not too eagerly. "There's a shed at the end of the paddock near—


Jan interrupted me, speaking slowly, but with emphasis.


"If — you — think — I — am — going — past — that — horrible — hateful — ghostly — house — again—"


"It's a long way from the cottage. You can get to it—"


"It 
helongs—I tell you, Ngaire, I 
won't! Of course, I don't believe in ghosts or—or silly stories or anything so stupid, but there might be 
rats. And— 
you can, if you like."


But I didn't like, and we stood, melting slowly, till even the sight of Uncle John in the most raging of warpath tempers would have been more than welcome. It was really dreadful. I can't convey the fearsome, ghostly feeling of it, but think how you would have felt if you had been as we were, wandering hopelessly astray on a wet, dark night over the lonely countryside, with a sad old house near by, haunted by the memories of the past, with the wind murmuring eerily around and the ceaseless patter of 

the rain on the road at your feet. Away in the distance lay Kamahi, somewhere to the right or left, tucked in its comfortable plantations, with the light streaming hospitably from windows and doors. But Jan and I stood, wet, miserable, nervous and unhappy, fearful of ghosts, of swaggers, and of rheumatic fever, which certainly appeared the most probable foe of all.


"What are we going to do?" asked Jan at last. "Ngaire, we've got to do 
something."


"Yes," I repeated. "What shall we do? What shall we do?"


We were too dazed and frightened and miserable to walk much longer, and it wasn't till we had been washed two-thirds away that we decided to make for the shed and shelter. It stood alone, right out of the trees, a good three hundred yards from the house, just inside the fence close to where we had been standing. Jan said we might as well die there as anywhere else.


"If you'd only told me it wasn't anywhere near the house we needn't have wasted all this time and got soaked," she said despondently.


"I said it was at the end of the paddock."


"You didn't say 
which end. I thought you meant the part under the trees near the house. Wet wriggle on now, at any rate. Go quietly! Oh!"


We crept through the broken rails, and with 
beat-

ing hearts and shaky knees made our way into the ramshackle old building. We hardly dared to breathe, and once Jan cried aloud in sudden fear. But as the minutes passed and nothing happened our courage returned a little.


"It's better than the rain. It's a little shelter," I said. "And perhaps uncle will be along soon with a search-party."


"We'd be better dead," Jan answered gloomily. "Oh! what was that?"


We 
listened steadily, but only 
the falling 
of the rain broke the awful stillness.


"Don't be silly," I said, because I was so frightened that my knees rattled against each other.


"I'm not—sit still!" Jan snapped quite naturally. The adventure was having a bad effect upon our tempers, already disorganised by baked apple and a long tramp. I growled at Jan and she snapped back at me; it made things seem less terrible and more bearable for us both.


Now that I look back I think that we must have been very cowardly and more than a little silly. But oh! that long, dreary, terrible night, with a menace in every creak and a vague fear chilling us more than the wind and the rain had done. I think we would really have stolen out into the night again, but once outside we were afraid to move. We sat huddled 

together in a corner, shaking at every sound, white enough for ghosts ourselves.


Suddenly Jan began to cry—and Jan never cries.


"It's all my fault," she whispered brokenly. "I dragged you into it."


it isn t.


"It 
is," Jan insisted, finding a melancholy comfort in her own deficiencies. "If only I'd been tidy-why wasn't I born tidy? If I'd been like Kathie or you, or even Pipi, we wouldn't be here now, waiting to die. We'd be safe at home. If I'd mended my dress we shouldn't have changed blouses, and if we hadn't changed blouses we shouldn't have laughed, and if we hadn't laughed we shouldn't have run away, and if we hadn't run away we wouldn't have got lost, and if we hadn't got lost we——"


It sounded so funny, something like the nail in the shoe which was responsible for the loss of a kingdom, that somewhere back in my mind I felt the creases of a smile. But Jan couldn't see any joke about it, and in trying to comfort her I lost my own fears, and in losing them I wondered why I had ever been afraid. Not that the place was less cold or damp or miserable, but the patter of the rain carried no more dread meanings, each creek of the rotten boards was no longer fraught with hidden terror. Together Jan and I knelt, feeling that God was very near to us, 

and soon cuddled close I could tell by Jan's regular breathing that she was asleep.


And I, too, closed my eyes.


That night I dreamed strange dreams. I seemed to see the little golden-haired girl standing at the door of her home and smiling at me as she had smiled at her father years before. But when I went to her—for now I felt no fear—it was Rob instead, Rob, moaning, holding out his hands to me, talking wildly disconnectedly. Such a strange Rob, calling to me, raising wild, fever-haunted eyes. Always the little girl with the sun on her hair, smiling, beckoning, and then Rob again—


Till I awoke.


And it was morning.
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Chapter XI


What Happened on the Haystack



The pity of it was that Uncle John blamed Kathie.


As if she had had anything to do with it!


You see, Jan and I reached home all safe and sound the next morning. Perhaps we were not as miserable or as penitent as we should have been either, and we arrived in style in Mr. McLennan's motor, full of the glory of our adventure, and rather forgetful of baked apple and all that had gone before.


We had slept soundly enough on the floor of the shed till the morning sun, glinting through the cracks in the walls, roused us to our situation. Outside the air was soft and fresh and warm, cleared by the storm of the previous night. All the world was awake and rejoicing in the beauty of the early morning; only the old house remained ghost-like and lonely, touched by the overhanging branches of the trees and covered by the creepers which in their tenderness had grown close around and tried to hide its sadness from the world. We plucked some of the pears which grew in the orchard—great luscious wine pears, which were far larger and juicier and 

sweeter than any Kamahi could boast. The story said that Mr. Morrison had planted them because his wife loved the fruit, and that they had been in bloom when she arrived. Uncle John told us that this was incorrect, as it was autumn when Mrs. Morrison came, and pears, you know, bloom in the spring. But I liked the story better than any of Uncle's practical, commonsense talk, and loved to think that the fruit was all the sweeter because of the love which had been planted with the trees.


Warmed by the sun, fortified by the pears, Jan and I started to steer the best course we could Kamahiwards. But fortune favoured us, and brought Mr. McLennan to our aid. We met him at the crossroads where we had gone wrong the night before, and neither he nor Denise, who was with him, seemed particularly surprised at the encounter.


"I was on the look out for you," he explained. "A fine fright you've given everyone, young ladies. Your uncles have been scouring the country all night."


"Oh!" said Jan, while the enormity of our offence forced itself home upon me.


"We met Mr. Stephen an hour ago," Denise added, "and Dad said he would cruise around a little in his car and look for you. Where did you spend the night, Ngaire?"


"At Morrison's," I answered, while Jan asked, in 

rather a subdued voice, if Uncle Stephen had seemed very worried about us.


"Worried!" began Mr. McLennan warmly, but Denise touched his sleeve imploringly. "Time enough to talk about that later," he continued, more kindly. "First thing is to get you home and relieve everyone's anxiety/'


"Did you really sleep at Morrison's?" asked Denise, with wide-open eyes, while Mr. McLennan laughed and said "Ridiculous nonsense!" just as the uncles did, and Jan and I tried to appear modestly unconscious of our own heroism. "I wouldn't have done it for worlds. Of course, I don't believe in ghosts or anything so silly, but there might be rats!"


Which was so exactly what Jan had said the night before that I laughed, and then realised with a shock that we were drawing up before the big white gates of Kamahi.


"No, I won't come in," said Mr. McLennan. "I'll put you down here. Denise and I have to meet the express at eleven. But I shall be passing again in a week or two, and then I mean to carry a certain little woman away with me for a while."


"You'll come, won't you, Ngaire?" Denise looked at me with her wonderful, appealing eyes. You couldn't have resisted them even if you had wanted to (which I didn't).


"That's right. It's settled then. Well look you up 

very soon. Good-bye, girls, and don't go wandering about the country at night again. It's too hard on your uncles."


They were off, whizzing down the road again, striving to make up the time they had lost in their search for us. Jan and I watched them go and then turned and made our way down the hill-side towards the house.


Uncle Stephen, Uncle Dan and Kathie were on the veranda when we came up the drive under the wattle trees. Kathie looked tumbled and tired, and she had lost all her pretty colour. Uncle Dan was strangely grave, while Uncle Stephen's stoop was a little more pronounced and the fine lines seemed scored more heavily round his eyes. They were talking earnestly, but Kathie caught sight of us and rushed down the steps right into our arms.


"It's them!" she cried gladly, regardless of grammar. "Uncle Stephen, Dan, it's Jan and Ngaire home again!"


She hugged us in turn, a little sob in her voice and something wet on her cheeks that made us feel suddenly very much ashamed of ourselves. Uncle Dan demanded an explanation, the old teasing laugh replacing the unusual gravity, but Uncle Stephen was silent, with stern, set mouth, and eyes that bored us through and through.


"We will hear the particulars later," he said coldly. 

"Tell Mary to bring some bread and milk. They must be hungry. Take them to the dining-room, Katrine."


Ignoring us, he turned and swung across the lawn to the stables, while Jan blinked fiercely, and we both followed Kathie meekly into the dining-room, where two huge, steaming bowls of bread and milk awaited us. In spite of the pears, Jan and I discovered that we were famished, and applied ourselves vigorously, dealing out information between spoonfuls of bread and milk.


"Slept at Morrison's!" cried Jock, while Pipi gasped, and even Kathie looked suitably impressed. "Why, that's where the ghosts—"


"Reediculous nonsense! But it was well you had some shelter, poor bairns!"


Sympathy from the housekeeper was so rare a thing that Jan and I began rather to plume ourselves on our adventure. Jan detailed the events of the night, dwelling particularly upon the eerie sounds we had heard, and the audience, consisting of Kathie, Maggie, Mary, Mrs. McPherson and the children, hung on our words. Even Uncle Dan seemed interested, though he left us early to make a start on the morning's work, which so far had been quite neglected.


It was all very exciting and gratifying to our vanity, but it came to an end with the entrance of Uncle 

John, who returned with a search party just as Jan was attacking her tenth sandwich and I was beginning on a fourth helping of bread and milk. Like Uncle Stephen, Uncle John looked both tired and old, but his moustache had an angry perk which drove terror into our hearts. Uncle John's sympathies open very quickly and very widely to anyone in trouble-, but, unfortunately, neither Jan nor I were very much the worse for our adventure. Now Jan suddenly lost interest in her sandwich, and I put down my spoon very quickly.


"Well," demanded uncle in an awful voice, while Jan shook perceptibly and memories of yesterday rushed over my head in accumulated horror, "what have you to say for yourselves?"


But Jan and I, having nothing to say, were discreetly silent.


"You spent the night at Morrison's, I hear," continued uncle. He had met Uncle Dan outside, and was already provided with a rough history of our adventures. "Did it ever strike you that while you were enjoying yourselves the whole station was upset, search-parties out everywhere looking for you, your sister worrying, the little ones crying their eyes out?"


"Oh!" Jan's eyes met Kathie's, while I looked at Jock and Pipi, who were dirty and dusty and generally dishevelled.





"Enjoying yourselves!" repeated uncle, and though that was hardly the term Jan and I would have applied to our adventures we dared not contradict him.


"And as for your behaviour at Mrs. Owen's"— poor old uncle turned very suddenly to Kathie— "I was humiliated—humiliated. I understood, girl, that you were to be responsible for the education, manners and—er—general appearance of your younger brothers and sisters. And you let them run about like wild Indians—no, not as decent as any self-respecting Indian. Their very clothes are a disgrace."


"I do my best," faltered Kathie, aghast at finding the war carried into her own camp. "I——"


"Speak up!" roared uncle, and the roof shook. "I was ashamed 
to own them, to think that they were my nieces. Their table manners would disgrace any ploughboy!"


"Oh!" breathed Jan, but Kathie did not speak; she stood looking at uncle, her poor lips trembling, her eyes very wide open. Uncle softened a little at the distress on her face, but he looked at Jan and me and freshened up again. Yet, quite unreasonably, he seemed to hold her responsible for all that we had done that we ought not to have done.


"Am I to write and inform your mother that you are incapable, that the children are running wild, that 

you are unworthy of the trust reposed in you?" he asked, and then added, visibly relenting, "I had expected better things from you, Katrine—a woman of your age."


And Katrine not yet twenty!


"I—I—" she began again, and somehow she looked so pitiful and so pleading that before I knew what had happened I was right in the middle of a fresh trouble. I wanted uncle to realise that it wasn't her fault, that Jan and I were alone to blame, but he wouldn't listen to me.


"Speak when you're spoken 
to, miss," he commanded. "Katrine—"


"It isn't Kathie's fault—not a bit of her fault. It's just Jan's and mine. Can't you 
see it's our fault? 
Kathie can't help it if our blouses do burst. She is always telling us to be tidy. Why, just before we left she said—" I drew up in a hurry; I had nearly betrayed Jan. "And she can't help our manners. Besides, it wasn't manners, it Was giggles."


"S-s-sh, Ngaire!"


"Oh, 
do be quiet," entreated Jan in a whisper. "You're only making matters worse."


But though she was right I still rushed ahead, complicating things and, as Kathie pointed out afterwards, losing my temper entirely, and doing far more harm than I did good. Uncle watched me, too 
astoni-

shed for a moment to speak, but Kathie caught hold of my arm imploringly.


"Hush, Ngaire! Ngaire, you must be quiet. She doesn't mean what she says, uncle."


"I 
do. I tell you it isn't Kathie's fault. How could it be her fault? If you must storm at someone, why don't you storm at Jan and me? We don't mind—we're used to it. Go on! 
Go on! 
Go on!"


Perhaps you won't believe me, but I was still speaking to Uncle John. Fancy telling him to "Go on! Goon! Goon!" And the worst of it was he did "Go on! Go on! Go on!"


And I went too.


We set off down the veranda at a trot, Ngaire first, uncle behind. The office door stood conveniently ajar, and Ngaire entered, leaving uncle storming on the threshold.


"You wait there for a while," he said threateningly. "You certainly are the most impertinent child I've ever had the misfortune to meet. No, don't speak! Don't you dare say another word!"


He slammed the door, turned the key in the lock, coughed wrathfully, and went back to the dining-room to finish Kathie off before he started on me.


But I did not await his return. Something hot and angry was surging through me. If I had been smaller I think I would have struck at uncle when 

he propelled me so suddenly down the front veranda; as it was, I could only rage round the small, dusty office, try the door angrily, and then, mounting the desk, wriggle myself through the little uncurtained window. From there it was an easy drop to the garden outside, and though I scratched myself pretty severely on the climbing rose, I seemed hardly to feel the pain. Uncle Stephen was crossing the lawn, and as I didn't want to meet him just then I slipped round the corner, and then made my way through the plantations and over the paddocks to the big haycock, where Jock, Pipi and I had made a lovely nest. They were there when I arrived, and eyed me curiously.


"Uncle was beginning to remember the pigs that got into the vegetable garden two weeks ago," Jock explained, "so we thought we had better get out."


They had lingered in the dining-room enjoying things as long as they dared, but Uncle John had an unpleasant habit of drawing everyone around into the conversation, and when it begun to wander in their direction, Jock and Pipi, very wisely, made themselves scarce.


They opened their eyes when I appeared.


"Didn't Uncle John lock you in the office? We heard the key squeak."


I threw myself down in the fragrant hay, trying to hide my hot face and to speak as naturally as I 

could. I had come here to be alone, but nothing short of a direct request would move Jock and Pipi.


"Didn't he?" repeated Jock.


"Of course he did. But I couldn't be bothered to wait. I just got out of the window and came away."


"Oh!" said Jock in admiration, while Pipi's eyes bulged in surprise.


"I wouldn't stay in that office for twenty uncles," I added, basking in their admiration. Then I caught sight of Uncle Dan and Kathie making their way across the paddock to where we lay, half hidden in the hay.


"Looking for you," whispered Pipi. "Let's dip."


"We all "dipped" very quickly, and didn't venture to raise our heads till the sound of voices floating up told us that Uncle Dan and Kathie had settled themselves in the hay at the bottom of the stack, and were preparing for a long stay. They could not see us, snugly ensconsed behind our ramparts above, but we could catch a glimpse of them and hear nearly every word they said. I was going to call out to them and let them know that we were there, but Pipi caught hold of my arm.


"Don't! Let's boo!"


We would have booed, really we would, only the next thing we heard astonished us so much that we hadn't the strength to do it.





"It's not worth worrying about, darling," said Uncle Dan.


Fancy! And Kathie nineteen, and with her hair up!


"He—he—-c-c-c-called me a w-w-woman," she sobbed.


"He's a beast!"


Pipi giggled.


"He's talking about Uncle John," she whispered in delight.


Over the top of the wall of hay I could just catch a glimpse of Kathie's hair with the glint of the sun on it. It seemed dishonourable to stay and listen, and yet, under the circumstances, we hardly liked to make a move. Jock and I compromised by shrinking back as far as possible and putting our fingers over our ears, but Pipi listened shamelessly, and leaned so far forward that I was afraid she'd slip and fall on top of Uncle Dan.


"Let's—" I began.


"Be quiet!" murmured Pipi, nudging me.


Kathie's voice came floating up again.


"I 
have tried," she said, and somehow I could feel the tears in her voice, "but—somehow—things go wrong—without any help from me. Ngaire—"


"That youngster's a handful," remarked Uncle Dan with a laugh. "In every scrape that's going. 

But if I know anything of Uncle John the poor kiddie's in a hole this time."


"Poor Ngaire!" breathed Kathie quite sorrowfully, and then added, as the accumulation of her woes pressed in on her, "And Rob doesn't get on here. And Jock and Pip are everlastingly in some sort of mischief. And Jan and Ngaire made spectacles, of themselves at The Grays yesterday."


"Little scamps! They want a spanking," remarked uncle. "I've a good mind to do it too—if it would ease your mind at all."


You should have 
heard Jan when Pipi told her. Really, her language was what I've heard Uncle Stephen call "unprintable."


Pipi listened as hard as she could, giggling till I was afraid they would hear her, and leaning over so perilously that I had to grab her pinafore to keep her from falling. Once she stuffed her handkerchief into her mouth and gasped out in tiny, tiny whispers that "Uncle Dan was dryin' Kathie's tears." Jock, however, pulled the handkerchief away, as it was one he had lent her, and he didn't want it all made wet.


Then something happened which precipitated the catastrophe which I had feared from the first. Kathie and Uncle Dan were speaking so softly that even Pipi could not catch their words. Suddenly Kathie's voice came floating up distinctly again.





"Uncle John would never consent, and father wouldn't let us be married for years,"


I looked at Jock and Pipi, but they were too young to grasp the meaning of it all. I knew at once. Kathie was going to marry Uncle Dan. At first I was so surprised that I quite forgot to stuff my fingers into my ears again, but listened just as hard as ever Pipi did, though I didn't peep—really.


"I'll speak to John to-night," said Uncle Dan, but Kathie interrupted him quickly.


"No, not to-night, dear. To-morrow, when he's quietened down a bit and doesn't think quite so badly of me as he does to-day. He was angry with me to-day, Dan."


"Those young scamps!"


"I often wonder—before I met you—" began Kathie, and there was something in her voice that made me feel suddenly very small and mean and uncomfortable. "It seems such a long time ago. I thought you'd be much older, more like the real uncles. You're only a pretence one, you know, and—"


Kathie's voice trailed off indistinctly. Pipi leaned over dangerously. I pulled at her jersey.


"Come back!"


"I won't I want to see. Let me alone! Let me——


Oh! Ah!"


It happened just as I knew it would happen. The 

hay fell on top of Uncle Dan and Kathie, and we fell on top of the hay.


You never saw two such astonished people in your life. For a moment they stared at us in a kind of horrified silence, then Uncle Dan made a sudden, effective lunge and captured the three of us.


"Where have you been? W-what have you heard?" gasped poor Kathie, giving herself away terribly.


"Yes, where have you been"?" repeated Uncle Dan, shaking us vigorously till our heads nearly fell off. Uncle has a very bad temper; he should count ten before he speaks. It's a good plan. Pipi tried it once, but it didn't answer very well in her case, as by the time she got to seven she was so furious that she scratched Jock's face and stamped on his toes. In the beginning she had only meant to pull his nose.


"I've a very good mind to take you up to the house and get your uncle to give you all a jolly good hiding. The idea of you spying and listening, you mean, deceitful little eavesdroppers."


"Oh!" I said for about the fortieth time that day, while even Pipi had the grace to look ashamed. "Oh!


I'm sorry, 1—


"That will do," said uncle angrily. "Go up to the house at once, and if I catch, sight of any of you 

again to-day it will be the worse for you. Do you hear? Off with you!"


He turned away with Kathie, and Jock and I turned too—another way. But Pipi lingered, an impish light in her eyes.


"I say! Oh, I say!"


"Well?"


"Nothing—nothing. Shall I tell Uncle John you're going to get married, or shall I wait till he's quietened down a little? How far would you have been if I hadn't called you back, Dan dear?"
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Chapter XII


Something About Rob



"You're to go to your uncle at once. He's waiting for you in the office."


That is what Mrs. McPherson told me, and as the prospect didn't seem too fascinating I skipped lunch and went to the orchard and feasted on golden rib-stones and juicy ripe pears. After that I strolled as far as the river and lay flat in the tussocks, gazing up into the cloudless turquoise sky and listening to the roar of the waters as they rushed over the stones.


I think that sometimes it is good, to be quite, quite alone. You can't harbour silly 
little thoughts outside in the big, open world. Soon I forgot that I was tired, hot and angry, and felt really quite at peace with everybody. Somewhere a cricket hummed drowsily, not a breath stirred the air, and gradually my thoughts went wandering, wandering, slipping here and there, stopping nowhere.


Later I opened my eyes, wakened perhaps by the touch of the mist against my face. The sun had disappeared; a heavy pall of grey shut out the mountains on the farther side of the river; all around the mist was creeping over the tussocks, enclosing the world 

in mystery; the golden gorse and the tangley manuka shrub showed ghostly and dim in the growing darkness.


Away over the tussocks lay the comfortable lights and fires of Kamahi, but here on the river bed everything seemed strange and unreal. It was all so dreary and so big and so lonely that it made me sad, with a sadness that you cannot explain. All around the creeping mist, the sound of the river, and the dank, drooping tussocks with ghost-like sheep moving somewhere about among the scrub and boulders of the river bed.


Then, breaking into the silence and the desolation, another figure—a tall, thin, boyish figure, strangely distorted in the greyness, stooping under the weight of a heavy swag, striding over the tussocks about twenty feet away from me. But not walking as Rob usually walked, head erect, facing the world, whistling defiantly on his way. Rob was always whistling; indeed, Uncle John sometimes growled at him because he invariably heralded his approach by a bar or two from an opera, a line of Kathie's latest song, or even the "Joyful Peasant," as hammered by Pipi on the much-enduring schoolroom piano.


But now, though he walked with head erect, his lips were closed, and every now and again he paused, as if listening. Listening for what? Rob!


He did not see me as I stood among the tussocks, 

partly screened by the low-growing manuka bush, but went along the river bank—walking away from Kamahi, the uncles, from us all. Oh, I knew! I knew! And I stood watching him so long that I nearly let him drift out of my sight before I flew after him, panting over the tussocks.


"Rob! Rob!"


Rob turned when he heard me coming, and looked at me with a surprise which was hardly all joy.


"Rob! Don't go!"


I clung to him desperately, just as a drowning man will cling to a straw of hope, striving to hold him back, to keep him by force, hardly realising for the moment anything more than the one terrible fact.


Rob looked uncertain and sorry, but when he spoke his voice had the old reassuring gruffness.


"Don't be an idiot!" he said.


But I looked at his swag and his bulging pockets, at the thick winter overcoat which he had donned, and, above all, I looked deep into his eyes, which could not hide the truth. Rob was going away— running away. The vague fear which had haunted me all through the summer crystallised into truth; nothing that I could say, nothing that I could do in the whole wide world would hold him back. If only I had been older, more like Kathie or Uncle Dan, I might have made him listen and understand all 

that I felt about it. But I am only thirteen, and suddenly I seemed to realise it.


"Have the uncles been rowing you, Rob?" I asked, hardly daring to put my fear into words, yet striving somehow to find a reason for it all, though deep in my heart I knew that no explanation was needed. I understood now why Rob and Alan McLennan had sent me away when I joined them in the plantation a week ago; I knew why they had ridden into the township last Thursday; why they had spent hours in close and secret confabulation.


Rob dug his heel into the ground, surprised, perhaps, because I had plumbed the truth so easily, deep in his heart ashamed of the part he was playing though he gloried in the adventure of it.


"No, it's not that. He's decent enough; they all are. You wouldn't understand if I told you; you're only a girl. I'm sick of it all, and Alan has a jolly fine idea. He wants a change instead of sticking all his life at The Point. But what's the good? Of course you don't understand."


But I did. Oh, yes I did. Rob had grown tired of farming; he longed for adventure, and that hateful, hateful Alan McLennan had fired him with a desire to see the world. Suddenly I seemed to see things with uncles' eyes. What would they think of the boy who ran away from the care and hospitality which had been offered so freely and so willingly. 

Boys in books ran away because they were unjustly suspected and because their hearts were breaking, but Rob hadn't even a cruel uncle or a harsh parent. There really wasn't any excuse for him, and yet— he was Rob, and because he was Rob, and I loved him better than anyone else in the world, I could not be too hard upon him even in my thoughts. I knew that Alan had fired his imagination and his love of adventure, and I could only hope that Alan would stick to Rob as assuredly as Rob would stick through thick and thin to Alan.


"How did you find out? How did you get here?" asked Rob. "No one knows we're going."


"I didn't, either." So Rob had meant to go without saying "Good-bye." "Only—I was hiding—from Uncle John, you know."


Rob buckled his strap, turning away his head. I could see how the damp had gathered on his sleeves and on the brim of his slouch hat. It is strange how such insignificant details cling to your mind when you have forgotten all the things you wanted to remember.


"Rob—"


But Rob was straining his eyes into the mist, and he was greeting Alan with a cautious cooee before I realised that another person had made an appearance upon the scene.


Alan was dressed, like Rob, ready for a journey, 

with swag and oilskins all complete. He eyed me with anything but favour; somehow or other I do not think that Alan was at any time over fond of me, and he certainly resented my presence now.


"She'll split," he said warningly.


"I won't! True 's death, I won't, Rob."



"Ngaire's not that sort," said Rob, rushing to my defence. "Don't you worry yourself over that. Goodbye, Kid."


"She'd better not," remarked Alan threateningly.


"Good-bye, Kid," said Rob again in an over-casual voice which didn't deceive me, but just made my heart ache.


"Mind you don't split," added Alan, looking so fierce that suddenly all my dislike and distrust of him surged to the surface, and I turned on him very suddenly and more fiercely than he had rounded on me.


"You be quiet and go away. You've done harm enough now. Rob wouldn't ever have thought of going if it hadn't have been for you. I just hate you. Hate you! Do you know what I mean? I won't split—you needn't be afraid. That's the sort of thing you'd do if you got the chance. You beast!"


"What a little cat!"


"I'd sooner be a cat than—than all the things you are. Why don't you go back to school and get expelled again?"





"Hold hard, Ngaire," cried Rob, while Alan turned and went away over the tussocks. "That's not sporting."


"It's true," I said miserably, feeling the greyness again. "Rob, don't go with him. He's a beast. He is a beast."


"Alan's not a bad sort," said Rob uncomfortably.


From across the tussocks came the sound of Alan's voice cooeeing impatiently.


Rob turned.


"Good-bye, Kid."


"Rob—I love you—I 
do love you, Rob."


Oh, I did! I did! I did!


I stood and waved to them as they went across the tussocks, trying to keep my lips steady while a great hard lump in my throat rose and threatened to choke me—waved till they disappeared like phantom swaggers into the mist and the growing darkness.


Then I threw myself down in the tussocks again and hid my face in my hands.
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Chapter XIII


Society Jan



For a long time after Rob had gone I stayed down by the river. When I crept up to the house it was quite dark, so I slipped off to bed and pretended to be asleep when Pipi came into the room at eight o'clock. It wasn't till next morning that they missed Rob, but when they did—Oh! then things began to move along pretty quickly. Uncle Dan bristled with suggestions and wanted 
to organise a search party straight away. Uncle Stephen questioned each one of us closely, and though he looked both sad and sorry, his eyes gimletted us through till we began to see every wrong thing we had ever done sticking out in front of us. And Uncle John?


No, Uncle John didn't storm, he didn't rage, he didn't lift the roof. He didn't contribute at all to the general hubbub, but sat in his chair at the head of the table gazing straight ahead as if he were thinking so deeply inside that he hadn't time for talking and discussing everything with the rest of us.


Kathie slipped into a wondering state. She kept on wondering this and wondering that, and insisted upon dragging me into the conversation when I would much rather have been left out of it altogether.





"Ngaire knows more than all the rest of us put together," she said. "She saw him last, I'm positive. Where was he going, Ngaire?"


"I don't know."


Well, that was quite true. Rob had not told me.


"You do. I'm sure you do. I wonder—"


"Kathie's right. Tell us everything at once."


That was Uncle Dan, but of course I didn't take any notice of 
him.



"It's for his own good, dear," said Uncle Stephen.


"I—I—" I wanted to tell them that I didn't really know anything, that Rob had only said "Goodbye." But it's hard to explain sometimes. Suddenly Uncle John came out of his reverie.


"Don't worry the child," he said. "Ngaire, come with me."


He took my hand and we went into the office. Uncle sat down in the chair which twirls, and I stood up in front of him. I thought I was done for this time. Yesterday, when Uncle had shut me in this room, I had felt all anger and no penitence; to-day I felt all penitence and no anger at all. Ever since Rob had gone I had been seeing things with the uncles' eyes. They had been so good to us, and we were proving nothing but a trouble and a worry to them.


Uncle John pulled me to him.


"Why do you all dislike me so, Ngaire?" he asked.


"Oh! We don't!"





"Is it because I'm such a cantankerous old duffer? You must teach your uncle better. Why did Rob go, little woman?"


I couldn't answer; something was pulling hard at my throat and choking me.


"Were we too hard on him, I wonder? You must forgive me, Ngaire. And if we can bring the lad back—"


"We—we do love you, uncle. Why—Jan—was— s-s-saying——And—I——"


Oh, I wanted uncle to understand. He sat watching me, and for the first time I could see all the tied-up love looking out of his eyes. He seemed tired too, and his voice had an "old" note in it that made me long to throw my arms around him and tell him I loved him and loved him and would keep on loving him for ever and ever. Then I found myself in his arms, and he was holding me ever so gently.


Once I started it wasn't easy to stop; it seemed as if there had been an ache at the back of my heart ever since Rob had gone, and I was crying it away in Uncle John's arms.


I think we began to understand each other at that moment, and we've gone on doing it ever since. You see, we had a long, long talk. We meant to start right from the beginning again.


"And when Rob comes back," said uncle, "we'll start afresh with him too. We judged the boy too 

hardly. As for that young McLennan——You're only a slip of a girl, Ngaire, but you're older than your years, and you'll understand why I never forbade his friendship with Rob. They would only have met in secret, and I thought Rob too clever a boy to be led away like this. Well, it's never too late to mend; we'll begin the search straight away. And when he comes home—to-morrow, or the next day, perhaps——"


But it wasn't to-morrow or the next day or the day after that. The uncles did everything that could be done, but they could not trace the boys; the world seemed to have swallowed them.


So we just had to go on waiting and hoping for the best. Mr. McLennan said it would do Alan a world of good; that he needed to knock round the world for himself a bit. I couldn't think it would do Rob a world of good, and I asked Uncle John if he thought Rob needed "discipline," as Mr. McLennan said Alan did. He looked at me kindly.


"Perhaps—a little," he said gravely; "but it will be a hard fight for the lad. We'll hope that he'll soon see the error of his ways. Cheer up, little woman! He may be back any time."


But the days went past and he never came. It was no use climbing to the top of the bank and watching for him down the dusty road while you swung backwards and forwards on the big, white gate.





It was no good strolling down to the river hoping that he'd come hack to you across the ford. You grew tired of rushing the mail bag, because there was never a letter for you in his dear, black handwriting. So at last you didn't talk much of him at all, but just went on hoping and hoping and hoping all through the days.


Everyone grew kinder for a little while after Rob had gone. Somehow I think that losing him made us realise how dear we were to each other and how large a blank the absence of one left in our lives. We didn't quarrel., bicker, and criticise each other quite so frequently and so frankly as we usually did. Pipi left off calling Jan "half-boiled carrots" except when she really 
had to, and Kathie darned all the holes in my stockings, though I don't think she realised when she began that it would take her two whole afternoons. Jock did all Pipi's sums for her one night, spending quite three hours over them and neglecting his own "work entirely. Unfortunately his answers wouldn't correspond with those in the book, so Kathie kept Pipi in next morning to do them over again, which made things unpleasant all round. Jan lent us hair-ribbons whenever we asked for them, and talking about hair-ribbons brings me to two important and exciting events which happened just about this time.


The first was the reformation of Jan by Uncle 

Stephen, and the second was Kathie's engagement to Uncle Dan.


I'll tell you about Jan first. Do you remember the ribbons which Uncle Stephen bought from the hawker? Well, they were all for Jan, every single yard of them; there wasn't a squint of a piece for anyone else. Just imagine! Two blues, 
six blacks, two reds, two whites, four pinks, two sage greens, one speckley like a Wyandotte hen, four stripes, two soft, sheeny greys which reminded you of mother, three turquoise blues, a squashed strawberry, and a dead rose.


And all for Jan! You simply couldn't find her hair for bows.


You see, Uncle Stephen was teaching her to be dainty and tidy, and was beginning at her head and working down. It showed how clever he was, too, because, of course, Jan had to live up to her spandy hair-ribbons. She changed them every three hours, and appeared in reds for breakfast, blues for dinner, and pinks for tea.


Next there came from the city a long, bulg, parcel containing some really pretty remnants, and Jan set to work and contrived the funniest fit of a blouse you ever saw. Kathie laughed till she cried when she viewed the finished article, but Uncle Stephen said it was a very creditable attempt; perfection was not to be attained all at once. Jan didn't think so 

either, and after a while I believe she just loathed the sight of a pair of scissors, a needle, or a sewing machine. Still she kept at it for Uncle Stephen's sake and because he wouldn't let her stop.


He even started reforming her feet, and gave her two pairs of slippers, new boots, and some elegant tennis shoes. Jan was not fond of tennis, but the shoes encouraged her. She used to play with Uncle Stephen against Kathie and Uncle Dan, and every time she looked at Kathie's feet, which were brown canvas and very shabby, it cheered her up. Uncle Dan told her to walk on her head.


"You'll get the full effect then," he advised; "At present the soles and a great part of the heels are lost 
to the public view. Now, if you just reversed yourself occasionally you would save shoe leather and be a thing of beauty and a joy for ever."


Kathie balanced her tennis racket on two fingers and laughed up at Uncle Dan, and he laughed back at her. That is how they were always going on. If Kathie said anything the least bit funny Uncle Dan laughed and encouraged her and made her feel that she was really quite clever. And when 
he made a joke (and he made plenty—all bad ones) Kathie rippled and gurgled and gurgled and rippled till Uncle Dan grew more conceited than ever and seemed to think that he was absolutely bursting with wit.





It came of being engaged.


When people are engaged they are always admiring each other—they can't help it.


Kathie and Uncle Dan had become engaged at the foot of the haycock.



While we were at the top!


Uncle John was really annoyed when Uncle Dan told him of it. At first he said they would have to wait until father and mother came home, that he would not give 
his permission; but Uncle Dan was in a hurry and sent a cable to father in England. Father cabled back, and directly Uncle Dan received the wire he went to the city and returned with the daintiest and prettiest ring you ever saw in your life. Sometimes it sparkled on the third finger of Kathie's left hand, and sometimes it didn't. The times it didn't were the times when it was lost; and it was very often lost too, because Kathie could never remember to put it on again after she had washed her hands. She spent shillings and shillings offering rewards for its recovery; every second day this notice would appear on her bedroom door:


Lost!


	A Handsome Gold Engagement Ring

	Set with Diamonds

	Finder Rewarded on Returning to

	
Miss Katrine Leslie







Jan, Jock, Pipi and I all searched, but Pipi was always the lucky finder and reward getter. After a while Kathie found the process expensive, and her suspicions were more than roused when she discovered Pipi burying the "handsome gold engagement ring set with diamonds" in a cake of soft soap.


Pipi said she was doing it for a joke.


And then, before Kathie could scold properly, Uncle Stephen appeared to say that they were giving a children's dance to celebrate the opening of the new woolshed.


Of course we were all nearly crazy with excitement, and we were days preparing for it, and for weeks we thought of nothing else. Uncle John sent to town for new frocks for us all—a soft silk for Kathie; and the daintiest of white muslins for Jan, Pipi and me. Then there were fresh ribbons for our hair and the loveliest white stockings and slippers with buckles and bows.


And the supper! Mrs. McPherson and the maids worked "like Trojans," Uncle Stephen said. Kathie gave a hand too; but the results were so disastrous that Mrs. McPherson sniffed in disgust and Kathie sneaked out of the kitchen in despair. Uncle John and Uncle Stephen laughed at her efforts, but Uncle John said that all girls should learn housekeeping and cooking, and he asked Mrs. McPherson if she would teach Kathie and Jan two days a week.





"If you can impart a tenth of what you know I shall be perfectly satisfied," he said, not without flattery, for at times Mrs. McPherson needs careful handling.


Now she softened perceptibly and remarked quite graciously that she would "do her best." "You'll want them to learn bread-making, I suppose?" she asked.


"Yes, of course."


"And to jug a hare or roast a joint?"


Kathie turned up her nose in disgust; she didn't mind the cake and scone part of the business, but she wasn't looking forward to dealings with poultry and game.


"I've no doubt they'll learn quick enough," said the housekeeper with tremendous condescension. "You want them to study the whole thing from start to finish, I take it, sir?"


Uncle John said that was exactly what he did mean, so Kathie and Jan were, in a way, apprenticed to Mrs. McPherson. But they didn't start work until after the dance, as, just then, Mrs. McPherson had too much on her hands to spare time for their tuition. Indeed, we were, one and all, drawn into the preparations, from Uncle John down to Pipi. Even McPherson condescended to help us decorate the woolshed with great branches of evergreens and crimson star-spangled clematis which Billy, the 

rouseabout, brought from the bush on the hills across the river. We polished the floor with spermaceti, and Jock, Pipi and I spent the morning in a kind of glorified slide.


The guests drove miles and miles to attend the dance: the McLennans from The Point, thirty miles off; the Johnsons from Te Whare; the Wintons from Tua Tua; the Simpsons from Waihola; the Leroys from Waiwera, nearly sixty miles away. They came in motors and in buggies, in wagonettes, in gigs, and on horseback, and most of them put up at Kamahi for the night. There were not half as many rooms as there were guests, so Pipi and I slept that night on a made-up bed on the dining-room-floor, while Kathie went to rest on the sofa and joined us with a bump in the middle of the night. It disturbed her terribly and left a big,' black bruise over her left eye.


Unfortunately the mark didn't disappear in a day or two, but rose rapidly, turning green and blue and black on the way. Kathie was in despair. Mrs. Johnson was giving a dance at Te Whare on the 15th, and Kathie and Jan and Uncle Dan had all been invited.


It was to be quite a big affair. All the people for miles around were motoring, riding, or driving in for it; and Mrs. Johnson was expecting a party from the city to swell the numbers.





"And three sorts of music," said Jan gleefully, "and decorations everywhere, and a golloptious supper with a lady and gentleman painted on top."


"Of the supper?" asked Kathie crossly, for the ache in her head had spread to her temper. But you couldn't blame her; she had been looking forward to the dance for nearly a month.


"No, the programmes." Jan was far too excited to take offence. "Kathie, what do you think? Uncle Stephen's giving me new slippers and stockings-white slippers, mind you, and white silk stockings-silk!"


"I never had silk stockings in my life—only mixtures," said Kathie dismally, feeling that this final injustice was on a par with the rest of her troubles. "But it doesn't matter. I'll have to stay at home anyway. How could I dance with a lump as big as a pigeon's egg on my forehead?"


"Perhaps it will go down," suggested Jan anxiously. "It isn't 
quite so yellow as it was yesterday, I'm sure. Have you tried raw beef steak?"


"Have I tried beef steak?" repeated Kathie with a wail which rose to a shriek. "Why, I've had half a bullock over my eye at different times. And it doesn't do it any good. Nothing does it any good; it won't start to get well till the week after next. Directly the dance is over it will heal in a day or two. It's no good, Jan; there's no hope for me. I'll 

have to stay at home while you drive off with Dan and enjoy yourself. And just to think of my lovely new dress and the dear little ivory fan Dan gave me."


"You could lend it to me," Jan suggested kindly. "The fan I mean."


"That I won't! If I can't use it myself no one else shall. You'd better let down your evening dress, Jan. You looked all legs the other night. And mend that rent in your sash."


"Uncle Stephen's giving me a new one—a new sash, I mean," said Jan airily. "What colour would', you have?"


"Oh, white or blue." Kathie put her hand to her aching head, and Jan's heart melted. She offered her cologne and her smelling-salts, anything in reason; but Kathie, utterly miserable, declined them all. Jan, acting the part of comforter, declared that the bump was really declining; but Kathie said it was swelling still.


"It will soon be bump and head hooked on," she remarked. "It's no good, Jan. I'll have to stay at home while you have a good time and eat supper and get your programme full."


"Perhaps I won't get my programme full," said Jan with a sudden chill. "You know, Kathie, it's quite a grown-up dance, and I'm only asked because 

Mrs. Johnson has a girl with her hair down staying with her. Perhaps I shan't get any dances at all."


"Of course you will. Isn't Dan taking you? He won't leave you to sit out. And Mrs. Johnson will introduce people."


"I'll pal up with uncle, anyway." Jan smiled happily again. "Something like this: First dance, Uncle Dan; second, Mr. Daniel Malcolm; third, The Pretence Uncle; fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth, ninth, Mr. Uncle Dan; supper dance, Dan; extras, Daniel the Prophet."


Kathie laughed, but Jan went out of the room with thoughtful eyes and a creeping fear at the bottom of her heart. At first she had looked forward with nothing but joy to the festivity to which distance lent an added enchantment. But after Kathie's accident her old shyness re-asserted itself and she began to tremble at the prospect of facing the assembly without the support of her elder sister.


"If it wasn't for Uncle Dan I don't think I 
could do it," she told me. "I wish they hadn't asked me. If only Kathie were going I wouldn't mind a bit. There's only Uncle Dan, but if it wasn't for him I'd die on the spot."


But when the fatal news came she didn't die as she had said she would. She just sat gazing around too horrified for words, fearful of what she might say if once she let herself go. Uncle John broke 

it to us one Friday when we were doing lessons in the schoolroom. We were surprised to see him, as uncle very seldom interrupted us in study hours.


"Dan is leaving for the city in ten minutes, Kathie," he said. "He is called away on business and won't be back for ten days. You had better run out and say good-bye to him, dear."


Kathie disappeared through the open window, and Jan turned to Uncle in sudden, overwhelming dismay.


"What about the dance?"


"It's all right, Jan." Uncle smiled, comforting what he considered a very natural disappointment. "Mr. and Mrs. Ferguson were in just now on their way to The Point, and they are calling for you on the great night and taking you with their party. So you won't miss the dance even if Kathie and Dan do."


"Oh!"


Jan tried to smile and look gratified, but it was a poor attempt which would have deceived no one but Uncle John. After he had gone she looked at Pipi and me.


"There! I knew that would happen."


"What"?" asked Pipi, inelegantly.


"Everything. First Kathie gets a bump and can't go; then Uncle Dan is called away to town on business, and the silly Fergusons come poking their 

noses in where they aren't wanted and offer to take me with them. I wish I——People shouldn't ask girls to dances till they've got their hair up."


"You were glad enough at first; you didn't mind your hair when the invitation came," Pipi remarked untactfully. "I don't know what you're frightened of. I wish they'd ask me. I'd go quick enough."


"You're not likely to get the chance/' Jan answered spitefully. "It isn't a children's dance. Don't talk nonsense, Pipi. Who's frightened?"


"You!" Pipi said with brutal frankness. "Why don't you stay at home?"


This was too much. Jan wasn't going to be patronised by a youngster of ten—it wasn't likely.


"Stay at home!" she repeated. "My dear child, I haven't the remotest intention of doing such a thing. I fully intend to dance every dance and enjoy myself immensely.


She rose with dignity and sailed out of the room, only to rejoin us a moment later with a high colour and with Uncle Stephen, whom she had met in the passage and who wanted to know why she was leaving the schoolroom during study hours.


During the next few days she alternated between the heights and the depths, rising to the seventh heaven when certain mysterious parcels arrived from the city, and falling proportionately when she subtracted the probable number of her partners from 

the total of the dances on the programme and discovered that she would have to sit out eighteen times.


Everyone was anxious that Jan should enjoy this, her first real dance, and took an interest in the details of her costume. From the city there came a long white box which, when opened, disclosed the daintiest of evening cloaks with real quilted lining and a silk hood.


"It's only once in a while. It doesn't happen often," said Uncle John, looking guilty.


"And it's no good spoiling the dress for a hap'orth of cloth," remarked Uncle Stephen when he presented Jan with a pair of white silk stockings, the sweetest of white kid slippers with silver buckles, a soft, sheeny sash', and new ribbons for her hair.


Kathie offered the second best of her two fans, and then, struck with generosity and a sense of the occasion, brought forth her latest acquisition and greatest joy, the carved ivory treasure—Uncle Dan's gift.


As for Uncle Dan, he sent a pretty, spangly scarf "to console Jan in her uncle's absence," and a tiny embroidered handkerchief "that she might decently conceal her grief."


Uncle Dan 
will joke, even on the most serious subjects.


Jan regarded her possessions with a pride that verged on awe.





"It's almost too good to Le true," she said, with almost a choke in her voice. "I've got everything that a girl ever had—silk stockings, white slippers, embroidered handkerchief, sheeny sash, and a dress that's nearly new—at least I've only worn it once."


"I'll lend you my little gold bangle," said Kathie, heaping favours upon Jan's already reeling head.


This last quite demoralised Jan. She passed the day in the wildest spirits, colouring the future with rosy expectation, revelling in anticipation of the festivity, the supper, the music and the dancing. Towards evening, however, she suffered a corresponding relapse, affecting a. somewhat sickly joy in the presence of the uncles and Kathie, but dissembling no longer when alone with Jock, Pipi and me.


Jock and I came in from the drive where we had been running races with each other.


"I just love the country," Jock said as we went inside to join the others at the nursery meal of scones, stewed fruit, strawberry jam, sponge cake, and innumerable cups of rather wishy-washy tea.


"This time to-morrow, Jan," I said as we entered the warm,. cheery room, "you'll be on your way, and a little later you'll be dancing."


"Oh, will I?"


"Yes; and then you'll be having supper, and more dancing."





"Do you know what I should like to be doing this time to-morrow?" asked Jan with profound gloom. "I'd like to be in bed with smallpox—real, live, big smallpoxes—then there'd be no possible chance of my going. They wouldn't have a small-poxer at a dance."


"Don't be afraid; they don't bite," advised Pipi kindly.


"Did I say they would?" asked Jan crossly. She paused for a moment, and then it came with a rush, the pent-up emotion of the last few days.


"I know what it will be. They will drive up for me and put me away in a corner of the motor and forget all about me. They will all be grown-up, awfully grown-up grown-ups! People should not ask girls of fifteen to dances." Jan was feeling pretty bad when she would admit any inferiority on account of her years. "Then they'll all dance, and I shall sit in a corner and watch them."


"You'll dance too," I said as she paused for breath.


"Will I? Will 
I? Well, if I do-which I won't —I'm bound not to enjoy myself. I'm sure to do something stupid. You know, Ngaire, the air is always thick with 'Excuse me's' when I dance. I never can remember the lancers, and when it's my turn to lead up I get into a muddle, and when I'm waltzing my feet 
always get into my partner's way, and he 
always says, 'I beg your pardon. That was 

my fault,' when he knows all the time it was mine. And if the floor's the least hit slippery I'll tumble over like I did at our dance when I sat on top of Mr. Leroy till someone hauled me off. And I never 
can remember the new dances properly. Oh—I do 
wish I hadn't said I'd go."


"Not go!" cried Pipi reproachfully. "Ah! when you've got all those beautiful things."


"That's just it," admitted Jan mournfully. "I can't tell the uncles and Kathie, after they've been so good—after everyone's been so good. Besides, I wouldn't let Kathie know I wasn't looking forward to it for worlds. But, oh dear! I wish I could die in the night. What I want now," she added grimly, "is not smallpox, but just a nice, quiet tomb."


But no such kind fate intervened, and the fateful day dawned—clear, fair, with not a cloud in the sky upon which Jan could build up hopes of wet weather and storms.


"This time to-morrow it will all be over," I said to console her in one of her fits of depression.


"To-night's got to be lived through first," Jan answered miserably; but the next moment she was in raptures at the sight of the flowers Uncle John brought from the conservatory.


"Flowers are the best ornament for a young girl," he said, well pleased with the delight in Jan's eyes.


The day passed rapidly, and the thermometer of 

Jan's spirits rose and fell at intervals. We studied, as usual, and to Jan French was a pleasure and mathematics a joy which was all too short.


At four o'clock she took tea with the uncles-sandwiches and cakes she wouldn't look at—and then Kathie whisked her away to the bedroom to dress. Kathie, by the way, was now nearly all bump; it had swollen enormously, and turned all the colours of the rainbow in its progress.


In spite of her aching head and her own disappointment she interested herself in Jan's finery, tying the sash as only Kathie could tie it, arranging the folds of the soft, white dress, and brushing the red-brown hair till it shone. Jan looked at herself in the glass and smiled, her spirits rising rapidly again, for the dress was all that could be desired, the coat was the daintiest imaginable, the new slippers and gloves were a perfect fit, the evening wrap was all fleeciness and so warm and comfortable.


At the last moment Kathie untied the bow which held Jan's locks in place and let her hair fall loosely about her face with just a narrow velvet white snood across her head.


"It makes me look so 
young," Jan objected, standing back to view the effect in Kathie's mirror.


"Oh, 
don't take it off," implored Kathie. "It suits you better that way, Jan—if you only 
knew how much better."





"It can stay," said Jan graciously.


Like a queen in state she sailed down to parade before the uncles, while Mrs. McPherson and Maggie and Mary looked in at the door, and Pipi and I hovered round admiringly, envying Jan and deciding on similar costumes for ourselves in years to come. Jan turned and twisted for everyone's benefit, and she looked so bright and so flushed and pretty, and so young with her hair about her face, that I saw the uncles' eyes soften as they watched her.


"Quite sure the skirt isn't too short about the legs?" inquired Uncle John anxiously.


"Golly! Jan always 
was leggy!" Jock explained.


"That's my girl. Mind you enjoy yourself," said Uncle Stephen tenderly as the motor-horn sounded outside and Jan gave him a farewell kiss.


"Got a hanky?" inquired Pipi anxiously with memories of her own shortcomings.


Jan dived suddenly, and I made a dash into the bedroom and re-appeared with the dainty, embroidered affair.


"Thought she might forget, like I did at the Ferguson's;" explained Pipi. "I just had to laugh an awful lot, an' I got some jolly good sniffs in without anyone hearin' me. So long, Jan. Bring home some cakes in your pocket."


"She hasn't got a pocket," said Jock scornfully 

from the depths of his experience, as, in a confusion of words, laughter and kisses, Jan was hurled into the motor and driven, with a final triumphal toot, to her fate.


Afterwards she told me that, from that time onwards, everything happened just as she knew it would happen. To begin with they squeezed her into a corner of the motor and forgot all about her till they drew up in front of a brightly lighted homestead and unpacked themselves at Te Whare. She has detailed every incident of the evening so vividly that I can describe it almost as well as if I had been present myself.


I know just how she felt when, having been sorted out from her retreat, she was taken up the stairs along with Mrs. Ferguson and a host of excited, expectant girls. In the bedroom it was all a rustle and a bustle, and, somehow or other, Jan found herself divested of overshoes, coat and muffler, and whirled downstairs to a long room with a shiny floor and French casement windows which opened on to the lawn.


Outside the garden seemed part of fairyland, with lights twinkling from the green of the trees and peeping from between the low-growing shrubs and late roses. From end to end the drive was hung with Chinese lanterns which swayed to and fro in the breeze. But, alas! the sky, in envy perhaps, had 

hidden the stars with a covering of soft, filmy clouds, which were rapidly spreading and threatening the fairyland in the garden.


Mrs. Johnson sailed up to Jan where she stood by one of the open windows. With her came a tall, dark girl whose hair was adorned with the latest and largest thing in bows, and whose self possession struck Jan dumb with envy. Afterwards Jan told me that she didn't believe that Nancy McKenzie was a day under twenty; that she wore short skirts and her hair down in order to look young. But some allowance must be made for the state of Jan's feelings, and Mrs. Johnson had certainly told us that she was only sixteen.


"This is the little friend I have asked for you, Nancy," she said, "Jeanette Malcolm. Jan, this is Nancy McKenzie."


"How do?" remarked Nancy, eyeing Jan superciliously.


"That's right. I'll leave you together to make friends. Nancy, took after Jan and see that she has a good time. Enjoy yourselves, dears." And Mrs. Johnson rustled away again.


Nancy looked longingly at the various laughing groups dotted about the room, but politeness held her to Jan's side for a few minutes at least. She offered a programme.





"Haven't you got one? They're awfully pretty. Take this."


"Thank you." Jan accepted the dainty piece of cardboard "with a lady and gentleman painted on the top," and nearly dropped dead when she discovered that, instead of the sixteen dances and two extras she had expected, there were eighteen dances and four extras—a total of twenty-two altogether.


The room was filling rapidly—girls big and little, girls tall and girls short, girls in pretty satins and chiffons, girls in home-contrived frocks of muslin and silk. But not another girl with her hair over her shoulders and childishly short skirts. Jan said she felt so young that she quite missed her comforter and her rattle.


Presently a youth approached the corner, and Nancy welcomed him with an elaborate bow and a smile. He was a very short, very bored-looking gentleman, and he booked three dances on Nancy's programme.


"Awful bother—come late—everyone's programme filled up," he said.


Nancy introduced "My friend Miss Jan Malcolm," and the tired young man asked "if he might have the pleasure."


"Are you engaged for the —er—the third lancers?" he asked.


Jan said she wasn't; she wasn't engaged for 
any-

thing. The freshness of her programme was unspoiled by any defacing initials. Though she had taken a dislike to the youth himself, she viewed with, satisfaction the oasis he left in her wilderness of blank spaces.


No one else approached the corner, and soon Nancy disappeared "to speak to someone she knew on the other side of the room." Deserted, and paralysed by her shyness, Jan slipped farther into the corner and remained unnoticed till five minutes later the music began and people sorted themselves out for the first waltz.


Afterwards Uncle Stephen, to whom she confided everything, declared that he could not understand how Jan could have been so neglected as she was that evening. Mrs. Johnson was a good hostess, and she had a grown-up daughter and a son to help her. But Jan said that it was all quite easily explained. Mrs. McKenzie gave her into Nancy's charge and thought that she was well looked after and that her programme was full or nearly full. Then, somehow or other, everyone forgot all about her and never missed her when——But I anticipate, as real grown-up books say sometimes.


Well, as I said, the music struck up for the first dance. Nancy pranced off with an immaculate young squatter, the eldest Miss Gray was dancing with a very short youth, the youngest with a very 

tall one. Every girl; great and small, had seemingly found a partner; only Jan stood, small and alone, in the corner of the big ballroom. Fortunately Mrs. Johnson saw her and crossed over to her. Jan said she was so glad to speak to someone again that she could have hugged her on the spot.


"Not got a partner?" said the lady kindly. "I've the very one for you, Jan. Just a minute."


She went off and returned again with the bored youth of the oasis. He seemed hardly overjoyed when he saw his prospective partner. Jan said that, somehow or other, she didn't seem to have made a good impression. But he rose rather languidly to the occasion, and Jan went off on his arm and landed on his toes first round.


Next, losing her head, she bumped into three successive couples, lost track of the music and waltzed to a time and a tune of her own. She said it was terrible. She was only too thankful when the music came to an end and she could cease her gambols and sink into a chair in the drawing-room.


She tried to talk to the boy, to find, as Kathie had told her, his "particular subject," but she couldn't think of anything to say, and he was too bored and too superior to help her out. So they sat in a silence which was so appalling that Jan said she could hear it crack any time either of them ventured a word.


Again the music began, sounding its invitation, 

and Jan's partner, with a relief which was hardly complimentary, piloted her into the ballroom and left her. Poor Jan! She tried to efface herself behind a kindly spreading palm; but, as she told me afterwards:


"I just seemed to swell and swell till I felt so enormous that I knew no one could help seeing me."


This time a kindly old lady took her in tow as no partner was forthcoming, and Jan sat in another room with two matrons who discussed the dancers and forgot all about her. She began to feel that, before the evening was over, she would work, from point to point, all round the house. Remembering Kathie's advice, she tried to smile and seem interested in things, but it was hard work, for she felt too utterly miserable, lonely and depressed. Oh! for home and the quiet security of the nursery, the kindly uncles, for Kathie's elder sister's protection, even for Uncle Dan's bad jokes and quizzical eyes. Kathie might have the silk stockings and the slippers, the fan, the cloak and the handkerchief. Never, never again would she venture to a dance.


Then the lancers. And Miss Johnson, the eldest daughter of the house, came up to Jan just as the music started.


"Are you dancing this?" she asked. "Because, if not, I've got the very partner. Tom." She turned to the man at her side. "Bring Dickie. He came 

late and has been unable to get his programme full," she added.


Jan said she felt it—she knew it was going to happen; and in spite of her horror she could do nothing to avert the inevitable. Mr. Wilson returned with the promised partner, and Jan dared not raise her eyes because of what she would see.


"Mr. Jarden, Miss Malcolm," said Miss Johnson.


And, behold! it was the Languid One again.


He gazed in horrified recognition at Jan, and she stared back at him. Then, without a word, they rose and went through the performance anew, stopping half-way to retire to a seat and watch the others with weary, envious eyes. There they sat throughout the interval in a third terrible silence until, left to herself again, Jan flew over to the window in the drawing-room, and slipping behind the curtains, meditated a flight into the garden. Unhappily, however, the clouds had spread and were falling in light, misty rain. The veranda and the conservatory were occupied by various scattered couples; there was no refuge anywhere for a miserable, part-nerless little girl.


Two dances passed draggingly, and it was not until the third waltz that Mr. Johnson came into the room and ran Jan to earth in her city of refuge. She said she knew what he was going to say before he spoke.





"What, not dancing, Jan? That's too bad. Have you the second two-step? Put me down for that if you don't mind dancing with an old man. Programme pretty full? I'll bring that partner."


He bustled off without waiting for an answer— a cheerful, ruddy-faced man who danced with a vigour which took his partners off their feet.


This time Jan said she was not surprised. She slipped into a seat behind a tall palm by the door and awaited her fate, which came with the sound of footsteps and voices on the veranda outside. Mr. Johnson was speaking.


"I've the very partner for you," he said, and Jan heard him only too plainly. "The dearest little girl. She—"


Jan says that next she felt them pause; she couldn't see them, but she knew that at that very moment the youth came to a sudden halt.


"Is it a red-headed kid with long white legs who waltzes like a kangaroo? Because if it's that infant again I cry off. I've danced twice with her already, and I'm booked for another yet. My toes are aching still; she waltzed all over them."


Then Jan turned and fled.


She flew down an apparently deserted passage, through a door at the end out into the misty night air, rounding the corner of the house at a gallop. Then she paused, uncertain. The fairy lights were 

dying among the green of shrub and tree; the drive was dark now, illuminated only by the flickering light of a particularly plucky lantern; from the house came the joyful, jumpitty strains of the lancers.


"That's the first figure," Jan told herself miserably.


She stood in her thin shoes on the damp grass, the air striking chill against her arms and thinly covered shoulders. Poor old Jan! She felt too utterly miserable, too deserted and lonely and unhappy to care. She leaned her head against a kindly old tree trunk, and something very hot and hard was gripping her throat.


"Why did I come? 
Why did I come? I might have known," she reiterated.


"Dumpitty, dumpitty, dum, dum, dum," rang out the music mockingly, and the sound of happy laughter and of merrily prancing feet came floating out into the cheerless night.



"Why did I come? Oh, 
why didn't I stay at home? I'm not like other girls—I'm just a silly blunderer. Nobody likes me—nobody wants to dance with me. They'd rush Kathie, but— —Oh, 
why didn't I say at home?"


"Dumpitty dum, dum, dum, dum. Dumpitty, dumpitty— —"


Jan looked round despairingly; the rain was falling, slowly but insistently, taking the freshness from her pretty finery. This was the final straw. 

If it had been fine she could have sought refuge among the trees, have hidden herself away till it was all over, but there was now no shelter for a disheartened, miserable, lonely wallflower. She couldn't face it any longer in the ballroom; she preferred to melt slowly in the garden since even the refuge of the curtains in the drawing-room was now denied her.


"But what 
shall I do?" she asked herself despairingly. "What in the world shall I do? Where shall I go?"


She dragged herself back, round the corner of the house where the light streamed from the ballroom window, and where the sound of music rang out wildly, more mockingly loud. But Jan didn't want to be there now; she just wanted to creep away and die. Oh, she was really longing for that nice, quiet tomb just then.


She didn't find the tomb, however, but she found a big, dark motor, a derelict stranded alone on the gravel at the side, probably the overflow from the long line drawn up on the drive. Here Jan found a refuge, and here she remained, hidden and alone, for the next half-hour and the next five dances.


She saw the revellers stream out of the room on their way to supper, and became acutely conscious of her own hunger. Once a girl and her partner, and two plates of fruit salad ensconsed themselves 

in a corner of the ballroom, and Jan said she couldn't help watching them enjoying themselves, though it hurt her to look. She was really half famishing now, very cold, and exceedingly unhappy.


She says that she must have fallen into a kind of a trance, for this time she didn't hear approaching footsteps or scent the smoke of a cigar till it had opened the door of the motor and was right on top of her. Of course, I don't mean that the cigar opened the door—you understand that. But it was held by a tall, bronze-faced, blue-eyed man, who drew back hesitatingly when he saw Jan.


"I beg your pardon," he said. "I did not know there was anyone here."


"There isn't," said Jan, "only me."


Afterwards she told me that she thinks it must have sounded rather stupid, but the stranger evidently took it for an invitation. He sat down beside Jan.


"Jolly little car, this," he began. "Will you excuse me if I smoke?" Yes.


"You're not dancing this dance?"


"No."


"We've not been introduced, but I think I noticed you in the ballroom a while back. Nancy Mc-Kenzie's friend, aren't you?"


"Yes."





"Jolly set of lancers those last. Are you fond of dancing?


But Jan had turned her back on him and was gazing out of the window interestedly, the lump in her throat rising and threatening to choke her. She was going to cry: she was going to cry like a child in front of a stranger. She mustn't; she couldn't; she 
wouldn't.


She felt that he was watching her curiously, but I think there must have been a kind light in the blue eyes, for the next moment he threw away his unsmoked cigar, and Jan felt his hand touch her gently.


"Why, Kiddie," he asked, "what's wrong?"


Poor old Jan! She swallowed hard, but the harder she swallowed the bigger the lump grew. Something bright and wet went stealing down her cheeks, though she rubbed it away quickly.


"What's wrong, Kiddie?" asked the man again.


Suddenly Jan turned, and in a choking voice flung it at him.


"I dance like a kangaroo."


Oh, he didn't laugh. He was so kind, and considerate, and gentle, and withal so grave that somehow or other—Jan could never memember exactly how—the whole thing came out. During the recital she lost track of her dainty embroidered handkerchief, and the stranger lent his big, clean one.





"Have you had any supper?" he asked.


"No," said Jan. and added in a burst of confidence, "and no tea either—nothing to speak of."


"First of all," he said kindly, "we'll go together and have a square meal. I'm badly needing nourishment even if you aren't, but you are. After that we'll see what can be done about that programme. Have you many dances to fill in?"


"N-no, not many," answered Jan, half laughing, half crying. "On-only e-e-eighteen and four extras."


Then he laughed too; I don't suppose he could really help it. He took Jan's programme and broke the gloom of the wilderness by five little scribbled initials.


"Can you spare me that number?" he asked, just as if Jan had a packed programme instead of a hopelessly empty one. "You see, I arrived behind time, and I am not dancing much just now, so my programme, too, is necessarily empty. But if we can dance together I shall believe that all things conspire for my good. Now to supper, and afterwards I think I know one or two nice lads who will be only too glad to secure a partner."


But Jan paused in sudden horror.


"You'll get that boy again," she cried, the very thought disturbing her new-found confidence. "You won't be able to help it; it's in the air. Oh, don't! I couldn't dance with him again. Not if I had to 

sit in this motor all the rest of my life for ever and ever:


"Then don't," he said very kindly. "Forget all about him. I'm sure he deserves no better treatment."


"Slip him up," cried Jan, rising to the idea and not troubling to disguise her joy. "Show him I don't want him—don't care to dance with him again."


"Just that," said the gentleman.


To supper they went, Jan leaning on the arm of the most distinguished man present. For he was distinguished—a hero of polar discovery. All the girls were "wild to dance with him when they knew who he was, but he danced only with Mrs. Johnson, Miss Johnson and Jan. At least, he didn't dance all those six dances with Jan—just two. You see, he had hurt his foot in the last expedition and could only use it a little still. So when they were not dancing he took Jan into the conservatory or the drawing-room or the softly-lighted veranda. And Jan walked up and down or sat with him, delightfully conscious that all the other girls were watching her with envy. She danced quite well too, he declared, not at all like a kangaroo; but, of course, that may have been only politeness. He brought three other partners to her—nice, bright-faced boys who couldn't dance too well, but who pressed Jan to come into the supper-room with them after each 

dance, and then devoted themselves to the fruit salad or the lemonade, and urged her to try "some more of this jolly trifle" or a "little of this scrummy cake. It's first rate."


And Jan, feeling that they were not likely to be scandalised, made up for lost time, and began to enjoy herself after all. She forgot that she was nervous and shy, and laughed and joked quite comfortably with the youths, and they must have liked her after all, for quite three boys begged to be introduced to "that jolly girl." Jan danced all the extras, and the extra extras, and could have had partners for the extra-extra-extras if there had been any.


But the most wonderful event of that most wonderful, rather disturbing time happened next morning when the Polar hero himself drove her home, while Nancy, grown suddenly quite friendly and even respectful, waved an adieu from the front veranda, and Mrs. Johnson shook hands kindly, and bluff old Mr. Johnson extended an invitation for the very next dance at Te Whare.


"But I won't go," Jan told me that night when, Jock and Pipi safely disposed of in bed, we sat together in front of a glowing fire in the nursery. "Never again till I'm really grown up. It was nice at the last, but oh! Ngaire, it was just too awful for words at the beginning. If Mr. Corfan hadn't hap- 

pened along I might have been sitting in that motor yet."


"But he did come, and he liked you," I said. "And, Jan, he told Uncle Stephen that you were a 'charming child.' I heard him."


"He's a darling," agreed Jan enthusiastically. "Just as grand in the little things—helping lonely girls at dances—as he is in the great big things. Ngaire, you should just have 
seen Nancy's face when we went out together for the sixth time."


Jan laughed happily, and then yawned so contagiously that Kathie, coming into the room, ordered us off to bed at once.


"And don't talk," she said. "You're both tired, and Jan needs sleep after last night's outing."


"How's your eye?" asked Jan perfunctorily.


Kathie raised her hand, but though the lump was perceptibly smaller, her face was sad, and she spoke in a voice of gloom.


"Better," she said shortly; "much better. It'll be quite right to-morrow. It started to get well the very moment the motor-horn sounded and you drove away down the drive."
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Chapter XIV


Uncle Stephen's Story



One day Mr. McLennan and Denise drove up in the big grey motor and carried me away to The Point for a week.


At least I went for a week, but I stayed much longer, as a heavy fall of snow blocked our return for nearly a fortnight, and after that the floods came down.


Denise and I used to sit at the dining-room window, which overlooked the river bed. No narrow, winding channels now, no rushing streams nor cunning little islands—a wild waste of waters stretching from bank to bank, thundering on its way, bringing great logs and trees from the gorge higher up, tearing at its banks like a hungry creature, carrying away bridges and submerging all the low-lying land till tussock and boulder, Broom and manuka, disappeared from view.


Not that there were any bridges to sweep away at McLennan's Point. There you had to ford the river, just as we did at Kamahi. But all the roads are on the Kamahi side of the river, so when the waters are high the people at McLennan's Point 

are quite cut off from the rest of the world. No one can cross to them, and they cannot go out to anyone; they have to wait till the floods are over and the river fordable again.


Mr. McLennan said that he was afraid that it would be dull, but it wasn't—not a bit. You see, Denise and I were such great friends and had so much to talk about. The boys and Nancy were at boarding-school in Christchurch, so we were quite by ourselves. In the evenings we played games with Mr. McLennan and a jolly nice cadet who lived with them. Sometimes we would sing, and I used to thump out tunes on the piano for them. I can't play very well, but I love music. Kathie can make jumps and runs and surlygiggles, but my hands are too small, so I just have to play the things which come into my mind. Mr. McLennan liked those best.


"Your music is a part of you, Ngaire," he said. "Did no one ever tell you that you had a real talent?"


No one ever had, but you can't expect a family to be complimentary. It isn't in them.


It was a very happy visit, but there was one day which wasn't quite so happy as the others, and that day I remembered for a long time. It was one evening when I was playing to Denise, who was lying in the big chair before the fire. Suddenly she looked up at me.





"Ngaire, come here," she said.


"What is it, Denise?"


"Did you hear father come into the room just now? You were playing, and he whispered to me. Ngaire; Alan has come home,"


The log on the fire cracked and split; a thousand sparks made merry on the hearth.


"Don't look like that, dear. Rob is quite safe, only—"


"Has he come too?"


"No.. Oh, I meant to break it gently, but you 
look so. He's quite safe, quite well, but he wouldn't come back with Alan. They've been roughing it in the King Country—bush whacking."


So Alan had come back, glad to be home again. But Rob? He would face it out, finish what he had begun. Rob was always like that, though now my heart ached as Denise told me a little of what they had suffered and how they had struggled together away back in the bush lands. Once she held out her arms to me.


"You'll forgive Alan, won't you, Ngaire?" she whispered. "He is going to try again and work hard. And Rob is such a brave boy; he helped Alan over and over again when they were down on their luck. Oh, I expect Rob will be home very, very soon now. Why, he may even be on the way."





But I didn't think so—I understood Rob too well —and deep in her heart I knew that Denise cherished no hope of his immediate return. Even Alan, though he tried clumsily to cheer me, was a doubtful comforter. Somehow I didn't dislike Alan any longer; he was quieter and more thoughtful for Denise and for his father, trying to pick up the threads where he had thrown them down six months ago.


"Do you know where Rob is now?" I asked him the first evening, long before he had come to the end of the story—I could not be interested in even very thrilling adventures when Rob's future hung in the balance. "Do you know where he went to after you left him?"


Alan exchanged looks with his father, but I was watching him so closely that he spoke out frankly.


"No, not exactly. He left the King Country with me, and came as far as Pahiatua, but there we parted. He had some idea of a trip across to Australia, but he kept his ideas to himself. He knew I was coming home, you see, and perhaps—"


"He'll be home 
very soon," reiterated Denise.


"Probably he'll walk in unexpectedly one fine morning when you're not thinking of him," said Mr. McLennan cheerfully.


But that could not be; I was always thinking of Rob.





I enjoyed my stay at The Point; they could not have made more of me if I had been the Queen of England or an Empress all on my own, but, all the same, I was glad to snuggle under the rugs in the motor and set off Kamahiwards again. It was good to view the red roof of the homestead, to hear the dogs bark a frantic welcome, and to meet the family on the veranda waiting to welcome me. It was good to see the warm, cosy nursery and Jan, with pink hair ribbons and a blue blouse, presiding at the tea-table. It was good to sample the big dish of flapjacks made especially for the occasion by Mrs. McPherson, the juicy pineapple contributed by Uncle John, the sweets that Jan had manufactured, the rather stodgy spongecake which Kathie had iced to cover any deficiencies. It was good even to hear Uncle John growl, to work sums next day with the possibility of an intrusion and an exam from Uncle Stephen, to listen to Uncle Dan's bad jokes. It was all so pleasant and familiar and homelike; yes, "homelike" now, for Kamahi had come to be home to us all.


It was not till we had finished the flapjacks and the strawberry jam and begun on the pineapple and bananas that I heard the news.


"Uncle Dan and Kathie have got engaged," announced Pipi.





"She means they aren't engaged any more," explained Jock. "Kathie doesn't wear a ring now."


"Guess they've quar'lled. I saw them standin' by the slip rails one night, an' I went up to them an' Kathie was saying—"


"Be quiet, Pipi!" But you could see that Jan was really just cracking with curiosity.


" 'They 
did rise—but it has been all a mistake. He-here's the ring.' "


We didn't say "Be quiet!" this time; it was too interesting.


"She throwed it at him an' her voice was choking. I guess she felt like cryin' till she saw me coming. An' then she took my arm an' called me dear an' darling, an' we went up to the house an' Uncle Dan stayed where he was. An'—"


Pipi paused, indignation in her voice.


"An' guess what she did? After calling me darlin' all the time he could hear, d'rectly we got to the house she told me to go to bed—as cross as two sticks."


Afterwards, when Pipi left us, I asked Jan if she thought Uncle Dan and Kathie would make it up. Jan said she didn't think so; she guessed it was the beginning of the end. We should all be old maids, and Kathie would be the oldest of us all.


And it seemed that Jan was right. Kathie and Uncle Dan didn't seem a bit inclined to make, it 

up, though you could see that they were both as miserable as they could be. Uncle Dan went rounding up sheep at the most distant part of the estate, and sometimes he rode over to Winton's Corner, which made Kathie madder than ever, as she couldn't bear Elspeth Winton.


And Kathie? When Jan cries you can trace the marks of her tears on her inflamed and puffy lids; I can never indulge in the luxury of a private weep without leaving tell-tale shadows under my eyes; but Kathie is just a little more entrancing when she is crying than she is at any other times. It sounds improbable, but it is true; she looks so pathetic and lonesome, and her eyes are so soft and dewy that you want to take her into your arms and smooth out all the troubles for her. I am sure that Uncle Dan wanted to, though he pretended he didn't, and whenever he was present Kathie held her head high and laughed an awful lot, and once she flirted— yes, actually flirted—with an English cadet who was staying at The Grays.


That same night I went into our bedroom to borrow a hair ribbon from Jan's box. The door between our room and Kathie's was ajar, and I could see her lying face downwards on her bed, and because she was so still I knew that she was crying.


How hard it is to show, the sympathy you feel in quite the right way! My way was quite the wrong 

way, I expect, because Kathie bounced up very suddenly.


"Is there 
no refuge from you children?" she asked. "You swarm, you absolutely swarm. For goodness sake leave me alone for once in my life. I've—I've got a headache,"


She glared at me hard to show that she hadn't been crying. But I knew!


That night I curled myself up on the wide window-seat in the library and gazed out into the growing darkness. It was a cold, damp, miserable evening. Nothing seemed right and everything seemed wrong. I thought of father and mother far away, of Rob wandering lonely and disheartened through the world, of Uncle Dan and Kathie who had quarrelled and who would never be engaged again or married in the years to come.


Then someone came into the room, and a cheery, melancholy-dispersing voice hailed me.


"Hallo, little woman! Pleasantly engaged in looking on the dark side?" Oh, no!


"The sunny view, then. You don't seem very happy over it. What is wrong?"


Uncle Stephen swung himself on to the seat beside me; his kind eyes looked quizzically into mine. Suddenly I found the burden rolling off my shoulders. After all, Uncle Stephen was just 

 the person to settle everything. Uncle Dan and Kathie would listen to him and make friends and get engaged again. He was so loving and tender and understanding, and he had a way of getting straight to the root of a matter.


"Couldn't you, uncle?" I asked, after explaining the trouble to him. "You see, they'd listen to you."


"I'm nervous," said uncle. "It's a delicate matter, Ngaire. Lovers settle their own quarrels best."


"But these lovers don't. They've been at it ever since I came home, and every day they're getting farther and farther apart, and some day they will go so far that there will be no coming back."


I choked. I could just imagine it all, how it would happen. Uncle looked at me gravely.


"Where do you get your wisdom, child?" he asked. "Perhaps I might, as you say, be able to help things on a little. I've always been too inclined to hold back. This time I'll rush in, though it may be where angels would fear to tread. Does Kathie—"


"S-s-sh!"


Kathie had come into the room and went to the bookshelves, searching for something to read. Uncle held out his hand.


"Join us here," he suggested. "I hate to let the glare of the lamp loose on the half light. Do without your book awhile; I want to talk."


Kathie came over to us, but it was easy to see 

that she wasn't keen on our company; she sat gazing miserably in front of her. Uncle Stephen was silent too. He seemed to have forgotten our presence, and his eyes had a "long way back" look. Suddenly he spoke.


"Have you ever wondered why I never married, Katrine?"


Kathie jumped, and said "No" with such a mighty hurry and with such emphasis that you could see that she had thought about it—lots. Uncle's eyes held a smile.


"It would be only natural, dear—more unnatural if you hadn't. You are just at an age when these things come first…. She lived over the river at Ngapapa Station."


"Why"—Kathie faltered, stumbling over the words—"Why didn't you—Oh, I beg your pardon."


"It's all right, Katrine. She was beautiful, I think. Jan sometimes reminds me of her."



"Jan !!!!!!!" Seven notes of exclamation couldn't express all that Kathie got into that one word. Uncle had said "she" was beautiful, and now Kathie could imagine her flopping all over the house with lots of hair ribbon and short-long dresses.


"Not so much what Jan is now, but as she will be in a few years' time. Your sister will make a 

fine woman, Katrine. Her voice is Allison's own, and the way she has of carrying her head."


"Jan pokes—sometimes," said Kathie, and then coloured and wished she hadn't spoken. Uncle went on slowly as if he had forgotten us, and was back in the past with the girl whom he had loved long ago.


"It was in the spring; we were to have been married in two weeks. One evening she rode over to Kamahi. We quarrelled, and she saddled her horse and rode away again. She had to ford the river—"


"It was in flood?" suggested Kathie in a very low, hushed tone.


"It rose suddenly. It must have overtaken her somewhere about midstream. They found her horse lower down. I never saw her again."


Never again! Uncle had loved her and the waters had carried her away. I remembered the first crisp morning and the story that Rob had told to me as we stood on the edge of the little peninsula and watched the streams rushing over the stones. He had spoken of the girl, the one woman who had been carried to her death in the rush of the cruel waters, but he had not known, as I had not until to-day, the whole tragedy of it. She would have married Uncle Stephen. He had never loved any-

one else; all his life he had lived faithful to the memory of her.


Uncle put his arms around me.


"Why tears, little woman? The story was too sad for you. It is all past and over long ago, dear."


"But the ache is always there. Oh, uncle!"


"The ache is the best thing I know, dear. No one can ever take it from me. Now come to tea. See, I can carry you like a baby."


He took me away in his arms, pausing to advise Kathie on the choice of a book.


"Try 'The Right of Way,' over there on the second shelf. No, not that one, the next."


"Thank you, uncle." Kathie turned from us and went on searching, and she must have gone on searching, searching long after we had left, because Mary came into the nursery to see if she were taking tea with us, as she hadn't appeared at dinner and Uncle John was inquiring for her.


That night I could not sleep.


I lay thinking of Uncle Stephen's sad story and of the girl whom the waters had washed away—out of his life for ever. In the next room Kathie was pacing restlessly up and down, and I knew that she was thinking of uncle too. Sometimes she would pause as if listening, but not for long. Soon she would be walking again; up and down, up and 

down, from bed to window, window to bed, and back to the window once more.


I suppose I must have dozed off after a while, because the next thing I heard was the sound of footsteps on the veranda outside and a light scrunch, scrunch of the gravel as someone disappeared round the corner of the house. I slipped on a pair of shoes and a coat, stuck my hands deep in the pockets, and turned up the collar. Then I followed Kathie out into the night, keeping at a respectable distance, and well out of her sight.


She went across the lawn, skirting round the veranda where the light from the office streamed out into the darkness, through the pine plantation, and over the tussocks which led to the river. It was a still, still night. The dampness and mist of the earlier evening had fled before the weird, silver light of the moon. It 
felt lonely. Do you understand? The familiar tussock spaces were touched with mystery; the hills on the opposite side of the river were wrapped in darkness; and the waters seemed to stretch away into the distance for ever and ever, each little island and cape and promontory touched with a beauty all its own.


Kathie wandered along the bank of the river. She had wrapped a white cloth about her head, and standing there in the flooding silver light she looked like a fairy princess.





I limped on behind, spoiling the picture. Jan's coat was quite two sizes too large for me, and Pipi's shoes squashed my feet. But there's nothing artistic about me. You couldn't expect it with such short hair at one end and such skinny legs at the other.


For a long time Kathie stood straining her eyes across the waters; then all of a sudden she crumpled up, and I heard something very like a sob. Somehow I found myself at her side, and though she seemed surprised to see me, she put her arm about my shoulders as if she took comfort from my presence.


But soon she turned from me, her eyes on the waste of silvery waters. Once or twice she started, gazing with an intensity which hurt, as if dimly discerning a longed-for figure coming to us across the ford from the other side of the river.


Poor old Kathie. It wasn't very hard to divine her thoughts. I knew that she was waiting for Uncle Dan, who had set out for Ngapapa early in the day and who had not yet returned. And all the time Uncle Stephen's sad story was tugging at her heart till her thoughts were all of floods and waters rising when they weren't expected to, and helpless men and women being swept over the shingley bed and dashed against the cruel boulders.


"The river looks very safe to-night," I said when the silence grew oppressive.





Kathie turned eagerly, snatching at the grain of comfort which I offered.


"Do you think so? Do you 
really think so, Ngaire?"


"I've never seen it so low or so safe-looking before," I said, and though I knew so little of the conditions of the ford, Kathie seemed to find reassurance in my words.


"Uncle Dan will most prob'ly be late to-night. I think I heard him say so," I volunteered next.


But Kathie turned very suddenly this time, with quite a wild look in her eyes.


"No, he said he would be back at seven, and it's nearly ten now. I heard him tell Uncle John.


I—Ngaire, they weren't risen a bit; they were as flat as pancakes, absolute pancakes, nothing else."


"Oh!" I said, rather perplexed, and wondering how a ford could be a pancake, or what, by any chance, a pancake had to do with a ford. It is sometimes rather difficult to follow Kathie; her conversation takes such rapid twists.


"It was the scones," said Kathie, with a hint of a smile behind her fears. "He said they weren't as good as Mrs. McPherson's, and I said they were risier —much risier. They weren't; they were as flat as they could be—flatter than pancakes. It does seem so stupid now—so petty."





She broke off with a laugh. "We were both a couple of sillies, but I was the silliest silly after all."


"You couldn't help it, dear, and I know Uncle Dan likes your scones. I saw him eat six one day— the day he was ill."


Kathie gave me a queer, crooked smile.


"What should we do without you, Kiddy?" she asked.


But that made me think of Rob. It was here that he had left me, but then there had been no moon, only the dank, enveloping mist and the creeping darkness. We had not heard from him since. Perhaps—


For a long time we stood silently watching, our eyes on the wide expanse of silvery waters.


I saw him first. He came riding across the ford, sitting very straight in the saddle, with the moonlight full on him. Kathie gave a low cry.


It didn't look a bit like ordinary, everyday Uncle Dan. It's wonderful how the moon changes and glorifies It seemed to me that we had slipped away to the middle ages, and that Uncle Dan was the fayre knighte of the Table Round coming across the waters to rescue his ladye love. He rode straight up to us.


Kathie moved a step forward and a step back; she held her head very high.





"I—we—were just going for a stroll in the moonlight," she began. Then suddenly her voice came in a big, choking sob, half laugh, half cry.


"Oh, Dan!"


Uncle looked down on her, and something in the back of his eyes made me feel funny and queer and excited all down my spine.


"Katrine, dear, you came to meet me."


"Yes, and to make it up. We've been a couple of sillies. Uncle Stephen told me this afternoon— the story of his life, and oh, Dan, what if the river had risen and you had been drowned? How could I have lived my life without you?"


Kathie disengaged herself very quickly.


"See, Ngaire has been helping me to bear it. Ngaire—"


"What, that ubiquitous child again?" asked Uncle Dan, and though his voice was kind and his eyes smiled and it was all very interesting, I could see that I wasn't wanted. So I went up to the house by myself, leaving them to follow more slowly.


And they got themselves engaged once more.
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Chapter XV


The Falling of the Shadow



Suddenly a shadow fell over us all.


It came with early summer, when the sweet spring flowers were drooping in the garden and the roses were unfolding their tight little buds. We had been nearly a year at Kamahi now, and soon father and mother, would be with us again. They had left England three weeks ago, and the 
Weka was bringing them just a little nearer to us every day. The English doctors had made mother quite well again; she had lost the pains and the headaches, and was stronger than she had been for years, father said.


"And no more long hours on the sofa," wrote mother in one of her dear letters. "No more separation from my loved ones. Think, children, of all the long, beautiful days to come when we shall be always together. England is a very wonderful place, dears, but little, far-away New Zealand is home to me, and I am longing to be with you all once again."


And we longed for mother too. We treasured up every little incident to tell her; we began to work at pincushions and embroidered needlebooks for "welcome home" presents; we thought of her dear, 

dear face with the wonderful eyes, and we went to sleep and dreamed of her. But—and the strange thing about it is that there was a "but"—we knew that when the time came we would be very sorry to leave Kamahi. We had learned to love the cosy old red homestead with the sheltering pine plantations. We knew the signs of the river, and could trace a ford by the colour and flow of the waters; we had been flooded twice, and snowed up once. We could round up sheep, tell a Merino from a Crossbred, and ride any of the horses barebacked. And Jan had absorbed such a prodigious amount of knowledge in her lessons with Uncle Stephen that we were certain there would be no school learned enough to welcome her as a pupil. As for Jock and I—well, as Uncle Stephen himself remarked, "Least said, soonest mended." Anyway, Kathie had done her best, and we had grown strong and straight and brown in the keen, sweet air of the country.


The uncles said they would be sorry to lose us when the time came. Uncle John declared that the old place would be lonely without any young life to liven it up, and Uncle Stephen told us that every single holiday we had was to be spent with them at the homestead. We were so surprised that we could hardly thank them properly; you see, we had never expected anything so complimentary. Jock, Pipi and I could only stare, dumb with astonishment 

and quite overwhelmed by it all, but Jan stammered out, rather chokingly, that we would be only too glad to come, and that we would never love any other home as we loved dear old Kamahi.


"And I never will," she told me afterwards. "I just hate the thought of town life again. Of course, I'm longing for mother and dad as much as you are, Ngaire, but just think of being shut up in a narrow street with only an acre or even half an acre of ground, and nothing but streets, streets, streets and houses, houses, houses pressing in on you. I don't seem able to breathe properly when I think of it."


She spoke so forcibly, and threw out her hands with such a funny gesture—something like a windmill gone wrong—that we all laughed. But later, when Uncle John took me into Christchurch for two days, I understood just how she felt about it. After the wide, wind-blown spaces of Kamahi the houses seemed, as Jan said, to "press in" on you. Rows upon rows of houses and rows upon rows of streets. We could never appreciate town life again after our year in the country.


Still, I had a very happy holiday with uncle in Christchurch.


We left Kamahi in the early morning hours. Mrs. McPherson brought us our breakfast long before the others were up, but Jock and Pipi stole out in 

their pyjamas, and uncle gave them scraps of ham and pieces of hot, buttered toast. Then they crept back to bed, and uncle and I went out into the chilly morning air, and climbed into the gig. Uncle wrapped a big 'possum rug round me, the dogs barked a farewell, and we drove off through the darkness.


Before long the light rose, sickly pale in the east, and stole gently over the stillness of the land. It was all so beautiful, and the twittering of hundreds of birds in the plantations showed that the world was waking to life again.


Then, away in the east, the sun rose in gorgeous splendour. A solitary horseman passed us with a, smile and a "Good morning"; rising smoke from behind the gold of a gorse hedge marked a swagger's camping place. Uncle John took out his watch.


"Ten minutes to go," he said. "See, Ngaire, the train is beating us,"


He jerked his reins encouragingly, and I bent my gaze upon the approaching train, which wound, serpent-like, over the plain, leaving behind a trail of smoke which slowly melted into the still air.


"We'll have to do it in double quick time," said Uncle, as the hedges flew by and a warning whistle told us that the train was crossing the bridge. "Have you got everything—bag, coats, umbrellas? Are you ready? Jump!"





We reached the little country station just as the train was preparing to steam out again. Uncle flung the reins to McPherson, who was to take the trap back to Kamahi, and we rushed a first-class carriage, while the passengers, who had taken a keen interest in the race, craned their heads out of the windows, glad of a little entertainment.


"Just in time," gasped uncle, throwing himself into a seat and panting, just as he had thrown himself into a seat and panted half a hundred times before. "I thought we had missed it this trip."


"Half a second to spare, Malcolm," laughed a gentleman opposite. "Train was before time."


Uncle laughed too, but I admired my purple face in a mirror and wished that he would not always cut the time quite so fine. Yet we liked travelling with Uncle John; there was an element of excitement about it which was lacking in journeys with Uncle Stephen, who invariably arrived just as the train was crossing the bridge, and chose his carriage with deliberation and three minutes to spare. As for Uncle Dan, he alternated an early arrival at the station with a tardy appearance long after the train had steamed away into the distance. There was, as Rob said, no consistency in Uncle Dan's method of catching the express; Uncle John could be de-pended upon to furnish the same excitement each trip, and Uncle Stephen never varied his programme' 

of methodical punctuality. But if you travelled with Uncle Dan you stood a good chance of dangling your leg's over the platform waiting for the train to appear, or turning round and driving home again because it had left the station thirty minutes before.


Uncle and I spent two days in Christchurch sight-seeing and shopping. Not ordinary, everyday, grocery, tailory shopping either, but the kind which takes you to the shops where they sell glorious, picture-filled books and sweet little writing-cases, to the shops where such delicious toys are spread on the counters that you forget that you are thirteen and will be fourteen some day, to the shops where dainty little scarves and lace-edged collars and kid gloves can be purchased. Uncle bought presents for us all—real, big expensive presents: a gorgeous, pink-cheeked doll for Pipi, a bridle for Jock, a purse, a brooch and two books for Jan, and some pretty blouses and an evening scarf for Kathie. Then we went to a jeweller's and uncle selected the daintiest little enamel watch you ever saw.



Which was for Ngaire.


I could hardly believe my eyes or uncle either;. but when he placed it in my hands I at last understood that it was really for me. A watch for me, and I'm only thirteen, and Jan hasn't got one yet,. and Kathie's breaks down every other day and spends half its life in the shop waiting repairs. A 

watch for me! I could have hugged that dear uncle of mine right there in the shop.


We spent the night with some friends of uncle's, went sight-seeing next day, and took the late train for Kamahi. I settled myself comfortably in the padded seat, opened a box of chocolates and a new magazine, and prepared myself-for a long cosy journey through the darkness; we would not reach home till the early morning hours.


And then, suddenly, without any warning, the shadow slipped over our lives.


It came with a newspaper boy at the Ashburton station, who went along the platform shrieking his news. I was sleepy and did not catch his words, but uncle looked at me queerly and then stepped out and bought a copy of the paper. After that he was very gentle, very grave and very quiet; once he put his arms round me and held me tight all through the long night till we arrived at the little home station in the first grey hours of the morning.


McPherson met us with the buggy, and Jock, Pipi and Jan were squeezed together on the seat at the back. They were all very cold and very excited, and though they were too polite to ask questions, they were very interested in the big, mysterious packages which we had brought back with us.


But the shadow hovered over us all the way home, 

dimming the pleasure of the arrival. It followed us within the gates of Kamahi too, till each day we grew more conscious of its threatening. Of course, we knew that something was very wrong, but Kathie and the uncles tried to keep it from us— that is, from Jan and Jock, Pipi and me. They thought we were far too young for trouble, I suppose. Kathie grew very tender and loving and motherly, those days, but her eyes were so often soft and dewy that you knew she had been crying all by herself. Sometimes she tried to laugh with us and play in the old, merry way, but right back of her smiles we knew there were tears. Uncle John never stormed, which made you think that the vague "something" must be very terrible indeed, and Uncle Dan made very few of his bad jokes, and left off teasing except when he really couldn't help it.


It brings a choke to my throat even now when I look back and remember how Jock, Pipi and I— three desolate little mortals—used to steal away by ourselves and go down to the riverside, where we lay in the tussocks, wondering, wondering. We never questioned the uncles nor Kathie nor even Mrs. McPherson. We hardly dared; a vague uncertainty was better than a definite sorrow.


One day Jan appeared at nursery tea with red-rimmed eyes and a quivering mouth, which tried to twist itself into a smile. And though we knew that 

she knew, we did not question her either. We stole down to the riverside that night again.


"It might be mother," said Jock, throwing himself on the ground. "Perhaps—after all—she isn't well— and—"


"Or father," cried Pipi. "He was ill once, you know, when he had the measles with us. An' 
wasn't, he cross,"


"Or Rob," said my heart.


Kathie came to look for us when the evening drew in, and she held my hand and hugged us very hard that night. I pulled her face right down to mine, trying to pretend that she was mother, but when I felt the tears upon her cheeks I gave up the make-believe with the chill of the unknown fear deeper upon me. Soon after Kathie went away, and Pipi and I lay very silently till the sound of a strangled sob drew me over to the other bed. Pipi held me tight.


"It might be nothing. I think it is nothing," I said, trying to comfort her. "Perhaps—"


Pipi sat up suddenly, her cheeks wet, her hair like a halo round her poor little face.


"It is somethin'," she said. "Don't be silly, Ngaire. Oh, I wish I hadn't been so cross that day before we left Auckland. I wish— Oh,. Ngaire, Ngaire, why don't they tell us, Think we're babies? Think we haven't got eyes? No, we 

won't ask the uncles! I— No, I'm 
not cryin'. 
I'm not cryin', I say."


But she let me hold her tight and rock her like a baby—Pipi who never cried. We slept in the one bed that night, cuddling in each other's arms, feeling that in our very nearness there was comfort.


Two days slipped be, or rather dragged past. We played and rode and studied as usual, and the uncles and Kathie thought that they were hiding everything from us, that we were as happy and unthinking and uncaring as we used to be, interested only in our games and the doings on the station, from the thief who had broken into the larder one night, stolen a ham and two loaves of crisp, new bread, to the latest litter of collie pups and the fluffy ducklings which the old mother hen led down to the pond every morning. Children 
do hear and know and understand far more than their elders realise, and right at the bottom of our hearts Jock, Pipi and I were always haunted by a fear of the unknown trouble.


The truth came to us with a bush parson who was travelling in the district, and who put up for the night at Kamahi, and asked the uncles if he might hold a service on the Sunday morning. Bush parsons, you know, are clergymen whose parishes lie in the back country. Sometimes they can only visit the outlying districts once or twice in a year, and 

very often their road leads over bleak, lonely hillsides, through dense bush or across swift-running, dangerous rivers.


We held service out on the lawn—"under God's roof," Uncle Stephen said. Jan and Jock and I brought chairs from the house and set them in rows on the lawn; Uncle Dan and the cowboy "heaved" and "hoisted" the small piano and set it up for Kathie; Uncle John superintended, and Uncle Stephen hunted up hymn books and a small table which was to serve as pulpit for Mr. Evans, the clergyman.


Then the rouseabout clanged the station bell and we all went in to church.


All my life I think I shall remember that still, Sunday morning. Somehow, out there on the lawn,, with only the blue sky overhead, we seemed very near to God. All around the air was heavy with the scent of the sweet peas climbing and twining and racing to the tops of the heavy macracarpo hedges, the banks of verbena and the heavily laden lilac bushes; near by, bees were humming, humming ceaselessly. I never hear them now, but I seem to feel the warm, sweet air and the stillness, and to hear the clergyman repeating the words of the twenty-third psalm:




"The Lord is my shepherd: therefore can I lack nothing.


"He shall feed me in a green pasture: and lead me forth beside die waters of comfort."







He passed on to the next verse—ah! how the bees worked in the flowers around! I remember how the pain which had been haunting me for the last three days, grew suddenly worse, and for a few minutes I lost sight of the uncles, Kathie and the men, while I tried to press the ache back from my forehead. And all the time the bees were humming, humming, humming somewhere at the back of my brain.


When next I looked up the preacher was giving out the text of a hymn:




"These men see the works of the Lord, and His wonders in the deep."




Then I 
knew.


Have you ever read of children who grow up suddenly—in the twinkling of an eye? "In a flash her childhood lay behind"—that sort of thing? Well, I could never understand how it was done, for Kathie took a long time to grow up even with mother helping with the hems of her skirts. But now I 
know. Growing up is just a feeling in your heart. It came to me that Sunday morning with the hum of bees, the scent of the flowers, and the tears which gathered on Jan's lashes and fell slowly, slowly down.






"Eternal Father, strong to save,



Whose arm hath bound the restless wave,



Who bidd'st the mighty ocean deep



Its own appointed limits keep;



 O hear us when we cry to Thee



For those in peril on the sea."





Uncle John was singing in a big, bass voice, but 

because I had grown up, I suppose, I could see a moisture right back in his eyes and feel the pain behind his gruffness; Uncle Stephen looked straight ahead with tender eyes, seeing things which hid from the rest of us; but Uncle Dan was watching Kathie, who sat with her eyes on the blue sky as if there she found help.






"O Christ, Whose voice the waters heard



And hushed their raging at Thy word,



Who walkedst on the foaming deep,



And calm amid the storm didst sleep:



 O hear us when we cry to Thee



For those in peril on the sea."





Kathie's voice rang out, pure and sweet, high above all others, but Jan gave a low moan and slipped away through the trees as if she could bear it no longer.


It is a great thing to know just exactly what people are going to do. When I am in trouble I like to feel the air blow fresh in upon me or hear the rush of the river close by, but Jan seeks a corner to hide her pain. We found her in her own room, face downwards on the bed. She hid her face in the pillows when she heard us coming, Jock and Pipi following close at my heels.


"Go away!" she sobbed.


Pipi began to sob too.


'When were they drowned?" I asked.


Jan lifted her head. "Ngaire!"





'We know—at least—we know—Jan, is it true? Are they 
really dead—father and mother?"


Jan choked down her sobs, but somehow I could riot cry. Father and mother—father and mother-lying somewhere at the bottom of the cruel sea—never to see them again—never any more.


But Jan was speaking still.


"How did you find out? Uncle said you weren't to know—not till there was absolutely—no hope. It's the 
Weka— it's three weeks overdue, and no one seems to have any more hope. But boats have been late before, and turned up all right, uncle says. Perhaps the 
Weka will. Only—there's been such awful storms off Australia, and the search boats can't find any trace, and yesterday the papers said—"


Suddenly the walls came pressing in on me till I felt that I could not breathe. Jan buried her face in the pillow again, and did not see us go—Jock and Pipi following again, close at my heels. We went through the pine plantation, across the big paddock and up the first tussocky bank. From afar came the sound of the preacher's voice, and all around the incessant hum of the working bees, beating itself into my brain.


On and on, over the tussocky slope, down the long, white road with its golden hedges; on and on through dark plantations, where the birds peeped down through the boughs to watch us as we passed; on and on, through fields of soft green, through a slow 

flowing water-race, then out once more to the white road again. And always the hum of bees in my ears and that dreadful thought tearing at my heart.


Father and mother. Father and mother. Dead! Dead! Dead!


Once Pipi plucked at my skirt as we walked, and her voice was frightened.


"Ngaire, Ngaire! Don't go so fast."


Yet I went on. Somehow I felt I couldn't stop. A faint breeze sprang up, chilling the air, then died away again; the sun rose high in the heavens; far away the bleating of a lonely sheep broke into the stillness.


All this time I had been walking like one in a dream, hardly conscious of what we were doing. I had forgotten the two lonely, little frightened ones behind till a sudden sob brought me to myself. Then I went back to them.


"We'll go straight home, Pipi, dear. It's all right, we're not going any farther. Pipi, dear, don't cry so. It's all right."


Pipi clung to me despairingly; her voice came in quick little sobs.


"Ngaire," she whispered, "don't stay. Come away. Don't you hear? Someone's groanin' Let's go home to Kathie. You—Oh, there it is again! An'—an' 
don't you see where we are? Ngaire, please come away—it's Morrison's."
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Chapter XVI


Morrison's Cottage Again



"Don't stay! Come away! It's Morrison's."


So Jan had spoken months ago. We had stood together outside the eerie old house just as Jock, Pipi and I were standing now, only then it had been evening, ghostly, shadowy and still. To-day the sun shone warmly, penetrating even the overhanging branches of the trees, and showering flickering rays that danced on the rankness of the growth beneath. A shaft of light fell across the doorway.


Pipi turned her head away.



"Do let's go home, Ngaire," she gasped. "I don't like standin' here. Oh! there it is again!"


This time I heard it too—a low moan which sounded ghostly and drear, and made you forget the sunshine and the brightness of day and see only the creeper-covered house and the shadows. Pipi clung closely to me. Jock's eyes were full of a nameless fear.


But we didn't run. Oh, I'm glad we didn't. Glad! Glad! Glad! To be perfectly candid we were too terrified to move.


We stood by the fence where the pear trees dipped 

their heavy branches. On the other side of the road the gorse shone golden in the sunlight, and beyond lay a field of young barley. But here the shadows lay thick under the trees; the grass grew dark and rank; the smothering creepers about the house shut out any glimpse of sunlight.


"It wasn't—nothing," said Jock bravely. "Let's go on now, Ngaire—let's go home now."


But almost as he spoke we heard it again. It was a very human cry—the moan of someone in pain. Alone in those lonely old rooms someone was lying ill, dying perhaps, with no one near to help or to soothe. Oh, I'm glad that we stayed. I cannot tell you how glad. For if we had run when the first paralysing sound met us—if we had fled when we realised that it was no ghost who haunted the cottage, but probably some sick swagger—then, who knows, perhaps help would have arrived too late. Every night, when I say my prayers, I thank God that He gave us courage and sent me up the overgrown little path to the door while Jock and Pipi waited by the fence outside.


Pipi was crying still, fearful of the ghostly old house, worn out with a sleepless night and a long, long tramp, trembling before the trouble which had 
so suddenly shadowed our lives and which she was too young to realise or understand.


We could not leave her alone, so Jock stayed with 

her while I made my way up the path over the white-carpeted earth to the door. Then I went inside.


A narrow passage ran the length of the house, and the creepers had grown across the door at the further end. It was very dark and lonely-smelling— you understand what I mean. Great gaps showed in the floor, and overhead the light filtered in in ghostly streaks through the crazy roof.


All was very still and silent again. I peeped into the room on the right, but it was gloomy and deserted. A faint, eerie rustling stole through the house, then silence again. I nearly ran, but though my knees shook and my heart was beating great pounding thumps which threatened to choke me, something took me across the passage to the room on the opposite side.


He lay on a bundle of sacks in a corner of the room, his face turned from me, his dear, dark head resting on a rough pillow of straw. I ran across the room and threw myself on my knees beside him, calling his name.


"Rob! Rob!"


He did not hear me when I spoke to him. He did not see me as I bent over him. His eyes were closed; his lips parched and burning; his breathing heavy and laboured.


But it was Rob again—God's answer, to all my prayers.





I knew that I should get help, and my thoughts flew to Jock and Pipi waiting so patiently outside. Almost before I rose, however, they were in the room, hand in hand, very frightened, yet very plucky and determined.


"We waited and waited, and you didn't come," said Jock. "So we came to look for you. Is it a swagger, Ngaire?"


"It's Rob!" I answered. "Rob come home! Jock, we must get help; he's ill—as ill as he can be. Will you and Pipi fly home and send Uncle John or Uncle Stephen with the buggy, and tell them to get the doctor as quickly as they can. Yes, both of you go; then if one gets puffed the other can go on alone. I'll wait here with Rob. Oh, Jock—he's awfully, awfully ill!"


"Let's have one look at him first," entreated Jock, creeping across the room on his tiptoes.


"He—he's not 
dead, is he?" gasped Pipi in an awed whisper.


"Course he's not. We'll run; we'll go like the wind, Ngaire. There's no time to waste." Jock touched my hand half shyly. "I don't think he's really so very ill. He—just looks worse'n he is. Perhaps he'll be quite well soon. Come, Pipi."


"Rob's home! Rob's come home,". I said to myself. Over and over again I said it, long after Jock and. 

Pipi had left, and stillness fell over the old house again


So long I sat, noting vaguely at times the signs of Rob's tenancy—the half-cut ham, the hardly touched cake which had vanished from Kamahi a week before, the blackened billy, the heap of half-' burned, charred wood in the fireplace. Outside, the pear trees tapped wondering blossom branches against the window; an inquisitive bee flew in and then out again, starting anew the humming somewhere at the back of my brain.


"Last time I saw you, Kiddy—" said Rob.


I turned to him with a little cry. He was looking at me eagerly, wistfully, but deep down in his dark, fever-haxmted eyes there still lingered a trace of the old, dauntless smile.


I could not speak, but Rob patted my hand soothingly.


"Where did you spring from, Skinny?" he asked. "Never saw such a kid for being on the spot. If— you only knew how I've longed for a sight of you— you were always a grand little pal, Ngaire."


He broke off hastily, with something of the old hesitation and fear of sentiment.


"There's a pannikin in the next room," he suggested. "I'm parched,"


I brought him water from the well—a great pan-

nikinful. Rob drank it greedily. He sank back on tbe pillow again, gazing at me hal£-wonderingly.


"I suppose I ought to be surprised to see you, kid," he said wearily. "But—somehow I'm not—I don't want anything explained. You were always bound to ferret a chap out, anyhow. Burrs aren't in it with you when it comes to sticking to a fellow."


The old laugh was in his voice; the old brightness in his eyes. He was better—much better. He was going to get well very soon. He would come back to Kamahi and begin all over again—never go away until father and mother—But father and mother would never come home. They were dead—drowned, lying somewhere beneath the big, cruel ocean—somewhere—father and mother—father—


But Rob was speaking again, though his voice seemed to come from a far, far distance.


"Were the uncles angry when I cleared out? Have they got over it yet?"


Through the bewilderment of my mind there slipped the memory of the uncles' goodness, of the search they had made for Rob, of the worry puckers round Uncle Stephen's eyes, of the journey Uncle John had made to the Chathams, of the hopeless trips Uncle Dan had taken to various parts of the Dominion.


"They were never angry, Rob," I said very 

earnestly, "only very, very sorry and worried. And now you've come back—"


"No!" Rob sat up very suddenly, his hand held mine. "I can't do that, Ngaire. I only—I got so tired and pegged out messing around—I've been two trips round the coast in a cargo boat as cabin boy, Then I took to swagging it down in Otago and worked towards Kamahi. I never meant to stay. I wouldn't come sneaking back after being such an ungrateful animal. I remembered the old haunted house, and I thought I'd camp there till I got better— I felt so beastly ill. One night I raided the pantry at home for provisions; I was nearly starving. I 
had to, Ngaire."


He turned away his head, hating, even now, that I should see the tears on his poor, thin cheeks. But my arms crept round him, and Rob held them there; his face was very close to mine.


"It—it isn't sneaking back, Rob," I said. I swallowed the lump in my throat; I could not bear to see Rob cry: "Don't you see it isn't sneaking one bit. It's—it's just God bringing you home, dear."


Rob did not answer at first; he lay very still.


"God bringing me home," he said at last. "I'll go back and try and begin again if they'll have me. The uncles will forgive, I know—they're so jolly good. Uncle John will storm—"





Oh, no.


"Well, I hope he does, good and hard. I deserve so much more than he can ever give. You don't know how I am longing for even a good old home row—how homesick I am for you all."


He sat up, smiling at me.


"Especially for you, kiddy. Suppose we go straight away. I believe I'm all a fraud—not ill a bit. I'll race you home. One! Two—!"


He pulled himself to his feet, laughing when I protested.


"Nonsense! I'm not an invalid yet. I—I—"


"Rob!" He had fallen at my feet, unheeding when I called, deaf to my cries. I put my hand over his heart.


So God had taken him too. Father, mother, and Rob—he had taken them all. Why should I cry? What was the use of crying, of anything ever any more?


How cold it was growing; surely the sun had slipped behind the clouds. Shadows lurked in the corners, and crept closer round me, chilling me with their presence.


Who was that gliding silently in at the door, drawing nearer, nearer, a light on her golden hair, and a wonderful softness in her eyes. How gently she 

held my hands, and touched my cheeks with her soft, cool one. Why, she was singing, singing as Kathie did on Sunday nights when the lights were low… Or was it the wind in the trees outside….


Then darkness, and a deep, deep sleep.
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Chapter XVII


Ring Down The Curtain


I 
went to sleep in Morrison's cottage, with the crisp "spring" feeling in the air, and a vision of blossoming pear trees with white laden branches looking in at the window. I awoke in my own little bed at Kamahi with a real summer nor'-wester blowing, and a glory of roses, pink and white and deep, rich red, twisting round the veranda posts outside, and stealing a glance, at me through the open French casement.


Not that I was 
really asleep all the time—of course, you understand that. But I was ill, quite interestingly ill, with a doctor staying in the house, and two nurses to look after me; with loads of medicine, and nice things to tempt my appetite; with silence in the sickroom; and Jan, Jock, and Pipi passing the door on tiptoe; with everyone remembering only the good things about me and forgetting the bad.


It really is very interesting when I come to look back on it now, though I can remember very little of all that happened during those first few weeks of my illness; I know that I was always tired, always hot, always aching. And always I dreamed that I 

was walking, walking over wide tussock-covered plains that had no end, with the hum of bees in my ears, and a great fear at the bottom of my heart.


Next I can remember the faces which bent down tenderly over me, the people who came and went— Kathie and Uncle Dan, Uncle Stephen and father, and a pair of squeaking boots and a kind, gruff voice that meant Uncle John. Sometimes, too, I caught glimpses of a fair-haired little girl, a small boy, and an older girl with a mop of hair tied with spotty black and white ribbons.


"Jan always wears the wyandottes now," I said to mother, and I wondered why she gave such a funny little start, and came over to me and held my hand with such a glad look in her eyes.


Would you believe it? That was the first sensible remark I had made. That was why mother was so pleased; it showed that I was really getting better. So I was. I began to notice lots of other things besides Jan's hair-ribbons. She had been wearing the wyandottes because she hadn't the heart to don pink or yellow or blue while I was so ill. They were quite the ugliest she had, too. When I was better she went into colours again, and gave the specklies to Pipi for dolls' sashes. Pipi, however, used them for a hangman's rope instead, and with their aid and some assistance from Jock suspended Chinky, the Chinaman doll.





But all this time I'm talking about wyandotte hair-ribbons and Chinaman dolls, and you're wondering what mother is doing on the scene when I led you to suppose that she was drowned, away out in the cruel ocean, away from us all, away from the children who couldn't live without her.


Of course she wasn't drowned. Did you ever believe it? I don't think we ever did; not even on that dark Sunday morning when it seemed that all hope was dead, and that father and mother were gone from us together. Deep, deep down in our hearts I think we always felt that something so terrible could never be.


It was not until weeks after that I heard the full particulars of the voyage home, of the breakdown in the machinery, of the hopeless drifting for weeks right off the track of vessels outward bound, of the joyful morning when the funnel of a Union boat had showed in the distance. The rescuing vessel was fortunately fitted with wireless, and the news of the 
Weka's safety was flashed to a waiting world. But father and mother were over a month behind the good news, and they arrived at Kamahi to find me in one room raving of golden-haired girls and lost brothers and ships which put out and never came back, and Rob, very thin and white and hollow-eyed, in another.


But father and mother were safe! Safe! Safe! 

We had them home again, and please God we should keep them as long as they both should live.


And what of Rob? All this time, too, you're thinking he died in Morrison's cottage that dark, dark Sunday nine weeks back. But he didn't—not a bit of it. He was up and about long before I began to notice wyandotte hair-ribbons or things like that. One morning I opened my eyes and found him sitting by my bedside—such a lanky, hollow-eyed Rob, with bright eyes that smiled down at me, and strangely white, thin hands.


"Hallo, kiddy," he said casually—too casually, for I saw the quiver round his lips.


"Hallo, Rob," I answered, trying to smile back at him.


"You're looking better," said Rob, so politely that I could not help laughing. Yet, strangely enough, when I laughed, one or two drops fell down my cheeks. I don't know exactly why I cried, but when you're ill it takes very little to set you off. It's quite embarrassing at times; you want a tear bottle tied on to your chin.


Rob looked so horrified that I tried to stop, while he slipped down on his knees beside me, and began to talk wildly about nothing at all. He seized upon a rose in a vase by my bedside, and held it up to me.


"Jolly scent this kind. Cabbage or moss—I forget 

which. Uncle's got some boskers outside. Carna-tions, too, are grand. Never saw carnations like those he's got—blaze of colour and scent. Grand!"


"It's all r-r-right," I gasped, wiping my eyes. "I—I couldn't help 1-laughing."


"I'il bring mother," said Rob, unconvinced.


"No! Sit down and tell me everything. I've lots to hear about everything, Rob."


And so I had. I wanted to ask Rob about his travels, of the "way back" railway camp in which he had worked, of the trip he had taken round the coast in the timber scow, of the swagging days during which he had passed through Otago and South Canterbury. Yet, strangely enough, at first the words wouldn't come easily to either of us, and we were only just beginning to enjoy each other properly when Kathie came into the room with the inevitable medicine bottle.


"Off you go, Rob," she ordered. "Ngaire's eyes are too bright already. Half a wineglass of this stuff, isn't it?"


She went over to the window, and began to measure out the loathsome mixture. Rob rose from his chair, but he still lingered, squashing the counterpane into agitated pleats.


"Suppose I must be off," he said, nonchalantly. "See you again this afternoon."


But he didn't go; instead, he pleated and re-pleated 

my clean counterpane in a way that would have broken mother's heart.


Ngaire—"


Suddenly he leaned down and touched my cheeks with his lips. And with that I understood all that he meant to say and couldn't say—all the repentance and sorrow and the resolving of better things. And there was something that he did tell me later on, one glad, fine day when, propped up in bed, I was enjoying all the glories of convalescence.


"I'm not going to be a farmer after all, Skinny," he said. "Uncle John is sending me back to school, and then on to the University. So I can be a lawyer or anything else I want. Uncle John's just ripping— you don't know what a good sort he is, kid."


But I did. I had discovered it long ago.


Once I had made a start I just raced to get well, and everyone encouraged me. Kathie and Jan and Mrs. McPherson made the jolliest things to eat, only Kathie burned her sponge cakes and her jellies wouldn't jell. But Jock and Pipi finished them up forme when her back was turned, so that her feelings shouldn't be hurt.


Uncle John made many trips to town, and came back with every kind of game and toy imaginable. He gave me everything but a squeaking lamb and to please him I played with them all, though you do feel a bit of an idiot with a puffing engine when! you're 

nearly thirteen. But I wouldn t have let him know for worlds. Somehow I feel that I can never love Uncle John half enough. I want to go on packing more and more and more love and joy and happiness into his life.


Uncle Stephen told me stories in the evenings when I was tired and the lights were low.


Everyone spoiled me and petted me. Occasionally Pipi forgot the respect due to an invalid, and once or twice Uncle Dan broke out in the old teasing way—but, then, he couldn't help it. All day long I used to lie, wrapped in rugs, on a couch on the veranda, moving round the house with the sun, and at very frequent intervals mother, Kathie or Jan or Mrs. McPherson would appear, bringing me something to tempt my appetite, which soon needed very little coaxing. Jock and Pipi, too, were very faithful in their attendance upon me, especially at appetite-tempting time, when they would squat affectionately one on either side of me and watch every mouthful that I took. Sometimes if the dish was unusually appetising Pipi would sigh, but Jock was too polite.


"Eat it all up, Ngaire," he would say. "It's to make you strong."


"She's eaten enough already to make her strong as a horse," Pipi said one day, tried beyond endurance by the sight of a rapidly diminishing omelette—and 

Pipi was particularly fond of omelette. "She's eaten enough to bust. There isn't a bit as big as a crumb left now."


"Ngaire's ill," Jock answered, reprovingly, and then added hurriedly as I put down my fork: "Bags I what she leaves, Pipi."


But Pipi was politely silent. Before the words were out of Jock's mouth she had appropriated the coveted morsel. Jock looked at her and sighed heavily.


"Pipi always was a pig," he said.


And now I've come nearly to the end of the year, and with the end of the year comes, of course, the end of my story. I don't like "Good-byes," do you? The uncles don't like "Good-byes" either. They said it was only to be "Au Revoir"; all our holidays were to be spent at Kamahi. So even if we were living in a town we would have something to look forward to every year.


Kathie would only be with us in Christchurch for about—oh, did I tell you? We were not going back to Auckland. Father had been offered the editorship of a paper in Christchurch and Ghristchurch is, as everyone knows, or ought to know, not so very far from Kamahi. So we wouldn't be a great distance form the uncles, after all.


About Kathie? Well, Kathie was coming with us to Christchurch for about nine months. After that she would return to Kamahi for good; but then she 

would be Katrine Malcolm no longer. Her name would be "Mrs. Uncle Dan."


I remember the last day that we spent at the homestead.


It was a still, still evening. Mother and I were sitting on the veranda after tea waiting for the others to come up from the stables, where they had gone with the uncles to say a last "Good-bye" to the dear horses. I still had to rest occasionally, and couldn't race about like the others; but every day I was growing stronger and stronger, and soon I should be quite well again, the doctor said. And you could never feel lonely or " left out" with mother at your side.


We had been talking of our new home in the city, and of the school which Jan,' Pipi and I were to attend. After a while we dropped into silence. Away in the west the sun sank behind the mountains in a golden glory of light; the eastern skies reflected its crimson glow. From the distance came the sound of the river rushing past.


"What made me ill, mother?" I asked.


Mother's arm stole round me, holding me to her.


"A number of things, dear. You wouldn't understand if I tried to explain. And you had had a shock, the doctor said."


A shock? Ah, yes, when I thought mother and father were drowned and Rob dead. Then I had 

wished to die too, and the little golden-haired girl had come to me.


I had often thought of her since, and wondered if she had been just a part of my dream.


"But she really did seem true, mother/' I said after awhile. "She was with me often when I was ill, and she held my hand when we went down to the river."


Mother's arm tightened round me; her eyes—oh, so full of lovingness-—looked into mine.


"You often talked of her, childie, and it seemed to comfort you. It was only a dream, but a very beautiful one."


I knew that mother was right, that it was only a dream. But I like to think that the little golden-haired girl came to comfort me, just as I shall always believe that the wonderful pears grow bigger and juicier and sweeter at Morrison's old orchard because of the love that was planted with the trees.


"Perhaps the dream came from God," I whispered.


And mother kissed me, and said that perhaps it did.


And now it is really "Good-bye."


They are coming to join us on the veranda. If you shut your eyes you will be able to see them just as plainly as I can.


Uncle Stephen and Jan are walking together. She has scarlet ribbons in her hair, a new blouse with not 

a button missing, and a skirt without a single tear or stain. They are discussing the box of books uncle has given her to take back to town, and uncle's eyes are very tender as he watches her. I know that sometimes he sees not Jan, but the bright-faced girl whom the waters bore away long, long ago.


Pipi is chaperoning Uncle Dan and Kathie. Every day Kathie grows older and more responsible; she isn't a bit the school-girl who came to Kamahi.


Pipi is prettier and more impish than ever, but she is still a child, while Jock has shot up like a beanstalk. He takes a great pride in his extra inches, and eyes his first tailor suit with joy. Mother won't be able to manufacture "sailors" or "shirt blouses" out of odd lengths for him now.


Rob is walking beside Denise McLennan, who came over in the motor to say "Good-bye." They are great friends, these two. I think it is because they have each a battle to fight, and are fighting it bravely. Rob is not quite so sure of himself, not so ready to dispute any and every point. He is rapidly winning back all that he lost, and reinstating himself in the good graces of the uncles. Denise has learned to bear her pain patiently, and is looking forward cheerfully to the day when she will be—"quite well" again.


Uncle John and father bring up the rear. Father stands beside Jock, and smiles round at everyone 

because he is so glad to have all his family together, and because mother is so well and strong. Uncle John sits down on the deck chair beside a certain little scarecrow of a girl, whose hair is shorter and whose legs are thinner than ever. But he doesn't seem to mind, so perhaps if you shut your eyes tight you will see only the pretty new dress which the dear, gruff old uncle gave her, the watch which he bought one day in town, the pretty collar which came out of his bag yesterday. The dainty slippers with the silver buckles are his present too, and I should like to draw your attention to the prettiest hat, all sweetness and fluffiness, that came from the best shop in town. Also from Uncle John—the hat, I mean, not the shop.


We are really and truly a very happy party. Sometimes I am inclined to wonder how it was that the uncles put up with us so long, for I know we've been an awful trouble to them, but, do you know, when I mentioned it to Uncle John just now he looked down into my eyes and smiled that nice twisty, comforting smile of his and said:


"Some of our biggest troubles are also our biggest joys, little Ngaire."


And somehow I seemed to know exactly what he meant. And it was nice of him to say that, I think, don't you?"
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While we have sought to ensure there are no intellectual property rights in the material that would prevent copying and other re-use, please note that material on this website marked with a Creative Commons license is released on an as-is basis and with no representations or warranties of any kind, to the greatest extent permissible by law. Subject to any liability which may not be excluded or limited by law, the Victoria University Library shall not be liable on any legal basis (including without limitation negligence) and hereby expressly excludes all liability for loss or damage howsoever and whenever caused to you.
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