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February 1885

Amy sat at John’s side as the buggy rattled
its way homewards. It was as though nothing had changed during
their few minutes in the courthouse. The only thing that felt
different was the ring on her finger. She twisted the thin band
absently and from time to time glanced at her new husband. Charlie
rode beside the buggy, close to Amy’s seat. Jack attempted to
converse with him, but got only an occasional monosyllable in
reply.

Thomas soon began to irritate Susannah by
demanding to sit with Amy. ‘He’ll crease your dress, dear,’
Susannah protested.

‘It doesn’t matter. Come on, Tommy.’ Thomas
clambered over the seat and onto Amy’s lap. She held him close,
welcoming the distraction of his prattle.

It was almost milking time, and Charlie left
them at his gate. ‘When do I come over to fetch her?’ he asked.

‘Come at dinner time, Mr Stewart,’ Susannah
said. ‘We’ll have a nice little family meal together.’

Harry was nowhere to be seen when the Leiths
pulled up to the house, but John assured his father that Harry
would meet them at the cow shed. Amy replaced her silk dress with a
pink gingham frock, and helped Susannah with dinner preparations
until her stepmother glanced at the clock and shooed Amy off to her
room.

‘You’d better get your things packed—not
your pretty dress, though, you can put that on again for dinner.
You’ll want to wear it when you go to your new home.’

Amy took a large drawstring bag she
sometimes kept mending in and loaded her clothes into it, wrapping
her shoes in paper so as not to soil anything else. It did not take
long to pack her few dresses and all her underwear. She left the
two maternity dresses lying on the bed and looked around the room
at her other possessions.

There was her work box; it had been her
mother’s, and Amy knew Susannah would not want it. And of course
her precious photograph. Amy wrapped it carefully in a chemise and
put it into the centre of the bundle. Her eyes went to her
neglected books. They only took up one small shelf, but they would
be heavy to carry. But the books had been friends to her, before
her reality had become too harsh to escape from. It didn’t seem
right to abandon them. I can carry them. I’m strong again now. I
wonder if he’ll let me put them up somewhere.

She slipped her brush and hand mirror into
the growing bundle, along with the little box that held her
grandmother’s tortoise-shell comb and cameo brooch. Amy hesitated
for a moment over the crocheted mats on her dressing table, then
packed them away with her clothes. She had made them herself, under
her grandmother’s instruction, so surely they belonged to her.

The same reasoning applied to her bedspread,
though it seemed a large thing to take without permission. But she
did not want to leave the beautiful thing behind when she left her
home to go to this man who was still a stranger.

She was still fretting over the bedspread
when Susannah came in.

‘I’ve fed the children and put them to bed
early, so they won’t get in the way while we’re trying to eat. Have
you nearly finished packing?’

‘Almost. Susannah, do you mind if I take my
bedspread? Granny and I made it together, and I’d like to have it
with me. Is that all right?’

‘I’ll have to get your father to buy another
one for this room if you do… oh, I suppose it doesn’t matter. That
one’s not very practical, anyway, being white. Yes, go on, take
it.’

Susannah sat down on a chair and watched as
Amy folded the bedspread. ‘You know, if you were as you should be,
I’d have to give you a little talk now. Your father even suggested
it this morning. That’s just like him, of course. He’s never been
very good at facing facts when it doesn’t suit him to.’

‘A talk? What about?’

‘About what to expect, of course. Your
duties as a wife. Just like my mother had a little talk with me.
She could have told me rather more, too,’ Susannah said with a
trace of bitterness. ‘Ah well, you’ve saved me that job, anyway. I
doubt if there’s much I could tell you.’ She glanced at the
maternity dresses, which Amy had put on the dressing table before
folding her bedspread. ‘Why haven’t you packed those?’

‘They’re yours, not mine. I thought you’d
want them back.’

‘Of course I don’t. Why would I want those
horrible things? I’m not going to have any more children.’

‘I don’t want any more babies, either,’ Amy
said quietly, fingering the soft cotton of her bedspread.

‘Don’t say that,’ Susannah said sharply. She
studied Amy’s downcast face. ‘Amy, I will give you some advice
after all. Don’t say anything like that to your husband. He’s
likely to have quite different ideas.’

‘You told Pa you didn’t want any more
babies.’

‘That’s completely different. I’d done my
duty, giving him two sons. Even if I hadn’t, he already had grown
children, he didn’t really care whether he had more or not.
Anyway,’ Susannah seemed to be choosing her words with care, ‘your
father’s different. Here’s a little bit more advice, Amy. Men
expect to get their own way. Your father’s become quite bossy the
last few months, but he could be worse—I can still manage him. But
I think your husband’s going to be… well, a little more difficult.
You must do your very best to please him.’

‘How can I do that?’ Amy asked.

‘Do whatever he wants, and do it well. At
least you won’t have stepchildren to put up with. Now, pack those
dresses away and make yourself pretty again for dinner. I’m going
to put my good dress on now.’ Susannah went out, closing the door
behind her.

Amy changed back into her blue dress, and
joined Susannah in the kitchen. It was not long before Jack and
John came in from milking. ‘Where’s Harry?’ Susannah asked.

‘Sloped off,’ said Jack. ‘He’s got himself
invited to the Forsters’ place for dinner.’

‘I do think he might have let me know before
I started cooking,’ Susannah complained. ‘Though he’d probably sit
there looking grumpy all through the meal, anyway. You two had
better hurry up and get changed before Charlie arrives.’

‘I’m going over to Uncle Arthur’s for
dinner,’ John said. ‘You don’t mind, do you Amy?’

‘No, John. You do whatever you want.’ She
managed a smile for him as he went out.

‘Well, really,’ Susannah said. ‘Those two
haven’t a good manner between them.’ She was still grumbling when
Charlie arrived, putting a stop to her flow.

Susannah was attempting to treat the
occasion as a genuine celebration, using her best cloth and china
and even decorating the table with flowers. It appeared to be
wasted on Charlie, who sat grim-faced throughout the meal. Amy was
glad she had baked the bread herself that morning; she thought
Charlie would look even grimmer if he had to contend with one of
Susannah’s leathery loaves.

‘And what do you think of your beautiful
bride, Charlie?’ Jack said. ‘Quite a picture, isn’t she?’

‘She looks well enough,’ Charlie said,
looking up for a moment from his plate, then returning his
attention to the roast chicken set before him.

The worst moment came after dessert, when
Jack decided toasts were in order.

‘First a salute to our gracious sovereign
lady, Victoria,’ he announced. He and Susannah got to their feet.
Amy had just begun to rise in her turn, when Charlie caught hold of
her wrist and pulled her forcibly back down into her chair.

‘I don’t drink the health of that German
woman who calls herself Queen of Great Britain,’ he told the room
at large. ‘And neither does my wife.’

There was a shocked silence. Everyone in the
valley knew that Charlie had some strange ideas about the royal
family, but none of them had ever realised it went as far as
outright disloyalty to the Queen.

Jack cleared his throat. ‘Yes, well, let’s
not talk politics in front of the ladies.’ He drank a sip of his
wine, and Susannah followed suit.

Having shown their loyalty, Jack tried
again. ‘A toast to the happy couple.’ This time he took a hearty
swig from his glass. Susannah took a dainty sip from hers, and the
awkward moment passed.

Amy tried to react as she knew her father
wanted her to, but it was not easy to conjure a smile when she
looked at the stern man opposite her. A life sentence, Mr Leveston
had said. It sounded a very long time.

As dusk set in Charlie had a last piece of
cake, then pushed back his chair and got to his feet. ‘We’ll be off
now,’ he announced.

‘Don’t worry about your milking tomorrow
morning—I’ll send the boys over,’ Jack said. ‘You have a
lie-in.’

‘There’ll be no need for that,’ said
Charlie. ‘I don’t care to have other people messing about with my
stock. Thank you,’ he added as an afterthought. ‘Come, Amy.’ It was
the first time she had ever heard him use her name.

Amy hurried off to her bedroom, which was no
longer her bedroom, and gathered up the bundle she had made of her
possessions. She put her beautiful hat on and gave the room one
last glance. It looked bare and impersonal now. Amy closed the door
on the sight.

At the farmhouse gate Amy got a bear hug
from Jack and a peck on the cheek from Susannah. She set off beside
Charlie down the track in the deepening dusk.

 


*

 


Jack watched his daughter struggling to
match her husband’s long stride. ‘He could offer to carry that
bundle for her.’

‘Charlie’s not used to polite manners. Don’t
worry, he’ll improve now he’s got a wife,’ said Susannah.

Amy looked a small child beside Charlie.
‘She’s too young,’ Jack murmured.

‘That’s why it’s good she’s married a man
old enough to be her father. He’ll look after her. You wouldn’t
want to see her going off with a boy of eighteen, would you?’

‘I suppose not.’ Jack refrained from saying
he would rather see Amy with the fellow of twenty who had caused
all this. Best to forget all that now. Amy had found a husband, and
she’d make the best of it. It was easy to believe that Charlie
would be charmed by her.

He watched till Amy was almost out of sight,
then Susannah surprised him by taking his arm. ‘Come inside now,
and stop worrying,’ she said. ‘You’ll catch a chill if you stand
out here much longer.’

 


*

 


Amy walked beside Charlie in silence.
Watching her footing in the gloom took all her concentration. And
she had no idea what she should say to him.

She looked up at her old home, and
immediately regretted having done so. She saw a dim, yellow light
in the parlour window; it looked homely and familiar, and she could
picture her father sitting in his comfortable armchair, smiling at
her. She had never yet seen a smile on the face of this stranger
who walked beside her with such an awkwardly long stride. Even
Susannah seemed familiar and safe. Amy suddenly realised that she
had not kissed the little boys good night. She wondered if Thomas
would ask for her when he woke up in the morning. I won’t be
there if he looks in my room. I’ll be in Charlie’s room.

They turned off the valley road and onto a
track leading up to the house. Charlie barely slowed his pace as
they climbed the hill. Amy’s bundle was uncomfortably heavy by the
time they reached the cottage.

She could just make out the shape of the
building, a shadow against the dim sky. Charlie went up to the
small porch. Amy heard the rattling of a handle, followed by a
creak as he pushed open the door. She stood at the foot of the
steps and waited to be asked into his house.

Our house. My house—a house of my
own. This is what I’m supposed to want.

‘Come on,’ Charlie said from the doorway,
turning away as he spoke.

Amy climbed the steps and entered the house.
It seemed pitch dark after the lingering dusk outside, but she
guessed she was passing through the kitchen. She followed Charlie
through a door on the opposite wall, a few steps across another
room, and through an open doorway. Charlie lit a candle. By its
flickering light Amy saw she was in a bedroom. His bedroom.

The room was tiny, dominated by the bed.
There was a wardrobe; a chest with five drawers, a cut-down
kerosene tin on it serving instead of ewer and basin; and a chair
beside the bed. Amy stood just inside the doorway, clutching her
bundle and waiting to be told what to do next.

Charlie placed the candle on the chest of
drawers, its light casting a looming shadow behind him. He turned
to face Amy.

‘I want you to understand a few things from
the start,’ he said. ‘Then there won’t be trouble later. I expect
to be obeyed in my own house. I won’t have arguments or talking
back. Your shame will never be mentioned—I’ve given you an
honourable name, and I’ll not bring up your past against you if you
behave like a decent woman. You are never to speak of your bastard.
Understand?’

Amy felt her face burning. She could only
manage a nod.

‘I’ll have your word on that. Swear to me
you’ll never raise the subject.’

‘I… I promise I won’t.’ Ann. I’m not
allowed to talk about you. He can’t stop me thinking about you,
though.

‘See that you remember. I don’t want to have
to speak of this again. You’ll be wanting to get ready for bed
now.’

Oh, God, he’s going to stand there and
watch me get undressed. I can’t do it. Not with him staring
at me. But Charlie took something from a drawer and went back
out to the other room, closing the door behind him.

Amy took off her precious hat and placed it
on the chest, well away from the candle, then slipped the pins from
her hair to let it tumble down over her shoulders. She undressed as
quickly as possible, tugging at the laces of her stays with clumsy
fingers, and pulled on her nightdress. What to do with her clothes?
Leave them draped over the back of the chair? That seemed slovenly.
She shoved them into her bundle and placed it on the chair; tonight
was not the time to explore the drawers and wardrobe.

She heard the door open, and scrambled into
bed. It smelt musty, as though the bedding had not been aired in a
long time. Charlie came through the doorway wearing a long
nightshirt and thick woollen socks. He bent over the candle to blow
it out, and Amy heard the blood pounding in her ears. She lay very
still, listening to his heavy tread on the bare wooden floor, then
felt the bed sink as he climbed in. What would he expect of her?
Jimmy’s soft words and careful urging seemed a long time ago.

Charlie took hold of her shoulder with one
hand, while the other pulled up her nightdress. The fabric twisted
awkwardly as he tugged at it, and Amy felt it cutting into her
thigh. She gasped at the shock of his weight as he heaved himself
onto her and forced her legs apart.

Pain stabbed through Amy, burning and
rasping with every thrust. She might have cried out from it if she
had not been struggling for breath under the crushing load of the
body bearing down on hers. The bed swayed and creaked, and Amy held
herself rigid, clutching at the sheet beneath her fingers.

It didn’t last long. Charlie heaved himself
off her and rolled away. When his snoring told Amy he was asleep,
she slid closer to the edge of the bed and curled herself into a
ball. Her shoulders hurt from the grip of Charlie’s hands. One
thigh was stinging where her nightdress had dug into it. And up
through her centre a line of pain throbbed.

The room seemed full of the smell of
unwashed sheets and of the man beside her. The house creaked from
time to time, as it gave up the last of the day’s heat. Amy lay
trembling, and trying to make no noise as she wept.

This was more horrible than she could have
imagined; worse than anything in her life except losing her baby.
It was worse than losing Jimmy, worse than hurting her father. She
had tied herself to this man. There was no escape.

In the early hours, Charlie roused and came
at her again, hauling her onto her back as she scrabbled to lift
her nightdress out of his way. It lasted much longer this time. Amy
lay awake through what was left of the night, too terrified to
move.

Charlie stirred as dawn broke. For a moment
Amy thought he was going to take her again, with the added ordeal
of having it happen in daylight, but he pushed back the covers and
sat up. He stared down at Amy with something like astonishment. She
knew her face must betray the hours of weeping, and she tried to
turn away. But he grasped her chin in his hand and forced her to
look at him.

‘What the hell’s wrong with you? Trying to
play the bashful virgin? It can’t have come as much of a surprise.’
Through the fear raking her, Amy was dimly aware that his promise
not to mention her ‘past’ had not survived the night.

He got out of bed, turned his back on her
and got dressed. This morning he would make no attempt to spare any
modesty she might have. ‘Straighten yourself up and get out to the
kitchen,’ he growled. ‘I expect my breakfast on the table when I
come in from milking.’ He stomped out of the room. A moment later
she heard the back door slam.

That bed held no temptation for her to
linger. Amy eased herself out from under the covers and stood up
carefully, her legs trembling as she put weight on them. A smoky
old mirror hung on the wall above the chest of drawers. She peered
into it and grimaced at the face that stared back at her:
red-blotched, swollen, and surrounded by a tangle of hair.

‘There’s no sense in grizzling over what you
can’t change,’ her grandmother had always said. Granny had had a
saying for every occasion. Charlie might have defeated even her
determined optimism, but she was right about things that couldn’t
be changed. ‘Things always look brighter in the morning’ had been
another of her sayings; Amy looked at her own puffy, tear-streaked
face in the mirror and found herself unable to agree.

She splashed her face with the small amount
of water that was all the kerosene tin contained, drying herself on
her nightdress as there was no towel. She untied her bundle and
retrieved her hairbrush, along with some underwear and a badly
creased work gown and apron. Her hair took much painful tugging to
get into a semblance of order, but Amy felt stronger when she was
dressed and tidy. She gave her face one last inspection in the
mirror, checking for any traces of tears. Weeping annoyed Charlie,
so there had best be no more of it.

Laundering the linen and giving the blankets
a much-needed airing would have to wait till washing day, but at
least the bed looked tidy when Amy had made it. That done, she made
herself look in the chest, and was relieved to find the lowest
three drawers were empty. No need to disturb Charlie’s things. Her
clothes only took up two of the drawers, and she jammed her books
and bedspread into the third one. There was enough space in the
wardrobe next to Charlie’s clothes for her dresses, and the shelf
above was just high enough for her hat.

Exploring the cottage took only moments. The
bedroom door led into a tiny parlour, sparsely furnished with a
sofa and a pair of old armchairs. The kitchen opened off the
parlour, and another door led from it into the cottage’s other
bedroom. Those four rooms made up the house.

The kitchen faced west, and was cool and dim
in the early morning light. It had a big, black range, which struck
Amy as rather new-looking, set into one wall, with a small stack of
wood beside it and an iron kettle on the hob; two or three
saucepans and a frying pan hung on hooks above the range. A heavy
wooden table and four chairs stood against the opposite wall. There
was a small dresser with a few plates on it in front of the third
wall, and against the last one stood a rough wooden bench with
another cut-down kerosene tin and a chipped enamel bowl on it.
Beside this bench were some food bins and a few shelves. The room
was tidy enough (it was too bare to be otherwise), but the floor
showed half-swept traces of dirty boots, the range had obviously
not been cleaned at all during its short life, and the pans had had
only cursory attention from the scrubbing brush.

‘That’s what a man calls clean!’ She could
hear Granny saying it now with a disgusted sniff. In Granny’s
opinion men were incapable of performing any household task
satisfactorily. Charlie obviously fitted the mould; though Amy
thought back to the state Frank’s house had been in when she and
Lizzie had visited, and she wondered if Charlie had, in fact, made
an effort to tidy up.

Well, she was used to cooking and cleaning.
And it would be nice to have her own kitchen again, even though she
was going to have to spend days getting everything cleaned up. But
the first task was to prepare Charlie’s breakfast. Amy did not know
how many cows he had, so had no idea how long he was likely to take
over milking.

A side of bacon hung from a hook in the
ceiling, there was a plate of dripping on one of the shelves, and
Amy found knives in a drawer of the sideboard. The eggs would still
be under the hens, so she would have to go searching for them.

She found a large, wooden barrel at one
corner of the house, and was pleased to think she had found the
water supply. But when she looked inside she saw that its base was
rotten, so any water that fell into it from the guttering simply
trickled away. There would be no water from that source.

Amy disturbed a sitting hen under a tree
close to the porch and retrieved two warm, brown eggs, but she had
to search under hedges all around the house before she had gathered
six, which she carried carefully back to the house in her
apron.

Finding the eggs had taken longer than she
had expected, and Amy began to get flustered. She had to have
everything ready before Charlie came back, and he surely couldn’t
be much longer. She ran through the tasks in her head: put the
kettle on to boil, fry the bacon, then keep it warm on the side of
the range while she fried the eggs. Water! There was none in the
kitchen, she had used the last few drops from the tin in the
bedroom, and the rain barrel was useless. Did she have time to go
searching for the well? Did she dare not have a pot of tea ready
for Charlie? She decided it was more important to get the food
ready; she could fetch water while Charlie ate if necessary.

Amy knew she should sweep the previous day’s
ashes from the range’s fire box before using it, but it seemed
safer to leave that till after breakfast. The next blow came when
she attempted to light the range and found there were no matches.
She hurriedly searched the kitchen for them without success. Had
she but known it, the matches were at that moment in Charlie’s
pocket as he sat in the cow shed. In desperation, she opened up the
fire box and found that a few of the embers were still glowing; she
spent a valuable few minutes coaxing these into flame using some
newspaper and blowing at the cinders. Her face was hot and she was
short of breath by the time she had a fire going.

There was no time to let the flames settle
down to the steady heat she needed, so she just threw the bacon
into a pan with some dripping and hoped for the best. The fat
hissed and smoked, and the bacon became badly singed around the
edges before she had time to pull it off the heat. She shoved the
pan to one side, and broke the eggs into another pan with more
dripping. Clumsy with nervousness, she managed to break the yolks
of four of the eggs. She watched in dismay as the edges of the
whites burned while the yolks of the unbroken eggs remained
uncooked. Suddenly overcome with weariness, Amy felt tears starting
from her eyes.

It was at this moment the back door opened
and Charlie came in, carrying a billy of milk. He stared at the
scene: a kitchen full of smoke, bacon half blackened and half raw,
a pan containing something that might once have been eggs, and in
the midst of it all Amy standing with tears streaming unchecked
down her face.

‘I’m sorry, I couldn’t find—’Amy’s words
were cut off when Charlie lashed her face with the back of his
hand. She fingered her tender cheek in shock while he stood over
her, glowering.

‘I thought you’d be competent in women’s
work, not a useless, whining child! Is it too much for a man to ask
a bit of breakfast when he’s been up labouring since dawn? Are you
capable of boiling a kettle? Is there a pot of tea ready?’

Amy shook her head helplessly. ‘I… I didn’t
know where to get the water from.’

‘And it was too much trouble to look outside
the door, was it? Did you think I’d fetch it for you?’ He took her
by the shoulders and shook her roughly. ‘Stop that bawling, or I’ll
give you something to cry about. You’ve ruined my breakfast, let’s
see you be of some use.’ He half-led, half-dragged her out to the
back doorstep, where he picked up a large kerosene tin and thrust
it into her hand. ‘The well is over there,’ he said, pointing out a
direction and giving her a shove.

Nearly blinded by tears, her face burning
from the slap, Amy stumbled down the slight slope to the well. She
pumped water until her container was full, then struggled back up
to the house with the heavy load, the tin bumping painfully against
her leg as she went.

Charlie had gone inside again. When Amy
entered the kitchen he was sitting at the table, a half-eaten slice
of bread and jam in one hand. She managed to lift the tin onto the
bench, then wiped the back of her hand across her tear-streaked
face, belatedly realising she must have left a black smear on one
cheek to go with the red mark on the other. Her hands shook as she
filled the kettle and placed it on the hob, aware of Charlie’s
baleful glare.

The kettle seemed to take hours to boil, but
at last she was able to fill the teapot. She carried it to the
table and placed it in front of Charlie with a cup and saucer and a
sugar bowl. She filled a cracked jug with milk and put some into
the cup, poured the tea when she judged it had drawn, then stood
waiting, hoping for some sign of approval, as Charlie stirred sugar
into the tea and drank it. She did not dare sit down at the table
and pour herself a cup.

Charlie drank his tea in silence, then
pushed the cup away and stood up from the table.

‘I’ll be back at lunch-time. There’d best be
something fit to eat.’ He pulled a box of matches from his pocket
and flung it down on the table, then left the room.

When she was alone Amy sank into a chair
with her arms on the table, laid her head on them and for a few
minutes gave way to weeping.

But tears were no use, and they brought no
lasting relief. Amy roused herself and began putting the room in
order, first opening the windows to let the smoke escape. She
boiled water on the range and used it to wash all the dishes on the
dresser as well as the cutlery from the drawer and the pots and
pans, then scrubbed the bench and table. The floor could have done
with being washed, but Amy instead decided to give herself plenty
of time to prepare lunch.

After she had composed her face into decency
with plenty of cold water, Amy went exploring once more. She found
a sack of potatoes in a shed near the house, along with some
turnips and onions in an untidy pile on the dirt floor of the same
shed. There was a neglected vegetable patch with a few weed-choked
carrots. Amy scrabbled around with her fingers and found enough to
take back to the house. A few clumps of spinach had survived the
weeds; that would do for greens with their meat. She set the bacon
bone left over from breakfast to simmer in a pot of water while she
chopped the vegetables; she wished she had some barley to make the
soup more substantial, but Charlie’s kitchen did not run to such
delicacies. Amy added plenty of salt and hoped it would be
flavoursome enough. She looked with distaste at the loaf of bread
on one shelf; it was obviously shop-bought, and none too fresh at
that, but it would have to do for today.

When the soup was bubbling, Amy went outside
again, searching for meat. She found a meat safe hanging from a
puriri tree on the shady side of the house, and retrieved six small
chops from it. Back in the kitchen, she boiled up a large pot full
of potatoes, ready to be mashed with a little milk and butter. It
was difficult to think of a pudding to make when Charlie’s kitchen
was devoid of all fruits and spices, but she managed to concoct a
jam sponge which, though unavoidably heavy given the lack of baking
powder, would at least be filling.

Amy watched all the pots carefully, timing
her preparations so the food would all be ready in the right order.
When she heard a heavy tread on the doorstep, she filled a bowl
with soup. Charlie stomped across the room, leaving a trail of dirt
as he did so, sat down at the table and looked expectantly at her.
Amy placed the bowl in front of him, then stood anxiously waiting
for his approval. He took a cautious spoonful, and Amy could see
from his expression that he liked what he tasted. He nodded towards
another chair; she poured soup for herself and sat down opposite
him. She had done something right at last!

Her work of the morning had given Amy a good
appetite, and she tucked into her food as enthusiastically as
Charlie did. She had held a tiny hope that he might praise the
meal, but she had to be content with not being rebuked.

After a second helping of pudding and two
cups of tea, Charlie pushed his chair back and lit his pipe, while
Amy carried their empty plates to the bench. She was pouring hot
water into the basin, trying to ignore the feeling that Charlie was
watching her, when she heard him get up from the table.

‘I like to have a cup of tea and a wee bite
to eat about three o’clock,’ he said, and with that he was
gone.

It was easy for Amy to keep herself busy all
afternoon. She scrubbed the floor and gave the range as thorough a
cleaning as she could manage without letting it cool down, and made
some plain biscuits for Charlie’s ‘wee bite’. She started to make a
mental list of the things she would like to see added to her
kitchen supplies so she could cook more appetising meals, but it
quickly grew to an alarming length. Amy knew she would not have the
courage to ask Charlie to buy so many things at once.

When she had scrubbed all the shelves it was
time to start making dinner. Amy was a little less anxious about
the meal after the successful lunch. She was sure that stew and
dumplings, with plenty of boiled potatoes and some more spinach,
would make a filling main course after soup left over from lunch,
and her baked jam custard had set beautifully when she pulled it
from the oven to cool on the bench.

Charlie’s silence over dinner told Amy he
was pleased with it, and she looked up from her own plate hoping to
see approval in his face. Instead she saw hunger. That seemed
natural enough when he was barely halfway through his soup, but his
expression did not change as he ploughed through the rest of the
meal; if anything it became more intense. He scarcely glanced at
his food as he shovelled it from his plate; all he seemed to want
to do was stare at Amy with the same grim expression, making her
more and more nervous.

Amy began to worry that she had not cooked
enough, but Charlie’s plate was piled so high she was sure he could
not possibly want any more. She tried to avoid meeting his
gaze.

She ran through the rest of the evening in
her head. We’ll finish dinner, then I’ll wash up, then I’ll—oh,
I can’t make bread, I don’t have any yeast. I’ll have to do
something about that tomorrow. I might do some sewing—Charlie’s
sure to have some things that need mending. I suppose he’ll want to
sit in the parlour, but if I’m busy sewing it won’t matter that he
doesn’t seem to talk to me. Maybe he’ll read the paper. Or
maybe…

Her eyes swung back to Charlie. That wasn’t
hunger for food she could see in his gaze. A hard knot formed in
the pit of Amy’s stomach as memories of the terrifying night
flooded back. How long would he let her sit in the parlour before
he ordered her into that bedroom?
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Frank rode down the road from Lizzie’s house
feeling warm and content. Another good meal, another pleasant few
hours with the Leiths, and a rewarding little stroll with Lizzie
along the banks of the creek to walk off some of the food. He felt
part of the family already. Arthur had long ago got over his
inexplicable grumpiness, and as far as Frank could tell his
soon-to-be father-in-law treated him with the same rough affection
as he did his own sons. Even when he had caught Frank and Lizzie
having a farewell kiss in the porch he had laughed and given Frank
a wink.

Yes, a very pleasant few hours. Lizzie
certainly could cook. She had been particularly affectionate today,
too; down at the creek she had definitely kissed back, and had
pressed so hard against him while they were kissing that there had
been no need for Frank to risk a scolding by reaching for those
forbidden bumps of hers. He wondered if Lizzie had noticed the hard
lump in his trousers while they embraced; he suspected it must have
been difficult to miss.

Only two more months and Lizzie would be
coming home with him. Frank was sure life would be very, very good
when she did, and not just because of her skill in the kitchen. The
thought of Lizzie in his bed made Frank’s trousers feel tight all
over again; that was going to be the best thing of all. As long as
he could figure out what to do with her once he got her there. He
brushed that thought aside for the moment; it was a problem that
would have to be solved, but he would not let apprehension spoil
his good mood. He wanted to keep hold of the courage his delightful
afternoon had given him.

Today he felt strong and brave; brave enough
to tackle a task he had put off for eight long months. Today he was
going to tell Ben.

He knew he had been foolish to put it off so
long. If Ben hadn’t been such a hermit Frank would never have got
away with keeping his engagement secret all this time; but if Ben
wasn’t so unfriendly to people it wouldn’t be so hard to tell him
he was going to have to get used to a woman in the house. What
would Ben say about it? Frank knew his brother wouldn’t be pleased,
and he was grateful that Ben was not a great one for talking.
Perhaps he wouldn’t say much at all.

Frank glanced to the side of the road and
noticed he was passing Charlie Stewart’s farm. What a surprise that
had been, hearing Amy had married Charlie. She was quite a pretty
girl, really, and even younger than Lizzie; it seemed strange that
her father had given her to someone like Charlie. Lizzie didn’t
seem to want to talk about it; when Frank had asked her why she
hadn’t mentioned the wedding till it was over, she had said
something about hoping Amy would back out of it. That seemed an odd
way to talk about a wedding.

He dragged his thoughts back to the task at
hand and started running through phrases in his mind. Should he
butter Ben up first? Should he be matter-of-fact or solemn? Maybe
try to make a joke about it? Ben probably wouldn’t find it very
funny, though.

‘By the way, Ben, did I tell you I’m getting
married in April?’ No, that was too casual. Perhaps he should work
up to it gradually, try to get Ben to see how nice it would be to
have a woman’s touch around the place. Frank grinned as he
remembered trying to work Arthur around to the subject of letting
him have Lizzie. Arthur had certainly made him suffer before he had
relented.

By the time he reached home Frank had
decided a straightforward approach would be best. After all, Ben
was his brother, not the wary father of a young girl. Ben would be
all right. He’d tell Ben while they were milking.

But during milking Ben’s attention was so
taken up with the cows that Frank was reluctant to distract him,
and perhaps annoy him. Over dinner might be a better time.

Then again, perhaps after dinner. Ben would
be in a good mood when he had a full stomach, Frank thought as he
gnawed at a chop. It seemed a particularly tough chop, and Frank
remembered the tasty stew he had had for lunch. The chops didn’t
seem the kind of food to put anyone into a good mood. When should
he bring up the subject? After Ben had had a cup of tea? When he
started reading the paper? Why not right now?

Frank watched Ben hack another slice of
bread from the loaf, then took a deep breath and spoke before he
had time to change his mind.

‘I’ve got a bit of news, Ben.’

‘Uh?’ Ben grunted, showing more interest in
his piece of bread and butter.

‘Yes. Good news.’ Ben was looking
expectantly at him now. ‘It’s about Lizzie.’

Ben’s eyes narrowed. ‘That girl? What about
her?’

‘Lizzie and me are going to get married.’
There, it was said.

Ben’s mouth dropped open, and he looked at
Frank in stunned silence for several seconds. ‘You bloody idiot!’
he said, finding his voice at last. ‘What the hell do you want to
do a fool thing like that for?’

This was not going well. ‘Calm down, Ben.
There’s no need to go crook about it.’

‘You’ve asked her, have you? It’s too late
to get out of it?’ Ben pressed.

‘I don’t want to get out of it! I want to
get married. It’ll be really good to have a woman around the
place.’

‘Why? What’s so good about having a woman
telling you what to do?’

‘She’ll make things nice. She’ll clean the
place up—we won’t have to bother with washing and dishes and things
any more. She’s a really good cook, too. No more tough chops.’

‘What’s wrong with my chops?’

‘Nothing’s wrong with them, but Lizzie cooks
roasts and things, and she makes beaut puddings.’

‘Make things nice, will she?’ Ben said in
disgust. ‘What, cloths on the table, I suppose? Leave your boots at
the door and all that rubbish. Frilly things lying around.
Ugh.’

This was an aspect that had not occurred to
Frank. But he would gladly put up with cloths on the table if it
meant not having to eat out of saucepans. And mention of frilly
things made him imagine Lizzie’s underwear. He wondered just what
she kept hidden under those long skirts of hers. He would find out
soon.

‘What are you grinning about?’ Ben asked.
‘That girl’s already got you dancing to her tune, eh?’

‘No!’ Frank protested. ‘Lizzie’s a really
nice girl, Ben. You’ll like her when you get to know her.’

‘Not bloody likely,’ Ben grumbled. ‘Well,
what’s she like, then? Is she the sort of woman who keeps her mouth
shut? I don’t want some rowdy woman wagging her tongue all day
long.’

‘Oh, Lizzie’s not a noisy person,’ Frank
assured him. That was true enough, he told himself. No one would
call Lizzie quiet, but it wouldn’t be fair to call her noisy. After
all, she never seemed to shout. She just never stopped talking.
Perhaps he could have a word with her, and tell her not to say too
much around Ben.

‘Will she do as she’s told?’

‘Ahh…’ Frank hesitated, reluctant to tell an
outright lie.

‘You’d better keep her in line, Frank. No
woman’s going to rule this place while I’m here. You get her sorted
out right from the start.’

‘Lizzie’ll be all right, don’t you worry.’
He really would have to have a word with Lizzie.

‘She might be all right if you show her
who’s boss. I’m warning you, if she doesn’t behave I’ll sort her
out myself.’

‘What are you talking about, Ben?’

‘If you’re too stupid to keep the little
bitch in line—’

‘Don’t call my wife a bitch!’ Frank
interrupted angrily. ‘And you can keep your hands off her,
too.’

‘I don’t want the little tart,’ Ben snarled.
‘You can tumble her all you want. Dunno why you can’t go to the
whorehouse if you’re that desperate for a woman.’

‘Shut up!’ Frank shouted. ‘I’m going to
marry Lizzie, and you’ll just have to put up with it. And if
there’s any sorting out to be done I’ll do it myself. You can shut
up about whorehouses, too.’ As if he would go to a place like that
and have his ignorance laughed at by bold-faced women. It was going
to be hard enough with Lizzie, and he knew she wouldn’t laugh at
him.

‘Shit,’ Ben spat. ‘You’ve been bloody well
sucked in, haven’t you?’

‘It’s my look out if I have.’ Frank took a
deep breath and unclenched his fingers from the edge of the table.
‘Just calm down, Ben. You’ll get used to it, and it’s too late to
row about it, anyway.’

‘Huh!’ Ben grunted. ‘Too bloody late. A
woman around the place!’ He cut himself another slice of bread and
stabbed at the slab of butter. ‘She’d better not try telling me
what to do.’
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Charlie rose from the breakfast table and
went out, leaving Amy with the sense of relief his absence already,
after only two days of marriage, gave her. When she had washed the
dishes she looked around her kitchen in frustration. There really
was nothing in it to make anything very tasty with. Charlie had
told her he would go into town for supplies the next day, but in
the meantime she couldn’t even make something as simple as scones
without so much as a bit of baking powder. And she was tired of
stale shop bread, but she couldn’t make bread without yeast. There
was only one thing for it: she would have to borrow a few things
from Susannah. She loosened her hair on one side and pulled a lock
forward to cover the bruise Charlie’s back-hander had left, then
set out.

As she clambered over the boundary fence Amy
reflected that if corsets were uncomfortable simply to stand around
in, they were doubly so when climbing fences.

It was a strange feeling to be back on her
father’s farm and not be allowed to think of it as home. Charlie’s
house wasn’t home; it was merely where she had to live now.

Susannah was rolling out scone dough while
the little boys scoffed handfuls of raisins. She looked up when the
door opened, and when she saw it was Amy an uneasy expression
flitted across her face.

Thomas and George rushed over and demanded
cuddles. Amy knelt and gave them each a squeeze, then straightened
up and turned to Susannah.

‘I’ve only come to borrow a few things,’ she
said. ‘Just until Charlie goes into town. I haven’t got much in the
kitchen yet.’

‘Oh,’ Susannah said, clearly relieved.
‘That’s all right then, help yourself.’

‘I need some baking powder, and a few of
those raisins if you can spare them?’

‘If these monsters have left any—oh, you’ve
been treading them into the floor, you horrible little
creatures—don’t pick them up and eat them, George, that’s
disgusting.’ She slapped George’s hand away.

Amy picked the guilty raisins off the floor
and dropped them into the slops bucket. ‘Could I take a bottle of
yeast?’

‘I’m not sure if I’ve got much left, and I
hate making it.’

‘You’ve got lots. I made a big batch the
other day so you wouldn’t have to bother for a while. See?’ Amy
opened a cupboard and pointed to the row of bottles.

‘Did you? I hadn’t noticed. Take one,
then.’

Amy took a bottle of yeast, then found two
empty jars and spooned a little baking powder into one and put a
handful of raisins in the other.

‘Do you want anything else?’ Susannah
asked.

‘I don’t think so—oh, I know! Can I take a
few cloves?’ An apple pie made spicy with cloves; Amy was sure
Charlie would like that. Everyone seemed to like apple pies, and
Amy knew she made good ones.

‘Take as many as you like.’ Susannah watched
Amy stow her jars into the large front pocket of her apron.

‘Amy, come and see,’ Thomas said, taking
hold of her hand.

‘Come and see what, Tommy?’

‘Come and see,’ he insisted. Amy let herself
be pulled through the door into the passage.

‘See?’ Thomas said proudly, leading Amy
through the door of her old bedroom. ‘I got my own room now!’

‘So you have, Tommy,’ Amy said, fighting
back tears. A few toys were lying on the floor, and some of
Thomas’s clothes were on the bed.

Susannah followed them into the room. ‘I
thought Thomas was old enough to move out of our room. I’ll put
George in here with him in a few months.’

‘You can sleep in my bed with me,’ Thomas
said, beaming up at Amy.

‘No, I can’t, Tommy.’ This time Amy could
not hide the catch in her voice. ‘I’ve got another bedroom
now.’

‘Don’t you want to sleep with me?’ There was
disappointment in the little boy’s voice.

‘Shh, that’s enough of that,’ Susannah cut
in. ‘Come out of here, Thomas, I don’t want you making this room
any more untidy than it is.’ She took hold of Thomas’s arm and led
him back to the kitchen, with Amy following at their heels. ‘Do you
want to have a cup of tea before you go home, Amy?’

Amy pictured herself sitting at the familiar
table in the comfortable kitchen. ‘Thank you. But I’d better get
back. Charlie’ll want a cup of tea himself soon.’

‘Where you going, Amy?’ Thomas asked.

‘She’s going home. Don’t you go making a
fuss, Thomas,’ Susannah said. ‘Amy will come back and visit soon.
Here, have some more raisins.’

With Thomas successfully distracted,
Susannah walked Amy to the door. ‘Your hair looks rather odd
hanging down on one side like that, Amy—here, I’ll tidy it for
you.’

‘Don’t,’ Amy said, but it was too late.
Susannah lifted the stray lock, revealing Amy’s bruised cheek.

‘I see.’ Susannah let the hair drop. ‘That
didn’t take long, did it? What did you get that for?’

Amy looked down at the floor. ‘Burning
breakfast.’

‘Is that all? I thought you might have done
something silly, like tried to fight him off. He is difficult,
isn’t he? You’ll have to be more careful.’

‘I know,’ Amy said through clenched teeth.
‘Please don’t tell Pa.’

‘Of course I won’t. He’d only go making a
fool of himself. It’s none of his business now, anyway.’

‘It won’t happen again, as long as I’m
careful,’ Amy said, trying to sound confident. Charlie will like
the apple pie. Maybe he’ll even say something nice about
it.

She walked back across the paddocks, holding
the bottle of yeast in one hand so it would not get too shaken
about. When she saw the back door standing open she was grateful
that she had refused Susannah’s offer of a cup of tea; Charlie had
come home a little early for his own.

Amy took her boots off in the porch and
hurried into the kitchen, vaguely taking in the fact that every
door in the house seemed to be open. ‘You haven’t been waiting
long, have you, Charlie? I’ve just—’

Charlie rushed at her and took hold of her
shoulders. ‘Where the hell have you been?’ he roared.

‘I-I went next door,’ Amy stammered. His
face was wild with rage, but something else seemed mixed with his
anger. If the idea had not been so ridiculous, Amy might have
thought it was fear. ‘I needed to borrow a few things from
Susannah.’

‘Don’t you ever,’ he punctuated each word
with a shake that jerked Amy’s head painfully back and forth,
‘don’t you ever set foot off my land without asking me. I’ll not
have you roaming around wild. You ask me. You
understand?’

‘I d-didn’t know,’ Amy gasped out between
shakes. ‘I didn’t know I w-wasn’t allowed. I’m s-sorry.’

‘Your pa let you run around where you
pleased, didn’t he?’

‘Y-yes. I w-was allowed out b-by
myself.’

‘And look what you did! You found a man to
roll in the grass with. Didn’t you! I’ll not have you making a fool
of me, you little bitch.’ He gave her a hard shove, slamming her
against the wall. Her head snapped back, hitting the wall with a
thud, then her legs gave way under her and she slid to the floor,
still cradling the bottle of yeast in her hands.

Amy looked at the angry face glaring down at
her and watched it blur as tears of pain and bewilderment brimmed
in her eyes. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. ‘I only wanted to make you
something nice for your dinner.’

Charlie’s enraged expression faltered.
‘That’s a poor excuse,’ he said gruffly. ‘Don’t wander off like
that again.’

‘I won’t.’

‘And for God’s sake stop bawling all the
time! I hardly touched you.’

Amy dried her tears on her apron, then
carefully picked herself up, wincing from the pain in her shoulder
blades, and placed her borrowings on a shelf before putting the
kettle on to boil. She didn’t make herself a cup; instead she
busied herself at the bench while Charlie drank his tea. That way
he would not see the tears that kept welling up afresh.

When she heard the back door close behind
him Amy poured herself some tea and sat down at the table. Her head
was beginning to throb from being banged against the wall, and
every movement made it hurt more. I can’t please him. Whatever I
try just seems to annoy him. All these rules that I don’t know
about until I break them, then he hits me. What if it keeps getting
worse? What if I can’t bear it? Her father’s house, such a
short run across the paddocks, made an enticing picture. What would
happen if she just took to her heels and ran home? Pa wouldn’t
make me come back here, not if I told him Charlie hit me. I’d still
be married—I wonder if it would still count as making me
respectable if I didn’t live here.

She took a gulp of the hot tea, hardly
noticing as it scalded her mouth. I can’t do that. Charlie would
want to divorce me or something, and it would be a terrible
scandal. Anyway, I belong to Charlie now, and if he said he wanted
me Pa would have to give me back to him. Pa would be really upset
then. She replaced the cup on its saucer, spilling a little as
her hand shook. All those people who wanted me to back out of
it, and I was so sure I could bear it. Can I?

Amy picked up the spoon Charlie had left
beside his cup and stirred her tea, quite unnecessarily as there
was no sugar in it. I’ll just have to bear it. There’s no use
being miserable. Things are awful, but they might get better when I
get more used to them. It’s always worst when it’s the first time.
Last night wasn’t as bad as the first time—well, he only did it
once instead of twice, so that was better, anyway. And I was so
tired that I went to sleep as soon as he finished. He only hits me
when I annoy him, so when I learn all the rules that won’t happen
any more. And he was right to be annoyed with me about going home.
I used to be allowed to go wherever I wanted, and I did sneak off
and do bad things with Jimmy. No wonder Charlie doesn’t trust me. I
don’t deserve to be trusted. New tears welled up. I hope I
can learn to be good. I hope he won’t hit me too much.

Charlie ate a generous share of the
golden-crusted apple pie without comment, but Amy was sure he had
enjoyed it. While he was still lingering over his second cup of
tea, she took the largest basin the kitchen held and put it on the
table. She measured flour into it along with a little sugar and
salt before carefully pouring in yeast from her borrowed bottle.
Charlie watched as Amy stirred in some lukewarm water and started
working the mixture.

‘Are you making bread?’ he asked.

‘Yes.’ Amy shot a sideways look at him, and
was gratified to see interest in his face. ‘I’ll bake it in the
morning, then you can have some nice and fresh for breakfast.’

Amy got up next morning as soon as Charlie
had dressed and left the room. Her dough had risen beautifully
overnight. She gave it a good, long kneading and filled two loaf
pans. The loaves had risen and were ready for baking by the time
she had the range cleaned and heated and had gathered fresh eggs.
By the time Charlie came in for his breakfast Amy had turned the
golden brown loaves on to a rack.

The room smelt deliciously of fresh, warm
bread. Amy cut the first few slices, and Charlie took one and
buttered it. The butter melted into the bread as he lifted it to
his mouth. Charlie chewed his slice slowly, and Amy watched, hardly
daring to breathe. He reached for another slice, turned to her and
said, ‘That’s not bad bread. Not bad at all.’

It felt the most lavish praise anyone had
ever given her. ‘I’m glad you like it,’ Amy said. She smiled
hesitantly at Charlie and watched him eat several more slices
before he even started on his bacon and eggs. I’ve done
something he likes. I’m learning.

After the success of her bread, Amy felt
brave enough to rattle off a long list when Charlie asked what she
needed from town later that morning. She stopped when she noticed
he was looking incredulous.

‘What do you want all that stuff for?’ he
asked. ‘What do you need hops for? And caustic soda?’

‘Hops are for making yeast, and soda—’ she
picked up a bar of soap that was lying on the bench. She had
already noticed its suspiciously regular shape. ‘Do you buy
this?’

‘I don’t get it out of a cow’s backside.
Where do you think it comes from?’

‘It’s just that I always made it at home.
I’m sure it’s cheaper making it myself. That’s what I need the soda
for.’

Charlie grunted. ‘Well, you can’t have all
that stuff, anyway. Tell me two things you really need.’ That was
discouraging, but Amy resigned herself to building up her kitchen
stocks gradually over a few months.

When the evening meal was over, Charlie
announced, ‘We’re going to church tomorrow. My mare’s quiet enough,
you can ride her.’

‘I’m sorry, I can’t ride a horse,
Charlie.’

‘What are you talking about? I used to see
you riding to school, years ago.’

Fancy him remembering that. It was
so long ago—I was only twelve when I finished school. ‘I used
to ride like a boy then—you know, just throw a blanket across the
horse and ride astride. But I can’t really do that now. And you
haven’t got a side-saddle.’ She had already checked the shed that
held Charlie’s tack.

‘Oh. Well, it’s maybe for the best. It would
only encourage you to wander if you could ride. I’ll go over and
see your pa first thing, see if he’ll take you in his buggy. I
can’t put you behind me on Smokey, too hard on his back to have you
bouncing around all the way into town.’

Pretty hard on my bottom, too. And I wish
he didn’t make me sound like a straying cow.

‘I suppose you’ll want a bath tonight,’
Charlie said.

‘Yes, please—if it’s not too much trouble.
I’d better start fetching some water.’

‘I’ll do it,’ Charlie said in the tone of
one making a great sacrifice. ‘It’d take you half the night to
fetch enough.’

Amy draped her nightdress and Charlie’s
nightshirt over two of the chairs. Charlie carried a tin bath into
the kitchen from one of the sheds, then made several journeys to
the well carrying a large bucket in each hand. He watched Amy heat
up water on the stove and pour it into the bath. He seemed to be
thinking through a problem, and at last he said, ‘You can have the
bath water first. Don’t let it get cold.’

‘Thank you. I’ll try and be quick.’

When Charlie had left her alone, Amy
undressed and climbed into the little bath. She had to suppress a
foolish urge to giggle. So there is something good about being
married after all. No more having to use Susannah’s bath water.
A small laugh escaped her; she stifled it before it turned into
hysteria. She squirmed around to check her shoulders and found a
livid bruise on each side. That doesn’t matter. No one will see
those. And the bruise on my cheek’s faded a lot now. As long as he
doesn’t hit me on the face before tomorrow no one will notice
anything.

Amy found small bruises at the tops of her
thighs, and knew they must be from Charlie’s rough thrusting. Like
the bruises on her shoulders, they were tender to the touch, but
she ignored the discomfort and scrubbed herself all over. After
three nights of Charlie’s demands it was blissful to feel clean
again. Perhaps she would only stay clean for a few more hours, but
in the meantime she was going to enjoy it.

 


*

 


Amy woke on Monday morning feeling weary and
despondent. Sunday had got off to a good start, with Charlie
leaving her alone on Saturday night. At first Amy had been afraid
he was annoyed with her, but he had said nothing, just groped
half-heartedly then rolled away and gone to sleep. After his
importunity of the first three nights it had puzzled Amy, though
she was grateful for it. She had no way of knowing it was one of
the differences between a man of twenty and one well past
forty.

The service had been something to endure,
with Amy only too aware everyone was staring at her as she sat near
the back of the church at Charlie’s side. It had been even worse
afterwards, with everyone rushing up to give meaningless good
wishes and congratulations. Amy knew they were all speculating on
why she had married Charlie. She had seen a gleam in Mrs Carr’s
eye, and was sure Mrs Carr had been eyeing her belly, expecting to
see a guilty swelling there.

After the humiliation of being inspected by
everyone, Amy had had to fight off feeling sorry for herself all
the rest of that day. It hadn’t helped that, being Sunday, she had
not been able to weary herself by working as hard as usual. That
meant she had been wide awake at bedtime, when Charlie had seemed
to want to make up for his wasted time on Saturday night. He had
taken a long time over it, too, leaving Amy feeling bruised and
battered. The final stroke had come when Charlie at last rolled
away from her, and Amy, lying awake with her mind racing, had
remembered the date: it was once again the eighth of February. One
year since Jimmy had proposed to her, and one year since they had
lain together under the stars. I used to like it with him, and I
hate it now. I must be really bad to hate it with my husband. And
we made Ann together, and I gave her away. She had sobbed into
her pillow for much of the night before drifting into an uneasy
slumber.

And now she had washing day to cope with. At
home Amy would have sorted the clothes into piles and put the
dirtiest ones in soak on the Sunday, but there were no washtubs
here, so she would just have to scrub them harder. She had found a
filthy washboard on the earth floor of one shed, where it had
obviously lain neglected for years, but there was no copper or any
other sign of laundry facilities. Over breakfast she asked,
‘Charlie, where do you do the washing?’

‘That’s your job!’ he said indignantly.
‘It’s woman’s work!’

‘I know it is, I didn’t mean it like that.
It’s just that I don’t know where things are yet, and I wasn’t sure
where I’m meant to do it.’

‘Oh. I used to give things a bit of a splash
down at the creek. I expect you to do it properly, though. I want
things nice around the place now there’s a woman here.’

Doing it properly without anything to boil
the clothes in was going to be difficult. Amy thought hard while
she did the dishes, then went through to the bedroom, pulled the
sheets off the bed and bundled the dirty clothes up in them. At
least there was only two people’s worth of washing to do.

She checked her wood heap, and was relieved
to find it full. She dragged the tin bath out of its shed and piled
the firewood into it along with a cake of soap, some newspaper and
matches, with the clothes on top. There were several empty kerosene
tins lying in the shed. Amy carried out two of them and managed to
fit one into the bath with the wash board inside it. She looped the
second tin over one arm and struggled down the hill to the creek,
juggling her awkward load.

She lit a fire on a level spot close to the
creek, filled both kerosene tins with water and set them on the
fire. It took load after load to fill the bath with boiling water,
and the sun had been up for hours before she had enough.

The washboard came clean when she dipped it
in boiling water and rubbed it hard with soap, and after a rinse in
the creek it was ready for use. Amy managed to get all the
underwear, her work dress and aprons, and Charlie’s shirts and
socks washed before the bathful of water was soiled enough to need
emptying. She tipped it over, narrowly avoiding a nasty scald, and
looped the steaming clothes over a stick to carry them from the
tub. The creek was the best place to do her rinsing, though it
meant keeping a tight hold on each item as she swished it about in
the water.

After stopping for an hour to make lunch and
bolt down her share, it was time to carry on. Her fire needed
stoking again and a fresh bathful of water had to be boiled before
she could wash the sheets and the rest of the clothes. She left
Charlie’s work trousers soaking in the hot water while she finished
rinsing the sheets, which were particularly awkward to hold on to
in the creek. Although she added more boiling water, Amy could not
keep the bath of water at a high enough temperature for the
dirtiest clothes. Even after having been soaked, the trousers took
a long session of hard rubbing against the washboard before they
came clean, and Amy skinned her knuckles against the wooden
board.

The edges of the tin bath had cut into her
hands when she carried it down the hill, and wringing the steaming
hot clothes by hand wore the skin raw. Her head ached from being
out in the hot sun for so long, despite her straw bonnet, and her
bruised shoulders protested painfully. Amy sat on the grass for a
few minutes to rest her back, which was aching from hours of
hunching over the washing. She tried not to think too longingly of
her lovely big copper with the two tubs beside it where she had
done the washing so many times over the years.

I shouldn’t complain. Pa told me Mama had
to do the washing down by the creek for years, before he got the
proper house built. There were four of them to wash for, too. Pa
used to carry the wet washing up to the clothesline for her
afterwards, because it was so heavy. I won’t even try asking
Charlie—that’s woman’s work.

With that, the next problem struck her:
there was no clothesline. Why does everything have to be so
hard? But she had no time to waste on the luxury of feeling
sorry for herself.

She sought out Charlie, and found him
checking his potato paddock. ‘Charlie, can I please have a bit of
rope?’ she asked.

‘What for?’

‘To hang the clothes on.’

He stared hard at her. ‘Is that the
truth?’

‘Yes,’ Amy assured him, wondering at his
earnestness.

He studied her puzzled expression, and
seemed satisfied. ‘There’s plenty in the cowshed. You can fetch it
yourself.’

What did he think I wanted it for?
Maybe he thought I might hang myself with it. Amy smiled at
the foolishness of the idea, until it occurred to her to wonder if
it really was such a ridiculous notion. No more struggling to
please Charlie, never knowing whether he would approve or lash out
at her. No more being mauled in bed, then lying awake wondering if
he would do it again. How would Charlie feel if he found me
swinging from one of the trees? She shuddered at the picture.
Maybe he’d feel guilty. I don’t think so. He’d be angry, but it
would be too late. That would get the tongues wagging—oh, it would
be terrible, Amy realised abruptly. Everyone would say Pa
forced me to marry Charlie, then I hung myself because I couldn’t
bear it. Pa would never get over that. It would be the worst thing
I could ever do to him.

Amy found a coil of rope, noting the grubby
butter churn lying neglected in a corner of the same shed; she
would have to clean that up and start making butter when she had a
little time to spare. She looked for two trees a convenient
distance apart, and saw a suitable pair some way further up the
hill from the house, in a spot sufficiently exposed to catch the
sun. Attaching the rope high enough so the clothes would not drag
on the ground was going to be a problem. Amy studied the branches,
and decided there was only one way to do it.

If there was one thing even more difficult
than clambering over fences in a corset, Amy found, it was climbing
trees. But it had to be done, and by taking off her shoes and
stockings she had at least given herself a chance of getting a grip
on the tree trunk. She knew she would make a strange sight,
clinging to a tree branch with her skirt and petticoats tucked into
her apron strings, but no one was likely to see her. One leg had a
deep scratch by the time she had secured the rope.

The wet clothes were heavy, and it
took Amy several trips to bring them up from the creek. She had to
drape them over the makeshift clothesline and hope they would stay
there, as there were no clothes pegs. That was another thing she
would have to ask for one shopping day.

Amy stood back from her clothesline and
studied the washing. It did not look as clean as she would have
wished, certainly not as clean as she was used to, but it was a
good deal better than it had been before. The sun was hot enough to
dry everything in what was left of the afternoon. It was essential
that they did dry quickly, as Charlie only seemed to possess one
pair of sheets. No wonder he never bothered washing
them.

By the time dinner was over and Amy had her
bread dough warming in front of the range she was drooping with
exhaustion, but she welcomed her weariness as a friend. I’m so
tired I’m sure to drop off as soon as he’s finished. Maybe I’ll
even go to sleep during it. That, she decided, was too much to
hope for. But another first had been conquered: her first washing
day. The sheets were back on the bed, smelling fresh and clean
instead of musty, and the clothes were all dry and ready for
ironing. It had been far more difficult than she could have
imagined, but next time would be easier. She wondered fleetingly
how she would manage during the scanty daylight hours of winter,
especially when the creek began to run muddy, but she thrust that
thought aside. I’ll just be miserable all the time if I think
about things like that. One day at a time, that’s the best way to
be. And at least I’ve got a clothesline now. I won’t have to do
that again. I’m not much good at climbing trees. She rubbed at
her scratched leg through her dress.

Charlie put down his cup and rose to go
through to the parlour. At the door he turned. ‘You left my good
bit of rope tied to those trees,’ he said, frowning. ‘I had to get
it down and put it away. Now, don’t go bawling whenever you’re told
off, you silly bitch.’
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One day at a time, Amy told herself
whenever things threatened to weigh her down beyond bearing. She
was used to working hard, and strong enough to cope with the
drudgery of this house.

Charlie allowed her to bring out her
bedspread, but he announced that her lacy doilies were too fussy
for his room, so they lay neglected in a drawer. Amy did not risk
asking permission to bring out her books, and she could not bear to
think of her mother looking down at the bed and all its horrors
with her loving smile. She left the photograph in a drawer with her
books.

Her beautiful white bedspread looked out of
place in the starkness of Charlie’s room. Sometimes its familiarity
gave Amy comfort; she liked to stroke it as she climbed into bed,
remembering her grandmother’s hugs. At other times she regretted
having brought it from home to cover what took place in that
bed.

Desperation taught her ways of coping with
the ordeal of her nights. She learned to make her body relax when
her instinct was to go rigid, and she slowly trained herself to let
her mind wander as Charlie grunted and moaned above her. She would
lie very still and plan what meals to cook the next day, what she
might ask Charlie to buy at the general store that week, how she
could make time to weed the neglected vegetable patch. As the days
wore on into weeks Amy often found herself left to lie in peace for
two or even three nights in a row, but she never knew just when a
hand would reach out in the darkness and pull up her nightdress.
She soon learned always to sleep on her back.

Loneliness made things even harder. Lizzie
was too far away and too busy with wedding preparations to pop
over, and there was no one else to visit her. It was a week before
Amy managed to pluck up her courage and ask permission to visit her
old home so she could return her borrowings, but she was not
allowed to stay long enough to have a cup of tea with her
father.

On Sundays she saw her family on the drive
to and from church, and it gradually became less of a trial to be
inspected by the other churchgoers as her hasty marriage became
less of a novelty. But even after the service she had little
opportunity to talk to Lizzie. There always seemed to be someone
talking to Lizzie and Frank about their approaching wedding, and
Amy was reluctant to butt in on such conversations. If she did,
some well-meaning woman would make a remark about Amy’s being a
happy young bride, and Amy would feel like a liar. If her father
was nearby she would have to make a special effort to smile.

On the third Sunday after her wedding, Amy
stood outside the church waiting for her father to take her home.
The previous week Jack had invited them for Sunday lunch that day,
and after some thought Charlie had agreed. As she watched Charlie
walking towards his horse, she heard a voice at her shoulder.

‘Hello, Amy, you keeping well?’

Amy turned and saw Matt Aitken, with his two
older children at his heels.

‘I’m very well, thank you,’ she replied
automatically. ‘Hello, Bessie.’ She smiled at the little girl.
‘You’re getting so big! You must be eight now.’

‘I’ll be nine soon,’ Bessie said proudly.
‘I’m in the fourth row at school.’

‘Are you? You must be working hard.’ Her
brief spell of teaching seemed so long ago that it was almost as if
it had happened to someone else. Someone who still believed in
dreams.

Amy turned back to Matt. ‘How’s Rachel?’ She
knew Rachel was only a month or two away from having her fifth
child.

Matt grimaced. ‘Fed up with being stuck at
home, poor old girl, specially in this heat. She’s well enough,
though. You should come and see her some time, she’d like
that.’

‘Maybe I will, if I’m allow… I mean, if I
have time. Tell her I was asking after her.’

‘I hope you can come around, Amy. It’d cheer
her up.’

Amy opened her mouth to say she would try,
but instead she gave a startled cry as her arm was grasped. She
turned and saw Charlie there.

‘Charlie, I was just telling your wife she
should—’ Matt began, but Charlie ignored him. He tugged at Amy,
giving her no choice but to walk with him away from the church and
towards the horse paddock.

His fingers dug into the flesh of her arm.
‘You’re hurting me, Charlie.’

‘I’ll hurt you worse if you don’t behave
yourself,’ he said, gripping her arm more tightly. Amy bit her lip
to keep back a cry of pain. ‘Don’t you talk to that Matt Aitken,’
Charlie growled.

‘Why? Don’t you like him?’

‘I don’t like seeing my wife talking to him.
Understand?’

‘We were talking about Rachel, that’s all.
He asked me—’

Charlie gave her arm a shake, and this time
Amy could not hold back a yelp. ‘Are you arguing with me,
woman?’

‘No! I’m sorry, I won’t talk to him again. I
didn’t know—’

‘You’ll know another time.’ He led Amy over
to her father’s buggy. ‘You just wait there and stay out of trouble
until your pa comes.’ Charlie went over to Smokey, but made no move
to leave. Instead he stood rubbing the horse’s nose and fiddling
with the bridle, occasionally casting a glance in Amy’s direction.
Only when Jack and Susannah arrived at the buggy with their
children did he mount and ride off ahead of them.

When the buggy reached Charlie’s gate he was
standing there waiting. ‘Hop in, we’ll give you a lift,’ Jack said,
halting the horses.

‘We’re not coming,’ Charlie said. ‘We’re
stopping home.’ He reached out a hand to guide Amy down from the
buggy.

‘But you’re coming for lunch,’ Jack
protested.

‘I’ve changed my mind. Hurry up, Amy.’ Amy
avoided her father’s eyes as she got down.

‘Now, Jack, it’s only natural Charlie wants
to have Sunday lunch at home,’ Susannah came in smoothly, covering
the awkward moment. ‘They’ve only been married a few weeks, and Amy
is a very good cook. Leave them in peace, they can come
another day.’

Jack laughed. ‘You’re right. Come next week,
then, Charlie—I miss my girl, you know. Bring her over to see me
soon.’

‘We’ll see,’ said Charlie.

Jack drove off, and Charlie took Amy’s arm,
digging his fingers into the tender spots he had made earlier. He
marched her up the slope, making Amy half-trot to match his stride,
and did not release his hold until they reached the house.

Amy rubbed at her sore arm. ‘I haven’t got
anything ready for lunch, Charlie,’ she said in a small voice,
wondering just why she was in trouble.

‘Get on with it, then.’ Charlie glowered at
her. ‘If it wasn’t the Sabbath I’d teach you not to make a
spectacle of yourself with men.’

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know I wasn’t allowed
to talk to him.’

‘You keep away from men, you little bitch.
I’ll not be made a fool of. I’ll not have people saying my wife’s a
whore. Whatever you were before I wed you, you’ll do as I say and
act like a decent woman now. Understand?’ He shook her.
‘Understand?’

‘Y-yes,’ Amy stammered. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t
mean to annoy you.’ Charlie gave her a dark look and stalked
inside, leaving Amy to follow in his wake.

As she lay in bed that night struggling for
breath under Charlie’s weight, Amy thought about his words. He
thinks I’d do this with another man if I got the chance. He thinks
I’m a whore. That must be a woman who does this with lots of men. I
wish he trusted me. I wish I hadn’t been so bad.

A more cheerful thought struck her, and Amy
mentally counted days, trying to estimate when her bleeding might
start. She dreaded the thought of having to explain to Charlie why
he wouldn’t be able to touch her for a few days, but the relief
would be worth the fearful task.

She counted twice to be sure, then once
more, but each time the sum came out the same way. Her bleeding was
already a few days late.

I’ve only had one lot since Ann was born,
maybe it’s not regular yet. Or maybe I’ve remembered the
dates wrong. Amy pushed back against the knowledge that was
seeping into her awareness. She was with child again; Charlie’s
child. I don’t want it. I don’t want it!

 


*

 


In early April the days were still warm, and
Amy had still not told Charlie about the child on its way. Telling
would make it seem a certainty, and she clung desperately to the
hope that she might be wrong. She did not want to go through the
misery of pregnancy and then be ripped apart again to bear this
child of her degradation; the child of a union not of love, but of
fear and revulsion on her part and contempt coupled with lust on
his. So she ignored it, and hoped it would go away.

 


*

 


April had seemed safely in the distance for
so long that it came as a shock to Frank when he realised the month
of his wedding had arrived. Only two more weeks and he would be
bringing Lizzie home with him. The thought of sharing his life and
his house with Lizzie made him feel warm and comfortable; when he
thought about sharing his bed with her excitement fought a war with
nervousness, and each day that the wedding drew closer the two
emotions became stronger.

He knew that whatever went on in married
couples’ bedrooms couldn’t be very difficult to learn; after all,
people seemed to have babies all the time. But just how did they
learn? He had got the impression from hay paddock jokes that most
men seemed to know all about it, even the ones who weren’t married.
There were always plenty of remarks about lacy drawers, and about
women letting down their rigging, which he suspected referred to
corsets.

He supposed he would figure it out, given
time, but what if he hurt Lizzie first, doing it the wrong way? He
never, ever wanted to hurt Lizzie. And how would he know if he had
done it wrong? Lizzie would have no more idea than he did; this was
going to be one area where she would not try to tell him what to
do. He was the man; it was up to him to know. And he had no real
idea.

Frank was so preoccupied with his weighty
problem that it was some time before he noticed how strangely Ben
was acting. His stay-at-home brother had taken to making mysterious
trips into town; trips which he refused to discuss when asked,
beyond saying he was ‘arranging a few things’. When Frank told Ben
he wanted him to be his best man Ben scoffed at the idea; when
Frank pressed him he swore and muttered, ‘Please yourself. Shut up
about it.’ Frank didn’t mention Ben’s reluctance to Lizzie; he was
sure she would say there was no point making Ben be best man if he
didn’t want to, but Ben was, after all, his brother, and the only
family he had. Until he gained his new wife, of course. At least
Ben had stopped his complaints and threats against Lizzie’s
arrival. Frank had enough to make him nervous without that.

A week before the wedding, Frank was still
none the wiser about what would happen in seven nights. His mind
was full of his problem as he loaded his empty milk cans onto the
spring cart after dropping the milk off at the cheese factory, so
it was some time before he became aware of the conversation going
on around him.

‘Reckon that Charlie Stewart’s got a glint
in his eye these days,’ one of the men said. Frank looked up from
the cart to see Charlie driving away.

‘Yep. Tasty little wife in his bed, that’s
why,’ another voice replied. Frank looked at the speakers and saw
they were Mr Carr and old Mr Aitken.

‘Bet he makes her squeal,’ Mr Carr
commented. Squeal? How would he make her squeal? Did they mean
Charlie hurt Amy?

‘First night, anyway. They let out a good
yell then—even the ones who’ve got no need to.’

‘Well, my old woman reckons Charlie had a
bite at that cherry a while before the wedding—reckons that’s why
they got married in such a rush. So she did her screaming out in
the paddock, I guess.’

‘You reckon? Now, how did he talk a good
looker like her into rolling in the grass with him?’

Mr Carr shrugged. ‘Dunno. But I suppose he
must have—don’t see why else Jack would’ve given her to him.’ He
noticed Frank looking at him. ‘Hey, Frank! Your big day’s coming up
soon, eh? And your big night!’ He winked, and Frank felt himself
redden.

‘Bet he hopes it’s big that night,’
Mr Aitken said, and both men guffawed.

Frank smiled nervously. He climbed onto his
cart and drove off as quickly as possible, hearing the laughter die
away behind him. That did it. All that talk of making women scream.
He was sorry for Amy if it was true, and it was easy to believe
Charlie might hurt her, but Amy was not his responsibility. Lizzie
was, and he had no intention of hurting Lizzie. He was just going
to have to find out how to do it properly.

When Frank went to Lizzie’s house for lunch
the next day he felt brave and determined, but his boldness soon
evaporated. It was only seeing Lizzie smiling across the table at
him that gave him the courage to do what he intended. Lizzie
trusted him; he could see it in her face.

Lizzie suggested a walk after lunch, and she
looked surprised when Frank refused.

‘Maybe later,’ he said, looking out the
window to see which direction Arthur had taken. ‘I want to have a
bit of a talk with your pa first.’

‘Why?’ Lizzie asked.

‘I just… I just want to ask him some
things.’

‘Oh, well, if you’re that keen.’ For a
moment Frank thought Lizzie was going to be huffy, but she soon
relented. ‘All right, I’ll do the dishes now instead of later, then
we can go for a walk when you’ve finished with Pa.’

Frank gave her a grateful peck on the cheek
when he thought Edie was not looking, then hurried out the door and
after Arthur.

‘Wait a minute, Mr Leith,’ Frank called when
he was close. ‘Can I walk with you for a bit?’

‘Frank! I’m flattered,’ Arthur said,
laughing. ‘Now, why am I suddenly more interesting than my
daughter?’

‘I like talking with you.’

‘You don’t need to butter me up any more,
Frank. I’ve said you can have her, and it’s a bit late to change my
mind now.’

‘I’m not trying to butter you up—I really do
like talking with you.’

‘Just don’t get me mixed up with Lizzie and
try to kiss me.’ Arthur gave Frank a friendly slap on the back.
‘Now, what do you want to talk about?’

Don’t muck about, Frank told himself. Come
straight to the point. At least it wouldn’t be as hard as asking
for Lizzie’s hand. Arthur wouldn’t hit him for asking this. He
might laugh, though.

‘I… I’m really glad me and Lizzie are going
to get married,’ he began.

‘I should hope so. Lizzie’ll make you a fine
wife.’

‘Yes, she will. But… I’m glad I’ll be part
of your family as well. That means a lot to me.’

Arthur gave him an indulgent smile. ‘It
means a lot to me, too, Frank, even if you can be a bit stupid
sometimes.’

‘Thank you,’ Frank said absently. ‘I mean…
well, I was pretty young when Pa died, so I haven’t had a father
for a long time. I’m really glad you’re going to be my pa now. I
sort of think maybe… can I call you Pa?’

‘Well, you could wait till next week! Now,
I’m only joking, don’t look so crushed. Call me Pa. I’d like you
to.’

‘Thanks, Pa. You know, I’ve been thinking,
maybe my pa would be telling me some things now. I sort of wondered
if… if maybe you could tell me them instead?’

Arthur looked at him blankly. ‘What are you
talking about, Frank? What things?’

‘Things about getting married.’ There, it
was out now.

‘Ah. Right. You want some advice about
marriage, do you?’

‘Yes, please.’ This was going well; Arthur
had caught on beautifully.

‘Hmm.’ Arthur looked thoughtful. ‘Let’s sit
down for a bit,’ he said when they neared a fallen log. They sat
beside each other, and Arthur was silent for a few moments.

‘Now, Lizzie’s my daughter, and she’s a good
girl really, but it has to be said—she’s bossy. All women like
their own way, but Lizzie’s keener on it than most. I don’t know
where she gets that from, I’ve never had much trouble with Edie,
but it’s a fact. You’re going to have a bit of bother with
her.’

‘I am?’ Frank asked in confusion. He seemed
to have lost track of the conversation rather suddenly.

‘Unless you get things sorted out early on.
That’s the secret, Frank—never let a woman rule you, and let her
know you’re not going to allow it right from the start. If she
thinks she can get away with her nonsense she’ll get worse and
worse. The first time she tries it, you’ll have to come down hard
on her.’

‘Ah… how do I do that?’ This wasn’t really
what he needed to hear, but maybe it would be useful. It might get
wearing, being told what to do all the time.

‘Now, mind, I’m not talking about being
rough, Frank. I don’t want to see my daughter covered in bruises.
I’d have something to say about it if she was, husband or no
husband.’

‘Bruises?’ Frank echoed in alarm.

Arthur patted him on the shoulder. ‘I don’t
really need to tell you that, do I, Frank? You’re not a violent
man, any more than I am. No, there’s no need to be cruel just to
show a woman who’s boss. One or two hidings, that’s all it should
take.’ He stopped and thought for a while. ‘Though being Lizzie, it
might take three or four.’

‘Are… are you saying I should hit Lizzie?’
Frank asked hesitantly, hoping he had misunderstood.

‘Not all the time, just until she gets the
idea. She’s not stupid—she’s pretty smart, come to that. She’ll
catch on soon enough. After that you just need to give her a look
or a sharp word if she plays up, just to remind her.’

‘I don’t think I could,’ Frank admitted. ‘I
mean, I’m fond of Lizzie—I don’t want to hurt her.’ That reminded
him of the real reason for this discussion, but Arthur was not to
be diverted just now.

‘Of course you’re fond of her—that’s why you
want to do the right thing by her. It’s not natural for a woman to
rule a house, Frank. You’ll only end up both being miserable if you
let that happen, you mark my words.’

‘Will we?’

Arthur nodded. ‘Did you ever hear any good
of a house where the woman wears the trousers? She’d make your life
a misery, and you’d be a laughing-stock. It wouldn’t make her
happy, either, though she might think it would. Women need a man to
tell them what to do, even the bossy ones.’

Frank chewed at his lip. ‘How would I do
it?’ he asked. It was hard to imagine Lizzie meekly standing still
to let herself be hit. And even harder to imagine himself doing the
hitting.

‘It’s important to be fair, remember that.
Give her a warning the first time she plays up, then the next time
you let her have it. You can use your hand…’ He stopped and studied
Frank. ‘Though you’re not all that much bigger than Lizzie, are
you? You might have trouble making a good job of it with just your
hand. No, you’d be better to use a belt or a strap. I don’t approve
of using a stick on a woman, that’s too harsh.’

Would this really be the best for Lizzie?
Frank wondered. He wanted to make her happy, but… ‘Where’s the best
place to do it?’

‘Bedroom, of course. It’s the only place
private enough.’

‘No, I meant sort of… where on her?’

Arthur laughed. ‘On the part with the best
padding, of course! Right on the backside. You’re not aiming to
damage her, remember, just make her take a bit of notice of
you.’

‘Hmm.’ Try as he might, Frank could not
picture himself taking a belt to Lizzie. She would just tell him
not to be so stupid.

‘You’ll get on just fine, Frank, as long as
you start as you mean to go on. All right? Has that been any help?’
Frank could see that Arthur was ready to stand up and move
away.

‘Well…’ Frank said, ‘I think so—I mean, I’m
sure it has, but…’

‘Hmm? What else do you want me to tell you
about?’

‘I was sort of wondering… I don’t really
know…’ Now the right words refused to come. Frank took a deep
breath and tried again. ‘Lizzie and me are getting married next
week.’

‘I know that, Frank. I should know, it’s
going to cost me enough money.’

‘We’ll get married, and then we’ll go to my
place.’

‘That’s the general idea, yes.’

‘That’s right. We’ll go to my place, and
we’ll… well, I suppose we’ll go inside, maybe make a cup of tea or
something.’

‘I don’t think you’ll bother with that,’
Arthur said with a knowing smile.

‘Maybe not. Maybe we’ll just…’ Frank trailed
off and felt himself redden. ‘Maybe we’ll go straight to bed,’ he
said to the ground between his feet.

‘I expect you will. Lord knows I’ve made you
wait long enough, you’re not going to want to waste any more
time.’

Frank nudged at a clod of earth with one
foot. ‘So we’ll go to bed, and then—’

‘Yes, yes, we don’t need all the details,’
Arthur interrupted. ‘I think I’ve got the general idea. You don’t
need to ask my permission, you know.’ He peered at Frank’s
expression. ‘Is something wrong, Frank? What’s on your mind?’

‘I don’t…’ Frank raised his eyes to meet
Arthur’s, and was reassured by the friendly concern he saw there.
‘I don’t know what to do,’ he said in a rush, then looked down
again.

There was a long silence. ‘I see,’ Arthur
said at last. ‘Well, I needn’t have worried about you two getting
up to mischief, eh? So you’ve never been around the back and
upstairs at the Royal Hotel, then?’

‘Where the whores are?’ Frank asked,
shocked. ‘No, never!’

‘And a good thing, too,’ Arthur said
quickly. ‘That’s not a fit place for married men to be going—I
wouldn’t like to think of you spending your evenings there. Still,’
he looked thoughtful, ‘it’s not a bad place to find out—no, that’s
enough talk about whores.’ He lapsed into silence once more, until
Frank began to fear that the conversation might be over. Arthur
cleared his throat and started speaking again.

‘The most important thing to remember,’ he
said portentously, ‘is to be very gentle with her.’

‘Yes, right,’ Frank said, storing Arthur’s
remark away. This was certainly more encouraging than talk of
making women yell.

‘Very gentle,’ Arthur repeated. ‘Start off
nice and slow, then just sort of gentle her along a bit.’

He was becoming disconcertingly vague. ‘Ah,
what exactly should I do?’ Frank asked, desperation overcoming
reticence.

Arthur seemed reluctant to meet his eyes.
‘Well, you’ve been around animals all your life, Frank. You must
have the general idea.’

‘I suppose so,’ Frank said doubtfully.

‘And of course you’ve heard the men’s talk
out in the paddocks? That’d tell you a bit, too.’

Maybe it would if he could understand any of
it. ‘Yes,’ Frank said miserably.

‘Right, then. So all you have to do is…
well, you get her into bed with you, then you have a bit of a
cuddle, then you… well, you just do what comes naturally.’

If only he could be sure it would come
naturally.

‘Remembering what I said about being gentle,
of course,’ Arthur added.

‘Of course,’ Frank echoed.

‘So, you’re all sorted out now. That’s
good.’

‘Thank you,’ Frank said, feeling that some
sort of response was expected.

 


*

 


Amy saw Frank riding home while she was
carrying a bucket of water up from the well. She waved, but Frank
was obviously too absorbed in his thoughts to look away from the
road in front of him.

He’s thinking about Lizzie, Amy
thought fondly. He’s going to make her a nice husband. She was
right to pick him. And I thought I was so clever—I used to think
Frank was boring. Serves me right.

The bucket banged painfully against her leg,
diverting her thoughts from their fruitless course. Carrying
this water’s going to get hard soon, when I start getting big. If I
am having a baby—maybe I’m just really, really late. I don’t know
how long it takes for the bleeding to get regular again. She
did her best to ignore the voice that told her she would have to
face the truth soon.

A whinny from the horse paddock startled her
as she passed it. ‘Hello, Smokey,’ she called to the grey gelding.
‘Are you a bit lonely in there?’

Something about the way Smokey tossed his
head did not seem quite right. Amy put down her bucket and walked
over to the paddock. She looked down and saw that the horse had
entangled his front fetlock in a coil of rusting wire lying near
the fence. ‘Oh, poor Smokey, no wonder you’re frightened.’ She
reached through the lower two rails and tried to grasp the twisted
wire, but it was just beyond her reach.

Smokey tossed his head and snorted
nervously. He stamped his foot, rattling the wire. ‘Stop that,
Smokey—you’ll make it worse. Oh, I’ll have to climb over and
untangle you.’

Amy started to clamber over the fence,
holding on to a post and careful to avoid the section of the top
rail where the wood had split into two jagged spikes. Just as she
reached out towards Smokey’s halter, a gust of wind caught her
skirts and set them flapping. Smokey whinnied in alarm and tried to
rear, then let out a horsey scream of pain as the end of the wire
bit into his leg.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ came a shout
behind Amy. ‘Get away from my horse!’

Amy turned to see Charlie running towards
her. ‘He’s caught in some wire—I was trying to get him out of
it.’

‘Trying to cripple him, more like. Get down
off there.’ He yanked at Amy, pulling her off the fence. She heard
her skirt rip as the split in the wood caught it. Charlie pushed
her away from him. She lost her balance and fell to the ground.

Charlie made soothing noises to the horse,
caught him by the halter, and tethered it to the fence with some
twine from his pocket. He soon had the wire safely away from
Smokey’s leg. He threw it over the fence, climbed back to Amy’s
side, and untied the halter. Smokey moved off with only a slight
limp.

Amy picked herself up and raised her eyes to
meet Charlie’s. She winced at the anger she saw there. ‘I’m sorry,’
she said in a small voice. ‘I was only trying to help Smokey.’

She cried out as Charlie smacked the back of
his hand against her cheek. ‘You had no business interfering with
my horse! You keep away from my animals, you stupid bitch! The
kitchen’s your place. You could have lamed him!’ He caught her
another blow, this time across the side of her head, making Amy’s
ears ring, then took hold of her bodice and shook her. ‘I’ll teach
you your place!’ He slapped her hard on both cheeks, still gripping
her bodice with one hand, while Amy sobbed with pain. When he let
go she sank to her knees and cradled her face between her
hands.

‘I’m sorry,’ her voice came out
indistinctly. ‘I’m sorry, Charlie.’

He snarled a curse at her and stalked away,
bumping against Amy’s bucket of water and knocking it flying as he
went.

Amy crouched on the ground until the roaring
in her ears stopped, then fumbled for her now-empty bucket. I’ve
done the wrong thing again. I’m going to have another bruise
now. I hope it’s gone before Lizzie’s wedding.
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April 1885

On the day before his wedding Frank managed
to persuade his brother to take the milk to the factory, giving
Frank a valuable hour or two alone. It was best that Ben did not
see what Frank was about to do.

When Ben returned he wandered into the
kitchen, then stood and looked aghast at the scene. All the dishes
had been washed and stacked, the table and bench wiped down, and
Frank was attacking the stubborn dried mud on the floor with a
stiff broom.

‘I thought you said that woman of yours was
going to do the work,’ Ben said indignantly.

‘She is—of course she is,’ Frank assured
him. ‘She’ll keep the place really nice. But it’s not fair to
expect her to clean up all this mess, is it?’

‘Why not?’

‘Well… it’s just not. It’s really old dirt,
Ben. I can’t remember the last time we cleaned this kitchen.’

‘It was clean enough before.’ Ben shook his
head in disgust. ‘You make me sick, you know that? Mooning around
over the first lot of skirts you ever noticed.’

‘All right, shut up about it. You’ll like
Lizzie once you get to know her.’

‘I never thought you were that stupid.
You’re going to regret it one day, you know. You just remember, I
warned you not to bring a woman into the house.’

‘I won’t need to remember. You’ll keep
telling me.’

‘No I won’t,’ Ben said. ‘You’ll never hear
anything about it from me after tomorrow.’

Frank found that hard to believe, but let it
pass. ‘Hey, Ben,’ he said cautiously, ‘I sort of wondered…’ He
stopped himself. Why on earth was he nervous about making a
perfectly reasonable request of his own brother, when a few days
before he had managed to ask his future father-in-law for the most
intimate advice possible?

‘I want me and Lizzie to have Ma and Pa’s
old room,’ he began again boldly. ‘I think Lizzie should have the
best bedroom. Do you mind?’

‘I don’t care a damn,’ Ben said. ‘Just as
long as you keep her out of my room—even that doesn’t matter, come
to think of it. Not after tomorrow.’

Ben was beginning to sound mysterious.
Perhaps he was just trying to be annoying. ‘Lizzie won’t go in your
room, Ben—not unless you want her to make your bed or something.
But you’re still the oldest. If you get married, you can have the
good bedroom and Lizzie and me will move out of it.’

‘Huh! I’ll never be that bloody stupid—no
woman’s ever going to get her claws into me.’

‘Please yourself, Ben.’

Frank suspected that the parlour would start
being used a lot more once Lizzie arrived. He opened its windows
and waved a cloth around the furniture, raising clouds of dust.
That looked good enough, he decided, as he made his way out of the
room in a fit of coughing. He couldn’t possibly get all the dust
off the mantelpiece and tables; much of it seemed to have set in
place.

He opened the window in the front bedroom
and gave its furniture the same cursory attention the parlour’s had
received, but when he shook the mattresses they made so much dust
that his work was undone at once. He dragged the mattresses out to
the verandah, where they could have a good airing. After all, the
bed had not been slept in for years.

That afternoon Frank hunted out clean sheets
and made up the bed. With its pretty blue coverlet, the brass
bedstead looked inviting. Frank could picture his mother propped up
against the pillows, smiling at him. She had often let him sneak in
to have a cuddle in the morning, while Frank was still too young to
go off with his father and Ben. In the last few years of her life
she had had to spend more and more time in that bed, and in her
final months she had been too weak to get out of it at all.

But after tomorrow it wouldn’t be his mother
smiling up at him from the pillows. It would be Lizzie. At least he
hoped she would be smiling; that would depend on how good a job he
made of things.

Frank sighed. He would do his best, and that
was all he could do. He ran through his scraps of information and
made his plans. Tomorrow morning he would leave a clean nightshirt
under the pillow; no, he would leave it in his own bedroom. Lizzie
might be shy the first night; Frank was quite sure he would be. He
would let her get undressed in private.

He hoped Ben would stay out late the night
of the wedding; either that or go to bed very early. Despite
Arthur’s comments about not wasting time, Frank had decided it
would be a good idea for him and Lizzie to share a cup of tea
before they went to bed, and he was sure Ben’s presence at the
table would do nothing to help them relax.

After a nice, quiet supper together, he
would suggest that Lizzie get ready for bed while he got undressed
in his old room. When she was ready, he would join her in the
bedroom; in the bed, in fact. Then what? Put out the lamp, of
course; neither of them was going to want to be seen. Cuddling in
the dark would be fun, and he knew Lizzie would let him fondle
anything he liked once they were safely married.

His step-by-step plan gave Frank a small
amount of confidence. Now all he had to do was pray that by the
time his knowledge ran out, at the cuddling stage, ‘Doing what
comes naturally’ would have taken over. He smiled at the thought of
Lizzie’s body snuggling up against his. Even if he couldn’t figure
it all out at first, they were going to have some good cuddles.

 


*

 


The day of Lizzie and Frank’s wedding dawned
beautifully clear and sunny. After breakfast Amy timidly asked
permission to go to her uncle’s house in time to help Lizzie get
ready. To her relief, Charlie gave his consent with nothing more
than an admonition to ‘Behave yourself’. She put the slight feeling
of nausea with which she had woken down to fear that Charlie might
have refused her request.

Amy walked up the road wearing a faded print
frock and carrying her good dress and beautiful hat; she had
decided the occasion was special enough to take the hat from its
shelf. She felt like a child let out of school on the first day of
the holidays as she revelled in the luxury of being alone. Apart
from the ill-fated visit to Susannah just after her marriage, and a
hurried second visit to return her borrowings, it was the first
time she had left Charlie’s farm by herself in the two months since
her wedding.

Once she had rounded a bend in the road and
Charlie’s property was out of sight, Amy managed to shake off an
uneasy sense of being watched. She looked around her at the beauty
of the bush. It was as if she had not seen it for years, and she
almost felt like giving a little skip as she went along. The long
walk to Arthur’s farm did not seem weary; it was like a pleasant
Sunday stroll. Even the mild churning in her stomach failed to
lower her spirits.

When she got to the farm, Bill and Alf were
busy setting out all the chairs the Leiths owned or had been able
to borrow on the lawn in front of the verandah. Amy waved to them
as she went into the house and sought out Lizzie.

Lizzie and her mother had been up from first
light, putting the finishing touches to the wedding breakfast then
preparing Lizzie for display. Amy let out a gasp when she saw her.
All the romantic notions she and Lizzie had talked about as
children, of brides glowing with joy on their wedding days, were
made real in Lizzie. The round, cheerful face had taken on a
radiance that lifted it beyond ordinary prettiness and into
something Amy supposed must be beauty. She had never seen anyone
looking so happy.

Lizzie was standing in the parlour beside a
table groaning under its load. The centrepiece was a three-tier
wedding cake surrounded by vases of flowers, and Lizzie looked like
the cake come to life. Her gown was of pale pink satin stitched
into a mass of gathers and ruffles. The bodice had tiny pin-tucks
either side of a row of ivory buttons, and was edged with cream
lace. The same lace made a frill around the neck and cuffs, and the
sleeves were smocked above the elbows. She had a puffed train over
her bustle and spilling around her feet, on which she wore white
satin shoes.

‘Amy, you’ve got nimble fingers, help me
with this blessed thing,’ Edie asked, struggling with Lizzie’s
veil. Amy helped her secure it to Lizzie’s hair with pins before
they placed a wreath of orange blossom over the tulle.

‘Doesn’t she look fine?’ Edie said, beaming
all over her broad, good-natured face as she and Amy stood back to
admire their handiwork.

‘Lovely. Just lovely,’ Amy agreed.

Edie clucked in alarm when the mantel clock
struck nine. The two girls sent her off to finish her own toilette.
Amy turned back to Lizzie, and stood drinking in the sight.

‘You look beautiful.’ She gave Lizzie a
careful hug, anxious not to disturb any of her finery. ‘Frank is a
very lucky man.’

‘I’ll make sure he knows it, don’t you
worry.’ Lizzie studied her, and Amy instinctively shied away from
the inspection. ‘I haven’t seen you much lately. I’ve really missed
you since you got married. But, you know, there’s been all this
stuff to do, getting ready for the wedding… are you well, Amy?’

Amy felt her face take on a closed
expression, and she replied more sharply than she had intended.

‘Quite well enough, thank you. There’s no
need to worry about me.’

‘You look so tired—you’ve got shadows under
your eyes, and I think you’ve lost a bit of weight. Your face looks
sort of drawn. Haven’t you been sleeping well?’

‘A husband takes a bit of getting used to,
you’ll find.’ Amy attempted a laugh, but failed. ‘There’s a lot to
get used to with a new house, too.’ Washing clothes by the
creek. Hauling wet washing up the hill. Dragging water all the way
from the well.

‘Is he treating you all right?’

Amy gave a tired sigh. ‘He’s my husband. He
can do whatever he likes. I try to please him, and sometimes I get
it right. I’ll get better at it.’

‘How did you get this?’ Lizzie asked,
fingering the fading purple bruise on Amy’s cheek.

‘That’s from not getting it right,’ Amy
snapped, pushing Lizzie’s hand away. ‘What do you want, Lizzie—do
you want me to burst out crying and tell you that you were right, I
shouldn’t have done it? I’ve made my bed, and I’m the one who has
to lie in it.’ I have to lie in that bed every night and wonder
if he’ll hurt me, or if he’ll just start snoring. ‘You’re the
one who was always so keen on getting married, anyway. Don’t you
like what you see of the real thing? Should I tell you to
back out of it while you still can?’

She regretted her last words at once, but
Lizzie ignored them. She put an arm around Amy and held her close.
Dry sobs racked Amy, but she would not allow herself the relief of
tears. Not tears on a wedding morning; her grandmother had always
said that was terribly bad luck.

‘You’re right,’ Lizzie said. ‘I’m being an
interfering busybody and I should learn to keep my mouth shut. But
I do love you, and I hate to see you unhappy. I hate to
think of him hurting you. If I wasn’t practising keeping my mouth
shut…’

Amy recovered herself and gave Lizzie a
quick kiss on the cheek. ‘I wouldn’t have you any other way,’ she
said, managing a smile. ‘But you mustn’t worry about me on your
special day. I brought it all on myself, you know, it’s no good
complaining now. I’ll be all right, really I will. I’m just a bit
tired, and I’m still not very good at pleasing Charlie. Now, let’s
finish getting you ready! Where’s your bouquet?’

‘In my bedroom. You’d better get changed,
too, come on.’

Amy put on her pretty dress and Lizzie
helped pin on her hat. Amy had to clench her teeth to avoid crying
out when Lizzie’s hand knocked against the side of her head where
Charlie had hit her, but Lizzie didn’t seem to notice.

Amy carried Lizzie’s huge bouquet out to the
parlour for her. They fussed about with the flowers, Amy twitched
at the veil and train, and by the time Lizzie’s mother came
bustling back out of her bedroom Lizzie was ready.

‘Now what do I do, Ma?’ Lizzie asked. ‘I’ve
got ready too early! I can’t even sit down, can I?’

‘No, you’ll crease your dress,’ Edie agreed.
‘Oh, I don’t know, walk around the room or something. Don’t walk
too much, though, you’ll disturb your veil.’

‘Ma!’ Lizzie complained. She took small,
mincing steps around the room while Amy helped her aunt carry even
more food out from the kitchen.

Amy delighted in working with her aunt. It
was easy to pretend she was a little girl again and staying with
Lizzie; easy to smile back when Edie beamed at her. Even the
uncomfortable feeling in her stomach was forgotten as she scurried
about. When the tables in the parlour were hopelessly full, Amy and
Edie left the remaining food in the kitchen and collapsed onto a
couch. Lizzie stood in front of the mantelpiece and tried to glare
balefully at them, but her glow of happiness defeated any attempt
at looking resentful.

Amy heard her uncle come in. When he had
changed into his best suit he joined them in the parlour.

‘You look good, girl,’ he said, gazing
proudly at Lizzie. ‘You look really good. So you should—that dress
cost a fortune! That dressmaker saw you and your ma coming.’

He turned to Amy, and she felt shy. Her
uncle had always been like a second father to her, but she knew he
had disapproved of her ever since her disgrace. Today all that
seemed to be forgotten, and he smiled affectionately at her. ‘At
least you didn’t bankrupt your pa with your wedding, eh, Amy? I’ve
just about had to mortgage the place to pay for all this.’ He
patted Amy on the shoulder. ‘And you beat her to it! For all her
chasing after Frank, you got a husband first.’ Amy knew he meant it
kindly. She managed to smile back at him.

Arthur sat on the couch beside Edie and gave
his wife a squeeze. ‘Brings back a few memories, eh, Edie?’ Edie
giggled like a girl. ‘Now we’ve got to sit around and wait for
everyone to arrive. Don’t worry, Lizzie, if Frank doesn’t turn up
I’ll go looking for him. I’d better make sure I get rid of you
after spending all this money!’

‘Frank’ll turn up,’ Lizzie said, smiling
confidently.

‘I don’t know,’ Arthur said with a wicked
grin. ‘He might take fright and make a bolt for it!’

‘No, he won’t,’ Lizzie said in a voice full
of certainty.

 


*

 


Frank got up at his usual early hour that
morning. At the milking shed his mind was full of Lizzie, and Ben
was as taciturn as usual, so they worked in silence. They had just
turned the last cow out into the yard when Ben announced, ‘I’m not
coming to your wedding, boy.’

‘Eh? But you’re to be best man!’ Frank said
in dismay.

Ben gave a snort of derision. ‘It’s all a
lot of rot. I don’t want anything to do with it. You can put the
ball and chain around your ankle without me helping. I’m going away
for a bit—it’ll give that girl a chance to settle in and start
ordering you about.’ And with that he walked back to the house.

Frank hurried after him and asked just where
he was going, but Ben refused to answer. Frank persisted until it
was time for him to start getting ready, then shook his head and
went off to his bedroom where his suit was laid out on the bed.

By the time he had shaved, given himself a
stand-up wash and put on clean underwear the shock of Ben’s
announcement had worn off, and Frank was quietly grateful for his
brother’s strange decision; bringing Lizzie home for the first time
was going to be far easier without Ben scowling at her, or perhaps
even giving her his opinions on how women should behave, as soon as
she walked in the door.

He put on his suit and brushed it down.
Without thinking, he reached for his battered old felt hat. He
caught himself in time and left the hat on its shelf. Today of all
days Frank wished he could hide under the broad, floppy brim, but
he had to face the world looking his best, and that meant wearing a
good hat.

Ben watched as Frank saddled up Belle and
mounted. ‘Good luck,’ he said. ‘You’ll need it.’

‘Thanks, Ben.’ Frank turned in the saddle
and called back over his shoulder as he rode away. ‘Take care. I’ll
see you in a couple of days.’ There was no reply from Ben.

 


*

 


Lizzie was chased from the parlour and told
to stay out of sight when the first guests began to arrive. She and
Amy took refuge in Lizzie’s bedroom, from where they could peep
through the curtains as buggies pulled up.

‘Such a lot of people!’ Amy exclaimed.
‘Who’s Uncle Arthur invited?’

‘Everyone,’ Lizzie said with deep
satisfaction. ‘Fifty or sixty at least, not counting children. I
didn’t tell Frank there’d be so many people, or he really might
have been too frightened to turn up. There’ll be lots of presents,
eh?’

‘Oh, I’m sorry Lizzie, I meant to say
earlier—I haven’t got you anything.’

‘It doesn’t matter, we’ll get plenty.’

‘But I wanted to give you a present. I don’t
get into town, you see, and I didn’t like to ask Charlie. I would
have made something, except… well, I would have had to ask Charlie
to buy me some material or suchlike, and—’

‘It doesn’t matter, Amy,’ Lizzie
interrupted. ‘Presents are for people who don’t really care about
me and Frank, just so’s they can feel good. You don’t need to go
giving me things to show you want us to be happy.’

‘I do want that. I want you to be happy with
Frank—and you will be, I’m sure. You deserve to be.’

‘So do you,’ Lizzie said, a look of sadness
passing over her face.

‘I know what I deserve. Come on, Lizzie,
smile again! Brides are meant to look happy.’

Edie bustled into the room, with Bill close
at her heels. ‘Frank’s arrived,’ she announced. ‘He’s sitting in
the parlour with your pa, saying hello to everyone. But his brother
hasn’t come with him.’

‘What? Why not?’

‘Frank said he’s gone away for a day or
two.’

‘But Ben’s meant to be best man!’ Lizzie
said. ‘I don’t need a bridesmaid, I didn’t want anyone but Amy, but
Frank needs a best man. Who’s going to do that?’

‘Don’t worry, Lizzie,’ Bill said, smiling.
‘I’ve told Frank I’ll help him out. He might need someone to hold
him up in case he feels faint.’

‘What about the ring?’ Lizzie demanded.
‘Frank might have forgotten and left it with Ben.’

Bill patted his jacket pocket. ‘Frank’s not
that silly. I’ve got it right here.’

‘Bless me, I nearly forgot,’ Edie said.
‘Your husband’s here, Amy. You’d better go and see him, he’s asking
for you. I expect he misses you when you go out.’ She smiled, and
Amy wondered if her aunt had managed to forget that there had been
anything hasty or unsavoury about Amy’s marriage. She kissed Lizzie
and went outside to find Charlie.

Even with all their borrowed chairs the
Leiths could not possibly provide seating for all the guests. Amy
found Charlie standing behind the mass of chairs that had been
appropriated by the oldest people present.

‘You haven’t been waiting long, have you,
Charlie?’ she asked. ‘Aunt Edie forgot to tell me you were
here.’

‘Long enough,’ Charlie grunted, but he did
not look any grimmer than usual.

Amy smiled at her father when she caught his
eye. She noticed that Susannah looked somewhat embarrassed at
having been classified as needing a seat. But there were chairs
left over when all the older folk had been seated, and Susannah
recovered her composure when Marion Forster sat next to her. Jane
Neill slipped away from her sister’s side, and Amy was not
surprised to see her standing beside Harry a small distance from
the seated guests.

People chatted among themselves until there
was a small stir and the minister came out of the house onto the
verandah, followed by Frank and Bill. Amy was sure Frank’s step
faltered when he saw the sea of faces staring at him, but Bill gave
him a nudge forward. Mothers gathered up their wandering offspring,
and everyone waited expectantly for the bride to appear.

Lizzie took her time coming. Amy wished
Charlie had found a spot in the shade as the sun mounted and the
day grew warmer. The heat began to make her feel faint, and her
earlier nausea returned. But at last she heard murmurs of
appreciation, and Arthur emerged from the house with Lizzie on his
arm. He led her over to Frank’s side, and Amy was glad she could
see a little of Frank’s face when he turned and saw Lizzie in all
her glory. He stared open-mouthed, and gave her a look so full of
love that Amy felt tears pricking her eyes.

Reverend Hill waited for silence, then he
began to speak.

‘Dearly beloved, we are gathered together
here in the sight of God…’

Amy listened to the words, distracted from
her growing discomfort by their gravity.

‘… Therefore is not by any to
be enterprized, nor taken in hand, unadvisedly, lightly, or
wantonly, to satisfy men’s carnal lusts and appetites, like brute
beasts that have no understanding…’

Carnal lusts and appetites. That’s what
Charlie wants me for.

‘It was ordained for the procreation of
children…’

But I had my baby without being married.
I don’t want any more babies now. I only want Ann.

‘It was ordained as a remedy against sin,
and to avoid fornication…’

That’s what I did. I sinned and
fornicated—I never knew what fornication meant. I was bad. That’s
why I wasn’t allowed to keep Ann. That’s why I had to make it right
by marrying Charlie. Amy’s upbringing had been too firmly
Protestant for her to have even heard of penance, but she would
have recognised the concept had it been explained to her.

‘It was ordained for the mutual society,
help, and comfort, that the one ought to have of the other…’

Lizzie and Frank will be like that.
They’ll be happy together. She cast a sidelong glance at
Charlie’s stern face. I must try to make Charlie happy. It’s my
duty to.

Arthur passed Lizzie’s hand to Reverend
Hill, and Amy watched Frank take the hand in his. He stared
intently at Lizzie as he repeated his vows, so quietly that Amy
could only just hear him.

‘I Frank take thee Elizabeth to my wedded
wife, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better for
worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love
and to cherish, till death us do part, according to God’s holy
ordinance; and thereto I plight thee my troth.’

Lizzie took Frank’s hand in a firm grip and
spoke in a ringing voice.

‘I Elizabeth take thee Frank to my wedded
husband, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better for
worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love,
cherish, and to obey, till death us do part, according to God’s
holy ordinance; and thereto I plight thee my troth.’

I’m glad I didn’t have a church
wedding. I couldn’t promise to love Charlie. I have to obey
him, of course, and show him proper respect, too. That’s only
right, he’s my husband. But I can’t love him. I can’t.

‘I pronounce that they be man and wife
together, In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the
Holy Ghost. Amen.’

They’re married. Amy saw a radiant
smile of triumph spread across Lizzie’s face. She slipped away to
go inside and help her aunt.

After the service the guests invaded
Arthur’s house and filled it to overflowing; they spilled out to
the broad verandah and even onto the lawn. The mountain of food
slowly disappeared, and Edie looked anxious for a while; but it
soon became clear that there was plenty for even the greediest of
guests and the family would be eating leftovers for days
afterwards.

Amy had snatched the chance of spending a
few moments talking with her father and giving Thomas and George a
cuddle, when Harry led Jane over to the family.

‘Pa, this is Jane,’ Harry said, shuffling
his feet and looking awkward.

‘Jane? You’re young Bob Forster’s
sister-in-law, aren’t you?’ Jack smiled at Jane but looked
puzzled.

‘That’s right, Mr Leith.’ Jane flashed a
smile. ‘I’ve been staying with Marion all summer, but I have to go
home soon.’ She glanced at Harry then looked meaningfully at
Susannah. When Harry failed to respond, Jane nudged him with her
elbow. ‘You haven’t introduced me to Mrs Leith, Harry.’

‘That’s all right, dear,’ Susannah said
sweetly. ‘Harry’s just forgotten his manners.’ She smiled at Harry;
he scowled back. ‘I’m so pleased to meet you.’ She extended her
hand, and Jane shook it.

‘Well, anyway, Pa, I wondered if Jane could
come around for lunch one day.’

‘Lunch? I suppose so—Susannah, do you mind
if the girl comes for lunch?’

‘Not by herself, Jack.’ Susannah looked a
little shocked. ‘You meant with Mr and Mrs Forster, didn’t you,
Harry? They’d be most welcome, of course. Perhaps next Sunday?’

Harry said nothing, but Jane came in
quickly. ‘That’s very kind of you, Mrs Leith. I’ll tell my sister
you invited us. I’m sure we’ll be able to come.’

Jack watched as Harry and Jane walked away.
‘Is something going on with those two? Do you know anything about
it, Amy?’

‘Well, I think they are a bit keen on each
other, Pa.’ Harry was obviously no longer trying to keep it a
secret. ‘They got to know each other last summer when Jane came to
stay.’ When I was falling in love with Jimmy. When I was
sinning.

Jack glanced at John. ‘What are you smirking
about?’

‘You’ve never noticed, Pa.’ John grinned.
‘All summer Harry’s been taking the milk to the factory and taking
half the morning to get home again, and you’ve never even noticed.
He’s been visiting Jane!’

‘Has he?’ Jack looked thunderstruck.
‘Courting on the sly when he should have been working? The young
rascal!’ He laughed. ‘Well, I suppose we’d better get to know the
girl. Harry’s too young to think about getting wed for a few years
yet, of course, but there’s no harm in him getting friendly.’

‘He’s not as young as all that, Jack,’ said
Susannah. ‘And he is rather difficult, you know. He might be easier
to get along with if he had a wife to calm him down, and I could
certainly do with some help around the house.’

‘He’s only twenty, Susannah. Don’t talk
silly.’ Susannah raised her eyebrows, but said nothing.

The day wore on, getting hotter as the sun
passed the zenith. Lizzie and Frank, along with Lizzie’s family,
were photographed in the garden, the session taking hours as every
conceivable combination was assembled for portraits. The guests
stood around in small groups, the laughter getting more raucous as
the men emptied the large barrel of beer Arthur had supplied; the
women contented themselves with Edie’s fresh lemonade and ginger
beer. Amy was kept busy for much of the day helping her aunt,
carrying food out from the kitchen and clearing away plates as they
were emptied. The heat inside the house was almost unbearable, but
she forced herself to keep going, despite a growing feeling of
nausea. She caught a glimpse of Charlie from time to time, standing
in a corner of the verandah by himself. In the middle of the
afternoon Edie shooed her away.

‘You’ll want to go and talk to your
husband,’ she said cheerfully. ‘I know what you young brides are
like! Anyway, you look all in, dear,’ she added, looking at Amy in
some concern. ‘You’re white as a sheet. You go and sit on the
verandah, out of this crush.’ She took Amy by the hand and led her
outside. ‘Here you go, Charlie, you look after this girl. She wants
to get the weight off her feet.’

Amy was aware that Charlie had been drinking
all day in the heat, and that it had not improved his temper. She
avoided his eyes and sat beside him in silence, watching Frank and
Lizzie as they stood on the lawn under a large jacaranda tree. They
made a handsome couple, even though Frank was squirming
uncomfortably in his good suit by this time and looking as though
he didn’t know where to put his feet. Lizzie had slipped her arm
through his and he was holding it in a proprietorial way. Amy
smiled at the sight, distracted for the moment from the churning in
her stomach.

Charlie followed her gaze. He bent down and
said in a low growl, ‘What are you staring at? Did you fancy young
Kelly for yourself, then? Wouldn’t he have you?’ Amy looked at him
in shocked disbelief.

‘He didn’t want a little slut like you, did
he? He’s got a decent woman now, it’s no good you making cow’s eyes
at him,’ he snarled; still too softly for the people around them to
hear, Amy hoped.

‘Please don’t talk like that here, Charlie,’
she said quietly. ‘It’s not fitting.’

‘I’ll talk to you however I want,’ he said,
raising his voice a little. The group nearest them stopped talking
for a moment and stared, then quickly turned away. ‘Don’t you
presume to tell me what’s fitting, you little bitch.’

Amy rose from her seat and went down the
verandah steps. Charlie got up and followed her. She slipped around
the corner of the house and behind a large lemon tree, which she
hoped would hide them from prying eyes. She did not want people
gossiping about her any more than could be avoided. To her
humiliation, she found the rapid movement had been too much for her
nausea. When Charlie walked around the tree she was bent over the
ground vomiting.

‘What’s wrong with you? Eaten too much rich
food?’

Amy’s body was racked with fierce retching.
When the fit passed she got slowly to her feet and turned to face
him, wiping a small trail of vomit from her mouth with the back of
her hand. She felt weak but relieved. ‘What’s wrong with you?’
Charlie asked again, taking her by the shoulders and shaking her,
but not as roughly as she expected.

Amy looked away from him to the repulsive
mess she had left on the ground. This was how low she had been
brought: to be vomiting in her aunt’s garden, where anyone might
come around the corner and see her. But it was no use trying to
cling to any shreds of pride, not when she knew what she had to go
through before the year was out. She raised her eyes to his.

‘I’m with child.’

Again, she added to herself.

The effect on Charlie was startling. His
eyes opened wide, and his face took on a softer expression than Amy
had ever seen on it.

‘You’re sure?’ he demanded. She nodded. Yes,
she was sure now. It was as though telling Charlie had made it true
when before it had been only an imagined fear.

‘Come on,’ he said abruptly. ‘We’re going
home.’

‘What? But we can’t go yet, not until Lizzie
and Frank go. And I haven’t said goodbye to Lizzie.’

‘Don’t worry about that, her mind’s on other
things. She’ll not be missing you. You need to get your feet up and
have a bit of peace and quiet.’

This was unlike anything Amy had ever seen
from Charlie, but he was still to be obeyed without argument. He
lifted her onto Smokey’s back to perch sideways in the saddle. She
held the mane while Charlie led the horse by the reins.

Charlie asked her several times if she felt
quite well as they walked home. He insisted that she lie down when
they got to the house, and even brought her a cup of tea. He sat on
the chair beside the bed while she drank it.

‘So, a child on the way. We’ll have to get
things ready for him. When do you judge your time will be?’

‘November, I think. It’s a long time yet,
Charlie. There’s no need to rush.’

‘A cradle, he’ll need a cradle. And clothes
and suchlike, I suppose—you know all about that, anyway.’

Amy, whose real experience of what a baby
needed came from her little brothers rather than her daughter,
noticed it was the first time Charlie had ever managed to refer to
her past without reviling her. She did not risk spoiling his new
softness by pointing out that the child might be a girl. Muttering
to himself, Charlie went outside to stamp about in his timber store
looking for wood suitable for a cradle, leaving Amy to drift off
into a light slumber. She did not expect Charlie’s good temper to
last, but she might as well enjoy it while it did.

 


*

 


Charlie was wrong. Lizzie did miss Amy when
the time came to leave for her new home, and was concerned when she
could not find her. But the flurry of gathering up her belongings,
kisses and tears from her mother, and climbing into her father’s
buggy put Amy out of her head. Arthur had insisted they borrow his
buggy; it was hardly fitting for his daughter to leave her wedding
walking up the road in the dust or bouncing behind her husband’s
saddle.

‘I’ll send the boys over in the morning to
do the milking,’ he said to Frank while the two of them were
waiting for Lizzie to reappear. ‘They can bring the buggy back
then. You have a lie-in.’ He dug his new son-in-law in the ribs,
and Frank felt his ears go red. ‘You’ll be all right,’ Arthur added
in a low voice, smiling encouragingly.

Arthur’s confidence in him gave Frank a warm
glow. ‘Yes, I think I will.’

‘Just you remember,’ Arthur said, wagging
his finger to emphasise his words, ‘start as you mean to go on with
Lizzie. Get things sorted out right from the start.’

‘Right, yes, I’ll do that, Pa,’ Frank
assured him.

Frank helped Lizzie into the buggy and
climbed in beside her, while all the guests stood and waved,
calling out their good wishes.

The harness was more complicated than the
one Frank was used to on his spring cart. He fumbled with the
reins, causing the horses to shy. Lizzie was jerked against the
seat, and turned from waving to everyone. ‘What are you doing?’ she
said under her breath. ‘Don’t you know how to do it?’

‘Not really,’ Frank admitted. ‘I’ll manage,
though.’ To his dismay, he saw that he was getting the reins into a
knot.

‘Not like that,’ Lizzie hissed. ‘You’re
making a mess of it. You need to… oh, just hold them steady for a
bit, don’t try steering or you’ll get in a worse muddle.’ She
looked back over her shoulder again and smiled and waved until they
rounded a bend in the road and were out of sight from the house.
Then she leaned across to Frank and took the reins out of his
hands.

Frank was about to protest, but he had to
admit that Lizzie was right; he had been making a mess of driving.
She knew what she was doing, so it seemed only sensible to let
Lizzie take over.
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It seemed to Amy that Charlie was now
obsessed with her health. Several times a day he asked her how she
felt.

‘You were sick this morning,’ he said at
breakfast time a few days after Lizzie’s wedding.

‘I’m sick every morning now. It won’t last
much longer, maybe a few more weeks.’

Charlie stared anxiously at her. ‘You’re
sure that’s normal?’

‘I think so. It doesn’t always happen, I
remember Susannah was sick a lot when she was having Georgie, but
she was fine with Tommy.’ I didn’t get sick with Ann,
either. ‘It’s nothing to worry about, I’m sure it isn’t.’

‘Well… just be careful, then.’

What’s that supposed to mean? ‘I’ll
try.’

It was hard to get used to expressions of
concern from Charlie. Amy had hardly had a sharp word from him over
the previous few days, let alone a blow.

‘You’re not showing any sign yet,’ Charlie
said, looking at Amy’s belly. ‘You’re sure about it?’

‘Quite sure. I’ll start showing soon
enough.’ I’ll soon be heaving myself around like a great bloated
cow. Then I have to go through all that. Amy hid a shudder, and
busied herself with dishing up Charlie’s breakfast.

‘Where’s yours?’ he asked when she put his
plate in front of him.

‘I can’t face bacon and eggs, I’ll just have
some dry bread and a cup of tea.’

‘Bread? You can’t live on bread and tea!
You’ve got to eat, woman—good food, too.’

‘I’ll eat at lunch-time, when my stomach’s
settled. I really can’t face anything heavy, Charlie.’ Even the
smell of Charlie’s breakfast was making her queasy.

Charlie frowned at her. ‘You’ve got to eat.
Dish yourself up some breakfast.’

‘I don’t want—’

‘Eat!’ he shouted. Amy cringed and waited
for a blow to go with the words, but it did not happen. Charlie’s
fist was clenched, but he pressed it against the table, clearly
making an effort to restrain himself. ‘Do as I say. That’s not some
man’s bastard you’re carrying this time—it’s my son. I expect you
to take proper care of him.’

And I thought it was me he was worrying
about. That was stupid of me. Amy dished herself up a small
plateful and forced down some bacon and eggs under Charlie’s
watchful gaze.

She fought back nausea with each unwanted
mouthful, until it became too much of a struggle. She hurried
outside and emptied her stomach onto the grass, then sat on the
ground enjoying the sense of relief vomiting had brought. Charlie
came out and glared at the sight, but said nothing. Amy suspected
it would be the last time he forced her to eat in the morning.

 


*

 


Every day Amy saw Charlie studying her belly
closely. It was as much to make him happy as for her own comfort
that she started lacing less tightly, then in mid-May abandoned her
corset altogether apart from on her Sunday outings to church.

‘You’re looking thicker around the middle,’
Charlie said on the first morning he saw her fully dressed without
it.

‘Yes, I am.’ Amy did not tell him that he
was merely seeing her natural waist rather than the line of her
corset.

But in another few weeks she had a definite
bulge; so much so that when she put on her good dress one Sunday
she shook her head at her reflection and replaced the close-fitting
dress with a looser woollen frock.

‘I won’t be going to church today, Charlie,’
she told him. ‘I’m going to have to stay home from now on. I’m
really showing now, see?’ She pressed her dress flat over the
bulge.

‘Mmm, you are.’ Charlie looked at her belly
with a satisfied expression. ‘I’ll stop home too.’

‘Oh. Just as you like, Charlie.’ Amy had
looked forward to a peaceful morning alone, but she kept her
thoughts to herself.

‘I suppose I could go without you,’ Charlie
said. ‘People will ask where you are, though. No one knows about
the bairn except your kin. What’ll I say?’

‘You just say I’m a bit poorly, and they
won’t see me around for a few months. People will know what you
mean.’

‘Will they?’

Amy nodded. ‘That’s what husbands say when
their wives are with child.’

‘Hmm. I might go, then.’

Charlie did go off to church alone, and he
arrived home looking pleased with himself. ‘People asked after you.
I told them what you said—I think they knew.’

‘I’m sure they did, Charlie.’

Her bulge was not yet an encumbrance, but
Amy knew that in a few more weeks she would become awkward. Taking
care of Charlie’s baby meant taking care of herself. One evening as
they sat in the parlour, Amy sewing a baby gown while Charlie read
the Weekly News, she chose a moment when she saw him look up
from his newspaper to glance at her thickening middle.

‘Charlie, things are going to start getting
a bit hard for me soon.’

‘What are you talking about? What
things?’

‘When I get bigger I won’t be able to do all
the things I do now. Some of them I’ll just have to leave, like
scrubbing the floor—I’m afraid we’ll have to put up with it for a
few weeks.’

Charlie grunted. ‘That doesn’t matter.
Floor’s clean enough.’

‘And butter, too—I don’t think I’ll be able
to manage the churn. You don’t mind buying it at the factory for a
while, do you?’ Charlie shook his head.

‘That’s good. But some things can’t be left.
I’m sure I’ll be all right with the cooking, but doing the washing
and fetching water for the kitchen’s going to be hard.’

‘I’m not doing it for you!’ Charlie said
indignantly. ‘Don’t go thinking you’ll get out of all your work
just because you’re with child.’

‘I’m not trying to get out of it. But women
aren’t meant to carry heavy things when they’re with child—honestly
they’re not, Charlie. Aunt Edie told me that when Susannah was
having her babies. I think it can make things go wrong.’

Charlie looked anxious. ‘Can it? What do you
do, then? What did your pa’s wife do?’

‘She had me, so she didn’t need to do heavy
work.’ And Pa made Susannah do the heavy work for me when I was
carrying Ann.

‘It’s the water, mainly,’ she hurried on,
not giving Charlie time to comment. ‘Up and down to the well for
all the cooking. Do you think you could get a new rain barrel? Then
I wouldn’t have to carry it so far. And as long as it rained enough
to keep the barrel full, I could do the washing up here instead of
taking the clothes down to the creek and back—that’s very heavy,
especially carrying the wet clothes up the hill.’

Charlie grunted and went back to reading his
paper, and Amy said no more. But when he returned from his next
weekly trip to the store he unloaded a large barrel from the cart
and put it in the place of the rotten one.

It’s something, Amy thought as she
knelt over the tin bath scrubbing Charlie’s trousers the following
Monday. It’s not like a copper and tubs, but it’s easier than
washing by the creek. She knew that later in her pregnancy she
would be unable to crouch on the grass over her makeshift tubs, but
she put that problem off for the moment. Even with the status
pregnancy gave her in Charlie’s eyes, it was not easy to ask him
for favours.

 


*

 


Frank drifted through his first few days of
marriage in a happy daze. He had guessed from men’s talk and jokes
over the years that it must be fun, but he had had no idea anything
could be quite that good.

Their shyness evaporated after the first
night, and their clumsiness lasted only a day or two longer. When
Frank emerged from church with Lizzie on his arm the Sunday after
their wedding, their first public appearance since the wedding
itself, he was feeling thoroughly smug. He had even managed, albeit
with difficulty, to stay awake during the long sermon, though he
and Lizzie had both had to smother yawns all through the
service.

They were soon surrounded by a crowd of
well-wishers; the sea of smiling faces made Frank feel awkward. The
thought that all those people knew just what he had been doing all
week brought a blush to his face. He was amazed that Lizzie could
talk to them all with no sign of embarrassment; but then, that was
Lizzie. Nothing ever seemed to discomfort her.

Frank noticed Amy hovering on the edge of
the crowd, patiently waiting for a chance to talk to Lizzie. He was
about to point her out to Lizzie when Arthur put a hand on his arm
and manœuvred him off to one side.

‘Everything going all right, Frank?’ Arthur
asked quietly.

Frank gave him a smile that turned into a
grin. ‘Yes. It’s going really well, Pa.’ He stifled a yawn as he
spoke.

‘Good lad. I knew you wouldn’t have any
trouble,’ Arthur said. Frank yawned again, belatedly covering his
mouth with his hand. ‘Well, Frank, I would tell you to start
getting a bit more sleep,’ Arthur said with mock sternness. ‘Except
I know that’s one piece of advice you wouldn’t take a bit of notice
of!’

Yes, marriage was the best thing that had
ever happened to him, Frank decided as the days wore on into weeks.
Life had become so comfortable with Lizzie around. The house was
spotless, and tasty meals appeared on the table without any effort
on his part. His clothes were washed and ironed, and his own clumsy
attempts at mending were replaced with neat stitches. And best of
all, every night instead of a cold bed he had Lizzie’s soft body
snuggling up against him in the warm darkness.

Ben’s ‘few days’ stretched on, and Frank was
relieved when he could dry off his herd. Milking the cows, even
once a day, was a long, wearying task when he had to do it with
Lizzie’s help instead of Ben’s. Lizzie did her best, but she had
not milked in years, and was much slower than Ben. Frank wondered
occasionally where Ben had got to, but life with Lizzie was too
full for him to think about his brother very often.

Lizzie seemed to feel the need to rearrange
the house as soon as she was installed as its mistress. She
announced it needed tidying up, and Frank left her to it. All the
dishes were moved around on the dresser until Lizzie was satisfied,
and the larder was completely reorganised. She shifted the parlour
furniture into a new arrangement and moved rugs from room to room.
It made her happy and it didn’t do any harm, though Frank was taken
aback when he opened a drawer in the bedroom one morning and found
it full of Lizzie’s underwear instead of his own.

‘Where’s my stuff, Lizzie?’

‘Oh, I moved it. You had it all shoved in
that drawer, and it looked really untidy, so I pulled it out and
went through it. Some of your things needed chucking out, but
they’ll make good rags. The rest is all folded nicely in that
drawer there.’ She indicated a lower drawer. ‘You need some new
combinations, Frank.’

‘Do I?’

‘Yes. You’ve only got three pairs, and one
of them can’t be mended much more. You can buy some this week. I
went through all your clothes yesterday and rearranged them, they
were all in a muddle. It’ll be much easier for you to find things
now.’

Getting used to his clothes’ being in
different places didn’t seem much to ask, especially when the
bedroom was new to him anyway. There were other changes, but Lizzie
had good reasons for them all. She liked to serve dinner half an
hour earlier than Frank was used to, because it gave her more time
to get the bread made afterwards. Fresh bread every morning was
worth the small effort of adjusting to a different meal time. And
Frank could understand why Lizzie didn’t want him to wear his boots
to the table, though it was difficult to remember to take them off
in the porch.

‘Frank, you’ve done it again,’ Lizzie said
one lunch-time, shaking her head at him.

‘Sorry.’ Frank pulled the boots off,
dislodging a few clods in the process.

‘Careful! And don’t just drop them in the
porch like that. Put them tidily against the wall.’

‘Is that all right?’

‘That’s nice. Now, hurry up before your soup
gets cold.’ And very good soup it was, too, Frank thought as he
spooned it up.

‘I’ve got most of my work done this morning.
Ben’s room must need an airing by now, I might give it a tidy up
this afternoon.’

Frank looked up from his soup in alarm. ‘No,
don’t do that, Lizzie. Ben wouldn’t want you to interfere with his
things.’

‘I’m sure he’d like to have his room tidied
and nice, and men never do that sort of thing for themselves. Look
what a muddle your drawers were in before I sorted them out.’

‘I don’t think you should, Lizzie. I’d
rather you left Ben’s room alone.’ Frank realised that he never had
got around to warning Lizzie how she should behave around Ben.
‘Hey, I was going to talk to you about Ben, too. When he comes back
I want—’

‘Don’t be silly, Ben’ll be pleased. Eat up
your soup, it’s getting cold.’

It was hard to argue with Lizzie when she
was so sure about everything. Frank wondered briefly what Arthur
would have to say if he were there, but he brushed the
uncomfortable thought aside.

Lizzie was a good wife, and she was making
him very happy even if she was a bit bossy. Well, if he was honest,
she was very bossy. Was she getting worse? Frank wondered. Arthur
had warned him that she would. But what could he do about it? He
couldn’t hit her, he just couldn’t. Surely they could talk about
things.

‘Lizzie, I wish you wouldn’t tell me what to
do all the time,’ Frank said, trying to sound stern.

‘I don’t. Are you going to eat that soup or
not? I’ve cooked some nice chops, they’ll get all dry if we leave
them too long.’

‘You do a bit, Lizzie.’

‘Don’t you like the soup? I thought you
liked vegetable soup. You told me you did.’

‘I do, I just want—’

‘I won’t make it again if you don’t like it.
I wish you’d told me.’

‘I do like it. But Lizzie—’

‘Why don’t you eat it, then? Oh, I’ll tip it
out for the pigs. I think my cooking’s good enough for
them.’ She reached over for Frank’s bowl, giving him a hurt
look.

Frank knew when he was beaten. ‘Don’t do
that, Lizzie, I’ll eat it now.’ Maybe he would try talking to
Lizzie that evening when they sat in the parlour. Then again, maybe
they would go to bed as soon as Lizzie had set her bread dough to
rise; they often seemed to be in bed by half-past seven.

Frank smiled at the thought. He would
certainly find it hard to scold Lizzie in bed, and he had no
intention of wasting time trying to threaten her with the strap. As
long as Lizzie wasn’t bossy to him in front of other people she
couldn’t make him a laughing-stock. And it was very good
soup.

 


*

 


When Frank realised he and Lizzie had been
married two months, he felt a stab of guilt at not having even
thought about Ben for weeks. Where could Ben possibly have gone for
so long? When was he going to come home? And what would he say to
Lizzie when he got there? Fighting with his brother to protect his
wife did not appeal, but it might yet come to that.

‘I’ve got to find out about Ben,’ he
announced one morning. ‘It’s stupid not knowing where he is. He
can’t be in Ruatane, not for two whole months without us seeing
him.’

‘I suppose he’s gone away on holiday
somewhere,’ Lizzie said. ‘It’s funny he hasn’t written,
though.’

‘He wouldn’t write.’

‘Why not? Just a few lines to let you know
where he is, that’s not much to ask.’

‘He…’ Frank struggled between loyalty to his
brother and a reluctance to keep secrets from Lizzie. ‘Ben’s not
much good at writing.’

‘Lots of men aren’t.’

‘No. But Ben… he can’t really write,
Lizzie.’

Lizzie looked astonished. ‘Can’t he? Why
not?’

‘Well, Ben was fourteen when the school
started. Pa said he could go for a few months if he wanted, and Ma
tried to talk him into it, but Ben didn’t want to sit with a lot of
little kids. I was only ten, so it wasn’t so bad for me—there were
kids there older than me. Ma taught us our letters when we were
little, and to read a bit, but that was all. Ben can sign his name,
and he can read easy things if he takes his time, but nothing
else.’

‘Oh. That was silly of him not to go to
school. He’ll be all right, though, wherever he’s got to.’

‘He should be back by now. I’m going to find
out.’

That morning Frank went into town and
started asking questions. He spoke to Sam Craig at the general
store, but Mr Craig had no particular memory of seeing Ben.
Sergeant Riley, Ruatane’s sole policeman, was no help, either,
though he promised to keep an ear open for any news.

Then Frank remembered that Ben’s horse had
thrown a shoe a few days before Ben’s sudden departure. He rode
over to the blacksmith’s shop, where he found the broad-shouldered
Mr Winskill working at the forge.

‘Shoe his horse?’ Mr Winskill laughed. ‘I
bought his horse off him! Not a bad animal, either. He’s in
the paddock over the back.’

Frank checked the paddock behind the shop;
sure enough, Ben’s gelding was munching contentedly from a nosebag.
Why on earth would Ben sell his horse? Especially since the horses
belonged to the farm rather than to either brother.

‘Did Ben say where he was going?’

‘Said he was escaping from a woman! Was some
female after him?’

‘Not exactly. Didn’t he say anything
else?’

‘No. Not a great one for talking, your
brother.’

Frank thanked Mr Winskill and went on his
way, thinking hard.

Ben had obviously wanted some money, and it
was this thought that led Frank to the Bank of New Zealand.

The manager, Mr Callaghan, was behind the
counter. ‘Goodness me, Frank, I only usually see you when your milk
cheque’s in or you’ve sold your potato crop and you’re settling up
at the store. And now you turn up when your brother was here only a
few weeks ago! What’s got into you Kellys? Wanderlust?’

‘Ben was here? What did he say? Do you know
where he’s gone?’

Mr Callaghan looked startled. ‘You don’t
know? I assumed he’d discussed it with you. This is rather awkward,
though your account was such that… come and sit down a minute,
Frank.’ He ushered Frank into his tiny office and closed the
door.

‘Your brother said you were dissolving your
partnership. Well, he didn’t say it quite like that, but that’s
what it amounted to. He said he was going to take his share and
start out somewhere else. I got the impression he wasn’t too happy
about…’ Mr Callaghan trailed off awkwardly.

‘Wasn’t too happy about me getting married,’
Frank finished for him.

‘Well, yes. Your farm’s in both your names,
so either of you has the right to borrow money on it. And to draw
money out of your account, of course, though you don’t usually have
much money in it! Your brother borrowed two hundred pounds against
the farm—’

‘Two hundred pounds!’ Frank echoed in
astonishment.

‘That’s right. There’s no hurry to pay it
back, you can take a few years if you like.’

‘I’ll have to.’ Two hundred pounds? How much
did the farm make in a year? Not enough to spare two hundred pounds
out of, Frank was quite sure of that.

‘Ben left something for you,’ Mr Callaghan
said. He opened a drawer and pulled out an envelope. ‘He asked me
to give it to you the next time you came in—he said there was no
particular hurry.’

Frank ripped open the envelope. Inside were
two sheets of paper, both with the same neat handwriting. Frank
took the top sheet and sounded the words under his breath as he
read:

‘ “I have gone away to
get away from women with wagging tongues. I won’t be back. Don’t
worry about me. Good luck. Ben.” ’

Under the short message a note had been
added in the same hand.

‘ “Written at the
express”…’

Frank stumbled on the next word. ‘What does
this say?’ he asked, passing the page to Mr Callaghan.

‘Dictation. “Written at the express
dictation of Mr Benjamin Kelly”.’ Mr Callaghan glanced at the rest
of the page and a slight smile passed over his face. ‘He’s got the
lawyer to write it for him, you see, and Mr Jamieson is making it
clear that it’s your brother’s own words, not what Mr Jamieson
wanted to write.’

‘I see.’ Frank studied the other sheet. This
had obviously been composed by the lawyer, but he recognised Ben’s
spidery ‘B. Kelly’ at the foot of the page.

‘I can’t make out all these long words—what
does it mean?’

Mr Callaghan obligingly took the piece of
paper. ‘It’s lawyer’s talk, full of “thereinafters” and
“heretofores”. But in plain English, it says your brother gives up
his share in the farm to you in return for the two hundred pounds
he’s taken. That’s quite a bargain—your farm’s certainly worth more
than four hundred pounds. The farm belongs to you now, Frank.
Except for the bank’s share, that is.’ He smiled, but Frank did not
feel able to return the smile.

Frank rode home unsure whether to feel
angry, guilty or hurt. Ben had saddled him with a debt that Frank
had no idea how long it would take to repay. But Ben must have been
desperate to get away, and it was Frank’s action that had driven
his brother from his home. Why couldn’t Ben have talked to him
about it? Why hadn’t Ben trusted him to keep Lizzie in line?

He gave a snort of disgust. Ben wasn’t
stupid. He didn’t know Lizzie, but he knew Frank. Why should Ben
trust him? It was true, after all: he couldn’t tell Lizzie what to
do. She didn’t take the slightest bit of notice when he did.

 


*

 


Amy struggled against the sluggishness of
pregnancy to get all her work done to Charlie’s satisfaction. As
she increased in bulk all her tasks took longer, but she did not
want to have to excuse herself to him. She soon had to let some of
her work slip. Charlie had never shown any sign of noticing if the
floor had been scrubbed or not, so Amy made do with regular
sweeping. And the rugs would have to manage without being beaten
for a few months.

Washing was becoming more and more of a
burden, especially when there was not enough water in the barrel
and she had to fetch it from the well. Edie described the baby as
‘A difficult little fellow’ when she paid Amy a brief visit on her
way home from town one day; according to her the child was lying
awkwardly, which meant it pressed uncomfortably against Amy
whenever she bent over or twisted around.

‘You’re a nuisance,’ Amy murmured to the
intruder in her womb one day in her sixth month as she struggled up
from the well with a heavy kerosene tin of water for rinsing. ‘You
make everything so hard.’ Bending over the washing was now so
difficult that she had to stop every few minutes and walk around
with her hands braced against her back. That meant the task took
even longer than usual.

She did her best to get lunch ready on time,
but she barely had the chops in the pan before Charlie came in. He
had been ploughing all morning, and the moment she saw his face Amy
knew he was tired and irritable.

‘Where’s my lunch?’ he demanded.

‘It’ll be ready in a few minutes. I’m a bit
slow today, I’m sorry.’

‘You lazy bitch! I expect my meals ready on
time, woman!’

His hand took Amy by surprise as it swung
out and caught her a slap on the side of her head. She stumbled and
made a grab for a chair, missed it and managed to catch the edge of
the table. A violent burst of kicking from inside her womb took
Amy’s breath away. She stood gripping the table.

‘What’s wrong?’ Charlie asked, seeing her
panting for breath. ‘Is it the child? Has he started coming?’

‘Yes, it’s the baby, but it’s not coming
yet,’ Amy said when she got her voice back. ‘It got a fright when
you… when I tripped then, and it’s complaining.’

She saw the wild-eyed look of fear on
Charlie’s face. On an impulse, she took hold of his hand and placed
it on her belly. ‘Here, you feel.’

The baby obliged with a powerful kick. ‘I
felt it!’ Charlie said in wonder. ‘I felt my son!’

He kept his hand pressed firmly against Amy
until the baby quietened, then he helped her into a chair and sat
opposite her. ‘For God’s sake don’t keep aggravating me. I don’t
want to do you any harm, but if you push me…’ He rubbed a hand
across his forehead. ‘I’ve waited a long time for this child. I
don’t want anything to go wrong now.’

Amy could not help but be moved by the
intensity in his voice. ‘I’m sorry, Charlie. I don’t mean to annoy
you, but I honestly can’t help being slow. It’s the baby—it makes
me clumsy, so I can’t move as fast. Aunt Edie says she thinks it’s
a big baby, too, so I’ll get worse, I’m afraid. And it keeps me
awake at night with all that kicking, so I’m tired, and that makes
me even slower.’

‘Kicks a lot, does he?’ Charlie asked,
looking absorbed.

‘An awful lot. Really hard, too. Aunt Edie
says that means it’s a big, healthy baby.’ Edie had also said,
after studying Amy’s abdomen, that judging by her shape she was
probably carrying a boy, but Amy was anxious enough about Charlie’s
reaction if she were to have a girl without making things even
worse by building up his hopes.

‘More than the other fellow’s?’

‘What?’ Amy asked blankly.

‘Does he kick more than your bastard
did?’

I thought I wasn’t allowed to talk about
her. But Charlie had raised the subject, and he obviously
expected to be answered. ‘Yes,’ Amy said quietly. ‘Much, much
more.’

‘Good.’ Charlie looked smug. ‘I suppose it’s
natural you’re slow, then. Take your time over lunch.’

While they were eating, Amy studied
Charlie’s face. He looked tired, but she thought he had frightened
himself over losing his temper. It seemed a sensible time to try
for a favour. In any case, she was tired of struggling.

‘Charlie, I can’t really manage any more.
The washing’s just too hard for me like this, and it’s going to get
harder.’

‘What do you expect me to do about it?’
Charlie demanded indignantly. ‘Get you a servant?’

Despite his tone, Amy could see he was
anxious. ‘I think—no, I’m sure I could do it if I only had a copper
and tubs. Please could you get me one?’

‘You cost a lot of money, you know that? I
bought a proper range before we got wed so you’d be able to cook
decent meals. Then you wanted a wire clothesline, not to mention a
new rain barrel. Now you want a copper?’

‘I’m sorry I’m such a nuisance, but… well,
I’m scared something will go wrong if I have to keep bending all
the time. Aunt Edie said I shouldn’t, and she knows all about
babies.’

‘Did she? Hmm. It’d mean a bricklayer to
make a proper chimney for it and set it in place—that wouldn’t come
cheap. I’ll have to think about it.’

Charlie picked up his newspaper, signalling
that the conversation was at an end, and Amy tackled her food with
a sense of relief. He was going to buy her a copper; she was quite
sure of it.

 


*

 


After her initial indignation at Ben’s
having left such a debt, Lizzie was quite unconcerned over his
disappearance.

‘One less for me to cook for, anyway,’ she
said. ‘I did think his room looked a bit empty when I cleaned it
up. I’ll give it a real sort out now we know he’s not coming
back.’

‘I hope he’s all right. Ben’s not much good
at mixing with people.’

‘Oh, for goodness sake! He’s a grown man,
not a child. Don’t be so stupid, Frank.’

She was getting worse. ‘Don’t call me
stupid, Lizzie. I don’t like it when you do that.’

‘Don’t be stupid then. I don’t know
what you’re so upset about. Ben didn’t worry about you, did he?
Just took off and left you to run the farm by yourself.’

‘I wish he’d told me he was going,’ Frank
fretted. ‘It’s pretty bad when I’ve driven my own brother
away.’

‘Driven him away? What rubbish! You didn’t
make him go.’

‘He wouldn’t have gone if I hadn’t got
married. He’d still be here.’

‘But I wouldn’t be, Frank. Would you rather
have that?’

‘Of course I wouldn’t. Ben’s not much use as
company, and you’re… come here.’ Frank reached out and pulled
Lizzie onto his lap. She put her arms around his neck and nestled
obligingly against him. ‘You’re neat. But Ben’s the only family
I’ve got. I can’t just forget about him.’

‘I’ll be your family now. Me and the babies,
when they finally start coming.’

‘No sign of it yet?’

‘No. I suppose two months isn’t long,
though. Ma just laughed and told me to be patient when I moaned
about it.’

Frank kissed her hair. ‘It’s not for want of
trying, anyway,’ he murmured in Lizzie’s ear.

 


*

 


When he thought back over the years, Frank
recalled that often whole days had gone by without more than two
words being spoken by Ben. His brother had never provided much in
the way of conversation, while Lizzie did more than her share. He
realised now that he had often been lonely with only Ben for
company; no one could be lonely with Lizzie around.

If only she wasn’t so bossy. She told him
what clothes to wear, what time to go into town for supplies, even
how to hold his knife and fork. If he tried remonstrating with her
she either looked hurt and said she was only trying to help, or
told him not to be so silly.

He began to worry that she would start
bossing him in front of other people; most of all that she might do
it in front of her father. She had come close to it a few times.
Frank dreaded to think how Arthur would react to that. Once
or twice when he was sharpening his razor he looked thoughtfully at
the strap and tried to picture himself following Arthur’s advice.
He didn’t think things were that desperate yet. Then again, by the
time they were that desperate perhaps Lizzie would be beyond taking
any notice of him at all. Or perhaps she was already beyond it.
Frank was unwilling to make the trial.

One Tuesday in August Frank was lingering
over his afternoon tea while Lizzie did the ironing. She gave a
sudden yelp.

‘I can hear a few drops of rain on the roof,
and I’ve still got some things on the line from yesterday. Can you
give me a hand getting them in?’

They raced out to the clothesline together
and started grabbing at the clothes, but the stray cloud passed
overhead and the sun returned.

‘That’s good,’ said Lizzie. ‘Now, I didn’t
leave an iron on the table, did I? Oh no, I think I might have! I’d
better run back.’

‘I’ll get the rest in,’ Frank said. ‘It’ll
only take a minute.’

He was reaching for the last sheet when he
glanced down the hill and saw that two riders had halted on the
road to look up at the house. He recognised them as Arthur and Alf,
and wondered if they were going to drop in for a visit on their way
back up the valley, but they started their horses trotting and
disappeared from sight.

Frank thought nothing of the incident until
he and Lizzie visited her old home for dinner a few days later. It
was Arthur’s birthday, and he was more generous than usual about
beer. He even broke open a bottle of whisky to share with Frank and
Bill.

Despite his father-in-law’s generosity,
Frank began to sense disapproval in Arthur’s manner. Arthur was
certainly more reserved than usual with him, and several times
Frank thought he saw Alf smirking. Frank drank rather more beer
than he had intended, as well as several whiskies, in an attempt to
bolster his courage.

‘How many drinks have you had, Frank?’
Lizzie asked, glancing over from the couch where she had been deep
in conversation with her mother.

‘Leave him alone, Lizzie,’ Arthur said.

‘I just—’

‘Lizzie!’ Arthur raised his voice slightly,
and Lizzie subsided. How did he do it? Frank wondered. How did
Arthur get Lizzie to be so respectful? She never told Arthur he was
being stupid. He poured himself another whisky.

‘I think it’s time we went home,’ Lizzie
said a few minutes later. ‘It’s starting to get dark.’

‘Have another beer first, Frank,’ Bill
suggested.

‘No, he’s had enough,’ Lizzie said firmly.
‘Hurry up and get your coat, Frank, I want to get going.’ She left
the room to fetch her cloak.

Frank stood up to obey, conscious of an
unpleasant thickness in his head.

‘Yes, hurry up, Frank,’ Alf echoed,
grinning. ‘You might have some more washing to hang out.’ He broke
into a laugh.

‘Shut up, Alf,’ Arthur growled.

‘But you said—’ Alf began indignantly.

‘I told you to shut up. If he wants to make
a fool of himself it’s his affair.’ Arthur looked at Frank and
shook his head. ‘You’ve made a rod for your own back, Frank, but
that’s your look-out. You can’t say I didn’t warn you.’

Lizzie prattled away without seeming to
notice Frank’s silence as they rode down the valley together. He
paid no attention to her words, but her voice was too insistent to
be ignored. It was like a mosquito whining away in his ear, on and
on without a rest, a background to his uncomfortable musings.
Arthur thought he was a fool. The whole family did. Soon the whole
town would. Everyone would be laughing at him, not just Alf. Maybe
they already were.

Lizzie was still going strong when they went
into the house after turning their horses into a paddock.

‘Do you want a cup of tea before we go to
bed? I think you should, a hot drink would be good for you after
all that beer.’

‘No.’

‘I’ll make one. You shouldn’t have drunk so
much, Frank, you’ll have trouble waking up in the morning. Don’t do
it again.’

‘I don’t want a cup of tea.’

‘Stop being so silly. I’m making a cup of
tea and you’re going to drink it.’

‘I’m not!’ Frank was dimly surprised
by the unfamiliar sound of his own voice raised in a shout. He was
even more surprised to find that he had taken hold of Lizzie’s
bodice with one hand and was shaking her by it. ‘You’re turning
into a real bitch, you know that? I’m sick of you nagging at me,
Lizzie. I’m sick of you telling me what to do—bossing me in front
of everyone as if I was a little kid. It’s to stop. Do you
understand?’ He glared at her. There was barely an inch in height
between them; Frank was grateful that the slight difference was in
his favour.

Lizzie’s mouth hung open in amazement, then
shut like a trap. Her eyes flicked to Frank’s right; he stopped
shaking her to follow their movement. He saw his own fist waving
ineffectually at nothing in particular; he dropped it to his side,
and let go of Lizzie’s bodice. She stared back at him, white-lipped
with what he at first thought was fear but soon realised was
tightly controlled rage. It took all Frank’s self-control not to
quail before her look and apologise. Lizzie turned on her heel and
left the room, slamming the passage door behind her.

Frank sat at the kitchen table until his
head stopped spinning quite so alarmingly, then made his rather
unsteady way after her. The bedroom was in darkness; Frank did not
bother to light the lamp. He undressed, leaving his clothes on the
floor, and climbed into bed, fully intending to take his pleasure
with Lizzie. But once he was between the covers it seemed too much
like hard work. He rolled onto his side and went to sleep.

He woke next morning with a throbbing head
and a dry mouth. When he stood up he groaned at the stabbing pain
behind his eyeballs. Lizzie was already up; Frank found her in the
kitchen in front of the range, banging pots and dishes with a noise
that seemed to echo in his skull. When he sat down at the table she
put his plate in front of him and made to leave the room.

‘Where’s your breakfast?’ he asked.

‘I’ve already eaten.’ Lizzie closed the door
and left him alone.

It was the same at lunch-time: Frank came
into the kitchen and found a single place set at the table, with
Lizzie’s empty plate on the bench. Again Lizzie served his meal and
left the room. At dinner time she sat at the table and ate with
him, but apart from an ‘Amen’ at the end of Frank’s grace she did
not say a word.

‘Why aren’t you talking, Lizzie?’ he
asked.

Lizzie tossed her head. ‘It seems I only
give offence when I do speak, so I’m better to keep
silent.’

Frank tried to hide his amazement. Had he
really subdued Lizzie? Now that his headache had gone he felt
pleased with himself. There had been no need to put off
disciplining her for so long. It hadn’t been as hard as all that,
and it had had such a dramatic result. There was no nagging this
evening.

Tonight he was determined to celebrate his
victory by taking Lizzie. He climbed into bed and reached out in
the darkness to where she lay close to the opposite edge, lying on
her back. Frank felt his way down her body and found that her
nightdress had been firmly pulled down instead of conveniently
riding up to her thighs as it usually seemed to. And her legs were
closed.

Frank gave a grunt of irritation as he took
hold of her nearer thigh, but when he gave it a tug it moved
readily enough. He lifted her nightdress and clambered on top of
her.

Why was it so difficult tonight? It wasn’t
even much fun. Lizzie lay inert with her arms at her sides, not
showing any sign that she was even aware of his presence. It was
like cuddling something dead. Frank took hold of one of her
shoulders and gave it a small shake. ‘Lizzie, behave yourself.’

‘I’m not stopping you, am I?’ came an aloof
voice through the darkness.

‘You’re not exactly helping.’

‘I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking
about.’ Lizzie did not make another sound. Frank finished, but it
was no use trying to pretend he had got any great pleasure from his
efforts.

Well, at least it was peaceful now Lizzie
had stopped nagging. He saw now that she was not in the least
subdued; she was angry and had her own way of showing it. But the
effect was much the same.

Frank tried to convince himself over the
next few days that he was enjoying the peace and quiet. There was
no more constant stream of chatter at the meal table, so he could
eat his food in peace. In fact he generally had to eat it in
solitude, as Lizzie contrived to have her own meals before he came
in as often as not. It seemed strange to sit at the table all by
himself. He missed sharing all the little incidents of the day with
Lizzie. Their bedroom was even more silent than the kitchen, and
the nights had become rather dull, though Lizzie made no attempt to
prevent his doing whatever he wanted. Frank wondered fleetingly how
long Lizzie could keep it up, but he soon brushed that thought
aside. Lizzie was strong; she could keep it up as long as she
wanted to.

But he had stopped her from telling him what
to do. He had shown her he wouldn’t put up with being made a fool
of, and the lesson must have sunk in. She was a different woman,
really. It wasn’t like living with Lizzie at all. In fact it was
like…

Oh, God, it was like living with Ben again.
Whole days going by with hardly a word spoken. Feeling lonely while
sharing a house; while sharing a bed, even. The picture of years
dragging on like this was too stark to be borne. This wasn’t what
he had got married for. Surely it was better to put up with being
laughed at than to lose his wife.

‘Lizzie,’ Frank called as she was about to
leave the room, having placed his lunch in front of him.

She turned and looked at him. ‘What?’ she
asked haughtily.

‘Those things I said the other night… look,
it was only the beer talking. Are you going to make my life a
misery for ever over it?’

‘I’ve only been trying not to annoy you.
Can’t I do anything right?’ Lizzie gave him a hurt look, but
somehow it did not take long to turn into a smile. She sat down at
the table, and in a few minutes she was chattering away as if
nothing had happened. That night when Frank put out the lamp and
climbed between the sheets Lizzie snuggled up to him, and Frank
found he had his warm, soft wife again.

 


*

 


It seemed like wishful thinking when he
began to feel that Lizzie wasn’t being quite so bossy. Maybe he was
just getting used to it; and he would have to get used to it. He
had tried to assert his authority and had been soundly defeated;
not that Lizzie was trying to lord it over him. She was just being
Lizzie.

Frank tried to ignore his discomfort when he
had to face Lizzie’s family after church the next Sunday,
especially when he saw Alf’s superior grin and Arthur’s frown of
disapproval. Even Bill’s look of sympathy was hard to take.

‘Do you want to come for lunch today?’ Edie
asked, blissfully unaware of any tension within her family. ‘I made
a big batch of marmalade on Friday, you can take a few jars home
with you.’

‘I’d like to come, Ma,’ Lizzie said. ‘But
I’ll have to ask Frank first. Frank, dear, is it all right with you
if we go to Ma’s today? Only if you want to, of course.’ She
slipped her hand through Frank’s arm and smiled sweetly.

Frank stared at her in amazement, then
recovered himself. ‘I think that’d be all right, Lizzie,’ he said
after what he thought was due time for consideration.

‘Thank you, Frank.’ Lizzie gazed adoringly
at him for a few moments, then moved off to talk to her mother,
leaving Frank standing next to Arthur.

He allowed himself to catch Arthur’s eye,
and saw a look of astonishment slowly give way to a broad
smile.

‘That’s the way, Frank,’ Arthur said.
‘You’ve sorted her out, haven’t you? She’s hanging on your every
word now. You know, for a while there I thought you didn’t have it
in you. I certainly thought you’d left it too late with Lizzie. I’m
glad to say I was wrong.’

‘So am I,’ Frank agreed.
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May – November 1885

Months before Jane Neill made her reluctant
departure from Ruatane at the end of April, she and Harry had come
to an understanding. Harry found his father harder to convince than
Jane had been that he was old enough to get married, but he had an
unexpected ally in Susannah.

‘They’re so fond of each other, Jack, why
make them wait?’ Susannah said. ‘Jane seems a terribly suitable
wife for Harry, too. She’s a farm girl, she’s used to the life, and
she looks a strong sort of girl.’

‘I don’t know, I think Harry should be
older. He’s not old enough to know his own mind.’

‘But you like Jane, don’t you?’

‘Yes, she’s a nice girl,’ Jack said. ‘I’ve
got quite fond of her, really.’

‘Well, there you are, then. You’re
certainly old enough to judge, even if Harry isn’t. Is he going to
find a nicer girl than Jane? And she’s twenty, you know. If you
make them wait too long she might get sick of it and find someone
else. Wouldn’t that be rather hard on Harry?’

That hit home. Jack did not want to see
another of his children forced to take second best. His initial
flat ‘No—not for years’ was soon modified to ‘Maybe next year, when
you’re a bit older’, and by mid-May Harry’s pleading and Susannah’s
soft words had done their work. Jack agreed that Harry could get
married later in the year, when he had turned twenty-one.

Jack had hoped that would be the end of the
issue for a few months, but he soon found Harry was not to be
satisfied with merely sharing his bedroom with Jane. He wanted a
house of his own.

‘I don’t want Jane to have to work for
her,’ Harry protested, softening his language from that used
when talking privately to John. ‘I’m not going to bring Jane here
just to be ordered around all the time.’

‘Don’t bring her, then,’ Jack responded
irritably, wishing the whole business was over.

‘You said we could get married! I’m
not going to hang around here if I can’t have Jane—I’ll go and work
for someone else. Bob Forster would have me.’

‘You’re not sloping off after I’ve fed you
for years, you ungrateful young—’

‘Jack,’ Susannah interposed, coming to
Harry’s rescue once more. ‘Just think it over before you fly off
the handle. I’m hurt, of course, that Harry begrudges me the bit of
help Jane might be, but he’d only poison her against me if she was
living in the same house. I’d have two of them giving me dark looks
all the time and making nasty remarks. And at least it’ll be one
less to cook for and clean up after if Harry has his own
place.’

So once again Harry had his way. Jack agreed
that Harry could use the quiet winter months to put up a new
cottage on the farm with John’s help whenever their labour could be
spared. Harry went to Te Puke for a few days to meet Jane’s parents
and get their permission to marry their daughter, then spent the
next few months frantically working on a tiny two-roomed cottage.
It was barely fit for habitation when September came and it was
time for Harry to pay another visit to Te Puke, this time to get
married.

Amy had had to follow the progress of her
brother’s courtship third-hand, through Lizzie’s reports, so she
was delighted when Harry visited her the day before he was to
leave. She was relieved Harry chose a time when Charlie was out on
the farm; Amy did not quite trust her brother to be tactful when
talking to Charlie.

‘I’d have had the house properly finished if
Pa had let me have more time off,’ Harry grumbled. ‘No chance of
painting it or anything, I haven’t even got the inside walls lined.
I just hope the roof doesn’t leak, some of the roofing iron’s a bit
dodgy.’

‘She won’t mind, Harry,’ Amy said. ‘As long
as you’re together, that’s all Jane will be thinking about. You can
finish the house later.’

‘I suppose so. I wanted things nice for her,
though. I want to make Jane happy.’

‘Just be kind to her. That’ll make her
happy.’

‘Mmm. That won’t be hard.’ Harry grinned. He
glanced at Amy, studiously avoiding looking at her abdomen. ‘You
all right? Keeping well and everything?’

‘Yes, I’m all right.’ Big and awkward and
uncomfortable, but I’m not sick.

‘Is he treating you right?’

‘I’m all right, Harry,’ Amy repeated.

‘Good. You tell me if he ever gives you any
trouble.’

And what good would that do? But she
smiled at Harry. He was only trying to be kind.

‘Wish me luck, then,’ Harry said. Amy put
her arms around his neck and kissed him. They both pretended not to
notice her great swollen belly squashed between them.

 


*

 


Amy was grateful when Lizzie devoted an
afternoon one day in early October to filling Amy’s biscuit tins in
a shared session of baking. She tried to work fast enough to do her
share, but Lizzie soon noticed how uncomfortable any sort of
movement made Amy, and ordered her to sit at the table with a small
box as a footstool.

‘I’m not used to sitting around doing
nothing,’ Amy protested.

‘Well, you should be. If you can’t have a
rest when you’re in this state I’d like to know when you can.
You’re all puffy-looking, too.’

‘That happens when I get tired. Especially
when I stand up for too long.’

‘I won’t let you stand up, then. I can
finish off by myself.’

‘Don’t burn anything, Lizzie.’

‘Humph! I hardly ever burn things. I’m going
to make you some fruit pies after I’ve done these biscuits, then
you won’t have to cook any puddings for a few days.’

‘You’re very kind to me, Lizzie.’

‘You’d do the same for me. I don’t suppose
he helps you with anything.’

‘Cooking’s women’s work,’ Amy said, trying
to make her voice light. ‘I can manage, anyway.’

‘There,’ Lizzie said, shutting the oven door
with a flourish. ‘Now I can sit down for a few minutes while those
are cooking. I’ll put the kettle on and we can try some of these
scones.’

‘We should wait for Charlie.’

‘We’ll have another cup when he comes
in.’

Lizzie buttered hot scones and poured the
tea when it had drawn, then sat back in her chair with an
exaggerated sigh. ‘I’m ready for a rest.’ She gave Amy a warm
smile. ‘Only about a month to go now, eh?’

‘Don’t talk about it, Lizzie. There’s no
sense worrying before I have to.’

‘Worry? You’re not worried about it, are
you?’

‘Having a baby’s not very easy. Talk about
something else.’

‘But it’s natural.’

‘So is dying, and I don’t suppose you’re in
any great hurry to see me do that?’ Amy snapped. ‘Oh, I’m sorry,
Lizzie, I don’t mean to be so sour. I’m just fed up with being in
this state, and I’m…’ I’m scared. ‘I’m not looking forward
to what comes at the end of it.’

‘It doesn’t last very long, though, does it?
And then afterwards you’ve got a baby. Things’ll be much better
once you’ve got a baby.’

‘Will they?’ It was what all her family
seemed to believe.

‘Of course they will! I’m really looking
forward to seeing your baby. I wish I had one.’

I don’t want it. ‘You will. Don’t
wish it on yourself too soon.’

‘But I do wish it!’ Lizzie’s face
creased in a frown. ‘Amy, I’m worried.’

‘You? What on earth have you got to be
worried about?’

‘I’m still not expecting. We’ve been married
nearly six months now, and there’s no sign of it. What do you think
I should do?’

Amy twisted in her chair to get a better
view of Lizzie’s face, and at once regretted it as a shaft of pain
went through her. ‘Be thankful,’ she said bitterly. ‘It’s not much
fun being in this state. Especially with an awkward baby like this
one.’

‘Must take after its father. But why is it
taking me so long? Amy, what if there’s something wrong with me?
What if I’m barren?’

‘Don’t talk rot, Lizzie. There’s nothing
wrong with you, anyone can see that.’

‘Why aren’t I having a baby, then? It didn’t
take you long, did it?’

‘No. It seems a man only has to touch me and
I’m with child. I don’t know, Lizzie, I suppose some women are more
fruitful than others.’

‘You’re fruitful, anyway. You’re lucky.’

‘Am I? Nobody seemed to think so last year.’
Ann. Everyone thinks you’re something shameful, but they all
make such a fuss about this one. It’s not fair. It’s not your fault
I did wrong. Lizzie studiously ignored her remark, and Amy
dragged her concentration back to her cousin’s worried face.
‘Lizzie, I don’t know what to tell you. Have you asked Aunt Edie
about it?’

‘Yes. Ma says six months isn’t long. She
said Bill was born on her and Pa’s first wedding anniversary, so it
took three months for them to start him, but she’s heard of people
taking a bit longer.’

‘There you are, then. And you’re so strong
and healthy, I can’t believe you’re barren.’

‘I don’t feel barren,’ Lizzie agreed.
‘But… well, there could be another reason.’

‘What are you talking about now? It’s just
taking a while, like Aunt Edie said.’

‘Maybe. Or maybe…’ Lizzie drifted into
silence.

Amy was tempted to try and change the
subject, but it was so unusual to see Lizzie feeling awkward that
she felt obliged to try and draw her cousin out. ‘Maybe what,
Lizzie? ‘What’s worrying you?’

‘Well, what if… what if we’re doing it
wrong?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You know, what men and women do. What if me
and Frank aren’t doing it right? We’ll never have a baby if we’re
not.’

‘Lizzie! Don’t talk like that.’ Even talking
about pregnancy was preferable to this most distasteful of
subjects.

‘But how would we know if we were doing it
wrong?’ Lizzie persisted.

‘What nonsense! It’s just… well, obvious,
isn’t it? Men all know how to do it.’

‘Frank didn’t,’ Lizzie said with
conviction.

‘He must have.’

‘No, I’m sure he didn’t. He didn’t have a
clue, Amy.’

‘Really?’ Amy said dubiously.

‘Mmm. Honestly, that first time… well,
Frank’s been around animals too much. We were cuddling for a bit,
then he started sort of shoving at me. I’m sure he was trying to
roll me over onto my front. You know, like cows and sheep do it. Ma
didn’t tell me much, but she said to lie on my back, so I knew that
must be right. So when he shoved I just lay still, and after a bit
he seemed to get the idea.’

‘You shouldn’t be telling me all this,
Lizzie. Frank would be annoyed if he heard you, and anyway I don’t
like hearing it.’

‘Frank doesn’t know I’m telling you, and you
wouldn’t tell anyone else. I have to tell you, Amy. I need you to
tell me if we’re doing it right.’

‘No!’ Amy protested. ‘It’s bad enough having
to do it without having to talk about it! That’s one good thing
about being in this state—at least this great big belly stops
him.’

‘Don’t you like it?’

‘I hate it,’ Amy burst out. ‘Every
night before I got big I’d lie there and just shake, I was so
scared he’d do it again. It hurts me, and it makes me feel all used
and dirty. It’s the worst thing of all. You know what, Lizzie? I
hate it when he hits me, but sometimes when he does that to
me I wish… I wish he’d hit me instead.’ She put her hands to her
face and sobbed.

Lizzie rose from her chair and slid her arms
around Amy. When Amy quietened she heard Lizzie murmur, ‘We must be
doing it wrong.’

‘Why? Because you don’t hate it?’ Amy’s
voice came muffled.

‘Yes. I quite like it,’ Lizzie admitted.

‘I don’t think that means you’re doing it
wrong, Lizzie. It probably just means you’re a good wife.’ Amy
disentangled herself from Lizzie’s embrace. ‘You said Aunt Edie
told you what to expect, so you must know.’

‘She wasn’t much use, really. I expect she
thought Frank would know all about it, so she was just telling me
enough so I wouldn’t be scared.’

‘What did she say?’ Amy asked resignedly.
Lizzie was not to be put off, so it was better to get the subject
over with.

‘Let’s see… she said it would hurt a bit the
first time, but just to lie on my back and let him get on with it.
She reckoned it’d be all right after that—she got this silly sort
of look on her face when she said that. She started going on about
how happy it makes your husband, so that makes you happy too.’
Lizzie’s face took on a look that Amy was sure must be at least as
‘silly’ as Edie’s had been. ‘That’s true, isn’t it? It does make
them very happy.’

‘It must do,’ Amy said tartly. ‘They seem to
want to do it often enough.’

‘I know! For a while there I was so
tired! Frank never seemed to want to sleep.’ She gave a
little laugh. ‘He’s a bit better now, but not much. He’s terrible,’
she said, a fond smile on her face.

‘That was enough, wasn’t it? You must know
whether you’re doing it right or not.’

‘I thought we were. It did hurt the
first time—it hurt a lot! I was ready for it, I was sure I could
keep quiet when it happened, ’cause I knew Frank would get upset if
I let on that it hurt me. Hurt a bit! It really hurt, Amy. And I
let out a yell like a pig having its throat cut. I was so annoyed
with myself. Oh, Frank was so upset. He sort of jumped away from me
and started going on about how it was all his fault, he’d hurt me,
he didn’t want to hurt me, he should have gone somewhere and found
out how—I don’t know what he meant by that. It took me ages to shut
him up and get it into his head that it was meant to hurt. Then he
said that wasn’t fair on me. So I told him that’s how he could know
it was the first time for me. I think he quite liked that.’

‘He would,’ Amy said quietly, but Lizzie was
in full flow and carried on as if she had not heard.

‘I finally convinced him it wouldn’t hurt me
again and he should have another go. It was all right after that.
But then, wouldn’t you know it? The next week what should come
along but my bleeding. Just when we’d really got the hang of it. I
asked Ma what I should tell Frank. “Just say it’s not convenient,”
she said. “He’ll know what you mean.” How on earth was Frank
supposed to know that? I said it anyway, and Frank looked all sort
of hurt. “I wish you’d just tell me if you don’t like it, Lizzie,”
he said. So then I had to tell him I was bleeding down there. What
a fuss that caused! Frank started going on again about how
he’d done it wrong and damaged me. I had to put my hand on my heart
and swear it was normal for women before he’d believe me.’ Lizzie
gave a sigh. ‘And the bleeding’s been coming back every month ever
since!’

Amy looked at her in amazement. ‘Frank’s
awfully sweet to you, Lizzie. You’re a very lucky woman.’ I
mustn’t feel sorry for myself. I’ve no right to. ‘It sounds to
me like you two are doing it right. Just be patient.’

‘Couldn’t you just tell me how it’s done?’
Lizzie wheedled. ‘Just so’s I could be sure? Please?’

‘No. That’s enough about it, Lizzie.’ Amy
tried to sound firm.

Lizzie looked crestfallen. ‘Well, if you
won’t tell me I suppose I’ll have to ask Ma. I’ll have to tell her
we might be doing it wrong. I don’t want to do that, Amy. She’s
sure to tell Pa, then he’ll take Frank aside and have a talk to
him. Frank would be so embarrassed if Pa did that—imagine
having his father-in-law find out he’s been married six months and
still doesn’t know what he’s doing. Frank hates people laughing at
him. I sort of forgot that for a bit, but Frank reminded me.’
Lizzie sighed heavily. ‘I’ll have to ask her, though, if you won’t
tell me.’

‘Oh, for goodness sake! All right, I’ll tell
you if you’ll just shut up about it afterwards. You lie on your
back and the man gets on top of you, then he sticks that thing up
between your legs and moves about.’ Amy gave a shudder at the
memory. ‘And the next thing you know you’re the size of a house.
Are you satisfied?’

‘Yes!’ Lizzie looked delighted. ‘That’s just
what we do! And that’s really all there is to it?’ Amy nodded. ‘So
do you think I’ll have a baby soon?’

‘I expect you will, Lizzie. You’re pretty
good at getting what you want.’

 


*

 


Amy had not thought it possible for her to
become any more uncomfortable, but she continued to grow bigger and
more awkward. With the end of October the memory of Ann’s birth,
never far from her mind, became stronger, and with it the pain of
loss. She spent the second of November weeping for her little girl,
now one year old, whenever she was alone. Charlie frowned at the
sight of her red-rimmed eyes, but said nothing.

‘Don’t you dare come today,’ Amy murmured
over and over to the creature causing her such discomfort. ‘Don’t
you dare take Ann’s birthday.’

But the day passed with no sign of labour.
Another week went by before Amy felt a sharp twinge one morning
while she was cooking breakfast. She brushed it off as the baby
moving, though she had not felt it move for the previous day or
two. But the spasm was followed by another, half an hour later,
then another while Charlie was loading milk cans onto his cart.

It’s started. Amy was sure it would
be many hours before the baby arrived, and Charlie had to get his
milk to the factory or it would spoil, so she sat quietly until she
heard the cart rattle away down the road. Then she hastily
assembled the clothes she thought she would need and wrapped them
in a large shawl, placing the whole in her drawstring bag. She put
her cloak beside the bundle; the sky looked grey and threatening,
and she might need the cloak’s shelter while Charlie took her into
town.

Charlie had refused to accept the idea of a
strange woman’s staying in his house and running the household,
even to deliver his precious child, so Edie had helpfully arranged
for Amy to stay with Mrs Coulson, a maternity nurse who
occasionally took women from particularly isolated farms into her
house for their confinements. Amy barely knew Mrs Coulson by sight.
As she carried her bundle out to the kitchen she wondered what the
nurse would be like. She’ll probably be horrible, she
thought with a shudder, remembering Sister Prescott’s rough
handling. A wave of pain gripped her, and she forgot about
everything else.

When Amy heard Charlie return from the
factory, she walked awkwardly to the door and called to him.
Charlie took one look at her face and ran over.

‘It’s started?’

‘Yes. I think you’d better take me into town
now.’

Amy put on her cloak, then stood and watched
as Charlie unharnessed the horse from the spring cart and let it
out into the horse paddock. He did not bother to take the empty
milk cans off the cart; they tipped over noisily as it tilted. He
caught a fresh horse and harnessed it to his new gig, then hoisted
Amy’s bundle onto the seat and helped her climb in.

It was the first time Amy had ridden in the
gig. Charlie had proudly brought it home a few weeks before,
announcing that Mr Winskill had said it was just the thing now
Charlie was a family man.

‘I’ll maybe need a bigger carriage as more
bairns come along,’ Charlie had said, ‘but this one’ll do for now.
It’ll carry you and me with a couple of little ones.’

The gig was solid enough, but Amy soon found
that its builder had not been generous with springs. It was far
bumpier than her father’s buggy. As they jolted their way along the
beach Amy’s contractions merged into the bone-shaking bumps until
the whole ride seemed one continuous labour pain. The only respite
came when the heavens opened, drenching them within moments, and
Charlie stopped to remove his own coat and place it over Amy’s head
and shoulders.

‘You’ll get cold, Charlie,’ Amy protested
feebly, but he ignored her.

The rain had turned into drizzle by the time
they pulled up in front of a neat little house with a tiny flower
garden, close to the centre of Ruatane. Amy clambered out of the
gig with Charlie’s help, and waited while he lifted her bundle off
the seat. She walked beside him up to the gate, but when Charlie
pushed it open Amy froze in fear. Suddenly she could not bear the
thought of walking up that path and into a stranger’s house to be
pushed and bullied and abused; to lie screaming on a hard bed with
no sympathy, only contempt; to abandon herself to the pain that was
surely worse than dying could ever be.

The door of the house opened, and a
wiry-looking grey-haired woman of about fifty came out onto the
verandah. ‘Mrs Stewart?’ she called. ‘Hurry up, dear, come inside
out of this wet.’ She smiled encouragingly at Amy, but Amy
remembered the smile Sister Prescott had given her under Jack’s
watchful gaze. She was sure this woman’s apparent kindness was for
Charlie’s benefit.

‘Hurry up,’ Charlie said irritably. ‘What
are you doing, standing there like an idiot?’

‘I’m scared,’ Amy whispered. She reached a
hand towards Charlie’s sleeve. At least he was familiar.

But Charlie was not someone to cling to. Amy
let her hand drop, and did not resist when Charlie took her by the
elbow and propelled her up the path.

Mrs Coulson held the door open until they
were in a small passage. She tut-tutted over Amy’s sodden
state.

‘Never mind, dear, I’ll soon have you warm
and dry. Now, Mr Stewart, off you go home. I don’t want you under
my feet.’

Amy waited for Charlie to erupt in fury, but
Mrs Coulson’s matter-of-fact orders left him dumbfounded. He
retrieved his coat from Amy’s shoulders, walked to the door, then
turned and asked, ‘When do I come back?’

‘Tomorrow morning’s soon enough. I expect
we’ll have a little someone for you to meet by then. Goodbye, Mr
Stewart.’ She gave Charlie a small shove out towards the rain and
closed the door firmly behind him, then turned to Amy.

‘Let’s get these wet things off you, my
dear,’ she said brightly. ‘Oh, what a frightened little face! Don’t
worry, we’ll soon have you comfortable.’ Mrs Coulson slipped an arm
around Amy’s shoulders, and Amy gave a shudder. She backed away
from Mrs Coulson, whimpering in fear.

‘Goodness me, you are frightened,
aren’t you, dear? Has some old woman been telling you terrible
stories? Don’t you take any notice—some women enjoy frightening
young girls like you. It won’t be as bad as all that. Come on,
sweetheart.’

Amy tried to take another step backwards,
but a powerful contraction gripped her. She clutched her belly and
moaned, then leaned against Mrs Coulson and let the woman lead her
a short way down the passage and into a bedroom.

Mrs Coulson sat her on the edge of the bed
and deftly removed Amy’s shoes and stockings. Amy let her do as she
wished. If she closed her eyes she could imagine it was her
grandmother undressing her for bed, until another shaft of pain
brought her back to the present.

‘Why are you being so nice to me?’ she asked
when the pain subsided enough to let her speak.

‘Now, why shouldn’t I be?’ Mrs Coulson said
with a laugh. ‘Aren’t people usually nice to you? Put your arms up,
darling.’

Mrs Coulson undressed her, then got the
nightdress out of Amy’s bundle and helped her into it.

‘There we are, now we can get on with
things. Lie back, sweetheart.’ Amy lay on the bed and lifted her
knees, then let them drop outwards. ‘That’s a good girl,’ Mrs
Coulson said. ‘I’m going to have a little look to see how you’re
going, you tell me if I hurt you.’ But she didn’t hurt. Her touch
was firm but gentle, and Amy found it almost comforting.

Mrs Coulson stood back from Amy and raised
her eyebrows. ‘My goodness, dear, it’s a good thing you didn’t
leave it much longer getting here. You’re well on the way. Why did
you wait so long?’

‘I-I didn’t want to be any trouble. My
husband was busy with the milk, and I thought nothing would happen
for hours and hours.’

‘You were wrong there! Another hour or two,
three at the most, that’s all. And you would have troubled your
husband a lot more if he’d had to deliver your child out on the
road.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Amy began, then she cried out
as pain gripped her.

‘Never mind, dear, you’re here now. Lie
still for a bit, I’ll be back in a jiffy.’

She disappeared from the room and came back
holding a thick pad of cloth over a dark brown bottle, just as Amy
let out a shriek of pain. ‘Yes, poor little thing, it hurts,
doesn’t it?’ Mrs Coulson crooned. ‘Don’t be frightened, this’ll
make the pain go away. Take a deep breath.’ She tilted the bottle
for a moment, turned it upright and replaced its cork, then held
the pad close to Amy’s face.

‘What’s that? Is that chloroform?’

‘That’s right, darling. Come on, don’t twist
your face away.’

The pain was making it hard to think. Amy
struggled to concentrate on Mrs Coulson’s kind face, but it kept
fading into Sister Prescott’s grim scowl of disapproval. ‘I thought
I couldn’t have that. I thought it had to hurt.’

Mrs Coulson suddenly looked fierce, and Amy
cringed, but her anger was directed elsewhere. ‘Is that what the
old women have been saying to you?’ she demanded. ‘Just because
they suffered in childbirth they want every woman to, and they tell
girls like you that the good Lord meant women to suffer. They’re
wrong, child. I had my first three with nothing to take the pain
away, and I’ve blessed the Lord for this wonderful thing every day
since I bore my fourth with hardly more pain than cutting my
finger. This is God’s gift to women.’

‘I’m not allowed,’ Amy said, desperately
longing to take hold of that cloth and the relief it promised.

‘Who said you’re not allowed? Did your
husband tell you that? You can be sure he’d be yelling for the
chloroform if he had a broken leg that needed setting. I’ll tell
you what, my dear—the day a man bears a child is the day I’ll take
notice of any man’s opinion on the subject. Anyway, I won’t tell
him and you won’t either. Come on now, be a good girl.’ She held
the pad over Amy’s face just as a sharp pain made Amy cry out
louder than ever.

Amy gasped for air and felt a delicious
numbness creep over her body. She breathed deeply again and again
until the pad was taken away. ‘It doesn’t hurt now,’ she said in
wonder. She closed her eyes and savoured the strange, floating
feeling that had taken hold of her in place of the pain.

She was still unconscious two hours later
when a lusty cry broke the silence of the room. ‘A fine big boy,’
Mrs Coulson murmured to herself. ‘That should cheer the poor,
frightened little thing.’
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This was the strangest dream Amy had ever
had. She struggled to wake from it, but hands seemed to be pulling
her down into the thick darkness. There were muffled noises around
her; they slowly resolved into voices, and even more slowly into
audible speech.

‘Come on, darling,’ a voice said. ‘Time to
wake up now.’

Granny? Is that Granny calling me? Have I
slept in? I’ll be late for school. I mustn’t be late, Miss Evans
said I could start on the new reading book today.

She felt a hand patting her cheek. ‘Wake up,
dear.’

It’s not Granny. Granny’s dead. I don’t
want to wake up.

‘Open your eyes, darling. You want to see
your baby, don’t you?’

My baby? Ann’s here? Amy forced her
eyes to open, but everything around her seemed dim and unfocussed.
‘My baby,’ she slurred. ‘Where’s my baby? I want her.’

‘Him, you mean. Here’s your fine big
son.’

Amy began to see a little more clearly. An
ugly, wrinkled face topped with a fuzz of red hair was thrust near
her own.

‘Look at your baby, dear.’

‘That’s not my baby. What have you done with
my baby? I want her.’ Amy tried to push herself upright in
the bed, but her body refused to obey.

‘Why does she say it’s not her baby, Mrs
Coulson?’ Amy heard the voice of a young girl. ‘It is, isn’t
it?’

‘Hush, girl, of course it is. She’s muddled
in her mind, she’s still stupid from the chloroform. Don’t take any
notice of what she says, she’ll be right as rain when she’s woken
up properly.’

‘I want my baby,’ Amy whimpered. She felt
tears running down her face, but it seemed too much effort to wipe
them away.

‘I’ll put him to her breast for a bit. That
should steady her, and I want him to suck—it encourages the milk to
come in. Undo her buttons for me, Nellie.’

Amy felt hands fumbling at the yoke of her
nightdress. She blinked away the tears and tried to focus on the
red-headed creature. Its face was twisted in what looked like
anger, and a thin wail came from its mouth. For a moment the small
face blurred into Charlie’s large one, contorted with rage as he
swung his hand at her. Amy closed her eyes against the sight.
‘Please don’t hurt me.’

‘No one’s going to hurt you, darling. The
little fellow wants a drink, that’s all. My Lord, Nellie, I’ve
never seen a girl as frightened as this one. Have you got her
bodice undone yet? That’s the way, pull it right open.’

A hand was reaching for her breasts. Amy
opened her eyes, and now the face that she saw, half Charlie’s face
and half a strange creature’s, was full of hunger. ‘Don’t,’ she
begged. ‘I don’t want to. Please don’t make me. I don’t want to!’
She waved her hands feebly, trying to ward off the assault on her
body.

‘Now you’re being silly,’ a voice said
sternly. ‘Hold her arms down for me, Nellie. She nearly caught the
little fellow a clout then.’

Strong hands gripped Amy’s own and forced
them down to her sides. I mustn’t struggle. Charlie will be
angry with me now. He’ll hit me. ‘I’m sorry I was bad. I’ll be
good now. I’m sorry, Charlie.’ She closed her eyes and waited for a
blow; instead she felt her breasts being fumbled with and tugged
at. Amy lay limp and unresisting. I belong to him. It’s his
right to do whatever he likes.

‘Who’s she talking to, Mrs Coulson? Who’s
Charlie?’

‘That’s her husband. Stop prattling, girl,
you pop out to the kitchen and put the kettle on for me. She’ll
want a nice, hot cup of tea when she comes around properly.’

The mild discomfort of having her nipples
sucked at cleared the last of the clouds from Amy’s head. When the
sucking stopped she opened her eyes and recognised Mrs Coulson,
holding a blanket-wrapped bundle.

‘Are you all right, dear?’ Mrs Coulson
asked. ‘Do you know where you are now?’

‘Yes, thank you. Wasn’t someone else here a
minute ago?’

‘That’s Nellie, Mrs Finch’s girl from next
door. She helps me around the house when I’ve got mothers staying
here—she loves babies, that one. Of course I keep her well out of
the way while the real business is going on, but she’s a good,
useful sort of girl.’

‘Oh. Did I… did I say silly things
before?’

‘No sillier than hundreds of women. Don’t
worry, dear, I didn’t take any notice. Now, have a proper look at
your baby.’

Amy tried to drag herself up into a sitting
position, but as soon as she moved pain stabbed through her, making
her cry out.

‘You’re a bit tender, aren’t you? Take it
slowly. You just lie still and I’ll move the pillows.’ Mrs Coulson
held the baby in one arm while she adjusted the pillows behind
Amy’s back till she was half-upright. ‘I’m afraid you’ll be sore
for a while. This great big boy of yours was in a hurry to get into
the world, and he didn’t mind tearing you in the process. But I’ve
stitched you up nice and neat, and you’ll heal up given time. There
you are,’ she said, patting the pillows. ‘You want to have a little
cuddle with your baby now, don’t you?’

Amy looked at the creature in Mrs Coulson’s
arms. It had come from her body, and yet it seemed to have nothing
to do with her. ‘No, thank you.’

‘Don’t be frightened, you won’t hurt him.
Babies aren’t as delicate as they look. Come on,’ she encouraged.
She laid the baby on Amy’s chest and curled Amy’s left arm behind
his head. ‘That’s the way. Isn’t that nice?’

Amy said nothing. She lay quietly and looked
at the baby, wondering how long Mrs Coulson would expect her to
hold him. I don’t want you. She felt nothing but weariness
and resignation.

After a minute or two Mrs Coulson lifted the
baby and placed him in a cradle close to the bed. ‘He’ll go off to
sleep in a minute. He’s a fine boy all right.’

‘Why is he so ugly?’

‘Well, most newborns aren’t very pretty,
darling, except to their mothers. But it’s worse with such a big
baby. His head’s been all pushed out of shape on his way out. Don’t
worry, he’ll look nice soon.’

‘A boy. My husband will be pleased. He
wanted a son.’

‘Most men do, especially the first time.’
Mrs Coulson sat on the bed and slipped an arm around Amy’s
shoulders. ‘You wanted a girl, didn’t you, dear?’

‘No. I was scared I might have a girl—he
would’ve been angry with me if I had.’

‘Of course he wouldn’t have been!
Disappointed, maybe, but it’s nothing to be annoyed over.’

‘Yes, he would. He would’ve been really
angry.’

‘Does he often get angry with you? Got a bit
of a temper, has he?’ Mrs Coulson probed.

‘Only when I annoy him.’ Amy tried to smile.
‘The trouble is, I seem to do it such a lot.’ She wondered for a
moment why she was talking so freely to a stranger; but Mrs Coulson
did not seem like a stranger now, and she was so easy to talk
to.

‘Well, I find that hard to believe—a
sweet little thing like you. Goodness me, some men don’t know how
fortunate they are.’

‘It doesn’t matter. It’s a boy, and
Charlie’ll be pleased with me. That’s all that matters.’

‘You and the little fellow are both safe and
well, and that’s all that matters,’ Mrs Coulson retorted.
She gave Amy a gentle squeeze. ‘You know what, dear? With all those
stitches—and you lost a fair amount of blood when the little fellow
was coming, too—I think I should keep you here with me for three
weeks instead of two. It’ll give you a bit more time to heal up and
get stronger before you have to go home and manage by yourself.
Would you like that?’

‘I’d like to stay—if I won’t be a
nuisance?’

‘Of course you won’t! You’ll be good company
for me. And I’ve got Nellie to help with the work—now, why’s that
girl taking so long with the tea?’ She bustled off to hurry along
the tardy Nellie.

 


*

 


Amy slept late the next morning. It was
after nine o’clock before Mrs Coulson brought in her breakfast on a
tray. When Amy had had a leisurely meal and dozed a little more,
Mrs Coulson sat her up against the pillows and fussed over her. Amy
closed her eyes and savoured the pleasure of being treated like a
much-loved child as the nurse washed her face and hands.

‘I’ll give your hair a good brush, you’ll
want to look nice when your husband comes. Such pretty hair,’ Mrs
Coulson exclaimed. ‘So thick and wavy. I’m afraid your son won’t
take after you in that.’

Amy looked down at the cradle, where the
baby lay sleeping. ‘He looks much better today, like a real person.
Do you think he looks like Charlie?’

‘Mmm? Yes, I suppose he does. Yes, he’ll
look just like his Papa.’

‘I hope so. Charlie would like that.’

Charlie arrived earlier than Amy would have
thought possible; she knew he must have rushed through his milking
and factory visit. Mrs Coulson had barely finished putting her own
pretty mauve bed jacket around Amy’s shoulders when there was a
loud knocking at the front door and she hurried off to answer
it.

‘Come in, Mr Stewart,’ Amy heard her
say.

‘What’s happened? Is it all over? Is
everything all right?’ That was Charlie’s voice.

‘They’re both doing very well. Come along,
see for yourself.’

Charlie all but pushed his way past Mrs
Coulson when they reached the bedroom door. Amy could see from his
face that he must have hardly slept all night. He looked drawn and
anxious, and she could not help but feel sorry for him.

‘Come and see, Charlie.’ She indicated the
cradle, invisible from where Charlie stood just inside the doorway.
‘Come and see your son.’

Charlie strode past the bed and dropped to
one knee beside the cradle. He stared intently at the sleeping
child, reaching out a hand towards the baby’s cheek then letting it
hover a few inches from the soft skin.

‘My son,’ he murmured wonderingly. ‘My
son.’

Amy and Mrs Coulson watched in silence,
unwilling to intrude. When Charlie once again became aware that
there were others in the room, he stood up and cleared his throat
noisily.

‘He’s healthy?’ he demanded.

‘Yes, a fine, strong boy,’ Mrs Coulson
assured him.

Charlie glanced uncertainly down at the
cradle. ‘He’s not very big.’

‘Not very big!’ Mrs Coulson exclaimed.
‘Don’t you go saying that in front of your wife too often or you’ll
hear all about it! Goodness me, if he’d been much bigger I think
you’d still be waiting for him to arrive. I’ll have you know that’s
one of the biggest babies I’ve ever brought into the world.’

‘Is he?’ Charlie stared avidly at Mrs
Coulson. ‘So he’s bigger than most bairns?’

‘I should say so. Well over nine pounds, he
is, and out of a little scrap of a girl like your wife. You did
very well, didn’t you, dear?’ She smiled at Amy.

‘Nine pounds.’ Charlie gazed at his son,
glowing with pride.

‘Closer to nine and a half, I’d say.’

‘Nine and a half,’ Charlie repeated, as if
memorising. ‘People will ask,’ he said with a touch of
defensiveness.

‘Of course they will,’ Mrs Coulson agreed.
‘Everyone likes to hear about a new baby. Now I’ll leave you alone
for a bit and get the kettle on.’

Charlie sat on a chair close to the bed,
from where he could see his son clearly. He dragged his eyes away
to take notice of Amy for the first time. ‘You’re all right?’

‘Yes, thank you. I’m tired, and it still…’
Amy shied away from telling him where it still hurt. ‘I’m tired,’
she repeated awkwardly. ‘But it wasn’t too bad. Not as bad as…’
last time. ‘Not as bad as I expected.’

‘That woman’s looking after you and the boy
properly?’

‘Oh, yes, she’s being lovely.’

‘Good.’ He turned his attention back to his
son, and no more was said between them until it was time for
Charlie to make his reluctant departure.

Charlie was only the first of several
visitors Amy had over the next few days. Lizzie arrived the
following afternoon, bursting into the room clutching a bunch of
roses from her mother’s garden. She flung her arms around Amy’s
neck and kissed her, then inspected the baby.

‘He’s big, isn’t he? He’s not very pretty,
though.’

‘No, not really. But he’s healthy, and he’s
a boy. That’s the main thing.’

‘Humph! I suppose he,’ a vague hand
gesture indicated the absent Charlie, ‘wanted a boy.’ Without
giving Amy time to comment, Lizzie plumped herself down on the bed
and leaned close to her. ‘Guess what?’ she said, her eyes dancing
with happiness. ‘I’m going to have a baby!’

To Amy it seemed the last thing in the world
anyone should be delighted over. ‘That’s good, Lizzie. I’m pleased
for you.’

‘I think I already was when I came to see
you, you know, when I asked you about all that sort of thing. But
I’m sure I am now. The end of June, Ma says it’ll be. I hope I have
a girl—but I won’t really mind if it’s a boy.’

‘Frank must be pleased.’

‘Oh, he is! He’s really excited about
it.’

‘Where is he, anyway?’

‘I left him outside. I thought you mightn’t
want to see men while you’re in bed.’

‘I’d love to see Frank, Lizzie. I haven’t
seen him for months and months—I’ve hardly seen anyone, really. And
I’m decent enough like this.’

‘All right. What’s that girl called who
opened the door for me?’

‘Nellie.’

Lizzie summoned Nellie, a bright-eyed girl
of about twelve, and sent her outside to fetch Frank. He came in
looking shy at entering a woman’s bedroom, but he smiled at Amy,
asked after her health and dutifully admired her son. He and Lizzie
exchanged what Amy could see were meant to be secret smiles,
reminding one another of their own good news.

‘That’s enough visiting, Frank, you go and
wait outside again,’ Lizzie said after a few minutes. ‘Amy’s
looking tired.’ Frank gave her a startled look, and Lizzie’s
demeanour changed at once. ‘You don’t want to be stuck in a room
with two women chattering, do you, dear? Can I stay and talk to Amy
for a bit longer? Just for a minute or two? Do you mind?’

‘No, that’ll be all right, Lizzie,’ Frank
said, his composure regained. He left them alone again.

‘Frank doesn’t like me telling him what to
do in front of other people,’ Lizzie explained in a low voice.
‘He’s never said—well, only the once—but I can tell. Of course I
don’t really tell him what to do, just sort of encourage him, but
he gets a bit funny about it. I’m careful now, especially in front
of Pa, but I never thought about it with only you here—I didn’t
think he’d worry about you. Never mind, I made it up all
right.’

‘He looks really good, Lizzie. You must be
looking after him well. Frank never used to look like that. He
looks… well, sleek.’

‘Doesn’t he just?’ Lizzie agreed. ‘Well-fed,
well-looked after and well pleased with himself.’

Jack and Susannah came next day with the two
little boys. Jack looked proudly at the baby and squeezed Amy’s
hand.

‘That’s a fine grandson you’ve given me,
girl. It’s a great thing for a man to become a grandfather.’

You’ve been a grandfather for a year now,
Pa. Amy managed an answering smile with difficulty.

‘The boys’ll be in to see you some time,’
said Jack.

‘I hope so,’ Amy said. ‘I’d like to see
them.’

‘Harry and Jane were meant to come in with
us, but they never turned up. There was a bit of a row coming from
their place this morning. I think they… ahh… fell out.’

‘Poor Jane,’ Susannah said with a sigh. ‘She
has a terrible time with him. Harry’s so bad-tempered, I’ve always
said so, though no one ever takes any notice of me.’

‘Jane gives as good as she gets,’ said Jack.
‘Let them work it out for themselves.’

‘Of course,’ Susannah said. ‘I wouldn’t
dream of interfering.’

Their visit was cut short when Thomas and
George climbed on the bed and tried to clamber onto Amy’s lap,
wrestling each other out of the way. Amy cried out in pain when
Thomas’s foot slipped between her thighs. Mrs Coulson rushed into
the room and swept both boys off the bed.

‘Keep those children away from her,’ she
scolded Susannah. ‘You should know better, Mrs Leith, letting them
climb all over the poor girl like that.’

‘They’re fond of Amy,’ Susannah said,
gripping each of her sons firmly by one wrist.

Mrs Coulson stood close to her and hissed in
a voice that Amy barely caught. ‘The poor little thing’s as full of
stitches as a flour sack. She can do without great lumps of
children tumbling about on her.’

‘Well, I’m sure it’s not my fault if
she’s delicate,’ Susannah said haughtily. ‘We’d better go, Jack. I
know when I’m not wanted.’ She swept out of the room. Amy knew it
would be the last time Susannah came to see her.

Charlie came to visit every day, generally
staying for an hour or two. He would sit beside Amy’s bed and stare
at his son, asking Amy questions about the boy’s progress and
health then lapsing into silence for minutes at a time. Sometimes
he arrived while Amy had the baby at her breast, and watched
fascinated as the child suckled. Amy knew it was foolish to feel
shy at exposing her breasts to her husband, but she was always
relieved when she could button up her nightdress again.

It was a new experience for them to be
thrust into one another’s company with neither work, newspapers nor
food to cover their lack of affinity. When the long silences became
too awkward Amy filled them with comments about the child, which
always aroused Charlie’s interest, even if she had made the same
remarks the previous day.

Charlie arrived one day and informed Amy
that he had registered their son’s birth at the courthouse, and had
named him Malcolm Charles. The first two minutes of conversation
thus taken care of, Amy asked him questions about the farm, and was
told the cows were producing well, there were plenty of eggs, and
the grass was growing. Silence reigned until Malcolm woke and
demanded to be fed, and when Charlie had watched the process he
asked Amy yet again if the baby was growing, and was assured that
he was.

But if the daily hour or two with Charlie
was awkward, that did not seem much to complain about. Charlie’s
visits and feeding Malcolm were the parts of Amy’s day that she
thought of as her duty; the rest was gentle pleasure. Mrs Coulson
sat with her each afternoon after she had done her morning’s work,
and Amy enjoyed talking with the older woman or sharing a
companionable silence. Amy was not used to idleness, and begged Mrs
Coulson to let her help with things, so the nurse gave her small
tasks such as mending that she could do sitting down. Often one or
both of them would doze for a time, making up for the broken nights
Malcolm was giving them. Mrs Coulson told Amy of how she had come
to the Bay of Plenty as a soldier’s wife during the wars of the
1860s, and had been left a widow with young children to
support.

‘There was only one thing I knew how to do
that could make me a bit of money, and that was birthing babies. So
I started doing that when my youngest was seven years old. Many’s
the time I’d have a frantic husband knocking on my door in the
middle of the night, and I’d have to saddle up and ride out to some
farm in the back of beyond, with my oldest girl looking after the
other four, and her only fourteen. Well, my little ones are all
grown and settled now, none of them in Ruatane, I’m sorry to say.
But they visit me when they can, and I see plenty of little ones
still.’

In return, Amy told her of her own
childhood, the little she remembered of her mother, what her
grandmother had been like, and how Amy had run the household after
her grandmother died. She even mentioned her dream of being a
teacher, though briefly and in an offhand way. After a small
hesitation, she confessed that she had never got on very well with
Susannah, and she could see from Mrs Coulson’s set expression that
the nurse did not approve of her stepmother.

Safe though she felt with Mrs Coulson, Amy’s
confidences did not extend past the birth of her little brothers.
She did not trust herself to speak of Jimmy’s arrival with anything
like nonchalance, and she would not risk being drawn on the reasons
for her strange marriage. Not that Mrs Coulson showed any
disposition to pry.

‘You remind me of my granny,’ Amy told Mrs
Coulson one day, as the two of them basked in the afternoon
sunshine.

‘Goodness me, I know I’m ancient but I’m not
old enough to be your grandmother, girl!’ Mrs Coulson said, with a
mock-fierce expression that took Amy in for a moment.

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude.’

‘Now don’t look so crushed, darling! I was
only having a little joke. Where’s your sense of humour?’

‘I don’t know,’ Amy said thoughtfully. ‘I
used to have one. I think I lost it.’

‘Not much to laugh about these days?’ Mrs
Coulson asked gently, with a kind smile that made Amy want to cry.
‘Never mind, dear, make the best of it. You’ve got your little boy
to cheer you up now.’

Mention of Malcolm made Amy feel guilty
again. I don’t love him. There must be something wrong with me
when I don’t love my baby. She fed Malcolm when Mrs Coulson
placed him in her arms, held him when the nurse told her to give
him a cuddle, and handed him back as soon as she could. When the
baby’s face was contorted with angry crying, making him look like
his father in a rage, Amy sometimes had a twinge of fear she knew
was foolish, but other than that she felt nothing for him at all.
‘Yes, I’ve got Malcolm.’

Her three weeks with Mrs Coulson drew to an
end all too quickly. On the appointed day, Charlie pulled up in the
gig to collect his wife and son.

Amy walked down the path with Malcolm in her
arms, Mrs Coulson beside her carrying Amy’s bundle. At the gate,
Amy impulsively flung one arm around the nurse’s neck and kissed
her, careful not to crush the baby as she did so. She turned and
saw Charlie standing by the gig watching.

‘She’s been very kind to me,’ Amy said,
abashed at being caught in such an outburst of emotion.

Mrs Coulson smiled at her. ‘Now, who could
help being kind to you?’ She turned to Charlie and fixed him with a
serious look. ‘You’ve a sweet little wife, Mr Stewart. I hope you
look after her properly.’

Charlie frowned, but made no reply. He took
Amy’s bundle and loaded it into the gig, then helped her up to the
seat. When Amy looked back at Mrs Coulson the nurse was dabbing at
her eyes with a handkerchief, but she put it away quickly and waved
them off.

Amy had worried that Malcolm might wake and
want to be fed during the drive home, but the gig’s motion seemed
to soothe him. He was still sleeping in her arms when they went
into the house. She put him in the cradle Charlie had made, and
went out to start cooking dinner. She knew it would take her what
was left of the afternoon; she still tired easily, and her body
ached if she stood for long without a rest. Amy ignored the pile of
dirty dishes for the moment; cleaning the house would have to be
done a little at a time.

That evening Amy once again had her sewing
and Charlie his newspaper to hide behind, so that their silence did
not appear awkward. At nine o’clock Charlie stood up and said
‘bed’. He put out the lamp, walked out of the parlour and into the
bedroom. Amy sat on in her chair for a few moments, gathering
strength for what was to come. She had never before denied Charlie
anything he demanded.

When she had put on her nightdress, she made
sure Malcolm was tucked snugly into his cradle by her side of the
bed. He was sleeping soundly for the moment. The baby looked less
disconcertingly like his father when he was asleep. But I’ve
never seen Charlie asleep, Amy realised. She wondered if his
face softened from its habitual scowl when he slept.

Charlie stood by the lamp waiting for her to
get into bed. As soon as she rose from the cradle and climbed
between the sheets, he put out the light. Amy was quite sure
Charlie had not washed or aired the bedding during her absence. The
stale smell of the room brought that horror-filled first night in
this bed alive in her memory. I thought I couldn’t bear it. But
I’m learning—things’ll get better.

She was so certain he would try to take her
that she was ready to speak the moment she felt his hand on her
shoulder: ‘No, Charlie.’ She was surprised at how calm her voice
sounded; it gave no suggestion of the fear churning inside her.

There was the briefest of silences; then, as
though he could not believe he had heard her properly, Charlie
said, ‘What?’

‘There’s bleeding… from having the child.’
Amy spoke quickly, while her courage held.

‘Is something not right with him?’

‘No, it’s quite normal.’ Amy could feel her
face burning, and was glad the darkness hid it. ‘Women always have
this after a baby’s born.’

She sensed he was debating whether to
believe her or to test the truth of her words. When he finally
spoke again she let out her breath with relief, and only then
realised she had been holding it.

‘How long?’ he asked.

‘Another three weeks,’ Amy answered in a
small voice. Charlie made a noise in his throat and rolled away
from her.

Malcolm woke an hour later. His mewling
cries seemed much louder in the darkened bedroom than they had at
Mrs Coulson’s, and Amy was awake at once. She took him up from his
cradle, thankful that the moon gave just enough light for her to
see by, and sat on the chair beside the bed while the baby nursed.
Charlie stirred a little. She saw the dark outline he made against
the window heave as he rolled over, but he did not wake.

When the baby woke next at one o’clock Amy
tried to reach him again without Charlie’s being woken, but Charlie
gave a snort and sat up against the pillows.

‘What’s happening?’ he said sleepily.
‘What’s wrong with him?’

‘Nothing,’ Amy said, putting the baby to her
breast. ‘I’m just feeding Malcolm.’

‘Why are you sitting in the dark?’

‘I didn’t want to wake you up. I can see
well enough.’

‘Well, you did wake me up,’ Charlie
grumbled. But he rolled over, and she could soon hear from his
breathing that he had gone back to sleep.

The sky was lightening when Malcolm woke
once more, this time crying from wet napkins as well as hunger, as
Amy realised when she picked him up. She glanced in Charlie’s
direction and saw him looking at her resentfully.

‘He cries a lot,’ he said.

As if I’m doing it on purpose.
‘Babies do.’ She turned away from Charlie to attend to Malcolm’s
napkin. The baby howled, waving his tiny fists in impotent protest
against discomfort and hunger.

‘Humph!’ Charlie said, sitting up in bed. ‘I
might as well get up now, I won’t get back to sleep with
that going on.’ Amy said nothing. There was nothing useful
to say.

Malcolm did cry a lot, Amy had to
admit. She looked at his angry little face, red and screwed up, as
she walked around the kitchen floor with him later that morning,
trying vainly to soothe him.

‘What’s wrong, baby?’ she asked helplessly.
‘You’re not hungry, I’ve just fed you. You’re not wet. Do you have
a pain? I wish you could tell me.’ But Malcolm just screamed. Amy
didn’t recall Thomas and George waking so much when they were tiny.
Maybe I’ve just forgotten—I didn’t have to get up to them, only
look after them in the daytime. Did Ann cry all the time like this?
I don’t think so—but I lost Ann when she was younger than Malcolm
is now.

After half an hour of Amy’s pacing back and
forth, Malcolm finally tired himself out with crying and closed his
eyes. Amy put him back in his cradle with relief.

Amy found it difficult to get her work done
during the short periods when Malcolm fell asleep, but she knew she
had to keep the house running smoothly. Charlie was going to be
difficult enough with his sleep being disturbed and her body being
unavailable to him; if he didn’t have his meals on time he would be
unbearable.

Charlie came in at lunch-time, but instead
of sitting down at the table he walked straight through the kitchen
and into the parlour. Puzzled, Amy followed him, and found him in
the bedroom standing over the cradle staring down at Malcolm. He
looked so proud and self-satisfied that for a moment Amy forgot to
be frightened of him. Perhaps we really can be like an ordinary
family.

He turned and saw her looking at him. ‘He’s
asleep,’ he said.

‘Yes, at last,’ said Amy. ‘Your lunch is
ready.’

Charlie had something close to a smile on
his face as he ate his lunch. ‘He’s a fine boy, isn’t he?’

‘Oh, yes, very healthy Mrs Coulson said. And
big for his age, too. He’ll be strong.’ Charlie looked more smug
than ever. ‘He looks just like you,’ Amy said, studying Charlie’s
reaction carefully.

‘Don’t talk rot—saying a little mite like
that looks like a grown man.’ But Amy could see he was pleased at
the idea.

Charlie was less good-natured when Malcolm
woke them an hour after they had gone to bed that night. ‘How long
is this going to keep up?’ he grumbled as Amy sat in the chair
nursing the baby.

‘Quite a while, yet, I’m afraid,’ Amy said
into the darkness. ‘He’ll sleep a bit longer between feeds as he
gets older, but he’s going to wake in the night for months
yet.’

‘Months!’ Charlie repeated,
thunderstruck.

‘Yes.’ Charlie said nothing out loud, but
she could hear him cursing under his breath. ‘Would you like me to
take him into the other bedroom and sleep there for a while—just
until he starts sleeping a little bit longer?’

‘No—you stay where you are,’ Charlie said,
surprising her with his vehemence. ‘I suppose I can manage without
sleep for a while,’ he said in a martyred tone.

I suppose I can, too.

But it was hard to manage, Amy found.
Malcolm wouldn’t let her sleep for more than three hours at a time,
sometimes much less. He often cried during the day, and took a good
deal of soothing. He fed well and was thriving, but Amy felt
herself becoming more and more worn out over the next few
weeks.

It made things even harder that she had to
be as careful as ever not to annoy Charlie. She had to speak softly
when he grumbled, appear calm and collected when Malcolm’s constant
crying made him irritable, and do all her work properly, despite
weariness from lack of sleep and lingering pain from the difficult
birth.

‘He’s growing well, isn’t he?’ Lizzie said
when she called in one afternoon on her way to visit her mother.
‘How old is he now?’

‘Six weeks.’ Amy felt a sudden stab of fear.
‘I’ve been home three weeks today,’ she said, more to herself than
to Lizzie.

‘Is everything all right, Amy?’

‘What? Oh, yes, everything’s all right—I’m
just tired, that’s all, and I wish this one would start sleeping a
bit more. He keeps us awake a lot.’

Afterwards Amy wondered if Charlie had been
checking the calendar every evening to keep track of the time since
that first night she had come home. He gave her a meaningful look
as he bent over the lamp. ‘You’ve been home three weeks now,
haven’t you?’

‘Yes,’ Amy said very quietly. She lay still,
trying to will her muscles not to tense up.

The moment he started Amy knew it was too
soon for her; the places where she had been torn during Malcolm’s
birth had not yet healed properly. But it would be worse than
useless to ask Charlie to stop.

I can bear it. It won’t last
long.

Amy kept her teeth tightly clenched to stop
herself from screaming with the pain. She felt herself going rigid,
a reaction so strong that she knew Charlie must be aware of it. She
tried to remember how she had learned to cope with it before:
Relax… go limp… think about something else. But she hadn’t
been in agony then. Her pain took on the rhythm of his thrusting.
When he had finished it took her a few moments to realise it was
over. Her body was still throbbing.

Charlie gave her an angry shove as he pushed
himself away. ‘You’re worse than ever.’ Amy opened her mouth to say
she was sorry, but the moment she did so she could tell that if she
let her jaw relax she would cry out.

When Malcolm woke two hours later Charlie
was snoring, while Amy was awake trying to muffle her sobs. She
picked up the baby, still wrapped in his blankets, and slipped
quietly out to the parlour, finding her way to the door by feel in
the darkness. She sat down in one of the armchairs and unbuttoned
her nightdress, then slipped a nipple into Malcolm’s questing mouth
and suckled him till he was satisfied. She buttoned up her bodice,
lay back in the chair and closed her eyes.

I’d forgotten. I’d forgotten how awful it
is. It’s even worse now I’m all torn up. I wonder how long before
I’ll heal. Maybe I won’t ever heal if he keeps doing that. A
warm tear trickled down her face; she caught it with her tongue
before it had the chance to drop onto the snugly wrapped baby.

Amy woke to find her shoulder being shaken,
and saw that daylight had crept into the room.

‘What are you doing out here?’ Charlie asked
grumpily.

Amy shook her head to try and clear it. ‘I…
I wanted…’ I wanted to get away from you. ‘I didn’t want to
wake you again. Malcolm slept right through,’ she said in surprise.
‘He must like being cuddled at night.’

‘You’re not taking him into bed with you,’
Charlie said quickly. ‘I’ll not have my son being made soft. And
I’ll not have you sneaking out of my bedroom.’

‘I’m sorry. Do… do you want me to come back
to bed now?’ The thought made Amy’s stomach turn over. Tears
brimmed in her eyes.

‘Humph! It’s time to get up, near enough.’
He looked at her fear-filled face in disgust. ‘What the hell’s
wrong with you, woman? Eh?’

‘It… it hurts me.’

‘Hurts you!’ Charlie echoed scornfully. ‘Are
you made differently from other women, then?’

‘I don’t know. It just hurts me, that’s
all.’ Amy cringed, waiting to be slapped, but Charlie was too
conscious of the child in her arms to lash out at her.

‘I suppose you think I don’t know what I’m
doing?’

‘No, I don’t think that. I’m sorry I annoyed
you. I didn’t mean to.’ Amy closed her eyes and willed him to leave
her alone. Charlie made an angry noise in his throat, then stalked
off to the bedroom to get dressed.

Malcolm cried off and on all morning, as if
reflecting Amy’s own emotions. His noise hid his parents’ silence
over breakfast. Amy tried to avoid Charlie’s eyes; when her own did
meet them she saw resentment there.

After he returned from the factory Charlie
had his morning tea, still staring balefully at Amy, then rose from
the table.

‘I’m going into town,’ he announced.

Amy stopped pacing the floor with the baby
for a moment.

‘Can I come too? It would settle Malcolm
down, he loves riding in the gig. And I need a couple of things in
town.’

‘No, you can’t,’ Charlie said gruffly. ‘You
can stop home and do your work.’

Amy was so startled by his refusal that she
nearly asked why he would not take her, but stopped herself in
time. That would sound too much like arguing with him. She followed
him out the back door with the still wailing Malcolm in her arms
and watched him saddle up Smokey.

‘Will you be gone long?’ she asked.

‘If it suits me,’ Charlie answered
shortly.

‘Can you get me some—’

‘No, I can’t. You can wait until Saturday.
Useless bitch,’ he flung at her as he swung his leg across the
saddle and set Smokey moving with a hard kick. Amy saw the horse’s
ears flick in surprise.

‘Your Papa’s annoyed with us,’ she told
Malcolm. ‘He’s annoyed with you for crying all the time, and with
me for not doing what he wants. No, that’s not right—I do whatever
he wants. I think it’s because I don’t feel what he wants.
That’s hard, isn’t it? I can’t help what I feel.’ She sighed. ‘I
suppose if I was a good wife I’d feel the right things. Lizzie
does.’

Amy sat down wearily on the grass and
watched Malcolm waving his tiny fists in frustration. She felt a
rush of sympathy for him. ‘You’re not really bad-tempered, are you,
baby? You’re just miserable, same as me. Poor little mite. Papa’s
angry all the time, and Mama didn’t even want you. I do want you
now, Mal. Well, even if I don’t it doesn’t really matter, does it?
We’re all stuck with each other and we’ve got to make the best of
it. I’ll be a good mother to you, Malcolm. I’ll try and make you
happy, you and your Papa both. I just wish I was better at it.’

She dragged herself to her feet. ‘Come on,
Malcolm, let’s walk you around out here and see if all this fresh
air and sunshine can wear you out. Maybe if I get you tired enough
you’ll sleep all through the night. I wish your Papa would.’

Amy looked down the road and watched Charlie
disappearing. ‘I wonder why he wouldn’t take us today,’ she said
thoughtfully. ‘He’s usually so keen to show you off, Malcolm. It’s
strange he’s gone off by himself, and it’s not even a shopping day.
I wonder where he’s gone.’ She shrugged and began pacing the grassy
area, murmuring soothing noises to the baby in her arms.
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Frank lay in bed wondering what had woken
him so abruptly out of a sound sleep. His head had somehow slipped
off the pillow, and he slid slowly into a more comfortable
position, careful not to disturb Lizzie. She was not sleeping well
now that she was so big, and she needed her rest.

He had barely got his head back on the
pillow before a sharp jolt shook the bed and set the windows
rattling. Frank felt Lizzie awake with a start.

‘What is it? What’s happening?’ she cried
out in alarm.

Frank slipped his arms around her. ‘Shh,
Lizzie, it’s all right. It’s just an earthquake.’ He held her close
while the bed slowly stopped shaking.

‘It gave me a fright. I was having such a
good sleep, too.’

‘Mmm, it was quite a strong one. Never mind,
try and go back to sleep.’

‘It took me ages to drop off,’ Lizzie
grumbled. Frank felt her wriggling around, trying to find a
comfortable way to lie. She stopped moving, and Frank listened to
the sound of her breathing, wondering if she had fallen asleep
again.

He had almost nodded off himself when
another tremor rolled them both into the centre of the bed. The
windows rattled loudly and the bedstead creaked and groaned under
them until the shaking stopped.

‘That was even worse,’ said Lizzie. ‘I
thought the bed was going to fall apart.’

‘Nah, this bed’s pretty strong—look what it
put up with for a year.’ Frank grinned into the darkness. The bed
had had a quiet time for the previous few months since Lizzie’s
bulk had become too daunting, but the memories of pleasure were
still vivid. He reached an arm across Lizzie and gave her a careful
squeeze. ‘Don’t worry, it won’t fall apart.’

Lizzie wriggled again. ‘I won’t get back to
sleep now. Oh, I’m so uncomfortable tonight—even worse than
usual.’

‘What’s wrong?’

‘It’s my back. It’s really aching.’

‘Roll over.’ Frank helped Lizzie heave
herself onto her side, then slid his hand slowly down her back.
‘Here?’

‘No, lower—oh, that’s the spot.’ He rubbed
Lizzie’s back through her nightdress, and she made little noises of
pleasure. ‘Mmm, that feels good.’

‘This fellow playing up tonight, eh?’ Frank
slid his hand over Lizzie’s belly and patted it, enjoying the feel
of the firm, warm flesh through the fabric.

‘Who says it’s a fellow? Rub my back some
more.’

‘Bossy,’ Frank teased. He nuzzled his way
through Lizzie’s hair and planted a soft kiss on her neck as he
began to rub her back once again.

‘You’re good at that. I suppose husbands are
some use.’

‘Useful for making babies, anyway.’ A soft
pattering stole Frank’s attention. ‘Hey, it’s raining.’

‘So it is. That’s good, isn’t it?’

‘Mmm. The ground’s been getting really dry
lately.’

The noise on the iron roof grew louder. When
Frank had soothed the ache out of Lizzie’s back, he put his arms
around her and pressed his own body against hers. ‘It’s cold
tonight. It’s a good night for cuddles.’

‘It’s always a good night for cuddles,’
Lizzie said drowsily. The next earthquake was so slight it almost
seemed to be rocking them to sleep.

‘Frank?’ Lizzie’s voice had an oddly
strained note in it that penetrated Frank’s slumber abruptly. The
night seemed deeper than before. As he dragged himself back into
wakefulness Frank realised he had been asleep for some time.

‘What’s wrong? Was it another quake?’

‘No.’ Lizzie’s hand reached out in the
darkness and clutched at the sleeve of Frank’s nightshirt. ‘It’s
the baby. I think it’s started coming.’

‘What? But—but it can’t be. It’s not time
yet. You said not for another couple of weeks.’

‘I know, but I think it is. You’ll have to
go and get the nurse.’

‘Now? It’s the middle of the night,
Lizzie.’

‘I can’t help that!’ Lizzie spoke sharply,
but Frank could hear the nervousness in her voice. ‘Hurry up!’ She
rolled over and pushed at him.

‘Hey, hey, calm down, Lizzie—don’t shove me
out of bed,’ Frank said, wishing he felt calmer himself. He slipped
an arm behind Lizzie’s shoulders and held it firmly in place when
she tried to push it away. ‘Are you sure it’s the baby?’

‘Yes! Well, not sure. What else could
it be, though? I felt a pain right around my back—oh, there’s
another one! Ow!’ Lizzie gave a yell, followed by a long, low moan.
‘That was worse. It’s working its way around to the front now.’

‘Well… how long will it take?’

‘How should I know? I’ve never had a baby
before.’

‘You must have some idea. Hasn’t your ma
told you anything about it?’

‘Not that sort of thing. She just told me a
bit about how it would feel, not all the ins and outs. I don’t
know—wait a minute, I’m sure Amy said it took hours.’

‘Hours? How many? Two? Three?’

‘I don’t know! Stop asking stupid questions,
just go and get the nurse.’

‘Lizzie, it’s going to take me well over an
hour to get a nurse here. Maybe two hours—it’s dark out there, I
won’t be able to go fast, you know. I can’t leave you alone all
that time. I think I’d better go and get your ma first, then I’ll
try and get into town.’

‘Yes! Go and get Ma—please go and get her,
Frank.’

‘Do you think you can hang on that
long?’

‘I… I think so. You won’t take long, will
you? Please don’t take long.’

‘I’ll be as quick as I can.’ Frank rolled
back the covers, shivering when he felt the chilly night air. He
fumbled for the matches lying on the dressing table and lit the
lamp. The clock beside the lamp showed three o’clock. Lizzie’s face
in the lamplight was white and full of fear. Frank crossed to the
bed and put his arm around her. ‘Will you be all right on your own,
Lizzie?’

‘If it’s not for long. Please hurry,
Frank.’ Lizzie bit her lip, and Frank could see the beginnings of
tears in her eyes. He forced himself to turn away from the sight;
he knew he would not be able to leave her if he saw her get any
more upset.

Frank dressed quickly, stopping for a few
seconds when a small earthquake made the room tremble. He lit a
candle from the lamp and carried it out to the kitchen. Catching
sight of his face in the hall mirror, he saw that it was almost as
white as Lizzie’s. He went out the back door to the porch, where
his hat and coat were hanging above his boots. The noise of the
rain on the roof was louder out here, and Frank gave a groan.
‘Hasn’t rained for weeks—now it’s got to start again the night
Lizzie’s having the baby,’ he muttered under his breath as he
shrugged on his coat.

There was a kerosene lantern hanging in the
porch. Frank lit it and placed it on the porch floor while he
pulled on his boots and reached for his hat. The night was black;
there must be a heavy bank of cloud feeding the rain. Just catching
a horse was going to be hard, let alone making his way up the road
in the pitch darkness. The horses would be in a state with all
those earthquakes, too; he could hear them snorting and whinnying
nervously. He wouldn’t be able to go faster than a walk; even
fetching Edie was going to take close to an hour at that pace.

Frank stood at the top of the porch steps
and peered uneasily into the gloom. There was something strange
about that rain. The air seemed to have a close, stuffy feel about
it instead of the freshness rain usually brought; there was even a
hint of sulphur. He stretched his hand out into the night air,
expecting to feel cool wetness.

How could water feel rough against his skin?
His fingers felt gritty when he rubbed them together. Frank drew
back his hand and saw it was covered with a coarse dust. A sick
realisation came to him: it wasn’t rain at all. It was ash.

Fear so intense that it left a bitter,
metallic taste on his tongue sent a shudder through Frank, so
strong that for a moment he thought it was another quake. What was
going on out there? Why was the earth being convulsed while ash
fell from the sky?

‘And, lo, there was a great earthquake; and
the sun became black as sackcloth of hair.… And the stars of heaven
fell unto the earth.’ Words half-remembered from a lesson in church
crept unbidden into Frank’s mind. Was this the end of the
world?

‘Frank?’ Lizzie’s voice came in a wail down
the passage. ‘Where are you? It hurts, Frank.’

The sound brought Frank back from the edge
of panic to a sense of his responsibilities. He had to look after
Lizzie. He couldn’t go out into whatever was happening in the
world; if ash was falling, maybe fire would soon shower from the
sky. If that happened he had no way of being sure the house would
protect them, but he knew it would mean certain death to anyone
caught outside. That included his stock, but he could not risk
himself to try and get the animals into shelter, even if he had had
the barns to hold them. If he was injured there would be no one to
look after Lizzie.

He pulled his boots off and left them lying
in the porch with his hat and coat dropped heedlessly on top of
them, stopping only to put out the lantern. Another quake struck
when he was barely inside the kitchen door, and he stumbled against
one wall as he hurried up the passage to the bedroom.

Frank rushed into the room and crouched
beside the bed. He reached out and stroked Lizzie’s face, not
speaking until he was sure he could make his voice sound calm. She
must not know how frightened he was. ‘I can’t get out, Lizzie. Not
till daylight, anyway.’

‘Why not? You’ve got to go out—you’ve got to
get the nurse for me.’

‘I can’t. There’s something really funny
going on. That’s not rain you can hear on the roof—it’s ash.’

‘Ash? How can it be ash?’

‘I don’t know. It’s like all the hills are
on fire, except it’s pitch black out there. Don’t worry, Lizzie,’
he said quickly, seeing a new fear grow in her face. ‘It won’t hurt
us here. We’ll be safe inside the house.’ He silently prayed he was
telling the truth. ‘But I can’t go out in that—I’d never get the
horse to move, it’d just go mad and throw me. And if that ash turns
hot… well, it’d burn me up where I stood.’

‘I want Ma. I want Ma!’ Tears spilled out of
Lizzie’s eyes. Frank sat on the bed and held her close until her
sobs quietened. ‘You mustn’t go out. I can see that. But I’m
scared, Frank.’

Frank had never seen Lizzie frightened of
anything. Now she needed him to be strong, and the knowledge made
him brave. ‘Don’t be scared. I’ll look after you.’

‘What about the baby?’

‘Maybe nothing’ll happen for hours and
hours. The minute it’s light I’ll go out—the horses won’t be so
frightened in daylight, and I’ll be able to see if it’s safe or
not.’ He did not voice his fear that there might not be any
daylight under that thick pall of ash, or any morning at all if it
really was the end of the world. Or perhaps they would both be
dead, burned alive by whatever unnatural flame was producing that
ash. But there was no sense letting himself think like that.
Whatever was going on outside was beyond his control; within this
room he could still do some good.

‘What say it does? What if the baby comes
before you can get out?’

‘Then we’ll just have to manage by
ourselves.’

‘How can we? We don’t know anything about
it. Frank, I don’t really know what happens. Ma just said the nurse
would tell me what to do, and it was nothing to be frightened of.
She said the nurse would give me something to stop it hurting
before it got too bad. I don’t know how they get babies out.’

Unlike Lizzie, Frank had often had occasion
to put his hand up the back end of a cow, helping reluctant calves
into the world. ‘I think I do. I can figure it out if I have
to.’

‘How do you know? You’re not even a
woman.’

‘It can’t be that different from cows—’

‘I’m not a cow!’ Lizzie flung at him.

‘Of course you’re not. You’re my wife.
You’re the most important thing in the world to me, and I’m not
going to let anything happen to you.’

‘Am I really the most important thing in the
world to you?’ Lizzie had forgotten her fear for the moment. She
rested her head on Frank’s shoulder.

‘Yes, you are.’ He held her close in
silence, his mind racing. He had seen cows die in calving. And from
time to time he had heard of women dying, sometimes leaving tiny
babies behind. He had a vague idea from something his mother had
once said that Amy’s mother had died that way. If anything happened
to Lizzie… he could not bear to think of it. Losing Lizzie seemed a
far worse disaster than anything else the world could do to him.
‘We can manage if we have to, Lizzie, but it’ll be better if we can
wait for the nurse.’ He disentangled himself and tucked the covers
in on her side of the bed. ‘I think you should lie still and try to
stay calm—that might slow things down.’

‘All right,’ Lizzie said meekly. That small,
frightened voice did not sound like his wife.

‘Are you warm enough?’

‘No. I want a cuddle.’

Frank unbuttoned his trousers and stepped
out of them before climbing into bed beside Lizzie; keeping the
rest of his clothes on would save a valuable minute or two when
daylight finally came. If it came. He put an arm under Lizzie’s
shoulders and guided her head on to his chest, then stroked her
hair with his other hand. ‘Is that better?’

‘Much better. Keep holding me like
this.’

‘I’ll hold you all night if you want me
to.’

Lizzie’s body jerked. By the lamplight Frank
saw her face twisted with the strain of holding back a cry. He
kissed away a tear that had escaped from under her tightly closed
eyelids, and waited until he felt the tension slip away from her.
Lizzie had not made a sound.

‘Are the pains really bad, Lizzie?’

‘Not really bad—I’m just being a big
baby. It’s because I’m scared of what’s going to happen later when
it starts hurting a lot.’

‘You’re not a baby. You’re brave. You didn’t
even yell out with that last one.’

Lizzie took hold of his hand and raised it
to her mouth to kiss. ‘I feel a lot braver with you cuddling
me.’

As the long night dragged on Frank held
Lizzie close, murmuring comforting noises and kissing her softly
when she tensed in pain. Sometimes Lizzie dozed off for a few
minutes between contractions, but Frank remained wakeful, trying to
decide just what he would do if he had to deliver the baby himself.
He wondered if he should look to see if there was any sign of it
trying to make its way out, but he suspected that would distress
Lizzie, and perhaps even hurt her. Although he knew his way well
enough by feel he had never seen what Lizzie looked like down
there, and this was probably not the right time to force that on
her. No, it was safer to make do with trying to give her comfort by
holding her, and hope desperately that he would be able to get help
for her in the morning.

The lonely hours of silence gave him time to
think about what might be going on outside. As he thought it over
he was able to view things more calmly, especially when the
earthquakes became less frequent and then stopped altogether. Ash
in the sky: what could that mean? In his mind Frank pictured the
view from the front verandah, down the valley and out to sea. White
Island on the horizon, with its permanent cloud hovering above,
sometimes bigger, sometimes smaller, but always there, even when
the island itself was invisible. White Island was a volcano, he
knew that, and he remembered that Miss Evans had said the cloud
above it was ash, because the island was always on fire.
Erupting, they called it in the newspapers.

That must be it, he decided. White Island
was having a huge eruption, far bigger than any within living
memory. The island was thirty miles off the coast; it couldn’t
possibly burn them up from there. The worst it could do was make a
terrible mess, and perhaps keep the sky dark when the sun rose.
Frank let out a deep sigh of relief. Now all he had to worry about
was whether he would have to deliver the baby or could leave it to
someone who knew what they were doing.

At first Frank thought it was wishful
thinking when the darkness of the room seemed to lessen, but when
the outline of the window took shape he knew morning had come at
last, and had brought daylight with it. He disentangled himself
from the sleeping Lizzie, trying not to disturb her, but she woke
as soon as he moved and grasped his sleeve, trying to keep hold of
him.

‘Let go, Lizzie,’ he said softly. ‘It’s
light outside. I’m going out to get your ma now. I won’t be
long.’

Lizzie rubbed her eyes and sat up to watch
Frank pulling on his trousers. He gently pushed her down against
the pillows. ‘Lie still till I get back.’ He tucked her in and
planted a kiss on her forehead before he left the room.

His coat and hat were still lying in an
untidy heap in the porch on top of his boots. Frank reached for the
coat, then stopped to stare in amazement at the scene below the
steps. Everything around him was the same dull grey colour, as if
an artist with only one hue in his palette had slashed it
carelessly over the landscape. Trees, hedges, grass, all had the
same soft-edged hazy appearance, and although there was no longer
any ash falling a lowering sky closed the world in with a darker
grey pall. Frank put on his coat and hat then pulled his boots on
before stepping down into the greyness. An inch of his boots
disappeared into the ash as he walked, and small clouds of dust
rose around him.

The sombre colour invited silence, but
instead Frank heard the mournful lowing of cows as they searched
fruitlessly for grass. The doleful sound coupled with the eeriness
of the grey-covered landscape seemed like a portent of death, and
it made Frank shudder. Then he remembered Lizzie pressing close to
him; trusting him. He walked faster, then broke into a run towards
the horse paddock. No sense thinking about death when he was
responsible for seeing that a birth went smoothly.

Belle let herself be caught without trying
to run away; she almost seemed to want Frank’s company. But she
shied and rolled her eyes when he put on her saddle, and she
performed an awkward sidestepping dance when Frank mounted her. Her
ears went flat against her skull and she tried to rear, but Frank
held the reins firmly and dug his heels in mercilessly, forcing her
into a fast trot and then a canter. The horse’s hooves threw up
clouds of ash, coating both horse and rider in grey dust, but Frank
ignored it as best he could. The picture of Lizzie lying alone and
frightened in the big bed was far stronger than any discomfort from
the rising ash. Belle’s hooves thudding in the canter’s triple time
made a background to his thoughts. Lizzie waiting for him. Lizzie
relying on him. Lizzie bearing his child.

 


*

 


The horse hung her head miserably when Frank
at last took off her tack and let her out into the paddock. As soon
as he had gasped out his news to Edie, and had seen her tell Alf to
catch and saddle a horse for her, he had wasted no time in setting
off for town to fetch Mrs Parsons. By the time he had led the way
back home, with the nurse following on her own horse, Belle had
been stumbling with weariness, and Frank had had to let her finish
the ride at a walk.

Mrs Parsons had thrust her horse’s reins
into Frank’s hand and made her own way to the house without waiting
to be shown in. Frank found Edie’s horse tied hastily to a fence by
its bridle, and he saw to all three horses before following the
nurse. The bedroom door was closed, but Frank opened it and went in
without hesitation, only to be greeted by an indignant shout from
Mrs Parsons.

‘Mr Kelly, what do you think you’re doing?
Get out of here at once.’

Frank only had time for a brief glimpse of
Lizzie lying on the bed with the covers pulled back and her
nightdress up around her waist before Mrs Parsons came up to him
and pushed him towards the door.

‘But I want to see Lizzie,’ Frank protested,
at the same time giving way before Mrs Parsons’ onslaught.

‘Can’t Frank stay?’ Lizzie called
plaintively from the bed.

‘Certainly not! What a ridiculous idea.’ The
nurse glared at Frank as she gave him a final shove through the
doorway. ‘Keep out of the way, please. Surely you have some work
you should be doing?’ She shut the door firmly on him.

Frank sat miserably in the kitchen,
wondering what to do next and listening to the faint cries he could
hear from the bedroom, but it was not long before Edie came out to
join him.

‘How is she? Is she all right?’ Frank asked,
half rising from his chair.

‘She’s just fine,’ Edie said. ‘She was a bit
frightened when I got here, but we’ve been having a nice little
talk and she’s quite happy now.’

‘I’ve been that worried about her. I thought
I mightn’t be able to get you in time, and—’

‘I know, Frank. Lizzie told me what you
thought.’ Edie gave him an affectionate pat on the shoulder before
sitting down at the table. Her serene smile contrasted with her
slightly bedraggled appearance. Frank had fetched her before she
had had time to pin her hair up properly, and wisps of fair hair
had escaped to twine around her face. As well, she seemed to have
mismatched the buttons and buttonholes of her bodice in her hurry
to put on a warm dress for riding.

‘Frank,’ she said gently, ‘it’s natural you
were worried about Lizzie, what with it being your first, and
coming a bit before its time, too, and you did the right thing to
rush and get me. But nothing’s going to happen before this
afternoon, dear—maybe not till tonight if the little one decides to
take its time.’

‘Tonight?’ Frank repeated. ‘You mean it’s
going to be hours and hours yet?’

Edie nodded, a soft smile playing around her
lips. ‘They don’t come all in a rush as a rule. Especially not
first babies.’

‘I’ve been pretty stupid, haven’t I?’

‘Of course you haven’t, dear. You didn’t
know any better. The two of you are as innocent as a couple of
babies yourselves.’ Edie leaned across the corner of the table and
gave Frank a conspiratorial grin. ‘Anyway, if you hadn’t rushed up
to our place in such a panic, yelling your head off that I’d better
come right away, Arthur might have thought to tell me I had to get
home in time to make his lunch.’

‘Perhaps you should go home,’ Frank said,
trying not to look disappointed. He knew Lizzie wanted her mother
with her, and Edie’s placid presence was a comfort to him.

‘Stuff and nonsense! It won’t hurt them to
get their own lunch for once, and I want to be here to see my
grandchild into the world.’

‘But I don’t want to get you in trouble.’
Edie’s rear was well padded, but Frank did not want to be
responsible for getting it strapped.

‘I won’t get in trouble. Arthur’s bark’s
worse than his bite. Of course if he’d told me I had to be home by
such and such a time I’d have to do as he said, and quite right,
too.’ Edie stated this as an unarguable fact, one she accepted
without question, and Frank wondered briefly how she could have had
so little influence on her daughter’s nature. ‘You don’t live with
a man for twenty-two years without finding out how to keep him
happy.

She rose from her chair. ‘Lizzie’s quite
comfortable now, and Mrs Parsons is seeing to her. Would you like
me to make you a cup of tea? You must be ready for a drink.’

‘I didn’t have any breakfast,’ Frank said,
noticing his grinding hunger for the first time.

‘Didn’t you? Of course you didn’t, poor boy,
you’ve been rushing about since daybreak. You sit right there and
I’ll make you something.’

After he had eaten the huge plateful of
bacon and eggs that Edie produced, Frank wandered about the farm
doing his work, all the time listening anxiously for a cry from the
house. He gave Belle a nosebag of oats to salve his conscience for
his rough treatment earlier. He fed out hay to the unhappy cows
stamping their feet in the ash-covered paddocks, and milked the two
who were still in milk. Then he walked around the paddocks looking
for any damage, but the wild, earthquake-filled night had left no
sign except the ash. Being smothered by ash was not going to do the
grass any good, Frank knew, and he was vaguely aware that he might
have a problem finding enough grazing for the animals later in the
year, but his mind was too full of Lizzie for any other worries to
take root.

When he heard Edie’s voice he ran to the
house, but he arrived panting to find that she had only called him
for lunch. Edie ate her own lunch hurriedly, then went off to sit
with Lizzie, giving Mrs Parsons the chance to eat. The nurse looked
so stern that Frank was reluctant to question her, but he plucked
up his courage to ask how Lizzie was.

‘There’s nothing to worry about, Mr Kelly. I
know my work,’ Mrs Parsons said briskly, in a tone that did not
encourage further questioning. She looked at Frank’s downcast face
and seemed to take pity on him. ‘Your wife’s asleep. I put her
under the chloroform a few minutes ago. I don’t think it’ll be much
more than two hours or so now.’

It seemed a very long two hours. Frank
hovered about in the passage for some time. Then he stacked the
dishes on the bench and began to wash them, but he dropped a plate
when he thought he heard a noise from the bedroom. After he had
picked up the broken pieces of china he sat at the table, idly
fingering a corner of the tablecloth. He dropped the cloth guiltily
when he saw the deep creases his twisting fingers had left in
it.

He had just decided to go outside for a
while and try to find something, anything, to do when the bedroom
door opened and he heard Edie softly calling him. He started up the
passage at a run, but Edie put her finger to her lips and Frank
went the rest of the way on tiptoe.

‘What’s happened? Is she all right?’ Frank
asked, but one look at Edie’s face told him that all was well.

‘You’ve got a daughter, Frank,’ Edie said,
beaming with happiness. ‘You can come in and see them, just for a
minute.’ She opened the door wide for him. He walked over to the
bed, holding his breath in anticipation.

Lizzie lay back against the pillows. Her
hair hung lank, much of it plastered to her scalp with
perspiration. Her face was shiny and flushed with exertion, and her
mouth could manage only a crooked smile. ‘You look beautiful,’
Frank told her. And he meant it.

Tucked into the curve of Lizzie’s arm was a
tiny, blanket-wrapped bundle. Lizzie could hardly keep her eyes
open, but they were shining with delight. ‘Look, Frank,’ she said,
slurring her words as if her mouth would not quite obey her. ‘Isn’t
she lovely?’

Frank carefully turned down the top of the
blanket and looked at his daughter. The baby’s unfocussed gaze
wandered about the room; then, as if she suddenly became aware of
her father’s presence, Frank found those blue eyes trained on him
with what seemed a rather disapproving expression.

‘She looks as though she’s going to tell me
off,’ he said, a bubble of relieved laughter welling up inside him.
‘She’s going to take after you, Lizzie.’ He carefully put his arms
around both wife and daughter.

‘Careful, Frank, don’t squash her,’ Lizzie
warned.

‘I won’t squash her.’ Indifferent to his
audience, Frank lowered his face to Lizzie’s and planted a soft
kiss on her waiting mouth.
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Malcolm’s eyelids were drooping, and Amy
laid him gently in his cradle. It was a relief to straighten up
without his weight dragging at her; at seven months he was a
sturdy-limbed child and big for his age. But it seemed to make
Malcolm more contented if she carried him around as often as she
could whenever he was awake. She was determined to be a good mother
to him, and if that meant balancing him on one hip while she
stirred a pot of soup, collected eggs, pulled carrots out of the
garden, or performed any other tasks that could be done, albeit
awkwardly, one-handed, she would manage somehow. Amy almost
welcomed the difficulty. It was all part of trying to make up for
the guilt of not having wanted Malcolm.

She went outside to find Charlie for his
afternoon tea. It was tempting to leave him to his own company, but
he might be angry with her if she ‘forgot’ to call him. He had been
in a foul temper for most of the day; the earthquakes had kept both
of them awake during the early hours, and had disturbed Malcolm
with their rough rocking of his cradle. Amy had had to sit
shivering on the chair beside the bed holding Malcolm in her arms
and soothing him back into drowsiness. It would have been much
easier to take him into bed with her; but that was against the
rules. That might make the boy soft.

And what a sight had greeted them when
daylight came. ‘That muck will kill every blade of grass!’ Charlie
had said, aghast. He had proceeded to track large quantities of
‘that muck’ over the floor as he went in and out of the house,
swearing all the time. By lunch-time he had calmed down somewhat,
but was still muttering under his breath about grazing. Amy had
considered putting Malcolm on his father’s lap; that usually
softened Charlie’s manner. But today Charlie seemed too sour for
even Malcolm’s influence to do any good, and there was always the
risk that Malcolm might bring up some milk or soil his napkin.
Charlie was in no mood to take that indignity calmly.

A faint, high-pitched sound caught her
attention; Amy stopped and listened for a moment. Yes, it was
Jane’s voice. She and Harry were having one of their rows. They
were already becoming proverbial in the valley for their fiery,
though short-lived, altercations, and such small details as a night
of earthquakes followed by an ash-covered morning would not
distract them. Lizzie claimed that when the wind was right she
could hear them from her home at the mouth of the valley, but Amy
was sure that must be an exaggeration.

Amy shook her head over her brother and
sister-in-law’s mystifying relationship. When they were not hurling
abuse they seemed so fond of each other; embarrassingly so at
times. It was almost as though they enjoyed fighting. Perhaps they
did; though Amy was sure it must be costing Harry a fortune to keep
replacing all the china Jane delighted in throwing at him.

Charlie was in a paddock not far from the
house, where some cows were nosing disconsolately at wisps of dried
grass half-buried in the ash. ‘Look at this hay,’ he said, pointing
to the ground at his feet. ‘Half of it trodden into this muck—the
cows’ll never eat it now.’

‘No,’ Amy agreed. ‘But they must have had a
fair bit before they started treading it in.’

‘They still look half-starved.’

‘Couldn’t you give them some more?’ She had
not thought her remark would annoy him, but Charlie turned on her
and slapped her across the side of the head; a casual blow using
his palm rather than the back of his hand, more to express his
irritation than to punish her for speaking out of turn.

‘Silly bitch,’ he grumbled. ‘Are you saying
I should give them a week’s worth of hay?’

It didn’t hurt much. Certainly not enough
for her to risk annoying Charlie more by letting herself cry. ‘No.
I’m sorry I said the wrong thing. I didn’t think. Would you like
some afternoon tea now?’

‘What am I going to do when the hay runs
out? Well?’

‘I don’t know. I’ve made scones.’

‘There won’t be any new grass coming on.
What am I going to feed my cows on?’

I expect you’ll have to buy some
feed. But Charlie did not like her to talk about money.
‘They’re date scones.’

‘I’ll have to sell some of the calves as
soon as they’re born. I wanted to build up my herd this year, now
I’ve got the boy to think about. I’ve got to keep you fed and
clothed too, you know.’

Why don’t you wait and see if the grass
does start growing? You could always send some of the cows away for
grazing, just till the ground comes right. That ash can’t be
everywhere. But you don’t really want to hear what I think.
‘I’ve put jam and cream on them.’

‘Stop going on about your bloody scones.’ He
looked as though he was considering giving her another slap, but
Amy had carefully stepped a little out of his range. ‘What sort of
jam?’

‘Strawberry.’ His favourite. Food was
something she could usually rely on to soften Charlie’s harsher
moods. After sixteen months of marriage she knew all his likes and
dislikes; and Charlie was, after so many years of living alone, a
fussy eater and reluctant to try new things. But cooking was not
something Amy found difficult, and after preparing meals for three
men and a far fussier Susannah it was no hardship to cater to
Charlie’s finicky appetite. That particular hunger was readily
satisfied; she only wished the other one could be so easily
sated.

‘All right, I’ll come and have some. Can’t
do much good out here.’ He kicked idly at a fallen branch and
started back to the house, with Amy keeping up as best she
could.

They had almost reached the back door when
the noise of hooves on the road, muffled slightly by the ash,
caught their attention. Amy recognised Frank approaching at a
gentle trot.

‘What’s that idiot coming up here for?’
Charlie grumbled. Amy wondered if he was worried he might have to
share his scones. ‘He should be sorting out his farm, same as
me.’

‘Perhaps it’s about Lizzie. I hope
everything’s all right.’

As soon as Frank was close enough for her to
see his expression, Amy knew that all was very well indeed. He
jumped off his horse before it had quite stopped moving, and
knotted the reins hurriedly around the top rail of a fence before
running over to where Amy and Charlie stood watching him. His face
was glowing as the words tumbled out.

‘I’ve just been up to Arthur’s to tell him
the news—I saw you in the paddock just before, so I came up for a
minute—I knew Lizzie would want me to tell you, Amy.’ Frank stopped
and caught his breath. ‘I’m a father,’ he said, his wonder at the
fact making his voice shake. ‘We’ve got a little girl.’

‘Oh, Frank, that’s lovely news,’ Amy said.
‘And they’re all right? Lizzie and the baby?’

‘They’re… they’re wonderful. It’s a bit
before the proper time, but Edie says the little one’s perfect.
Only six pounds, but healthy and strong. A daughter.’ Frank’s eyes
were bright.

Charlie cleared his throat. ‘Well, you’ll
maybe have a son next time,’ he said magnanimously.

‘Eh?’ Frank looked at him blankly. ‘Next
time? I haven’t got over the shock of this time yet!’ He
grinned, then let out a laugh. ‘I just feel so… so happy!’
Before she realised what he was doing, Frank took hold of Amy’s
shoulders and kissed her on the mouth.

The kiss was over before Amy had the chance
to pull her face away. She took a step back when Frank released
her, not daring to look at Charlie.

‘I’ve got to get home, they might wake up
soon, then I’ll be able to see them again.’ Frank was already
striding back to his horse. When Amy risked a glance, she could see
that Charlie was too stunned by Frank’s audacity to protest. For
the moment, anyway.

‘What? Oh, yes… give my love to Lizzie,
Frank. Tell her I’ll come and see her as soon as I can.’ Amy’s
voice shook a little, but she knew Frank would not notice.

Amy closed her eyes for a moment, wondering
what her punishment might be, then opened them to see Charlie
looming over her. He looked as angry as she had feared he would.
She waited for him to start shouting at her, but for a long moment
he was silent. That was even more frightening than shouting.

His voice when it came at last was a low
growl. ‘Is that the way of it? Did Frank Kelly practice on you
before he started courting? Eh? Tried it out on a whore before he
went looking for a decent woman to wed?’

‘N-no,’ Amy stammered.

‘Am I the laughing-stock of this town? Did
every boy between here and Ruatane get between your legs?’

‘Please don’t, Charlie, please. I don’t know
what to say when you talk like that.’

‘Bitch!’ he shouted. His fist caught her a
blow on the side of her head that sent Amy sprawling. She raised
herself onto her hands and knees, her ears ringing from the knock,
and looked up to see Charlie standing over her, red-faced with
rage. He reached down and took hold of her bodice front to haul her
to her feet. He yanked at the fabric, forcing Amy to stand on
tiptoe, and lowered his own face till it was close to hers. ‘Tell
me the truth. Has Frank Kelly been in you? Don’t lie to me,
woman.’

‘Frank’s never touched me before. I swear
it, Charlie, I swear it’s true.’ She hurried on, trying desperately
to convince him. ‘Frank never seemed very interested in girls. He
didn’t even court Lizzie—she courted him.’ She knew that was not
very loyal to Lizzie and Frank, but her own need was more
urgent.

Charlie’s hold on her bodice relaxed, and
Amy staggered backwards, barely regaining her balance in time to
stop herself from falling. ‘That sounds true enough. He doesn’t
look as if he ever had the gumption to get a woman for
himself.’

His face took on a disdainful expression.
‘All that fuss about a girl child! He maybe can’t father boys, a
runt like him. It’s taken him long enough to get a bairn on her at
all—they were wed only a couple of months after us, and the boy’s
six months old already.’

‘Seven,’ Amy put in. ‘Malcolm’s seven months
old now.’ She studied Charlie’s face carefully. Pride at his own
prowess seemed to have overshadowed his anger; she had got off
lightly, she decided. Her head was beginning to pound from his
blow, but the spot was mostly covered by her hair. Except where his
knuckles had ground against her cheekbone it would not leave a
visible bruise; she would only have to hide her face from other
people for a few days. ‘I think I was with child the first week we
were married.’

‘No sense wasting time,’ Charlie said
loftily. But he had not forgotten that kiss; Amy saw the resentment
in his face as his eyes narrowed. ‘Did you enjoy that? Did you like
him kissing you?’

‘No, I didn’t,’ Amy assured him.

‘Why not? He wears trousers, that’s all
you’re interested in, isn’t it? Why didn’t you like it?’

‘I don’t want other men kissing me.’

‘Don’t you?’ Amy shook her head vehemently.
He brought his face close to hers again. ‘Do you want me to
kiss you?’ he asked in a low voice.

What do I say? ‘If… if you want
to.’

‘What do you want?’ he pressed.

Amy struggled for words that would not make
him angry but would still be the truth. ‘I want to please you.
That’s all.’ She waited for Charlie’s reply; when none came she
dared to speak again. ‘Can I go inside now, please?’ She took his
continued silence as permission.

Charlie followed her into the kitchen. Amy
filled the teapot and carried it to the table, aware of his eyes on
her. Perhaps she had not got off so lightly after all. She felt his
heavy tread on the floor behind her. He placed a hand on her
shoulder and turned her round to face him, then took hold of one of
her heavy, milk-filled breasts through the thick fabric that
covered them and squeezed it hard, at the same time pressing his
mouth against hers. His beard rasped against her face. He smelt of
tobacco and sweat. Not now, Amy begged silently. Don’t
make me go to bed now. Not in the daytime. Not so I’ll have to look
at you.

He let go of her and stood upright, towering
over her. ‘Did you like that?’

I hated it. But it was his right to
do as he wished, and her duty to try and please him. ‘I’m your
wife. I want whatever you want.’

Charlie made a growling noise in his throat
and sat down heavily at the table. Amy knew her response had not
satisfied him, but affection was not like obedience. Fear and duty
were not enough to make her feel whatever it was he wanted from
her.

She poured the tea and put a cup in front of
Charlie, along with the promised scones. At least he was not going
to force her into bed then and there. That part of the punishment
would not come till evening.

He had seemed so troubled earlier about the
effects of the ash on his pasture that Amy was startled when
Charlie announced after he had finished his snack that he was going
into town.

‘What for?’ she asked.

‘None of your business.’

‘But… it’s nearly four o’clock. I thought
you wanted to check all the fences and see if they’re all right
after the earthquakes. You won’t have time if you go out.’

‘Don’t tell me what to do, you meddling
little bitch.’ He gave her a slap across the cheek. Amy was
grateful it wasn’t her sore one.

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude. When
do you think you’ll be home?’

‘Don’t know,’ he said shortly.

‘It’s just that…’ Amy knew she was risking
another slap, but Charlie hated to be kept waiting for his meals.
Having his dinner ready late was a worse risk. ‘I wondered when I
should have dinner ready.’

‘I mightn’t be home for dinner.’

‘What?’ That startled her even more. Charlie
had never been out at dinner time before.

‘Are you deaf as well as stupid? I might be
home for dinner, I might not.’

Charlie was not home for dinner. Amy kept
the food warm until seven o’clock before eating her own, and it was
almost eight before he returned. He smelt of beer and of something
else Amy could not quite identify, though it seemed familiar, and
she guessed that he had eaten at one of the hotels. But she asked
no questions, knowing how prying would be rewarded, even though the
looks Charlie cast at her as he ate half a plateful of the food she
warmed for him almost seemed to be daring her to say something. He
looked as though he could not make up his mind whether to be angry
or to lord over her whatever secret he was holding.

That night she was almost as astonished as
she had been by Charlie’s strange outing when, instead of groping
for her in the darkness, Charlie rolled over and went straight to
sleep, his loud snores soon punctuating the silence of the bedroom.
It must be the beer, she decided. Not that beer usually had
that effect on him.

 


*

 


A few days after the wild night of the
earthquakes and the birth of Lizzie’s baby, the Bay of Plenty
Times arrived in Ruatane on the steamer and told the town of
the real events of that night.

Frank sat on the chair beside Lizzie as she
lay in bed feeding the baby, and he read out snippets of news to
her. ‘So it was Tarawera, eh, not White Island at all.’



‘Mmm,’ Lizzie agreed absently, watching the
baby pulling at her breast.

‘Mind you, White Island’s been puffing out
smoke like mad since Tarawera blew up. I wonder if they’re sort of
joined up somehow.’

‘Eh? How can they be? Tarawera’s miles away.
Where is it, Frank?’

‘Over by Rotorua. You know, you must have
heard of the Pink and White Terraces.’

‘Oh, that Tarawera. I know where you
mean now. I read in the Weekly News one time about people
going there on their honeymoon.’

‘They won’t be going there now. The whole
mountain cracked open, and they think the terraces have broken up.
It says in the paper that a whole village got buried in the ash.
They don’t know how many people were killed.’

‘How terrible. Look at her, Frank.’ Lizzie
had put her finger on the baby’s palm when the little girl stopped
sucking, and the tiny fingers were closing around it.

Frank put the newspaper on the floor and
devoted his attention to his family. ‘Do you think Mrs Parsons will
leave us alone for a bit?’ he asked, glancing apprehensively at the
bedroom door.

‘Probably. She’s making bread, so she’ll be
up to her elbows in dough.’

‘Good.’ He lay down on the bed close to
Lizzie, with the baby between them. He coaxed the baby’s hand to
clutch one of his own fingers, smiling at the touch. ‘Her fingers
are so little—look at those tiny nails. But everything’s perfect.
Hello, Edith Maud,’ he said, touching the baby’s nose gently with
one finger. ‘I registered you today at the courthouse. You’re all
legal now. Edith Maud Kelly.’

‘Look at Papa, Maudie,’ Lizzie cajoled.

‘Do you think we’ll call her Maud?’

‘Mmm. Two Edies at once would be too
confusing.’

‘Ma would have liked that. A little
granddaughter with her name. Gee, I felt proud registering her,
Lizzie. It feels good to be a father.’ He stroked Maudie’s downy
cheek.

A noise from the direction of the kitchen
made them both jump. Frank sat up guiltily and resumed his seat on
the chair. ‘Mrs Parsons would probably go crook if she saw me lying
on the bed in my clothes. “You seem to have a good deal of spare
time, Mr Kelly,” ’ he said in an
attempt to imitate Mrs Parsons’ disapproving tone.

‘She’d say Maudie should be back in her
cradle, too. She’s very bossy. What are you grinning at,
Frank?’

‘You calling someone else bossy.’

‘She is! You should have heard her when
Maudie was coming. “Push harder.” “Sit up.” “Lie down.” Ordering me
around all the time!’

‘Better than trying to manage by ourselves,
though.’

‘That’s true. She wasn’t horrible or
anything, just bossy. I didn’t really mind it then, ’cause I was a
bit scared and it was good to have someone who knew all about it.
I’m a bit sick of her now, though. She keeps telling you what to
do, too—I don’t like that. Don’t you worry, I’ll get her sorted out
once I stop feeling so feeble.’

‘Yes, I bet you will.’ Frank was quite sure
Mrs Parsons had more than met her match in Lizzie.

 


*

 


Amy had to wait a day longer than Frank to
read about the eruption. When she was picking up Charlie’s
discarded newspaper in the parlour next morning, she took a few
minutes to look at it. The paper had mournful reports of people
buried alive, huddled together for comfort while they waited to
die. She gave a shudder. Buried alive. I should count my
blessings like Granny used to say.

She folded the newspaper and put it by the
hearth, unwilling to read any further. Being buried alive, trapped
and unable to escape, was uncomfortably easy to imagine.

 


 


The remaining months of winter were a
pinched, anxious time, as the farmers watched their pasture to see
if it would recover from the burden of ash. Amy read in another
discarded newspaper that farmers in Tauranga had sent their cattle
away towards Thames, where the ash had not fallen as thickly, to
graze, but Ruatane had not been affected quite so badly. Charlie’s
haystacks were gone before July was over, fed out to hungry cows,
and Amy knew it troubled him when he had to buy feed for them. She
wondered if he had had to borrow money to do so.

But spring brought new growth, though less
than usual, and Charlie began to look less grey and care-worn.
Malcolm now regularly slept through the night, to the relief of his
parents. He learned to crawl, and got his little gowns filthy in
the process. Crawling was such an easy way of getting about that
Malcolm seemed reluctant to abandon it for the more precarious
two-legged method. Amy tried to encourage him to walk, but it was
difficult to find the time, and it did not seem to matter. He would
walk when he was ready; she knew that big children like him were
often slower about walking.

She devoted more time to teaching Malcolm to
talk. During the daytime, when the two of them were alone in the
house, she would hold him on her lap and repeat over and over,
‘Papa. Papa. Come on, Mal, you say it. Papa.’ But Malcolm squirmed
to get down, cried if she held him too long against his will, or
jabbered away with his own meaningless sounds.

This year Ann’s birthday brought a dull ache
instead of the sharp pain of a year before. My little girl.
You’re two now. I expect you’re talking lots. I wonder what you’re
like. I bet you’re pretty. Oh, Ann, I hope they love you.

On Malcolm’s first birthday Amy baked a
cake, though she gave only a tiny portion to Malcolm himself. He
made quite enough mess with his little chunk; Amy was careful to
sweep up the crumbs before Charlie came in for lunch.

‘I just want to mash some gravy in with the
vegetables for Malcolm. Could you please hold him for me for a
minute?’ she asked.

‘All right,’ Charlie said in the tone of one
bestowing a great favour, but Amy knew he enjoyed holding his son
when she gave him an excuse to do so without appearing sentimental.
He sat the boy on his lap, jiggling him on one knee when he thought
Amy was not watching.

Malcolm chortled away at his father. He
never laughs for me like that. It’s almost as if he knows I
didn’t want him.

The little fist reached out to take hold of
Charlie’s beard. He gave it a tug, but before Charlie had a chance
to prise his fingers away Malcolm gave a little giggle and said
quite clearly, ‘Papa.’

Charlie stared at him open-mouthed, then
turned to Amy. ‘Did you hear that?’

‘Yes. That’s the first word he’s ever
said.’

‘Is it? He hasn’t even called you Mama
yet?’

‘No, never.’ It would be surprising if he
had, after all her coaxing. But the look on Charlie’s face was
worth the effort.

‘You know your Papa, eh?’ He jiggled
Malcolm, not caring now that Amy was watching the two of them.

‘Papa. Papa,’ Malcolm crowed.

Amy sat and watched them for some time, but
she was aware of two plates of food, along with Malcolm’s bowlful,
getting cold on the table. ‘I’d better take him now, I can give him
his lunch while you’re eating yours.’ For a moment she thought
Charlie was going to offer to feed Malcolm, but he appeared to
think better of it and handed the baby over.

Malcolm grizzled briefly at being taken off
his father’s lap, but the food soon distracted him. When he had
ploughed his way through a bowl of mashed vegetables, Amy turned
sideways on her chair to give herself a little more privacy,
unbuttoned her bodice and offered a nipple to Malcolm. He sucked
greedily, though she knew he was no longer taking much nourishment
from her now that he was eating so many solids.

‘Don’t bite, Mal,’ she admonished, tapping
the little boy’s mouth gently. ‘You’ve got too many teeth.’

‘Does he still need that?’ Charlie asked,
startling her.

‘I think so, Charlie. It’s good for babies
to feed off their mothers. Mal’s certainly thriving.’

‘He’s hardly a baby any more. Look at
him—he’s nearly walking, and he’s talking now. You look ridiculous
suckling him—like a cow with last year’s calf.’

Perhaps she did, now that Malcolm was so
big. But Amy did not suckle him to look elegant. She did it for
Malcolm’s good… and for her own. She knew she would soon be with
child again once she stopped. ‘I suppose I could start weaning him
in a little while,’ she said reluctantly.

‘You can start now,’ Charlie declared. ‘A
year’s long enough for that business. The boy’s growing up, and
I’ll not have him turning into a Mama’s boy.’

‘I don’t think he will—’

‘I don’t want to hear what you think, you
silly bitch.’ He used the term casually, not with any particular
animosity. It was just how he thought of her, Amy knew. ‘I want the
boy weaned.’

And of course she did as he wished. By
Christmas, with Malcolm thirteen months old, Amy was sure that she
was, once again, with child.
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Just as she had with Malcolm, Amy put off
telling Charlie about the coming child. But this time it was not
because of any reluctance on her part to face the fact of her
pregnancy; childbearing was something to be accepted as part of the
duties of being a wife, just like cooking, cleaning and sharing
Charlie’s bed.

This time she held the news in reserve as a
kind of insurance. The next time Charlie became violently angry,
she would announce that she was with child, and thus avert his
wrath.

But Amy was so anxious to please, so careful
of Charlie’s comfort, that there were no outbursts frightening
enough for her to squander her news on. So she kept silent and let
the days take their course.

On Christmas Day Amy and Charlie took
Malcolm and went next door to Jack’s house for lunch. They walked
around the long way, using the road; climbing the fences, as Amy
did when she visited without Charlie, offended his sense of the
correct. Malcolm perched on his father’s shoulders in what looked
to Amy a precarious position for a one-year-old, but they were both
happy that way, so she contented herself with keeping a wary eye on
the baby.

She saw Thomas and George playing by the
creek, and the little boys ran to join them. They both looked as
though they had fallen over once or twice; their knees were filthy,
and their faces liberally smudged with mud. Thomas slipped a grubby
little hand into Amy’s as they walked up the hill to the house, and
Amy ruffled his hair affectionately.

As soon as they walked into the kitchen, Amy
was aware of tenseness in the air. Her father had a weary
expression, and Susannah was tight-lipped. John sat at the table
looking as though he wished he were elsewhere.

Jack gave Amy a kiss and chucked Malcolm
under the chin. ‘Good to see you!’ he said heartily. Amy guessed
that he was glad of the interruption. ‘How’s my grandson?’ he said
as Charlie lowered Malcolm into Amy’s waiting arms.

‘Bigger and stronger than ever, Pa,’ Amy
told him with a smile.

‘Excuse me if I don’t rush over, Amy,’
Susannah said, noisily jostling dishes on the bench. ‘I’ve rather a
lot to do, and I’ve had to get everything ready by myself.’ She
glared around the room, but Amy was the only one who met her
eyes.

‘Do you want me to help, Susannah?’

‘I’ve all but finished, actually. Of course
I’ve been on the go all morning. There’s a lot of work in getting a
meal ready for seven adults and three children, you know.
Especially with no one to help.’

‘You want a beer, Charlie?’ Jack offered,
ignoring his wife’s complaints. Charlie did not need to be asked
twice. He joined the other two men at the far end of the table
where Jack had a jug and glasses ready.

Amy put Malcolm down to crawl, and he made
his way across the room to where Thomas and George stood beside
their father. She took an apron from the familiar hook behind the
door. ‘What can I do?’

‘I hardly know whether I’m coming or going.
I don’t think I’ve sat down since breakfast,’ Susannah said, moving
pots about ineffectually.

‘I’ll make the gravy, shall I? Then I’ll set
the table. Everything else looks ready.’ Amy set to work without
waiting for instructions. ‘Where’s Jane?’ she asked.

‘That is a good question,’ Susannah
said grimly. ‘I did think she might have given me a bit of help.
She said she would, but there’s been no sign of her this morning.
Everyone just seems to take it for granted that I should do all the
work by myself.’

‘Had a bit of rain last night,’ Amy heard
her father explain as he filled the glasses. ‘I think that roof of
Harry’s leaks a bit—there’s always a row from his place when it
rains. He looked as though he’d been sent out with a flea in his
ear when he came down to the cow shed this morning. They must have
started scrapping again when Harry went back home.’ Charlie grunted
an acknowledgement and reached for his glass.

‘I would have come over and helped you if
I’d known,’ Amy told Susannah.

‘Oh, you’re busy, I know. After all, you’ve
got a baby to look after as well as a husband. Not like some girls
I could mention.’

‘Don’t start again, Susannah,’ Jack put in
from across the room.

‘All I said was that I understand why
Amy couldn’t be expected to come and help me. What’s wrong
with that?’

‘Nothing,’ Jack said. He took a large gulp
from his glass.

The final meal preparations were soon
complete. Amy and Susannah left the food to keep warm on the range
and joined the men at the table. Amy picked Malcolm up and sat him
on her lap, but he whined at being held.

‘He’s rather a grizzly baby, isn’t he?’
Susannah remarked. ‘He’s always cried a lot.’

‘He doesn’t cry much now,’ Amy said
defensively. She gripped Malcolm more tightly as he struggled to
get free.

‘Give him here,’ Charlie said, and Amy
passed the little boy over to him. ‘Stop that noise,’ he told
Malcolm. The grizzles stopped abruptly, and Malcolm gave his father
a dubious look. His face broke into a smile as he tugged at
Charlie’s beard.

Amy studied the two of them. ‘He likes his
Papa best,’ she said. Much better than he likes me. But that’s
only fair—I didn’t even want him before he was born. Charlie’s
wanted a son half his life, I think.

‘He’s talking a bit now,’ Charlie said.
‘Walking, too.’ He stood Malcolm on the floor between his knees.
The little boy took a few steps on tiptoe while Charlie held his
hands.

‘They grow up fast, eh?’ Jack said. ‘It only
seems the other day you were starting to walk, girl,’ he said,
smiling at Amy. ‘Now you’ve got one of your own.’

Two. An image of her tiny,
dark-haired daughter rose sharply in Amy’s mind. To hide the sudden
stab of memory she took hold of Malcolm’s hand as Charlie lifted
him back onto his lap. ‘Show Grandpa what you can say, Mal,’ she
coaxed. ‘Come on. Who’s got you? Papa’s got you.’

‘Papa,’ Malcolm repeated. ‘Papa. Papa.’
Charlie looked smug.

‘There’s nothing of you in that child, Amy,’
Susannah said. ‘He’s just the image of his father.’ Amy knew she
did not say it to be kind, but Charlie looked more pleased with
himself than ever.

‘It’s about time he started walking,’
Susannah added. ‘He’s a little bit slow to be just starting
now.’

Charlie looked affronted at the slight to
his son. He turned to Amy for reassurance. ‘No, he’s not!’ Amy
said. ‘He’s just average. He’s so big, too, it’s harder work for
him to walk.’

Susannah looked doubtful. ‘I suppose that
might be right. Oh, I expect he just seems slow to me because my
children were so forward.’

‘They were not,’ Amy said. ‘They were about
the same as Malcolm.’

‘Oh, I don’t think so, Amy,’ Susannah said.
‘I’m quite sure Thomas walked before he was this age.’

‘He didn’t,’ Amy insisted. Susannah was
going to upset Charlie, going on like this, and she was talking a
load of rubbish anyway. ‘Tommy was thirteen months when he walked,
exactly the same as Malcolm is now.’

‘Well, I do think I’m more likely to
remember when my own child started walking than you are,’ Susannah
said haughtily. ‘What makes you so sure you’re right and I’m
wrong?’

‘Because I taught Tommy to walk,’ Amy shot
back.

Susannah’s composure was shaken for a
moment. She looked away. ‘Oh. Perhaps you did, I don’t remember. Of
course I would have been busy with George—I was probably rather
ill, anyway. Perhaps it was George who was early walking. Anyway,’
she said, continuing the attack with renewed vigour, ‘they both
started talking early. They were certainly saying quite a few words
by that age.’

‘Leave the girl alone, Susannah,’ Jack put
in, forestalling Amy’s retort. ‘There’s nothing wrong with this boy
of hers.’

‘I didn’t say there was anything wrong with
him,’ Susannah said. ‘I was just saying he was slower than my
children.’

‘Well, you’ve said it. Keep quiet about it
now. When’s lunch going to be ready?’

‘It’s ready now. As soon as Harry and Jane
decide to turn up we can all eat. If they turn up.’

‘They’ll be here,’ Jack said.

‘Humph. I thought Jane was going to
come this morning and she didn’t.’

‘Harry’s stomach will tell him lunch is on.
We’ll wait a couple more minutes.’

‘Well, all I can say is don’t blame me if
lunch is ruined, standing on the range for so long. Is it too much
to expect people to turn up on time to eat it? The meat will dry
out, and—’

‘Shut up, Susannah.’

‘I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve
being spoken to like that. After slaving all morning in this hot
kitchen. Just because I said—’

‘Oh, for God’s sake, Susannah,’ Jack
interrupted. ‘Give us a rest from it.’ Susannah glared at him, but
said nothing.

The ensuing few minutes’ awkward silence was
broken by an oblivious Thomas. ‘I’m hungry, Mama. I want
lunch.’

‘Me too,’ George chimed in.

‘Your father says you have to wait for your
big brother, darlings,’ Susannah told them, casting a meaningful
look at Jack. ‘We’re not allowed to talk about it, or Papa will
growl.’

Jack barely suppressed a curse, then sighed.
‘I’m fed up with waiting for those two myself. Amy, how about you
hop down and give them a hurry up?’

Amy looked at him in alarm. If Harry and
Jane really were having an argument, she had no desire to become
part of it. As if that weren’t enough, she caught Charlie’s eye and
realised she would have to ask his permission in front of everyone
to ‘wander’ off by herself. But there seemed no way of avoiding
it.

‘Is it… is it all right if I go down to
Harry’s?’ She spoke as quietly as she could, but she felt Jack’s
and Susannah’s eyes on her, then saw them exchange a surprised
glance. She cringed with embarrassment.

John spoke up, startling her. ‘I’ll come
down with you, shall I, Amy? It won’t take long.’

Amy looked a question at Charlie, and he
gave a nod of approval. She smiled at John, grateful that he had
broken the unpleasant moment.

‘I’ll go too,’ Thomas announced.

‘No, you won’t,’ Susannah said, noticing the
grubby state of her sons for the first time. ‘Look at the two of
you! You look like nasty, rough children. I told you not to get
dirty.’

‘I want to go with Amy!’ Thomas
protested.

‘Well, you can’t. Come along, I’ll have to
wash your faces again.’

‘Let me go with Amy, Mama,’ Thomas
pleaded.

‘Don’t want my face washed,’ George said,
looking rebellious.

‘Do as you’re told!’ Susannah gave each of
them a sharp slap on the bottom to reinforce her words, then
dragged the yelling children out of the room.

‘Have another beer, Charlie,’ Amy heard her
father say wearily as she and John closed the back door on the
uproar.

‘Thanks for saying you’d come with me,
John,’ Amy said as soon as they were clear of the house.

‘That’s all right. I wanted to get out of
there, anyway.’

Neither of them referred to Amy’s need to
ask permission merely to leave the house by herself, but she knew
that John had noticed. ‘I think maybe you’re the only one in the
family with any sense,’ Amy said, trying to make her voice light.
‘At least you haven’t rushed and got married.’

‘Well, maybe it’s not something to rush
into.’

‘Have the rest of us put you off, then?’

John looked thoughtful. ‘Not exactly,’ he
said after a time. ‘I guess it’s made me… careful. I sure wouldn’t
want to end up with a… with someone like Susannah.’ He gave a
laugh. ‘There must be something good about it, eh? Otherwise people
wouldn’t keep doing it. That Harry looks pretty smug half the time,
when Jane’s in a good mood with him.’

‘Yes, he does. They’re not really like Pa
and Susannah.’

‘What about you?’ John asked, with a
casualness Amy suspected was feigned. ‘Are things all right with
you and him?’

‘Yes, they’re fine,’ Amy said, wishing she
could raise a more enthusiastic tone. ‘He loves Mal, he really
does. We get on all right, as long as I’m not stupid about things.
I haven’t got anything to complain about.’

‘You’re easy enough to get on with. Charlie
must think he’s pretty lucky.’ If he did, Amy reflected, he hid it
well.

They reached the last small stand of bush
before Harry and Jane’s two-roomed cottage and came to a halt. Only
a low murmur came through the open window that faced them. ‘What do
we do?’ Amy asked. ‘Knock on the door?’

‘I suppose so,’ John said uncertainly.

As he spoke, they heard two voices suddenly
raised in altercation. They were close enough to distinguish Jane’s
soprano shrilling over Harry’s deeper tones.

‘I’d just as soon not go and knock,’ John
said. ‘Maybe we could start talking loud so they’ll hear us from
here.’

‘We’d have to make a lot of noise.’

‘Mmm. Let’s just wait a minute, they might
stop.’

They stood and listened to the commotion
Harry and Jane were making. It was difficult to think of it as
eavesdropping when the contenders seemed to have no concern over
whether or not they were overheard. The noise soon resolved into
intelligible words.

‘How do you expect me to keep this place
clean when there’s great huge puddles all over the floor every time
it rains?’ they heard Jane yell.

‘A bit of water, that’s all. You’re making
all this fuss over a few drops of water. Why didn’t you put
something down to catch it, anyway?’

‘You’ve got a cheek saying that. How could I
know the roof would leak again? It’s your fault.’ There was
a sharp crash.

‘Aw, Jane, that was the last cup. Why have
you got to throw things all the time? You nearly got me with that
one.’

‘You’d drive a saint to it! You said
you’d fixed it last week. You stamped about on the roof for long
enough.’

‘I thought I had.’ Harry sounded defensive,
but his volume did not drop. ‘That was a real storm last night, it
must have lifted the iron.’

‘Storm!’ Jane said derisively. ‘It was a
shower, that’s all. If you’d built this house properly in the first
place you wouldn’t have to fix it now.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with this house! It’s
a bloody good house.’

‘Don’t you use that language to me, Harry
Leith. And if it’s such a wonderful house, why does the roof leak?
Why does the door stick in the wet weather?’

‘Why do you moan all the time?’

‘I don’t moan! Anyway, you’d moan if you had
to clean up all this water whenever it’s wet. And I’m sick
of you stamping around in the house with your dirty boots all the
time.’

‘I do not! Not for ages and ages,
anyway.’

‘You did it yesterday! I’d just scrubbed the
floor and you tramped right over it.’

‘It’s my floor. I’ll walk on it when I
want.’

‘Your floor? I have to scrub it, don’t I?
And I have to mop up the water when your roof leaks. Just
look at these puddles. Look at them!’

‘Water, eh? You’re sick of water. You’re
moaning about a couple of little puddles. I’ll give you something
to moan about. I’ll show you water.’

‘You keep away from me. What are you doing?
Don’t you dare!’ Jane gave a shrill scream. They heard the sound of
furniture scraping against the floor, as if Harry was chasing Jane
around the room.

Amy turned to John in alarm. ‘Maybe you
should stop him.’

‘Me?’ John looked at her in amusement. ‘No
thanks. It’s none of my business, anyway. They can sort it out for
themselves.’

‘But…’ he’s going to hit her. But
John was right: it was no one else’s business what Harry chose to
do with Jane. Amy wondered why on earth Jane would want to bait her
husband so; surely she knew he would hit her. Amy did not want to
hear Jane’s screams when he did. ‘I want to go back now, John.’

‘Why? The fun’s just starting.’

‘Fun? But he’s going to hit her.’

‘Course he isn’t! Harry’s all talk, he
always has been. You should know that.’

Amy shook her head. What John said of Harry
was true enough, but it did not fit her own experience of
marriage.

Jane screamed again and the cottage door
opened noisily. That door did stick, Amy noticed with a
corner of her mind. Harry burst through the door with a loudly
yelling Jane slung over one shoulder.

‘You put me down!’ Jane demanded. ‘You put
me down this minute.’ She pummelled at Harry’s back with her fists,
but he took no notice. ‘What are you doing? Stop it!’

‘I told you. I’m going to show you some real
water. That’ll stop your moaning.’

Harry strode down the hill in front of the
cottage, walking a little unsteadily under his struggling load. Amy
and John saw where he was headed much earlier than Jane, whose head
was upside down against Harry’s back. It was only when Harry
reached the bank of the creek that Jane realised what he
intended.

‘Don’t you dare! You put me down!’

‘All right,’ Harry said agreeably. He
grasped Jane around the waist and slid her forward over his
shoulder until her feet were almost on the ground, then he thrust
her out over the creek and let go.

Jane’s yell of protest was cut off abruptly
as water entered her mouth. She went right under for a few seconds,
then sat up coughing and spluttering, water streaming down her face
and hair on to her soaking bodice. Harry doubled over with laughter
as he watched.

‘You beast!’ Jane flung at him as soon as
she had her voice back. ‘Look at me—I’m wet through!’

Harry was too convulsed with mirth to speak
for some time. At last he gasped out, ‘Are you wet enough now? Has
that cooled you down, you little hothead?’

‘You’re horrible! Look at the state I’m
in.’

‘That’ll teach you not to moan all the time.
You just remember—aw, Janey, don’t do that,’ Harry said as Jane’s
face crumpled. ‘Don’t start crying.’

‘I c-can’t help it,’ Jane choked out through
a sob. ‘You’re annoyed with me. I hate it when you’re annoyed with
me. I shouldn’t have gone on about the house, I know. I didn’t mean
to. Ohh, this water’s cold,’ she said, hugging herself.

‘Get out of it, then. Hurry up, Jane, I
don’t want you to get cold.’

Jane struggled to lift herself upright, then
sank down heavily. ‘I c-can’t.’ Now her teeth were chattering. ‘My
skirts are full of water, they’re too heavy for me to stand up. I’m
so c-cold.’

Harry’s look of glee had changed to concern.
He scrambled down the bank into the shallows of the creek. ‘Here,
take my hand, I’ll pull you out.’

Jane stretched out her arm towards him. ‘I
can’t reach. Come a bit closer.’

Harry took a few tentative steps until the
water was lapping over the tops of his feet. ‘Can you reach
now?’

‘Not quite.’

He took another step and perched one foot
awkwardly on a rock that jutted out of the creek bed. Jane reached
up and took hold of his proffered hand. As he tried to get a firmer
foothold Jane suddenly yanked at his hand, pulling him off balance.
Harry fell into the water beside her with a loud splash.

Now it was Harry’s turn to splutter. Jane
shrieked with laughter as he sat up with his hair plastered to his
head.

‘That’s fixed you! Hothead yourself. Serves
you right.’

Harry glared as though he was mustering his
strength to fling abuse at her, then he let out a guffaw. ‘Jane
Leith, you are a hell-cat. You’re enough to drive a man to drink.’
He held out his arms and Jane pressed herself against him. They
carefully stood up, supporting one another as they did. ‘Let’s get
back to the house. Must be nearly time for lunch now.’

‘Oh! Oh, Harry, we’re meant to go up to your
pa’s for lunch. I think we’re a bit late.’

‘Heck, I suppose we are. The bitch’ll make a
fuss about that. Too bad about her. We’d better hurry up and get
changed, though—don’t want you getting a chill. Come on.’ They
climbed up the bank and made their way back to the cottage,
streaming water as they went.

John took his hand from his mouth, where he
had clamped it firmly to stop his laughter escaping. ‘Those two are
mad. They were made for each other.’

‘They’d drive anyone else mad, I suppose,’
Amy said. She was unsure whether to laugh or cry at the sight of
Harry and Jane with their wet arms around each other. ‘I’m glad he
didn’t hit her.’

‘I told you he wouldn’t.’ John looked as if
he were debating whether or not to ask her a question, then seemed
to decide against it. ‘Let’s get back and tell Pa they’re on their
way.’

Harry and Jane arrived arm in arm ten
minutes after Amy and John got back to the house; Amy noticed that
Jane’s hair was still damp. Jane rushed to hug Amy with the warm
affection she always showed her little sister-in-law. Jane was
quick to love, or, in Susannah’s case, to dislike. Amy suspected
that Harry had told his wife about Amy’s dark secret and Susannah’s
role in it.

Susannah was tight-lipped all through lunch,
from time to time casting wounded glances at Jane, which were
steadfastly ignored. Although they were both barely polite to
Charlie, Harry and Jane made much of Malcolm.

‘He’s such a big, healthy baby,’ Jane said.
‘You must get a lot of pleasure from him.’

‘Jane likes babies,’ Harry said, gazing
fondly at his wife.

‘You two could get on and have one of your
own if you didn’t waste all your energy fighting,’ Jack said. Jane
blushed and looked to Harry for help.

‘Jack! Don’t be so coarse,’ Susannah
reproved.

‘We will,’ Harry said. ‘There’s no rush.
I’ll have to build an extension in a year or two, I suppose. That
shouldn’t be too much trouble—I know all about building houses now.
I made a really good job of my house,’ he said, warming to his
subject. ‘I reckon it must be the best house around here.’

‘It’s all right when it doesn’t rain, dear,’
Jane said with deceptive sweetness. ‘When the roof doesn’t leak,
and the door doesn’t stick.’

‘Don’t you start on that,’ Harry said.
‘There’s nothing wrong—’

‘Now, you two,’ Jack broke in. ‘There’ll be
no fighting in this house.’ Harry and Jane subsided, and Jane
lowered her eyes with a suitably meek expression, but not before
Amy had seen her poke her tongue at Harry for the briefest of
moments.

Amy carried a sleepy Malcolm in her arms for
the first part of their walk home later that afternoon, but Charlie
took the load from her when they were out of sight of the
house.

‘What did she mean, saying the boy’s slow?’
he demanded. ‘There’s nothing wrong with him, is there?’

‘Nothing at all,’ Amy said. ‘Anyone can see
he’s healthy and normal—he’s much bigger than most children his
age. Susannah likes to make trouble, that’s all. She’s always been
like that, you just have to ignore her. Pa tries to.’

Charlie looked relieved at her words.
‘They’re mad in that house. They let the women carry on with a lot
of nonsense—especially your pa’s wife. All that back talk, and he
let her go on and on and never even corrected her.’ He did not seem
to want a reply, so Amy said nothing.

‘You behaved all right,’ he added.

‘Thank you,’ Amy said, grateful for the
small sign of approval.

‘They’ve no idea how to handle women. No
idea at all. No wonder he let you run wild. Look what that led
to.’

 


*

 


The New Year came in warm and dry, and all
the haystacks were safely finished before January was half over.
One evening a few days after haymaking was finished Charlie
announced, ‘I’ll be away over the back of the farm tomorrow.’

Amy looked up from the shirt she was sewing
for him. ‘What are you going to do over there?’ Charlie did not
usually spend much time in the wild area of the farm that nudged up
against the bush.

‘There’s a couple of paddocks that are full
of scrub. They were cleared once, a long while before I bought this
place, but they were half-wild again by the time I got here. I’m
going to break them in properly.’ He glanced towards the bedroom,
where Malcolm was asleep in his cradle. ‘I’ll be needing the extra
grazing when I build the herd up—can’t have wasted land. I’ve the
boy to think about, you know.’

Amy thought it would be more sensible for
Charlie to leave the heavy work of clearing scrub till the cooler
weather of autumn, but she did not offer unwanted advice. ‘I’ll
bring your lunch down if you like, that’d save you coming home for
it.’

Charlie grunted an acknowledgement and
turned his attention back to his newspaper.

Next day while Malcolm had his morning sleep
Amy used the peaceful time to prepare lunch. She had just lifted a
large, golden-crusted meat pie out of the oven when she heard
Malcolm crying a complaint.

‘I’m coming, Mal,’ she called. She slid a
tray of jam tarts into the range and closed the door on them before
hurrying into the bedroom.

Malcolm was struggling to get out of his
cradle, but as soon as he leaned against one side the cradle would
tilt on its rockers, making him fall flat on his bottom again. The
indignant look on his face made Amy smile. She knelt and lifted him
out before his cries could turn into roars.

‘You mustn’t try and climb out by yourself,
Mal. You have to wait for Mama, or you’ll hurt yourself. You’re
getting too big for a cradle, aren’t you? We’ll have to ask Papa to
make you a little bed.’ And anyway, there would be another baby in
the cradle by the end of the year.

She carried Malcolm out to the kitchen, sat
him at the table and gave him a mug of milk, holding it to his lips
as he sipped. The smell of cooked pastry caught her attention. She
took the empty mug away before lifting the tray of jam tarts out of
the oven.

Malcolm looked wide-eyed at the tarts. ‘Me!’
he said.

‘Not yet, Mal. Wait till they’re cold, then
you can have one.’

‘Me!’ Malcolm demanded.

‘No, you’d burn your mouth.’ She winced when
she saw Malcolm’s face start to turn red as he opened his mouth to
roar his disapproval. She reached up to a cake tin and pulled out a
biscuit. ‘Do you want a bikkie? Have this one. Go on, Mal.’

Malcolm took the biscuit in his hand and
flung it onto the floor. ‘No!’ he yelled. ‘Cake!’

‘Malcolm! That’s naughty.’ She gave
Malcolm’s hand a small slap, which he did not seem to notice. ‘I
should give you a real smack for being so naughty. Papa wouldn’t
like it if he saw you doing that.’ But she knew she would not hit
him, and she suspected Malcolm knew it too.

Amy picked up the rejected biscuit and threw
it into the slops bucket, then fetched a small plate and gingerly
lifted two tarts on to it. ‘Look, here’s tarts for you and me. We
just have to wait for them to cool down.’ She put the plate on the
windowsill, where the breeze from the open window would blow over
them.

She turned around just in time to see
Malcolm clamber down off the chair and make his unsteady way
towards the range. ‘Mal! Don’t you touch that,’ she called, but it
was too late. Malcolm let out a shrill scream as his little hand
touched the hot iron tray that held the remaining tarts.

Amy crossed the kitchen in a few steps and
caught Malcolm up in her arms. He screamed and screamed, but she
could see that it was mostly in anger at not having been able to
snatch a tart. She sat with him on her lap and took the two
reddened fingers into her mouth for a moment to cool them. ‘Poor
Mal,’ she crooned. ‘Poor little Mal.’

The jam jar was still on the table. Amy
picked the spoon out of it and looked around guiltily, half
expecting to see a disapproving Charlie in the doorway, then
slipped a spoonful of jam into Malcolm’s mouth. His cries stopped
abruptly as he tasted the sweetness. Amy gave him another spoonful,
then held him close as he slowly quietened, his sobs subsiding into
whimpers.

‘Oh, Mal, you do get in a state, don’t you?
You want your own way all the time, and you make such a fuss when
you don’t get it. What am I going to do with you?’ Give him what
he wants, part of her said. Give him a smack for being so
silly, came a more pragmatic thought.

But she could not see Malcolm’s tears
without remembering that she had not wanted him; that she had felt
nothing when he was first placed in her arms. She had to be as good
a mother as she was capable of. She did not want to see Malcolm
crying; far less did she want to make him cry by hitting him.

Amy brushed down a tuft of hair standing
awry on his head. No one would call Malcolm a pretty baby; the
kindest remark Edie could make was that he was ‘a sturdy little
fellow’. His hair, still sparse on the big, square head, was an
orange flame. Malcolm’s skin was very fair, and sure to freckle
when he grew a little older. His eyes were small and the palest of
blues, and just now they were wet with tears.

Malcolm nestled against her, seeking
comfort, as he had not done since he was a small baby. Amy placed a
light kiss on his head. ‘You do like Mama a little bit, don’t you,
Mal? I think I love you like a mother’s meant to. I love you as
much as I can, anyway.’ Would I have loved Ann properly? she
wondered. Yes, the answer came clear and strong as she
remembered the feeling of her little girl warm in her arms, pulling
at her breasts; long black eyelashes framing those deep blue eyes
that had stared so wisely at her.

Amy roused herself from her reverie when she
saw that a large tear had dropped from her cheek on to Malcolm’s
head. She kissed it away. ‘Ann’s got a new mother now, you’ve only
got me. It’s not your fault you look like your Papa. It’s not your
fault Papa gets angry with me, either. It’s my fault.’

Malcolm began to nuzzle against the cloth of
her bodice, and Amy realised what he was trying to do. ‘No, Mal,
you mustn’t do that.’ She gently pushed his head away from her
breasts. ‘That’s not allowed any more. There’s no milk left,
anyway. There’ll be milk again in a few months. Milk for the new
baby. A little brother for you—I hope it’s another boy, anyway.
Will you like that? You won’t be jealous, will you?’ Malcolm looked
dubiously at her, and Amy laughed. ‘It’s a good thing you can’t
talk much yet, or you’d tell Papa about the new baby, and it’s
still my secret.’

She stood up and balanced Malcolm on one hip
as she walked over to the window. ‘Let’s have our tarts now, Mal,
they’ll have cooled down. Then we’ll take lunch down to Papa. We’ll
have a picnic, the three of us. Do you want to go and see
Papa?’

‘Papa, Papa,’ Malcolm echoed as he reached
for the tart Amy held out to him.

Charlie had cleared a wide swathe of manuka
scrub, Amy saw when she rounded a corner and he came into view. She
let Malcolm slither down from her hip as she lowered the basket of
lunch to the ground.

‘Papa,’ Malcolm called in his shrill
voice.

Charlie turned abruptly. ‘You’re a wee bit
too early, I want to clear down to yon fence before I stop for my
lunch,’ he called back. ‘Keep the boy away. I don’t want him
falling on this stuff.’

Amy could see what he meant. Every felled
manuka bush left a lethal-looking spear of stem sticking out of the
ground. A small child falling over in that deadly forest would be
badly hurt, if not killed. ‘Papa will be finished soon, Mal, let’s
just watch him for a bit,’ she said, keeping a tight hold of
Malcolm’s hand.

‘No!’ Malcolm protested. ‘Papa.’ He
struggled to pull away, and Amy saw the dangerous red tinge
mounting in his face. Malcolm was going to yell soon if she did not
distract him. He flailed his free hand, knocking his floppy-brimmed
white bonnet askew, and when Amy tried to straighten the bonnet he
pushed her hand away. ‘No.’

‘You’ve certainly learned that word, haven’t
you, Mal?’ Amy said, grateful that Charlie was not close enough to
see his son misbehaving. How was she going to keep this boy out of
mischief until Charlie was ready to stop? ‘I know! I’ll show you
how to climb a tree. Come on, Mal.’

She coaxed Malcolm into a patch of tall bush
safely to the side of the scrub area and lifted him onto a broad
tawa branch at her chest height. ‘That’s how your Uncle John and
Uncle Harry taught me to climb trees, Mal,’ she told him. ‘Put me
on a high branch and said I had to get down by myself, then they
pretended they were going away.’ She smiled at the memory. ‘The
bullies! I didn’t know how to climb, so I just jumped. I got a big
bruise on my arm—I ripped my dress, too. Granny gave me a hiding
for ripping it, but only a little one. John and Harry got a real
hiding from Pa, though. They taught me how to climb properly after
that. You’re a bit small for that yet. Now, come on, jump to Mama,’
she coaxed, holding out her arms.

Malcolm flung himself off the branch,
chortling with delight at the new game. ‘Oof!’ Amy exclaimed as she
caught him. ‘You are heavy, aren’t you? Shall we do it
again?’

‘Yes!’ Malcolm said.

They played the game for several minutes.
Amy was so busy catching Malcolm that she did not notice Charlie
come up to stand beside her.

‘What are you doing?’ he asked.

Amy turned with Malcolm in her arms. ‘Oh!
You gave me a start. I’ve just been playing with Mal. I’ll set
lunch out now.’

‘Mama!’ Malcolm complained, stretching out
his arms towards the tree.

‘No, it’s time for lunch, Mal.’ Don’t
start grizzling, please, she begged silently. ‘One more time,
just to show Papa.’ Malcolm leaped once more into her arms,
giggling happily, then Amy grasped him firmly and walked beside
Charlie to where she had left the basket of food.

‘He wasn’t frightened to jump out of that
tree,’ Charlie said.

‘Oh, no, Mal isn’t frightened of anything.’
Amy did not point out that Malcolm was too young to have the sense
to be frightened.

‘Good.’ Charlie sat down heavily against the
base of a tree and watched Amy spread a cloth and set out the
food.

‘You’ve done a lot,’ Amy said, handing him a
large slice of pie on a plate.

‘Hell of a lot to go,’ Charlie said through
a mouthful of pie. His hand shook a little as he held the plate;
Amy realised he was almost too weary to keep a grip on it. His
forearms were criss-crossed with scratches, some of them oozing
blood, from the tough, scrubby plants.

‘It’s hard work, isn’t it?’ she asked.

‘Bloody hard,’ he answered shortly.

Amy held Malcolm on her lap and fed him,
then ate her own lunch. When Charlie had finished he pushed his
plate away and made to rise. ‘I’d better get back to it,’ he said,
then slumped against the tree trunk with his eyes half-closed. ‘In
a minute.’

Amy thought of the dusting, Malcolm’s
napkins to be washed, and the tins that needed to be filled with
baking. ‘We’ll stay here a while, then,’ she said. ‘Mal and I will
keep you company for a bit.’

Charlie said nothing. Amy tidied the remains
of lunch away into the basket and settled herself on the grass.

They were half shaded by the tall tawa
Charlie was leaning against, and the dappled sunlight warmed her
without being uncomfortably hot. Malcolm soon became drowsy from
his games of the morning followed by a good lunch. He snuggled into
the crook of Amy’s arm for a few minutes, then crawled over to his
father. Charlie roused himself to put his arm around him. Malcolm
laid his head on Charlie’s chest and went to sleep.

‘Mal’s always happy when he’s with you,’ Amy
told Charlie. ‘That’s what he likes best.’

Charlie gave a grunt that she thought
contained a note of happiness. He patted his son on the arm and
closed his own eyes.

‘There’ll be another baby in the spring.’
Until the words were out Amy had not known she was about to say
them. And there it was, her secret told, just like that. But it
seemed so natural to tell him, just now when the three of them were
at peace together.

A look of calm satisfaction spread across
Charlie’s face, though he did not open his eyes. ‘Good,’ he
murmured, drawing Malcolm a little closer.

Amy watched them, taking pleasure from the
sight. Charlie loves Mal so much. He’s a good father, he really
is. She studied Charlie, noting the lines of weariness etched
on his face. He’s been overdoing it a bit this morning. I wish I
could tell him to take it easier, but he’d only growl at me—maybe
hit me. No, I don’t think he’d hit me today. He’s not in a
bad mood.

His hair’s got greyer since we got
married. It’s nearly all grey now. I wonder how old he
is. She knew Charlie’s age must be on their marriage
certificate, but that was shut away in one of his drawers, and she
would never dare go poking among his private things. Not as old
as Pa, I don’t think. He’s quite old, though. He must be well over
forty. It must be hard for him to do all the farm work by
himself. She looked at Malcolm, sound asleep pressed close to
his father’s side. I’m glad Mal’s going to be big and strong.
He’ll be able to help Charlie. I hope the new baby’s another
boy.

She slid her hands down until they rested on
her belly, where the new life was taking shape inside her.
Charlie’s pleased about the new baby—not excited like he was
with Mal, but he’s happy about it. I’m glad I’ve told him.

Amy rolled onto her side to get a closer
view of Charlie’s face. He does look tired. He works so hard, no
wonder he gets grumpy. He’s hard-working and he’s a good father.
That’s quite a lot, really. He’s not such a bad husband. I think
maybe he trusts me a little bit more now, too. I just wish he’d
like me. If only I could please him properly—if only I could really
be a good wife, he’d like me then. I wish I knew how.

For a moment she was tempted to reach out
and smooth the lines of weariness from Charlie’s forehead, but she
let her half-raised hand drop back into her lap, fearful of
annoying him. I wonder what it would be like to snuggle up to
him like Mal is. Maybe it’d be like when I used to have
cuddles with Pa, before Susannah came. She smiled wistfully at
the memory of sitting on her father’s lap with his strong arms
around her. His beard’s like Pa’s, I bet he could do nice tickly
kisses. I miss those. If he’d just give me a nice, soft kiss I
wouldn’t be frightened, I’m sure I wouldn’t.

She edged a little closer to Charlie, hardly
aware of what she was doing. A nice kiss, and then he might put
his arms around me and squeeze—not too hard, just so’s it was a
real cuddle. He might even say he liked me. I wonder… I wonder if
he’d like it if I kissed him? She pondered the idea. Maybe
it’s not right for women to do that. Jimmy used to say he liked me
being like that—he said I wasn’t to be aloof just because that’s
how ladies should behave. But Charlie calls me a whore because of
what I did with Jimmy. Taking the initiative seemed too
risky.

She leaned even closer. He’s in quite a
good mood, really, especially now I’ve told him about the baby.
Maybe he really will give me a nice kiss. I think I’d like that—I’m
sure I would. A nice, tickly kiss and a big cuddle.

Amy’s lips were parted slightly, ready for
the kiss she had almost convinced herself she was going to receive.
She breathed a little faster at the thought of being held in strong
arms, pressing her face against a broad chest. When Charlie
suddenly opened his eyes she smiled dreamily at him and tilted her
face up a little.

‘What have you got that dopey look on you
for?’

It was like having a dash of cold water
flung in her face. Amy turned away and looked at the ground in
front of her feet. ‘Have I? I’m sorry, I didn’t know.’

‘Well, I can’t sit around here all day, I’ve
work to do.’ He disentangled his arm from the sleeping Malcolm.
‘Bloody arm’s gone to sleep,’ he muttered, shaking it. ‘Haven’t you
got any work to do, woman?’

‘Yes, I have. Lots and lots.’

‘Get on with it, then. I know what your
trouble is,’ he said, sounding self-satisfied. ‘It’s because you’re
broody. Makes you stupider than usual.’

Amy gathered up her basket and her sleeping
child without a word, not trusting her voice to be steady.

‘And see you go straight back to the house,’
Charlie called after her. ‘Don’t go wandering about the place.’

It’s hard to wander with a great lump of
a child on one hip. ‘I’ll go straight home,’ she called back,
not turning her head.

He doesn’t even trust me to walk up to
the house without getting in trouble. I’m not stupid, I’m not!
She kicked at a small piece of wood in her path.

Amy looked up the hill before her, with the
tiny cottage on its far side. She glanced over one shoulder to see
Charlie watching. The hills on either side marked the boundaries of
her small prison. Malcolm dragged at her like a dead weight, then
stirred and began to grizzle at having been disturbed.

My life. This is what I’ve made of it.
People used to say I was clever. Charlie’s right about me—I must be
the stupidest woman that ever lived.
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Frank gave the fence post a nudge with his
foot, and at once regretted it when a large chunk of wood flaked
off one side. Arthur was right: this section of fence was
half-rotten and needed replacing.

He felt a mild irritation at Arthur; why did
his father-in-law have to go poking around the farm finding work
for him to do? He had plenty to keep him busy; too much, he
sometimes thought. During the first months of their marriage Lizzie
had helped him with the morning milking, but she had stopped that
as soon as they had realised she was pregnant; the baby was far too
precious to risk losing. Frank had not suggested that she start
helping again; Lizzie had enough to do with Maudie to look after as
well as all her cooking and cleaning. She always seemed to be
working; even in the evenings when he could relax with a newspaper
Lizzie would be sewing and mending. Frank grinned to himself as he
reflected that however busy she was Lizzie could usually be
persuaded into an early night.

He wiggled the fence post warily. No, it
would hold for a bit longer, he decided. It would probably be all
right until winter, when he’d have more time to do maintenance.
Arthur had said he’d better get on and fix it or the cows would get
through, but Arthur was inclined to be a worrier. If he did start
mending the fence that afternoon, by the time he got back from
milking Maudie would already be asleep, and he would not have the
chance to play with her.

Frank turned his back on the sagging fence
and went off to round up the cows. He did his best to ignore the
weed-choked drain he was walking alongside. Arthur had said he’d
better clear out that drain before winter, too. Arthur was fond of
giving advice, and Frank was happy enough to listen to it. That
didn’t mean he had to do everything Arthur said straight away. He
had better ways of spending his time now.

He rushed through milking, knowing that
Arthur would disapprove of that, too. But it wasn’t going to kill
the cows if he didn’t get every drop of milk out of them. Carefully
stripping each cow for the last few drops took too long. It was all
very well for Arthur, with two sons big enough to help him. Frank
had already half-decided to sell all the calves born that year; he
had too many cows to milk as it was. He had a feeling the last milk
cheque had been a bit lower than usual, but that was nothing to
worry about. They had the farm and they had plenty to eat; what
more did they want?

The delicious smell of his dinner wafted
through the open kitchen door to meet him as he walked up to the
house.

‘Boots!’ Lizzie called when he stepped onto
the porch.

‘You always say that,’ Frank said with a
grin, placing his boots neatly outside the door.

‘You always forget if I don’t.’ Lizzie
offered her cheek for a kiss without leaving off stirring a pan of
gravy. She held Maudie in her free arm. ‘You’re a bit early.’

‘I got through milking pretty fast. I wanted
to come and see my girls.’

‘Make yourself useful, then—you can take
this girl and keep her entertained.’

There was nothing Frank wanted more. He took
Maudie from Lizzie and sat at the table with his little daughter on
his lap. Maudie giggled and waved her arms about as he bounced her
gently on one knee.

‘Have you been a good girl, Maudie? Did you
miss Papa today? You were asleep when I came in for lunch.’

‘She slept till two o’clock, then she woke
up a bit grumpy. I had her out here for a while but she started
playing up. I put her back to bed and shut the door on her till she
stopped bawling.’

‘Playing up for Mama, eh?’ Frank tried to
look stern at Maudie, but it was difficult to frown when she was
giving him a wide smile, showing her two teeth. ‘It’s no good
trying that on, Maudie. Mama’s pretty good at getting her own way.’
He hoisted Maudie high in the air, making her squeal with
delight.

Lizzie stood watching the two of them.
‘She’s going to be pretty good at getting her own way, too.
Especially with you.’

‘Yes,’ Frank agreed. ‘She’s neat.’ He
lowered Maudie to his lap and planted a soft kiss on her
forehead.

Lizzie chattered away about the details of
her afternoon as she finished getting dinner ready, then she took
the chair next to Frank. ‘It’ll be ready in ten minutes or so, when
those peas are cooked. Give her here, I’ll see if she wants a feed
before I put her down.’ She unbuttoned her bodice and held out her
arms for Maudie. ‘Look at you with all that around your face.’ She
wiped the dribble from Maudie’s chin with a corner of her apron
before putting the baby to her breast. ‘I think you’ve got another
tooth coming through.’

The baby sucked for a minute or two, then
lost interest and gazed around the kitchen, waving her arms
aimlessly. ‘No, she’s not very hungry,’ Lizzie said. She closed her
bodice and stood up with Maudie against one shoulder. The little
girl looked over Lizzie’s shoulder at Frank and stretched out her
hands towards her father. She gave a small cry of frustration at
being tightly held.

‘Does she have to go yet, Lizzie?’ Frank
asked. ‘Couldn’t she stay out here with us a bit longer?’

‘I’m going to dish up in a minute.’

‘I’ll hold her. I can eat my dinner with
Maudie on my lap.’

‘All right, as long as you don’t drop any
food on her.’ Lizzie put Maudie back on Frank’s lap, where the
little girl laughed delightedly.

‘Of course I won’t drop anything.’

‘Just be careful, she’s inclined to
wriggle.’ Lizzie brought their plates to the table, then took her
own seat and watched the two of them. ‘You’re going to spoil that
girl, aren’t you?’ she said, smiling at the sight.

‘No more than I do you.’ Frank grinned at
her.

‘Humph! Eat your dinner before it gets cold.
There’s strawberries and cream for pudding.’

Frank ploughed his way through roast lamb
followed by a huge pile of strawberries from Lizzie’s garden, then
leaned back in his chair to drink his tea, sipping it carefully to
avoid spilling a single drop on Maudie. The little girl’s eyelids
were drooping as she snuggled into the crook of his free arm. Frank
put both arms around her and squeezed. He looked across the table
to see Lizzie beaming back at him, and he thought he must be the
happiest man alive.

‘I’d better get a bit of material when we go
into town this week,’ Lizzie remarked idly. ‘I need a new
dress.’

‘Oh. How much will that cost?’

‘I’m not sure—I need about seven yards, I
suppose it’ll be a shilling a yard. I’ll just buy some cheap
cotton, it’s only a work dress.’ Frank felt his brow crease in
thought, and saw Lizzie frown at his expression. ‘Is that all
right, Frank?’

‘Hmm? Yes, yes, that’s fine. I was just
thinking about something.’ He tried to add up in his head just how
much of a bill he had run up in town since he had last settled his
accounts. He soon gave up; it was too hard to remember.

‘I could make this one do until next summer,
I suppose. It’s got a bit of a rip in the back, but I could put a
little patch on it—’

‘No! I don’t want you wearing patched
clothes, Lizzie. You can buy all the material you want.’

‘You’re sure? That’s all right, then. I can
probably get some for ninepence a yard if I rat around in the shop.
You could do with a new warm nightshirt before winter, too, I might
see if Mrs Nichol’s got any decent flannel.’

‘What about Maudie?’ Frank asked with a
laugh. ‘If we’re both getting new things you’d better make her
something, too.’

‘Oh, Maudie’s the best dressed of the lot of
us—all those fancy things Aunt Susannah’s mother sent from
Auckland. They’ve done Tom and George and Mal, they’re still not
worn out. I’ll have to give the littlest sizes back to Amy soon,
now she’s having another one.’

‘That Charlie doesn’t muck around, eh? They
only got married a couple of months before us, and they’re on their
second one already.’

‘Jealous?’ Lizzie asked with a wry
smile.

Frank gave a snort at the notion. How could
he be jealous of anyone when he had a wife and daughter like Lizzie
and Maudie? ‘Of course not. I just thought he’d be too old for all
that, that’s all.’

‘I think Amy wishes he was,’ Lizzie said,
more to herself than to Frank. For a moment she looked sad, then
her face set in determined lines. ‘But I can’t do anything for Amy
except be her friend. She’s been much happier since she had Mal,
too—much calmer, anyway.’

She leaned across and put her hand over
Frank’s where it rested on the table. ‘We’ll have more babies. Lots
and lots of them.’

‘You’re not worried about it, like you were
before we started Maudie?’

Lizzie shook her head. ‘No, not now I’m sure
we know what… I mean, I’m sure we can have babies. I’d rather have
a couple of years between them.’

‘Mmm.’ Frank gripped her hand more tightly.
‘Tired?’

‘A bit. It’s been really hot today.’

‘How about an early night, then?’

Lizzie gave his hand a playful slap. ‘Don’t
you ever think about anything else?’ she scolded, but the twinkle
in her eyes gave her away. ‘We’ll see. I’ve got a pile of mending
to do after I’ve done these dishes—’

‘I’ll help you with the dishes,’ Frank
offered. After all, if he was honest with himself he had not done a
lot of work that day.

‘Promise?’ She grinned at him. ‘I’ll still
have to do all that mending… well, some of it, anyway. And now I
really am going to put that child to bed.’ She walked around the
table and took the sleeping Maudie from Frank’s lap. He gave
Lizzie’s bottom a light pat as she turned away; she looked back
over her shoulder with an expression that made Frank quite sure
most of Lizzie’s mending would be left for another day.

Yes, Arthur took life too seriously, Frank
thought as he carried the dirty dishes to the bench. Why should he
waste his time worrying about a bit of fence or about the milk
cheque being a few shillings down when he had Lizzie and Maudie to
think about?
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This time Amy was not going to risk giving
birth on the beach. As soon as she felt the first pangs of labour
she moved a large pot of soup off the heat of the range, thrust her
nightdress and some extra pairs of drawers into the bundle she had
had ready for several weeks, and made up a small parcel of clothes
for Malcolm, then took him by the hand and went in search of
Charlie.

‘It’s time,’ she told Charlie when she found
him checking the in-calf cows. ‘Can you take Mal to Pa’s?’ She
passed Malcolm’s clothes to Charlie, and knelt awkwardly to lower
herself to the little boy’s level.

‘Listen, Mal, you’re going to stay with
Grandpa and Aunt Susannah for a while.’ She saw his mouth move to
shape a determined ‘No’, and spoke hastily to prevent him. ‘You’ll
be able to play with Tommy and Georgie—you’ll like that, won’t
you?’

The idea of playing with the big boys
brought a smile to Malcolm’s face. ‘Yes!’ he said.

‘That’s the boy. Now, you be a good boy for
Aunt Susannah.’ She won’t put up with any nonsense, Amy
added silently. ‘Papa will bring you to see me soon. Give Mama a
kiss.’

‘Uck,’ Malcolm said, twisting away from her
embrace. He went off with his father, and Amy made her slow way
back to the house to wait for Charlie to collect her.

I’m not frightened about it this
time, Amy thought as Charlie drove her into town. In fact she
was looking forward to staying with Mrs Coulson.

When the nurse closed the door on Charlie
and turned to face her young patient, Amy found it easy to return
her smile.

‘Here we go again,’ Mrs Coulson said
cheerfully. ‘Now, let’s take a look at the business end of you,
then we’ll see how long we’ve got.’ She bustled Amy into the
familiar bedroom and soon had her in her nightdress and lying in
bed for the nurse to examine her.

‘When did the pains start, dear?’

‘Just this afternoon, about two hours ago,
that’s all. I haven’t felt any for a while though.’

‘I didn’t think so.’ Mrs Coulson lowered
Amy’s nightdress and sat on the bed beside her. ‘Well, my dear,’
she said, leaning close and giving Amy a conspiratorial smile, ‘you
and I are going to have a nice, quiet evening together. You’ve had
a bit of a false alarm.’

‘Oh, no!’ Amy said in dismay. ‘What am I
going to tell Charlie when he comes tomorrow?’

‘Don’t you worry about that,’ Mrs Coulson
said, patting her on the arm. ‘By the time he arrives I expect
you’ll be well away again, and I’ll just tell him to come back the
next day.’ She looked away from Amy and spoke in an apparently
offhand way. ‘Even if you haven’t started again, I probably won’t
let him see you tomorrow—unless you specially want him to, anyway.
See how you feel then.’

‘Thank you,’ Amy said, glad to have the
responsibility of dealing with Charlie’s possible disapproval taken
from her.

‘Now, you just lie there and enjoy taking
the weight off your feet, and I’ll make us a nice cup of tea, then
we’ll have a chat until it’s time for me to get dinner on. You can
tell me how that great big boy of yours is doing.’

‘I’ll help you with dinner if you like, now
the baby’s settled down.’

‘You certainly will not,’ Mrs Coulson said.
‘You look worn out, girl. You’ve been running around too much,
haven’t you?’

‘Well, more waddling than running,’ Amy
admitted. ‘Malcolm’s at a difficult sort of age, he takes a lot of
looking after.’ She did not add that it took all her imagination to
hide Malcolm’s naughtiness from Charlie.

‘I thought as much. You’re going to stay in
that bed and gather your strength for tomorrow. You can have a doze
before dinner, after we’ve had a chat.’

‘Oh, I don’t think I can sleep in the
daytime, I’m not used to—’

‘Now, my girl,’ Mrs Coulson interrupted,
wagging her finger in a mock scolding, ‘in my house you’ll do as I
say. And I say you’re to take things easy. Understand?’

‘Yes,’ Amy agreed meekly. She leaned her
head against Mrs Coulson’s shoulder and smiled up at her. ‘Thank
you.’

The nurse hugged at her. ‘You’ve a lovely
smile, my dear. A pity you don’t show it very often.’

Amy’s pains had not started again by the
following morning. Mrs Coulson let her get out of bed and sit in
the parlour, wearing her nightdress and with a knitted blanket over
her knees. When Charlie arrived Amy sat very quietly in the parlour
and listened to Mrs Coulson sending him away.

‘No, she’s not finished yet, I’m afraid, Mr
Stewart,’ the nurse said airily. ‘Everything’s going well, there’s
no need for you to worry, we’ll just let nature take its course.
Sometimes these things take a while. You don’t really want to see
her just now, do you?’ This last question was said in such a
dubious tone that Amy was not at all surprised when Charlie went
away without entering the house.

Amy got up from her armchair and peeked
through the lace curtains to watch Charlie ride away. ‘Maybe I
should have seen him,’ she said guiltily.

‘Nonsense,’ Mrs Coulson said. ‘You’ll see
him soon enough. Stop worrying about him and put your feet back on
that footstool. I want you properly rested up before we have to get
down to business.’

In the early evening the contractions
returned, this time so strong that there was no doubting they were
the real thing. Around midnight Mrs Coulson announced that things
were far enough advanced for Amy to have some chloroform. Amy
breathed gratefully at the chloroform-soaked cloth, welcoming the
numbness.

Sometime in the small hours of the next
morning, Amy struggled through the muffling darkness of the
anaesthetic and became aware of a warm bundle in her arms. She
half-opened her heavy eyes and saw a small creature with a mop of
dark hair.

‘Ann,’ she murmured in wonder. ‘My little
one.’

She held the baby close until she felt it
being lifted away from her. She tried to hold on, but her arms
would not obey her. ‘Don’t take her away,’ she begged. ‘Let me hold
her a bit longer. Please don’t take my baby away.’

‘Baby needs a sleep now,’ a soft voice said.
Amy knew she should recognise it, but her mind refused to supply a
name. ‘You should go to sleep, too. You’ve been working hard.’

‘Please,’ Amy whispered.

A hand brushed tears from Amy’s cheek. ‘All
right, darling, you can have a bit more of a cuddle. Just for a
minute, though.’ Amy lay back against the pillows with the baby on
her chest and drifted off into an exhausted sleep.

When she opened her eyes again she saw
cracks of light through the drapes. This time she knew where she
was and who she was with. Mrs Coulson was sitting in a chair beside
the bed; she stood up and leaned over Amy as soon as she saw her
eyes open.

‘Is the baby all right?’ Amy asked.

‘As pretty a baby as a mother could wish,’
Mrs Coulson told her. ‘But I’m afraid he won’t be called Ann.’

Ann. A pang of loss went through Amy.
‘I got a bit muddled. I thought it was a girl.’

Mrs Coulson bent over the cradle and lifted
the baby boy from it. ‘Have another cuddle, now you’re properly
awake.’

Amy opened her arms to hold the baby. ‘He is
pretty, isn’t he? He looks just like… just like a little girl.’

‘So he does, my dear,’ Mrs Coulson agreed.
‘It doesn’t really make any difference till they’re old enough to
wear trousers.’

‘I wanted another boy, really I did. A boy
to help Charlie.’

‘You’re a good girl. Don’t worry, you’ll
have a little girl to name after your mother one day.’

Amy shook her head. ‘No, I couldn’t do that.
I… never mind. I only want boys.’

‘Just as you say, dear,’ Mrs Coulson said.
Amy knew that the nurse was humouring her.

The chloroform had left Amy with a feeling
of nausea, and whenever she moved even slightly her body sent a
painful complaint. She was still weak and drowsy when Charlie
arrived later that morning.

‘You can come in for a minute, Mr Stewart,
but only if you’re very quiet,’ she heard Mrs Coulson saying from
the passage. ‘She’s very tired, and the little fellow’s asleep.’
The nurse led Charlie into the room and over to the cradle. Amy
tried to manage a smile for him, but for the moment Charlie had
eyes only for the baby. ‘There he is,’ Mrs Coulson said in a loud
whisper. ‘Your new son. A fine little fellow, isn’t he? Not so
little, either—nine pounds if he’s an ounce.’

Charlie stood over the cradle and looked
down at the sleeping baby. ‘He’s got black hair,’ he said in
surprise.

‘Yes, Mr Stewart. So has your wife, you may
have noticed.’

‘I thought he’d look like the boy,’ Charlie
said.

‘He’ll look like your wife, which means
he’ll be a lovely child. He’ll have your height, though—he’s quite
a lanky chap. I’d show you those long legs of his, except I don’t
want to disturb him.’

The nurse sat on the bed beside Amy and
stroked her hair. ‘Are you all right, dear? Having trouble keeping
your eyes open, aren’t you, darling?’

‘A bit,’ Amy admitted. ‘It’s another boy,
Charlie,’ she said, hoping for some sign of approval.

‘Aye,’ Charlie said, as if the thought that
the baby might not be a boy had never entered his head. He took a
proper look at Amy for the first time ‘What’s wrong with her?’ he
asked the nurse.

‘She’s just had a baby, Mr Stewart,’ Mrs
Coulson said sharply. ‘That takes a bit more energy than making
your breakfast. The poor girl’s worn out.’

‘Oh.’ Charlie looked surprised at this idea.
‘She’ll get over it, won’t she?’

‘Yes, she will,’ the nurse said. ‘Women have
to get over it. And she’s young and strong. You can go now, I want
her to get some rest.’

She came back muttering to herself when she
had closed her front door on Charlie. ‘Men have no idea,’ Amy heard
her say. ‘No idea at all.’ She popped her head round the bedroom
door. ‘Go to sleep, sweetheart. I’ll come back and give you a bit
more of a tidy-up later.’

Amy spent the next few hours in a half-doze,
but was glad of the company when Mrs Coulson came back to her
around midday. ‘Don’t sit up,’ the nurse told her. ‘I can do what’s
needed with you flat on your back. I just need to clean up the
fresh lot of blood that’s come since this morning.’

Amy felt the nurse sponging her loins. She
winced at the touch, gentle though it was. ‘Everything hurts so
much,’ she said. ‘Oh, and I feel so awful. Why do I feel so sick?
I’m worse than last time.’

‘You lost more blood this time, dear—and
last time was bad enough for that. Nothing dangerous, but it’ll
leave you feeling rather feeble for a while. It’s these big babies
of yours, darling.’

‘I’m too small, aren’t I?’

‘Your husband’s too big, that’s another way
of looking at it.’ The nurse pulled Amy’s nightdress back down over
her thighs and sat on the chair by the bed. ‘Don’t worry, dear,
you’ll feel stronger soon. I’ll look after you until you do.’

‘Thank you.’ Amy studied Mrs Coulson’s
tender expression. The kindness, coupled with her weakness, made
her feel safe. ‘Charlie’s pleased about the baby, don’t you think?
He didn’t say much, but he looked a bit pleased.’

Mrs Coulson pursed her lips. ‘If that man
doesn’t wake up every day thinking he’s the luckiest man in the
world to have a wife like you and these two fine sons you’ve given
him—now, don’t shake your head at me like that.’

‘No,’ Amy said tiredly. There seemed no need
to pretend with Mrs Coulson. ‘He loves Mal, and he’ll like the new
baby too. But he doesn’t like me.’

‘Don’t be silly, dear—who could help liking
you?’

‘Charlie doesn’t. He’s sort of got used to
me, but he doesn’t like me. I don’t think he ever will.’ Amy was
too weary to feel more than a resigned sadness.

‘Now, dear, you’re just thinking like that
because you’re worn out. Of course he likes you—I doubt if anyone
exactly twisted his arm to make him marry you.’

‘I think…’ Amy stopped to put her thoughts
in order. ‘I don’t really understand it properly, but I think
Charlie expected I’d be different from how I am. I’m not exactly
sure what he wanted, but I know I’m not it. I’ve tried and tried,
but I just can’t seem to please him. I can’t seem to make him
happy.’

Amy had not even known she was weeping until
she felt Mrs Coulson wiping her face with a handkerchief. ‘If you
can’t make him happy, darling, then I don’t think any woman on
earth could.’

‘But if I was a good wife he’d like me,
wouldn’t he?’

‘If he wasn’t a bigger fool than most men
he’d worship the ground you walk on. Shh now, dear, or you’ll have
me saying something I shouldn’t.’

Amy looked down at the cradle. ‘Charlie’s
not going to love this baby as much as he does Mal. I think he’ll
like him, and he’ll be a good father to him, but it won’t be really
special for him this time. Maybe it’s because Mal was his first
child—Mrs Coulson, do you think there’s something special about a
person’s first baby? Something that makes them love it more than
the other ones?’ Is that why I loved Ann so much? Or just
because she was my baby, and these ones belong to Charlie?

‘There’s something in that,’ Mrs Coulson
said thoughtfully. ‘I don’t know about loving the first one more—my
oldest was certainly more of a trial to me than the others, till
she grew up a bit, anyway. But the one that makes you a mother…
well, that’s the most special thing that can happen to a woman,
isn’t it?’ She smiled at Amy. ‘I’m sure you’ll love this little
fellow just as much as you do your Malcolm. Don’t twist like that,
darling,’ she warned when Amy tried to roll onto her side to look
at the baby more closely, but it was too late. Amy let out a gasp
of pain.

‘Oh, it hurts!’

Mrs Coulson nodded sympathetically. ‘It’s
the stitches. Another big baby, another big tear in you. You’ll
have to lie as still as you can for a while.’

‘Stitches. I’d forgotten about those.’ Amy
closed her eyes, trying to hide from the memory of those agonised
nights after Malcolm’s birth, when Charlie had decided she was
ready to meet his demands.

‘I’m afraid you’ll have to have them every
time now, dear. Once one baby’s ripped you it makes your flesh a
bit weak, so all the others tear you in the same places.’

‘I see. I didn’t know that.’ She did not
trust herself to speak further without breaking down. Mrs Coulson
soon left her alone, with an injunction to try and sleep again.

Late that night Amy was woken by the feeble
sound of the baby’s crying. Mrs Coulson was beside the cradle in a
flash, lifting the baby ready to hold him to Amy’s breasts.

‘Don’t move, darling,’ the nurse whispered
to her. ‘You don’t even have to wake up properly. You just leave it
all up to me.’ She let the baby suckle for a short time, then
settled him back in the cradle and returned to the sofa she slept
on while Amy used the big bed.

But Amy was wide awake now. The baby’s cries
had brought back other memories of Malcolm’s babyhood: memories of
broken nights, with Charlie complaining about his disturbed sleep
when he wasn’t inflicting agony on her, or shaking her angrily for
not being able to hide how much she hated what he was doing to
her.

The room was silent except for the tiny
noises of the baby’s snuffly breathing. When she could no longer
weep silently, Amy muffled her small sobs in the pillow. She
thought she was succeeding in keeping her misery secret until she
felt a hand on her heaving shoulder, and turned her face to see Mrs
Coulson kneeling beside the bed.

‘What’s wrong, darling?’ the nurse asked
quietly. ‘What’s upsetting you so much?’

‘I’m sorry,’ Amy choked out between sobs. ‘I
didn’t mean to wake you up.’

‘Never mind about me, I don’t need much
sleep anyway. Tell me what’s wrong.’

‘It’s…’ Amy took a gulp of air and tried to
speak more calmly. ‘The baby wakes up and cries. He’ll wake up in
the night for ages.’

‘Well, yes, dear, babies do wake in the
night. You knew that, why’s it worrying you so much now?’

‘I’d forgotten. It made Charlie so
bad-tempered when Mal was doing it. Now it’s all going to start
again.’

‘I’ll give you some laudanum to take home,
that’ll make the little fellow sleep if the nights get too much for
you. You’ve got to be careful using it on little ones, but
sometimes there’s nothing else to be done. But darling…’

Mrs Coulson was silent for a moment. She
went on in a measured tone, as if trying hard to be fair. ‘You have
to remember, your husband’s a bit old to be going through all this
with small babies. Most men would be nigh on twenty years younger
than him when their first child’s born. People get less patient as
they get older.’

‘I know. I try and keep him happy, so the
baby won’t annoy him too much. But it’s hard to be careful all the
time, especially when there’s a little baby to look after.’

‘Don’t try too hard, sweetheart. You mustn’t
run yourself ragged. The worst time passes soon enough with little
ones.’

‘But I have to try hard. I have to. I’ve got
to do my best to make Charlie happy—that’s my duty. That’s how I
have try and make up for all the wrong things I’ve done.’

‘You?’ Amy could hear the smile in Mrs
Coulson’s voice. ‘I doubt if you’ve done anything in your life
worse than sneaking extra biscuits from the tin.’

‘I have. I’ve done terrible, terrible
things.’ I was wicked with Jimmy. I made Pa so unhappy. I gave
away my baby. A sob racked her. She pressed her face into the
pillow once again.

‘Shh, shh,’ Mrs Coulson soothed, rubbing her
hand softly across Amy’s shoulders. ‘Everything seems worse in the
middle of the night. You just forget about all the terrible things
you imagine you’ve done—and I don’t believe a word of it, by the
way—and think about this lovely little baby you’ve got.’

‘And I’ve got stitches,’ Amy said into the
pillow.

‘What was that, dear?’

Amy rolled onto her back, the movement
sending knife-thrusts of pain through her. ‘Stitches. I didn’t know
I’d have to have them again.’ The last word was almost a wail. She
put her hand over her mouth to smother the sob.

‘Are they really hurting you, darling?’
There was concern in Mrs Coulson’s voice. ‘I’ll have a good look at
them in the morning to see if something’s not right, but perhaps
I’d better give you a bit of laudanum now to help you sleep.’

‘It’s the stitches. All those places where I
got torn. It makes me so sore, and Ch-Charlie gets so angry with
me, and…’ Amy gave up trying to talk and abandoned herself to the
tears.

‘Ah, I see,’ Mrs Coulson said. ‘It takes you
a long time to get back to normal down below because you’re torn up
so badly. So that’s the trouble with him, is it? Gets grumpy
because he has to do without for a while?’

Amy looked at the paler patch of shadow that
was Mrs Coulson in her nightdress. It was easy to whisper into the
darkness things she could never have said in the light. ‘Do
without?’ she echoed in bewilderment. ‘It’s because I cry, and he
can tell it’s hurting me, and that makes him angry… I don’t cry
usually, really I don’t. Only the first few weeks, when I was so
frightened all the time. Then when Mal was born it all started
again. I tried not to show it, but I couldn’t help it. It hurt so
much. And now it’s g-going to happen again.’

There was silence in the room for a long
moment. ‘Are you telling me,’ Mrs Coulson said slowly, ‘he forced
himself on you while you were in that state? All ripped up from
bearing his great big son? My dear, you must have been nearly mad
with the pain!’

‘Forced?’ Amy shook her head in confusion.
‘But he’s my husband. It’s his right. I just wish he wouldn’t get
so angry with me.’

‘I think, dear,’ Mrs Coulson said, her voice
shaking slightly, ‘you’d better not tell me anything else.’

‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be telling anyone
things like that. Charlie wouldn’t like it if he heard me.’

Mrs Coulson gripped Amy’s arm. ‘That’s not
what I meant. If I heard any more, I don’t think I’d be able to
send you home. I think I’d want to keep you here with me.’ She
slipped her arms around Amy and kissed her on the forehead. ‘Poor
child. What on earth were they thinking of, making you marry
him?’

I wish I didn’t have to go back. But
Amy would not say the words aloud. She had to return to Charlie’s
house. She had to do her duty. ‘Nobody made me marry him,’ she
said, trying to sound calm. ‘It was my own decision. Nobody forced
me.’

‘There’s more ways of forcing than holding a
gun to your head,’ Mrs Coulson said grimly, but Amy did not reply
and the nurse did not press her further.

Mrs Coulson did not mention their midnight
conversation again, although Amy saw the nurse looking at her with
her brow furrowed many times over the next few days. Her strength
seemed slower in returning this time; it was several days before
she could sit up in bed for more than a few minutes at a stretch.
But as soon as she felt able to spend half an hour or so propped up
against the pillows, Mrs Coulson gave in and let her have the
needle and thread she begged for. Lizzie brought in a length of
flannelette, and Amy was soon busily hemming squares into napkins
for the new baby.

‘They go through so many, don’t they?’ Amy
remarked as she finished yet another one. ‘Especially while they’re
little. At least Mal doesn’t dirty as many now—I don’t think
Susannah’s too pleased at having all that extra washing while she’s
looking after him, though.’

‘Mmm. She looks even more of an acid drop
than usual lately,’ Mrs Coulson agreed. ‘You know, I often think
men are the biggest babies of all, but at least you don’t have to
keep them in nappies.’

Amy laughed aloud at the idea of a grown man
in napkins, and Mrs Coulson smiled back at her. ‘It’s good to see
you laugh, dear.’

‘I’ve been a real misery lately, haven’t I?’
Amy said. ‘I’m sorry I’ve been so silly—’

‘Stop that at once,’ Mrs Coulson
interrupted. ‘I don’t want to hear another “I’m sorry” from you.
You spend far too much time apologising to the world.’

‘I’m sor—’ Amy began. She looked at Mrs
Coulson and laughed again. ‘All right, I’ll try not to say it all
day. Will that do?’

‘It’s a start,’ Mrs Coulson conceded. ‘Oh, I
think the little fellow’s stirring. Put that needle well out of the
way and I’ll fetch him up to you.’

Once the baby was suckling, Mrs Coulson took
up her own needle and continued stitching away at a chemise she was
mending. ‘I’d better go and see what sort of a job young Nellie’s
making of getting those vegetables ready when this fellow’s had his
feed. What do you think you might like for pudding? I went over to
the store this morning, so my larder’s full.’

‘Just anything,’ Amy said in surprise.
‘Whatever you want to have.’

‘I want to make something you like.
Now you’ve got your appetite back properly you can appreciate a
decent feed. What’s your favourite pudding?’

‘I make a steamed pudding with jam quite a
lot, that’s one of Charlie’s favourites.’

‘Sweetheart, I’m not making your husband a
pudding, I’m making you one. There must be something you
specially like.’

‘Um…’ Amy tried to think back to life in her
father’s house before her marriage. ‘I used to like that chocolate
sort of pudding—you know, the one that makes its own sauce when you
cook it. Charlie doesn’t like chocolate, so I never make it now.
But don’t go to any trouble.’

‘Chocolate pudding it is,’ Mrs Coulson said
triumphantly. ‘That’s one of my favourites, too. Goodness me, I’ve
never heard of anyone not liking chocolate. What a fuss-pot your
husband is.’

Amy felt she should defend Charlie against
this slight. ‘He’s not really fussy, it’s just that he only likes
certain things and he doesn’t like trying new things much.’

‘Just as I said. Fussy.’ Mrs Coulson sat and
watched the baby suckling. ‘He’s feeding well. He’s going to be
another big fellow, all right, same as your Malcolm. What are you
going to call him?’

‘I don’t know. Charlie hasn’t said yet what
his name’s to be.’

‘You do get some say in it, don’t you?’ Mrs
Coulson said in surprise.

‘I shouldn’t think so. Why?’

‘Well, because he’s your son too. Did he
name the first one?’

‘Yes. Maybe he’ll let me this time, I hadn’t
thought of it.’ Amy looked down at the baby pulling at her breast.
‘This one feels more like my baby than Mal did. I know that’s
silly, but he does. I’d like to name him after Pa, but we’ve
already got a Jack and a John just next door. Maybe he could have
John as a second name.’

But when Charlie arrived for his daily visit
the next morning, he announced to Amy that he had just registered
the baby at the courthouse.

‘Oh,’ Amy said, trying not to show her
disappointment. ‘What have you called him?’

‘Good, solid Scottish names. None of your
English rubbish. James David Stewart.’

Amy’s eyes opened wide in shock. ‘No,’ she
said in a voice little more than a whisper. ‘You can’t call him
that—you can’t!’

‘What are you talking about, woman?’ Charlie
said indignantly. ‘I can call my son whatever I want. I suppose you
wanted to name him after bloody Prince Albert or something?’

‘Please, Charlie, no,’ Amy begged. ‘Please
don’t call him that. Not that name. Not… James,’ she got the name
out with difficulty.

‘What’s wrong with it? What’s wrong with
James for a name? He’ll be Jamie, or maybe Jimmy…’ His voice
trailed away. ‘Jimmy,’ he repeated heavily. ‘Jimmy.’ He spat the
name at her. ‘I’ve named my son after your fancy man. The fellow
you rolled in the hay with—or one of them, anyway. Did you give
your bastard that name too? Did you?’ He grabbed at the bodice of
Amy’s nightdress and shook her by it.

‘No, no I didn’t,’ Amy gasped out between
shakes.

‘What’s going on?’ came a stern voice from
the doorway. Charlie let go of her and they both turned to look at
Mrs Coulson, who had appeared from nowhere.

‘I… I don’t feel very well,’ Amy said. That
was true enough; her stomach was churning with fear-induced nausea.
‘I got a bit upset.’

‘Mr Stewart,’ Mrs Coulson said in a tight
voice, ‘I think you’d better leave now. Your wife’s had enough
visiting for today.’ She met Charlie’s grim stare with one far more
hostile. He turned his face from hers and rose to leave.

‘It’s my job to look after your wife while
she’s with me,’ Mrs Coulson went on coolly. ‘If you’re going to
upset her when you visit, I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to stay
away.’

Charlie narrowed his eyes as if he were
about to argue the point, but all he said was, ‘When’s she coming
home?’

‘When she’s fit to.’

‘When?’ he demanded.

‘When the child’s three weeks old. Not
before.’

Charlie worked through the sum in his head.
‘That’ll be two weeks come Wednesday. I’ll fetch her home then. And
I’ll visit when I please in the meantime.’

‘Just as you wish, Mr Stewart. As long as
you don’t upset her while she’s in my house.’

Just before Charlie reached the door he
turned back and spoke to Amy, ignoring Mrs Coulson’s presence.
‘He’ll be called David. I’ll not change how I’ve registered him, or
that clerk fellow will be thinking you told me to. But he’ll be
called David.’

Amy nodded, staring at her hands knotted in
her lap rather than look at him.

‘What was all that about?’ Mrs Coulson asked
when they were alone.

‘Nothing,’ Amy said, not raising her eyes
from her lap.

‘Nothing that’s any of my business, anyway.
I’m sorry, my dear. I won’t pry any more. But I meant what I said,’
she added sternly. ‘I won’t let him upset you while you’re in my
house.’ She left the room, closing the door after her.

Still trembling, Amy laid her head on the
pillow. It’s my fault. I thought it could all be forgotten. But
it can’t. He’ll never forget what I did. Everything reminds him.
And this poor little baby—now he’ll remind Charlie too. She
reached out a hand to rock the cradle gently, careful not to
disturb the sleeping child. ‘David,’ she whispered. ‘He’ll forgive
you. It’s not your fault. And you’re his son—flesh of his flesh.
He’ll forget your name. But he’ll never forget what I did, never.’
She fought against the despair that threatened to overwhelm her.
It’s no good being miserable. I have to make the best of it. I
have to do my best to please him and to look after the children,
and that’s all I can do.

She was still lying on her back with a look
of grim determination on her face when Mrs Coulson came in with her
lunch half an hour later, so obviously lost in her thoughts that
the nurse put the tray down beside the bed and went out again
without saying a word.
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‘I have to go home next week,’ Amy said one
afternoon a week and a half later. She and Mrs Coulson were sitting
in the parlour, little David in his cradle beside Amy’s chair.
‘Charlie’ll be glad to have Mal home, I don’t think he likes
Susannah having him very much. The time’s gone so fast.’ She smiled
at the nurse. ‘It’s like a holiday, staying with you.’

Mrs Coulson snorted. ‘A funny sort of
holiday, having a baby. I’ll miss you, dear—you and that pretty
little boy.’

‘I’ll miss you, too.’

‘You’ll have to come and see me, and bring
the children, too. I like to keep an eye on the babies I bring into
the world. I’ve hardly seen you since young Malcolm was born.’

‘I’d like to, but it’s hard. I don’t really
get out of the house much, except church and sometimes Charlie
brings me in to do the shopping with him. I don’t even see Lizzie
much, now she’s got Maudie and it’s not so easy for her to ride
over. Charlie doesn’t like me to…’ She could not bring herself to
say ‘wander’. ‘To go out by myself,’ she finished awkwardly. ‘I’m
allowed to go to Pa’s sometimes, but that’s about all. I’ll see if
he’ll drop me off with the children one shopping day.’

‘That would be nice, dear,’ Mrs Coulson
said. ‘I shouldn’t think he’d mind that.’

‘I expect I’ll be back to stay with you
before too long,’ Amy said, trying to make her voice light. ‘This
is my life now—a baby every other year. I seem to get with child
pretty easily. I wish I didn’t get so worn out having them,
though.’ She frowned in thought. ‘Mrs Coulson, how long do women
keep on having babies for? When are they too old?’

‘The change of life usually comes when
you’re not much over forty. Sometimes a bit later—I knew a woman
once who had a baby when she was forty-six.’

‘Forty-six,’ Amy echoed. ‘I’m eighteen now.
I could keep on having babies for nearly thirty years. That’s
another fifteen babies—even more if I have them closer than two
years. There’s only twenty-one months between Mal and Davie.
Fifteen babies!’ The very thought was overwhelming. ‘But women
don’t really have seventeen or eighteen children—well, not usually,
anyway. Why don’t they?’

Mrs Coulson was silent for some time, as if
choosing her words carefully. ‘There are ways of slowing the babies
down a bit,’ she said at last. ‘A girl’s mother usually tells her
about it after she’s been married a few years. Of course it works
better for some women than others.’

‘How? How do you slow them down? Please, Mrs
Coulson, I don’t want to have twenty children.’

‘You’d never live to bear them,’ Mrs Coulson
said quietly. ‘I’m sorry, dear, I shouldn’t have said that. Take no
notice of my ramblings.’

‘Please tell me how to slow the babies
down,’ Amy begged.

She wondered why Mrs Coulson looked so sad.
‘You really want to know?’ the nurse asked. Amy nodded her head
vigorously. Mrs Coulson sighed. ‘Well, I’ll tell you, for what it’s
worth. You see, my dear, women aren’t fruitful all the time. Only
around the middle of the time between each lot of bleeding, for a
week or so—no one seems to know exactly how long. So if your
husband leaves you alone for that week or two every month then you
don’t get with child, or at least you’re less likely to.’ She
smiled ruefully at Amy. ‘It doesn’t seem so much to ask, does it,
darling?’

‘I see,’ Amy said in a small voice. ‘I
thought maybe it was something a woman could do by herself. Thank
you for explaining it to me.’ A baby every other year for the
next thirty years. Except I won’t live to bear them. ‘I think
I’ll have a lie-down till dinner time. I feel like being by myself
for a little while.’

‘That’s a good idea,’ Mrs Coulson said. ‘You
have a nice rest. I’ll keep an eye on the little fellow.’ She
watched Amy walking a little unsteadily out of the room, and knew
it was because the girl’s eyes were blinded with tears.

Why ever had they made that poor girl marry
a man like Charlie Stewart? Mrs Coulson asked herself. That
stepmother of hers must have taken a terrible dislike to the
girl—though just how anyone could dislike that sweet little thing
was beyond her—and had moved heaven and earth to get her out of the
house. Jack Leith should have had more sense than to let himself be
talked into such a dreadful mismatch, but perhaps he had been too
besotted with his young wife to see what was going on.

But how on earth had they talked Amy into
it? Mrs Coulson had counted on her fingers enough times to know
that Malcolm had been born nine months after the wedding, so he
certainly hadn’t been the cause of it. And anyway, how would
Charlie have got Amy to lie with him without putting a ring on her
finger first, short of raping her?

All that talk about the terrible things the
poor girl thought she had done, that must be the clue. Susannah
Leith must have somehow convinced her that she had to marry
Charlie, almost as some sort of punishment. Charlie would have been
only too pleased to grasp the rich prize offered him. And yet, from
what the girl said he was not at all grateful for his stroke of
luck in getting such a wife.

Mrs Coulson shook her head. It was none of
her business, and she had no right to be puzzling over Amy’s
private life. It was foolish of her, too, to get so attached to the
girl. But she was such an affectionate little thing, so
pathetically grateful for the tiniest kindness, that it was
impossible not to love her. She was certainly not the first young
mother Mrs Coulson had seen who had a bad-tempered husband, nor the
first to show the marks of old blows. But Mrs Coulson had never
seen a girl so frightened of her husband, a husband more than old
enough to be her father. This was not some empty-headed girl going
into marriage full of romantic notions that the cold reality of
cooking, cleaning and child-bearing soon knocked out of her. The
girl had obviously never had the least desire to marry that man,
except to please other people. And now she was breaking her little
heart trying to make him happy so that he might show her some sign
of affection. That, Mrs Coulson thought grimly, assumed the man had
a heart to feel affection with.

When Charlie left the bedroom after his
visit the next day, Mrs Coulson intercepted him before he reached
the front door.

‘Mr Stewart, could I speak to you for a
moment?’ she asked, careful to sound very polite as she ushered him
into her parlour. She sat him down in her best armchair and
gathered her thoughts.

‘I wanted to have a word with you about your
wife. I’m a little worried about her.’

‘What’s wrong with her?’

Was that concern in his voice or just
irritation? Mrs Coulson wondered. ‘Having this baby has been hard
on her. She had a difficult time of it with young Malcolm, too. I’m
afraid I was rather remiss back then not to explain that to you. I
want to be sure you understand it this time.’

‘She looks all right,’ Charlie said
dubiously. ‘Has she been playing up for you? I’ll have a word with
her.’

He made to rise, but Mrs Coulson put out a
hand to stop him. ‘There’s no need for that. She certainly hasn’t
been “playing up”. She’s as good a patient as I could wish, and
I’ll miss her when she goes home. She’s simply not very well,
however she might look. Mr Stewart, your wife will be rather
delicate for a few months.’

‘Delicate? What the hell’s that supposed to
mean?’

‘It means you’ll have to be patient with her
for a while. You might find she’s inclined to get fits of weeping,
that sort of thing. Childbearing takes some women like that.’

‘I’ll soon knock that nonsense out of her.
I’ll not put up with that sort of rubbish.’

‘She won’t be able to help herself, Mr
Stewart,’ Mrs Coulson said, wishing she could shake some sense into
the stupid man. ‘You won’t help her by being harsh. You won’t help
yourself either,’ she added, willing him to understand. But there
was no hint of comprehension in his face.

‘You’re saying I should be soft on her. Let
her get away with her nonsense, instead of correcting her when she
plays up.’

‘I’m saying the poor girl needs a rest. She
needs to get her strength back before you expect too much of her.
Mr Stewart, I’m a nurse, and you must excuse me if I say things
that might offend you. She needs to get her strength back before
she’ll be ready to do her duty as a wife.’

Charlie’s eyes narrowed, and she saw a red
tinge mount in his face. ‘She put you up to this, didn’t she?’ he
said in a low growl.

Mrs Coulson struggled to maintain her
composure. ‘She did no such thing. The girl would be terribly upset
if she knew I was speaking to you like this.’

Charlie went on as if she had not spoken.
‘That little bitch with her airs and graces talked you into this.
She’ll not get away with trying to make a fool of me. I know my
rights, and she’ll do as I say. She can just try moaning to me—I’ll
show her what her duty is. I’ll show her what happens if she tries
to get out of it.’

Mrs Coulson felt her self-control slipping
away as he spoke. ‘Mr Stewart, you are the luckiest man alive to
have a wife like that girl. If you were to show her just the
smallest bit of kindness—just the tiniest bit of affection—she’d
cling to you as if you were the most wonderful man in the world.
Instead you make her shrink from you. You’re so busy thinking about
your rights that you’re missing out on the best chance of happiness
this world’s ever going to show you.’

Charlie rose from his chair. ‘You’re a
nurse. It’s your job to get her well enough so she can come home
and start doing her duty again. Beyond that, it’s none of your
affair. I’ll thank you to keep your nose out of my business.’ He
walked towards the door.

‘Mr Stewart,’ Mrs Coulson called sharply.
Charlie turned in the doorway. ‘You’re a fool, Mr Stewart. And one
day you’ll see it for yourself, if you live long enough to learn
any sense. The trouble is, by the time you do it might be too late.
Too late for you and for that poor girl.’ The slamming of her front
door was the only reply Charlie gave.
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December 1887 – January 1888

Amy smiled back at the baby chortling on her
lap.

‘Not sleepy yet, Davie? Never mind, it’s
better if you’re awake now, as long as you sleep well tonight.’

Not that that was usually a problem with
David. At four months old he had already been sleeping through the
night for weeks, much to Amy’s relief. He seemed content to sleep
most of the time. He woke when he was hungry, fed eagerly, then
gurgled to himself until he dropped off to sleep again. Charlie
could not complain about a baby who hardly ever seemed to cry.

‘You’re a good boy, aren’t you, Davie.’
David gave her a toothless grin. She hugged him, then put him down
on the cradle mattress, which she had brought out to the kitchen.
She raised the pillow a little so he could see her as she moved
about the room.

‘Mama.’ She heard Malcolm call out in the
high-pitched voice that managed to sound imperious for all its
childish tones. ‘Mama!’

Amy crossed the passage into Malcolm’s
bedroom, where she had tucked him in for his afternoon sleep only
half an hour before. ‘What do you want, Mal? You’re meant to be
asleep, you know.’

‘Don’t want to.’

‘Aren’t you sleepy?’ Malcolm shook his head.
Amy studied his face, the lower lip thrust well out as he gave his
mother a sideways look. She sighed. ‘I’ll let you get up, then, but
you have to be good. If you go getting grumpy you’ll go straight
back to bed. All right? Will you be good?’

‘Yes!’ Malcolm said.

He looked so little in a real bed, after
being in a cradle for so long. When Amy had come home from Mrs
Coulson’s, Malcolm had been moved into the cottage’s other bedroom,
giving up his cradle to his baby brother. It had come as something
of a relief to have Malcolm in his own room; it would not have been
much longer before he was old enough to take far too much notice of
what his parents were doing in the big bed.

Amy took off his napkin (Malcolm only needed
them for sleeping now), praising him over its dryness, and dressed
him, then took him out to the kitchen. A mug of milk and some
biscuits kept him amused for a few minutes while she got on with
her work, then she sat him in one corner with a pile of old
newspapers that had been destined to do service as toilet paper,
which he busily ripped to shreds.

When David whimpered, Amy stopped work and
lifted him from the mattress to feed him. Malcolm left his
newspaper ripping to stand close to them. She reached out and
stroked down an unruly tuft of red hair.

‘Do you want a cuddle, Mal?’ She slipped her
free arm around him. ‘I can fit you on my lap, too.’ Malcolm
squirmed out of her embrace and took a step backwards. ‘No? You’re
not much on cuddles, are you? You’re like your Papa.’

Malcolm returned to his newspapers, but when
he had finished making a mess with them he looked up at Amy. ‘Play,
Mama.’

‘I can’t, Mal. I’m feeding Davie, then I’ve
got to finish cooking, then Papa will be here and it’ll be time to
have dinner. Wait a minute and I’ll get you some more papers.’

‘Don’t want them. You play!’

‘Malcolm, don’t be naughty or you’ll have to
go back to bed.’

‘He don’t go to bed,’ Malcolm said, glaring
at David in Amy’s arms.

‘Davie’s just a little baby, Mal. He sleeps
lots and lots.’

‘Stupid baby.’

‘Don’t say that,’ Amy soothed. ‘He’s your
brother. You’ll be able to play with him when he gets bigger.’

‘He too little,’ Malcolm said.

‘He’ll grow up. You’ll see, you’ll like
playing with him soon.’ Malcolm gave her a dubious look. Amy
laughed at his expression. ‘I think you’re a bit j-e-a-l-o-u-s. All
right, then, I’ll play with you for a bit when Davie’s finished
having a drink.’

When the baby stopped suckling she put him
back on the mattress, then knelt on the floor with Malcolm. She
lifted a sheet of paper that Malcolm had missed ripping, and
thought back to games she and Lizzie had played as children.

‘Wait a minute, Mal, I’ll fetch my
scissors.’

She picked a blunt pair out of her sewing
box and sat down on the floor again. ‘Look at this.’ She carefully
folded the sheet concertina-wise and cut a pattern into it. When
she unfolded the paper a row of dolls holding hands was
revealed.

Malcolm exclaimed with pleasure and made a
grab at the dolls. ‘Me!’ he demanded.

‘Yes, they’re for you. Don’t rip them too
fast.’

Malcolm waved the row of dolls for a few
minutes while Amy quickly finished mixing up a pudding and slipped
it into the range. He dropped the paper, walked over to Amy and
tugged at her apron. ‘Horsies, Mama.’

‘What about them? What do you want me to
do?’

‘Horsies!’ Malcolm repeated, tugging harder
at her apron and scowling at her lack of understanding. ‘Make
horsies.’

‘Oh. I’m not sure if I can do horsies, Mal.
I’ll have a go.’ She folded another sheet and looked at it, trying
to visualize a horse-shaped outline, then cut out a form as
horse-like as she could manage. ‘How’s that?’ she asked doubtfully
as she unfolded the result.

‘Horsies!’ Malcolm cried in delight. He
dragged the trail of paper horses around the kitchen, making a
clicking sound with his tongue as he did; imitating the noise his
father made to gee-up the horses, Amy knew.

He was crawling under the table, still
clutching his now bedraggled horses, when Charlie came into the
house for dinner.

‘Horsies, Papa,’ Malcolm said, waving them
at his father as he wrapped one arm around Charlie’s leg.

‘What’s he on about?’ Charlie asked. He
freed himself from Malcolm’s grasp and sat down at the table.

‘Horses. I made him some paper horses to
play with.’

Charlie peered doubtfully at Malcolm’s toy.
‘Are those horses?’

‘Well, he thinks they are. They’ve kept him
entertained while I was busy, anyway.’

‘He hasn’t been playing up, has he?’

‘Oh, no,’ Amy said hastily. ‘He’s been very
good, really.’ She had no intention of mentioning Malcolm’s refusal
to finish his afternoon sleep. ‘He does get a bit bored, though,
with just me to talk to. It’ll be better in a year or two when
Davie can play with him. Come on, Mal, sit up at the table now.’
She lifted him bodily and placed him on the chair at her right hand
before he could argue.

‘He’s growing up,’ Charlie said, watching
Malcolm as Amy served the meal. ‘He’s two now, isn’t he?’

‘Just over. He’s big for his age,
though.’

‘Time you started teaching him a few things.
I don’t hold with bairns talking at the table.’

‘What?’ Amy looked up from encouraging
Malcolm to hold his spoon properly. ‘Why not?’

‘It’s not the right way to bring them up,’
said Charlie. ‘When they’re wee babies it’s different, but once
they’re old enough to know better they should keep silent at the
table unless they’re spoken to.’

‘But Pa and Granny never—’ Amy stopped
herself. Charlie had made his opinion of her upbringing clear far
too many times. ‘I’ll try to remember that. Until they’re how
old?’

‘About twelve, I’d say,’ Charlie said after
some consideration.

‘I think Mal’s a little bit too young to
understand that,’ Amy said carefully. ‘I mean, he’s only been
saying more than two words joined together for a couple of months.
It might confuse him if we say he’s not allowed to talk.’ She
glanced at Malcolm, who was turning his attention from one to the
other as his parents spoke, hearing his name but probably
understanding little else.

‘Hmm. That’s maybe right. Leave it a bit
longer, then. A few more months shouldn’t do any harm.’

Malcolm was so quiet during the meal that
Amy wondered if he had understood more of Charlie’s comments than
she had thought. But it meant she did not have to worry about his
saying anything Charlie might disapprove of.

When she had dished up the pudding she
lifted David onto her lap so he could watch the others at the
table. ‘Davie’s starting to sleep a bit less,’ she told Charlie.
‘He takes notice of everything, too. Look at Papa, Davie,’ she
prompted. David grinned and waved his arms at his father.

‘Aye, they’re fine boys, both of them,’
Charlie said. ‘I’ll have some more pudding.’

Amy rose to take his plate and pile more
custard pudding into it. When she took her seat again she noticed
that Malcolm’s bowl was still half full. ‘Come on, Mal, eat up,’
she encouraged.

‘Don’t want it,’ Malcolm said, giving her a
resentful look. Amy saw him rub his eyes and poke his lower lip
out, and realised with a sinking heart that his lack of sleep had
caught up with him.

‘He’s tired, Charlie,’ she said. ‘It’s my
fault—I should have made sure he had a good sleep this afternoon,
but I got him up too soon. Don’t be silly, Mal,’ she said, trying
to make her voice light. ‘Of course you want your pudding. Eat up,
then you’d better go straight to bed.’

‘Won’t! Won’t go to bed! Don’t want
pudding!’

Charlie looked at his son in amazement, and
Amy knew that this time it would be hard to shelter Malcolm. ‘Hey,
boy, you do as you’re told,’ he said. ‘You eat what’s put in front
of you.’

‘Won’t!’ Malcolm gave his bowl a shove away
from him. It caught a roughness on the wooden table and tipped
over, spilling custard on the table and onto Malcolm.

Amy spoke quickly, anxious to forestall
Charlie’s angry reaction. ‘Malcolm! That was very naughty. You can
go to bed right now—go on, off you go.’

‘He don’t go to bed!’ Malcolm shouted,
glaring at David. He flung his spoon in fury, and by sheer bad luck
his aim was better than it had any right to be.

The spoon struck the baby a glancing blow on
the cheek. For a moment there was a deathly silence in the room
while Amy and Charlie were too shocked to speak, Malcolm absorbed
the enormity of what he had done and David looked astonished. Then
the baby opened his mouth wide and screamed his outrage.

Amy checked his face. ‘Poor Davie,’ she
soothed, stroking the small red mark on his cheek, but a glance
showed her that his screams were from shock rather than pain.

Charlie took an instant longer to recover
his voice, but his expression told Amy it was too late to try and
protect Malcolm. ‘Come here, boy,’ he roared above David’s yells.
He pulled Malcolm from the chair, at the same time undoing the
heavy leather belt from around his waist.

Malcolm had never had more than the token
slaps Amy occasionally gave him. He looked at the belt without any
understanding, but the threat in his father’s face was easily read.
His face crumpled and he began to wail.

‘He didn’t really mean to hurt Davie,’ Amy
said. Charlie turned on her.

‘Don’t you go meddling, woman. I’ve been
leaving it to you to bring the boy up till he was old enough to
need a man’s hand. Look what you’re turning him into—a spoilt brat.
I’ll have to sort out your mischief before you ruin my son.’ He
yanked up Malcolm’s little frock and swung the belt.

Amy turned away from the sight, holding
David close to her to try and soothe him, as the repeated whack of
leather against flesh and Malcolm’s screams filled the room. The
noise seemed to frighten David even more, so that he yelled louder
than ever.

It took her a moment to realise that Charlie
had stopped hitting Malcolm, as both children were still making as
much noise as ever. ‘You’ll get that again if you play up—you
remember that,’ Charlie warned, his voice rising above the
cacophony. ‘Now you get to bed. You can stop that noise, too.’

Malcolm ran wailing from the room and into
his bedroom, slamming the door behind him. His cries were muffled
by the wall, and Amy managed to soothe David so that the room
gradually became quiet once more.

‘The little fellow’s all right, is he?’
Charlie asked, looking at David in Amy’s arms.

‘Yes, he’s fine. He just got a fright.’

‘Good.’ Charlie frowned. ‘I’ve been too soft
on the boy. I should have been keeping a better eye on him—I can’t
expect you to have any sense.’

‘He’s not usually like that, Charlie. He
really did get tired this afternoon, that’s why he was grumpy.’

‘You’ve been babying him. It’s high time he
learned to behave. All this climbing on my lap like a baby. It’ll
have to stop.’

‘But… but you like him sitting on your lap,’
Amy said in dismay.

‘That was all very well when he was a baby.
He’s too old for that now.’

‘Charlie, I don’t understand. I know you
want me to be firmer with Malcolm—you’re right, I’ve been a bit
soft with him—but what harm does it do for you to give him cuddles?
All it does is tell him you love him.’

‘I don’t expect you to understand. You’re
stupid. But you can understand this all right—if the boy plays up,
you tell me and I’ll sort him out. My son’s going to be brought up
properly. You hear me?’

‘Yes, I hear you,’ Amy said, avoiding his
gaze. ‘Would you hold Davie for me while I get Malcolm undressed
and put him to bed? Davie’s still a baby—it won’t do any harm if
you cuddle him.’ The bitter note that she could not quite keep out
of her voice appeared lost on Charlie.

‘All right. Just get him straight into bed,
mind—no making a fuss of him.’

‘I won’t.’ She placed David in Charlie’s
arms and went through to Malcolm’s room.

Malcolm was lying face-down on his bed, his
wails diminished to an occasional sob.

‘Sit up, Mal, and I’ll get your clothes
off,’ Amy said, determinedly matter-of-fact. ‘Hurry up, it’s high
time you were in bed.’

‘Don’t want to.’ Malcolm’s voice came
muffled through the pillow.

‘That doesn’t matter. You have to. Do you
want Papa to come in here and see you being naughty?’

Malcolm sat up at once and looked
apprehensively past Amy. She took off his clothes then made him lie
down again while she put a napkin on him. As she pulled his
nightshirt over his head she heard him mutter something that was
lost in the folds of cloth.

‘What did you say, Mal?’ she asked when his
head emerged.

‘I hate Papa,’ he said, glowering towards
the door.

Amy took hold of his shoulders and gave him
a little shake. ‘Don’t you dare say that. If I ever hear that from
you again I’ll smack you myself—I’ll smack you really hard. You
don’t hate Papa at all. Papa only did that because you were
naughty. Papa loves you. He just wants you to be good.’

She helped Malcolm under the covers and
tucked him in snugly, for once not bothering to say prayers with
him; persuading him to repeat ‘God bless Papa’ would be too
difficult this evening. She planted a kiss on his forehead before
he had time to twist away from her. ‘Now, you go off to sleep and
tomorrow you and Papa can be friends again.’

But she was sure that Charlie and Malcolm
would never be quite the same again. Malcolm would soon get over
his punishment; the three or four whacks with Charlie’s wide belt
had wounded his dignity more than anything else. But the next time
he tried to climb on his father’s lap he would be pushed away, and
he would not understand why.

That’s going to upset him. Poor little
Mal, Amy fretted as she closed the door on him. Granny used
to give me lots of hidings when I was little. Much harder
ones than Mal got, too. I probably got a hiding most weeks till I
was old enough to know better. She pictured her grandmother’s
face that had more often worn a broad smile than a look of reproof.
But I got cuddles every day. Every single day.

 


*

 


It seemed that Harry and Jane did still have
some energy left after getting their fill of fighting. A few weeks
before Christmas Jane gave birth to a red-haired baby girl, who was
at once the apple of her parents’ eyes.

Early in the New Year the proud parents took
little Doris Marion to church to be baptised. Amy was touched when
Jane asked her to be a godparent, along with Bob and Marion
Forster. After the service Marion invited anyone within range of
her voice (which was most of the congregation) to an afternoon tea
at the Forster’s house.

Jane, with Doris on her lap, was given the
place of honour in the centre of the Forster’s verandah, on a
comfortable chair from the parlour. Susannah had contrived to make
a late entrance, befitting her self-appointed role of grande
dame, but the attention she got as she swept up the verandah
steps with the stiff silk of her skirts rustling, hauling by the
wrists Thomas and George, squirming and self-conscious in blue
satin suits, was short-lived. It was the new mother and baby
everyone had come to admire.

Jane received with a serene smile the homage
all the women present paid to the baby, secure in the knowledge
that hers was the most perfect child the world had ever seen.

Pregnancy and motherhood had changed Jane,
mellowing her fiery nature into one of calm happiness. Harry had
gone around with a look of confusion for some months, wondering
what had happened to his favourite sparring partner, but with the
arrival of Doris the awesome responsibility of being a father had
had its effects on him, too. Amy could see that her brother had
grown up in a hurry over the last few weeks.

Amy chose a shady corner of the verandah to
sit with David on her lap. She was glad of the outing, though she
wished Lizzie could have been there with her; Lizzie’s second
pregnancy was now advanced enough to confine her to the house.

She cajoled Malcolm to stay close to her by
feeding him bits of cake from her own plate. ‘Papa’s busy talking
to the men, Mal,’ she said when she saw him looking longingly at
his father. ‘We’ll be going home soon, anyway.’ She was quite sure
that was true; Charlie had looked disgruntled at the modest amount
of beer on offer, and Amy knew he would want to leave as soon as it
was finished. ‘You stay with me and Davie. Look, this is a yummy
chocolate cake.’

‘Well, that’s everyone’s plates loaded up,
I’m going to take the weight off my feet,’ Marion said, collapsing
into a chair beside Amy with an exaggerated sigh. Her two-year-old
daughter clambered onto her lap and smiled shyly at Amy. ‘My other
girl’s staying with Bob’s sister this week—I shouldn’t have let her
go! She’s starting to be quite a help now. She’ll be six in a
couple of months. Your boys are growing, Amy,’ Marion added,
stroking David’s mop of black hair admiringly.

‘Mmm, they’ll both be tall,’ Amy said. ‘Not
like me.’

Marion’s oldest, a boy of eight, emerged
from the house having changed his Sunday best suit for a well-worn
pair of dungarees. He reached out to take a large piece of sponge
cake while his mother was talking to Amy, but Marion’s eyes were
too sharp for him.

‘Leave that for the guests, Bobby,’ she told
him, slapping his hand away from the plate. ‘You’ve had plenty
already. Look at the state of you!’ She turned Bobby’s right hand
palm upwards to reveal a liberal coating of icing, no doubt from
pieces of cake filched earlier. ‘You’re not fit for polite company.
Go and play somewhere—not too close, either.’

Bobby gave his mother a wounded look, but he
skipped off cheerfully enough down the steps and towards a tree
some distance away with a rope swing hanging from it.

‘Boys!’ Marion said, raising her eyebrows.
‘You have to watch them all the time. He’s got hollow legs, that
one—it’s all I can do to keep him fed. He eats nearly as much as
his father! He attracts dirt like a magnet, too. How old are your
two, Susannah?’

‘Five and four. Far too close in age, I’ve
never been the same since I went through all that.’

‘Mmm,’ Marion made a noise of sympathetic
agreement. ‘How do you get them looking so nice? Look at those
beautiful suits—Bobby would have one of those ripped to bits in
five minutes. That’s if I could get him to wear it at all.’

Susannah smiled complacently. ‘They are
rather lovely, aren’t they? My mother sent them from Auckland. You
can’t get anything like this in the country, of course.’ She patted
an imaginary wrinkle out of the white lace-edged collar of Thomas’s
suit. ‘I’m afraid Thomas made a fuss about wearing this, but he
just has to do as I say. George is still too young to worry about
what he wears, thank goodness. Thomas is quite enough of a handful
without having two naughty boys.’

‘You look nice, Tommy,’ Amy said, seeing the
look of embarrassment on Thomas’ face. ‘I think they’re a bit hot,
though, Susannah. Can’t they take their jackets off?’ Perhaps the
suits would look less excessively babyish without the jackets.

‘Please, Mama?’ Thomas asked, and George
started to pull at his jacket.

‘No, you can’t,’ Susannah said, giving
George’s hand a slap. ‘I want you to look smart today.’

‘You boys must be getting a bit bored,
sitting with all us old women. Do you want to go and play with
Bobby?’ Marion asked.

‘Yes, please,’ Thomas and George chorused.
Thomas turned to their mother. ‘Please, Mama?’

‘Go on, Susannah, let them have a run
around,’ Marion coaxed.

‘Well, all right,’ Susannah said. Both boys
ran down the steps and towards Bobby without giving her time to
change her mind. ‘Don’t you get dirty,’ she called after them.

‘Want to play,’ Malcolm said, trying to pull
away from Amy and follow the other boys.

‘I don’t know, Mal, they’re a bit big for
you,’ Amy said doubtfully. ‘Look, here comes Papa.’ The men were
indeed approaching the verandah, having exhausted the beer and
being ready for tea and cakes. ‘You run and see Papa.’

Malcolm toddled towards Charlie as fast as
his plump little legs would take him, then walked back at his
father’s side, taking big steps to try and match Charlie’s long
stride. A few weeks before, Charlie would have picked him up and
carried him, but now he would do no more than take Malcolm’s hand
rather self-consciously.

The first men to reach the verandah,
including Charlie, took the few empty seats at the far end from
where Amy was sitting, while the later arrivals made do with
leaning against the railing. Amy noticed John standing in the far
corner. She was about to beckon him over when Mrs Carr’s strident
voice rang out.

‘Do come over here, John,’ she called.
‘There’s room for one more on this bench—my girls don’t take up
much room.’ That was not strictly true; while Martha was on the
bony side of slim, Sophie in all charity could only be described as
plump. ‘Move over, Martha—you too, Sophie.’ She yanked Martha
towards her, making a gap between Martha and Sophie barely big
enough for a man to sit.

Rather to Amy’s surprise, her brother
wandered over to Mrs Carr and took the offered place. ‘Thanks,’ he
said, turning his smile on each of the three women in turn. Martha
giggled and blushed, while Sophie smiled back with her usual
somewhat vacant expression. Amy could not recall ever having heard
Sophie string more than three words together at a time; though
judging from her mother and sister there was no shortage of speech
in the Carr house.

‘Now isn’t this nice?’ Mrs Carr said
brightly. ‘You young people spending some time together. I’m afraid
my girls get rather stale for company, John, with only their father
and I around. And of course we hardly ever see Tilly, with her
living way over in Katikati. Isn’t it nice to have a handsome young
man to talk to, girls?’

Martha giggled and turned what seemed meant
to be a winning smile on John.

‘I’ll leave you young ones alone for a bit
while I chat to a few more people,’ Mrs Carr said, rising
ponderously from the bench. ‘Keep John entertained, girls.’

Freed from her mother’s overwhelming
presence, Martha took over the task of keeping John
‘entertained’.

‘It’s a lovely day today. It’s a really nice
day to be outside in the fresh air. It’s lovely here, isn’t it?’
she asked rather breathlessly.

‘Mmm,’ John agreed.

‘Sophie and I were just saying what a nice
time we were having. Weren’t we, Sophie?’ She leaned across John to
nudge her sister with her elbow. Sophie looked mildly startled,
smiled at John then returned to contemplating the middle distance.
‘Doris is such a lovely baby, too. And you’ve got Amy’s children
living just next door. You must be awfully proud, being an uncle,
John,’ Martha said.

‘Why? I didn’t do anything,’ John said,
amusement in his eyes.

Martha seemed at a loss how to respond to
this for a few moments. ‘Well, no, but… well, you’re an uncle,’ she
repeated, as if that explained all. ‘Tilly’s got two children
now—did you know that? Sophie and I like being aunts, don’t we,
Sophie?’ She nudged Sophie again.

‘Yes,’ Sophie agreed, not bothering to turn
her broad, plain face towards her sister.

‘It must be lovely to have children of your
own, don’t you think? You’re so used to being an uncle, you must be
looking forward to having your own.’

That, Amy thought, was going a little too
fast; certainly no one could accuse Martha of being subtle. She
studied John’s face to see if he were showing any sign of wanting
to escape, but he was still smiling.

‘Dunno about that,’ he said wryly. ‘I’m in
no rush to give up sleeping at night.’

Martha shrieked with laughter; John looked
startled at the noise. ‘What a funny thing to say! Babies don’t
wake up at night for long… do they?’ she finished on a more
uncertain note.

‘Ask Harry,’ John said, indicating his
brother, who was standing behind Jane’s chair. Harry did indeed
have signs of weariness in his face, though they were overshadowed
by his look of pride as he gazed at his wife and daughter.

A high-pitched voice dragged Amy’s attention
away from the little drama being acted out before her.

‘I’m not! I’m not!’ It was Thomas, fists
clenched as he glared at Bobby Forster. The three boys were
standing under a tree a few yards from the corner of the house.

‘Yes, you are. You’re a sissy. So’s he,’
Bobby added, casting a disdainful look at George. ‘Look at those
sissy clothes. You look like little girls.’

‘Not a girl!’ George protested.

‘Why don’t you want to climb the tree, then?
Sissy,’ Bobby taunted.

Marion stopped talking to Susannah in
mid-sentence. ‘Bobby, are you teasing those little boys?’ she
called, a warning note in her voice.

‘No, Ma! I’m just trying to get them to
climb the tree—I think they’re too scared.’

‘We’re not scared of your stupid tree!’
Thomas said, indignant at the slight. We’ve got much bigger trees
at home, I can climb them all. But Mama said we mustn’t get
dirty.’

‘Mama said,’ Bobby repeated in a mincing
voice. ‘Mama said the little girls mustn’t get dirty. Where’s your
hair ribbons, little girls?’

This was too much. With a cry of rage,
Thomas threw himself at the older boy, the force of his unexpected
assault knocking Bobby flat despite the difference in height and
weight. He was on Bobby’s chest and pummeling him with clumsy blows
before Bobby recovered enough to roll Thomas over and push him hard
against the ground, winding him and giving Bobby the chance to get
back on his feet. George tried to grab Bobby round the knees, but a
shove from Bobby knocked the four-year-old sprawling.

‘You leave my brother alone!’ Thomas
screamed, scrambling to his feet and making an awkward attempt to
swing a punch at Bobby, which the older boy easily warded off.

Susannah and Marion rushed from the verandah
and dragged the combatants apart before they could engage
again.

‘You wicked boys!’ Susannah slapped her sons
across the side of the head, her cheeks crimson with rage. ‘Rolling
in the dirt like… like common little brats.’ She slapped them again
and shook them by their collars.

‘Now, don’t get upset, Susannah. It’s
Bobby’s fault, he was teasing them,’ Marion said, glaring at her
son.

‘I wasn’t! I only said—’

‘I heard what you said,’ Marion interrupted.
‘Teasing those little boys—they’re visitors, too. Bob!’ she called.
‘Come here and sort your son out. Fighting like that—on a Sunday,
too.’

‘Two against one, though, Marion,’ Bob
pointed out, walking towards them without any apparent hurry.

‘And he’s twice their age, so that evens it
up,’ Marion retorted.

‘That’s true enough,’ Bob said. ‘Come on,
Bobby, you and I are going to take a little walk.’

Bobby watched his father approaching and
glanced around quickly as if weighing his options. He slipped from
Marion’s grasp and took to his heels, disappearing around the side
of the house.

‘The little brat!’ Marion said, the
amusement in her eyes matching Bob’s. ‘Never mind, his stomach will
drive him back before long, you can sort him out then.’

‘Yes, he’ll keep,’ Bob agreed.

‘Don’t take any notice of what my silly son
told you,’ Marion said to Thomas and George. They looked up at her,
both whimpering quietly from their mother’s slaps. ‘He’s just
jealous because he hasn’t got such nice clothes. Don’t be too hard
on them,’ she said, turning to Susannah. You can’t expect them to
just take it when a bigger boy makes fun of them.’

‘I do expect them to behave
properly,’ Susannah said, a spot of red still showing in each
cheek. ‘They should behave like young gentlemen—especially you,
Thomas. You’re old enough to be looking after your little brother,
not teaching him to be rough and coarse. Look what you’ve done to
your clothes!’ Thomas’s trousers had a large rent in the seat, and
his left sleeve was flapping loosely where it had been ripped out
of the armhole. George had managed to do no worse than get dust all
over his own suit. ‘Ruined! Just ruined, and Grandmama only sent
them at Christmas. You’re a horrible little monster. You know what
Papa’s going to do with you when we get home?’

She knelt down to spell out whatever the
awesome punishment was to be in a voice too low for Amy to catch,
but her words had the desired effect. Both boys began to howl.

‘I can’t stand the sight of you,’ Susannah
said, rising to her full height. ‘Go and stand by the buggy till
we’re ready to leave. And stop that silly noise. Hurry up!’ She
gave them both a push towards the buggy. The boys ran off together,
still sobbing.

‘They’re just being boys, Susannah,’ Marion
said, a look of concern on her kindly face.

‘I think it was my boy who started it,
really,’ Bob added.

‘I expect better of my sons,’ Susannah said,
making her stately way back to the verandah. ‘They have to learn.
I’m bringing them up to take a proper place in the world, not
behave like animals.’ She took her seat near Amy once again.

By this time Jack had wandered over to talk
to Amy, and they had both witnessed the scene between Susannah and
the little boys.

‘Those children misbehaved terribly, Jack,’
Susannah said. ‘I’m very disappointed in them, showing me up in
company like that. You’ll have to punish them later.’

‘You’ve already made a pretty good job of
that,’ Jack said ruefully, looking over at the little boys sitting
in the shade of the buggy with an arm around each other’s shoulders
and tears running down their faces.

‘Nonsense! I told them you’ll give them a
good thrashing as soon as we get home, then I’m going to put them
straight to bed without any dinner.’

‘A thrashing just for a bit of rough and
tumble? They’re boys, Susannah. You’ve got to expect them to get
into scrapes.’

‘They disgraced me, and I won’t tolerate
that. I told them you’d thrash them, Jack. They’ll never learn to
do as I say if you go against me—that would just teach them to play
us off against each other. You do see that, don’t you?’

Jack sighed. ‘Yes, I see it. Well, we’d
better get on home, then. No sense making the little fellows worry
about it any longer than they have to.’

‘We’ll leave when I’ve finished my tea,’
Susannah said, reaching for the cup she had abandoned to interrupt
the fight.

‘I’ll have a bit of a walk, then. I need to
stretch my legs,’ Jack said, rising slowly. Amy was sure it was to
escape from the sight of the unhappy little boys.

‘Can I come with you, Pa?’ she asked.
‘Davie’s getting a bit restless, a walk will settle him.’ Jack
smiled an invitation. Before she walked down the steps Amy took
care to catch Charlie’s eye so that he could see she was with her
father.

‘I’ve got soft, girl,’ Jack said as soon as
they were out of earshot. ‘I’ve no appetite for beating children.
Must be getting old, eh?’

‘You’re not old, Pa,’ Amy protested.
‘Anyway, I’m soft too, and I’m only nineteen. I hate it when
Charlie hits Mal, even though I know he needs it.’

Jack smiled at her. ‘You’re like your ma.
“Don’t be hard on them, Jack, they’re not really naughty,” she used
to say—even with Harry, and he could be a real little brute. Hard
to believe he’s the same boy,’ he said, looking back at Harry
hovering solicitously around Jane, adjusting a pillow behind his
wife’s shoulders.

‘I don’t think Granny ever got very soft.
She gave me plenty of hidings. I always deserved it, though—I
didn’t always think so at the time, I suppose.’

Jack glanced towards the little boys just
before he and Amy walked behind a shed, cutting them off from
sight. ‘I don’t know, it’s different with the little fellows than
it ever was with the other two. Harry especially—he needed twice
the hidings John did, and when he knew he was going to get one he’d
say “I don’t care,” and try to stare me out. Then after I’d given
him a couple of whacks he’d be bawling and saying he was sorry,
he’d never do it again. You could feel you were doing the boy some
good. George isn’t too bad, nothing bothers him for long, but Tom…
as soon as he knows he’s in trouble he looks up at me with tears in
those big eyes of his and says “I’m sorry, Papa, I didn’t mean to
be naughty.” He means what he says, too, you can see it in his
face. I feel like giving the poor little fellow a hug instead of a
hiding—of course I can’t do that. Susannah’s right, it’s no good
her saying one thing and me saying another.’

‘I know, Pa. I know just what you mean,’ Amy
said fervently.

‘Well, she should have finished that tea of
hers. Let’s head back to the house.’

Jack and Susannah left soon afterwards, and
Amy could see that Charlie would soon be ready to go. She would
have liked the chance to spend a little time with John, but Martha
Carr was still chattering away, so Amy made do with saying a brief
goodbye to him in front of the Carr sisters.

‘That’s a pretty dress, Sophie,’ Amy said,
stroking the wide lace around Sophie’s cuffs. The dark green of the
dress minimised Sophie’s overly buxom figure, and set off her pale
skin nicely.

‘Thanks,’ Sophie said, smiling vaguely at
Amy.

‘I chose that material,’ Martha put in.
‘Sophie can never decide anything. I always have to help her choose
things.’

Amy doubted that Sophie ever had the chance
to decide for herself, but she made a noncommittal murmur as
response. ‘Bye bye, John, see you next Sunday.’ She turned to hurry
after Charlie, who was already making for the gig with Malcolm at
his heels.

‘I’d better be off, too. I’ll walk you to
the gate,’ John said, rising from the bench.

‘Are you going, John? Ma, John’s going,’
Martha said anxiously, but Mrs Carr had already moved to intercept
him.

‘It’s been lovely seeing you today, John,’
she gushed. ‘You young ones getting on so nicely together. You
know, we hardly ever see you to talk to—I know!’ she said, as if
the idea had only this moment struck her. ‘Why don’t you come for
tea one night? You’d enjoy a good meal, wouldn’t you?—oh, not that
Susannah’s not a good cook, I’m sure, but a change does no harm,
does it? My girls are both fine cooks, though I say so myself.
Martha does a wonderful roast dinner. These long summer evenings,
you’d have plenty of time to get home before it was too dark.’

Amy wondered how John would manage to
extricate himself from Mrs Carr’s invitation without being rude.
She caught his eye for a moment and almost thought she saw him
wink, then he turned a wide smile on Mrs Carr.

‘That’d be nice, thanks.’

Mrs Carr did not waste time pressing home
her advantage. ‘What about this Wednesday night?’ she pounced.

‘All right. I’ll see you on Wednesday.’

‘We’ll all look forward to it. Won’t we,
girls?’

‘Oh, yes,’ Martha agreed. Sophie just
smiled.

‘What are you up to, John?’ Amy asked when
they were out of earshot. ‘You know what Mrs Carr’s after, don’t
you?’

‘No. What?’ John asked, feigning innocence.
He grinned at her. ‘I’d have to be pretty dopey not to catch on. I
don’t mind playing along with it, though—might get a decent meal
out of it, anyway. I wonder if they make bread you don’t have to
break your teeth to get into?’

‘I expect so. Do you… do you like Martha,
John?’

‘She’s all right.’ John gave her a wicked
grin. ‘Ask me again after I’ve tried her roast dinner!’
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Amy and Lizzie were so deep in conversation
over their teacups when Frank opened the back door that they hardly
looked up at his entrance.

‘Well, he’s never got much to say for
himself, I suppose he thinks she could do the talking for him—she’s
pretty good at that,’ Lizzie said. ‘Not down there, Frank, put that
baking powder on the top shelf.’

Amy waited until Frank went outside again
before she replied. ‘Like you and Frank, you mean? That’s what
everyone said about you two, you know. That’d be all very well if
she talked sense. It’s just chatter. You’d think it’d drive him
mad.’

‘Some men like not having to think for
themselves—not that I’m saying Frank’s like that. Just because he
doesn’t make a big song and dance about himself, people think he’s
a bit dim. Frank’s not dim at all.’

‘Neither is John. He just keeps his mind to
himself. I don’t think Martha would let him keep anything to
himself, though.’

‘Do you really think he might want to marry
her?’

Amy frowned thoughtfully. ‘I don’t know.
When I ask him why he keeps going there all the time he just grins
and says it’s the good food.’

‘Hmm. John’s so quiet, Martha might have to
propose to him herself.’

‘That’s what people said—’

‘I know,’ Lizzie interrupted. ‘And I’ll have
you know it’s not true. Frank proposed all by himself, I hardly had
to push him at all.’

‘Mmm, I bet he even thought it was his own
idea.’

‘He still does.’ Lizzie answered Amy’s smile
with a grin of her own.

‘Who are you two old gossips pulling to
bits?’ Frank asked as he came back into the house and closed the
door behind him.

‘John. And we’re not pulling him to bits,
just discussing his future,’ Lizzie said. ‘Here, Maudie, go to
Papa.’ The little girl slid off what was left of Lizzie’s lap and
ran across the kitchen to Frank. He lifted her high in the air
before sitting down with her on his knee.

‘Him and Martha, eh? Mr Carr was saying the
other day that his wife’s had her eye on John for a while. It
smells nice in here.’

‘Amy’s done a big lot of baking for me,
she’s filled up all the tins,’ Lizzie said. ‘It takes me all my
time just to do the ordinary cooking now I’m such a lump.’

Amy slipped David from her lap and onto the
floor. ‘I’ll get you a cup of tea, Frank.’ She brought him the cup,
along with some biscuits to sample, then sat and took up her own
half-full cup again.

‘Nice biscuits,’ Frank said through a
mouthful. ‘I saw Charlie at the store with Mal, by the way, I don’t
think they’ll be far behind me.’

Amy put her cup down at once, rattling it
noisily against the saucer. ‘I’d better go,’ she said, taking off
the apron she was wearing and hanging it behind the door. ‘Come on,
Davie, Papa will be here in a minute.’

‘Stay and finish your tea,’ Lizzie
protested. ‘He can wait for a bit. Oh, he can come inside and have
a cup if he wants, if I stay this side of the table he won’t be
able to see much of me. We can all pretend not to notice I’m the
size of a house.’

‘No, it’s all right, Lizzie, I don’t want to
keep him waiting or he won’t let me come again. I was lucky he
dropped me off today. Bye bye, Lizzie. Take care of her, Frank.’
She kissed Lizzie and Maudie, scooped David up off the floor, and
was half way to the door when they heard the rattle of gig wheels
approaching. ‘There he is,’ Amy said, flustered by her hurry.

‘Amy!’ They heard Charlie’s voice from
outside.

‘Coming, Charlie,’ she called from the
doorway as soon as she had it open. She was off down the steps at a
run.

 


*

 


‘Boy, she went like a scalded cat,’ Frank
said, looking after Amy in bemusement. ‘She sure jumps when Charlie
says to.’

‘Ooh, that man,’ Lizzie said, pursing her
lips in irritation. ‘He expects her to just drop everything when it
suits him. Sometimes I’d just like to… oh, never mind him. Did you
hear any news in town?’

‘What sort of news?’

‘Oh, you know—anyone having babies, or
getting married or anything.’

Frank shrugged. ‘I don’t know, I didn’t
really talk to anyone, just picked up the stuff and came home.’

‘Frank! Honestly, I never get to hear
anything. Amy’s not much use, he doesn’t let her talk to
anyone when they go to town. Here’s Maudie and I stuck here getting
sick of one another, and you don’t even bother to fetch any
interesting news for me.’

‘I was in a rush to get home to you,’ Frank
said, letting Lizzie’s reproaches wash over him. ‘I was too busy
thinking about my girls to bother listening to a lot of gossip.
Anyway, I thought it looked a bit like rain, so I was trying to
hurry.’

‘Humph! Well, did you get all the stuff I
told you to?’

‘I think so.’

‘What about those cloves?’

‘Oh. Sorry, Lizzie, I forgot about them. I
had to get some nails and stuff for the fence, and that drove those
things out of my head, I suppose. I’ll get them next week.’

‘Frank Kelly, you’re hopeless,’ Lizzie
scolded. ‘I only asked you to get half a dozen things. Next time
I’ll write you a list and pin it to your shirt if you’re not
careful. How could you forget the cloves when I reminded you just
as you were going out the door? I said—’

‘Hey, what about a bit of respect for your
old man?’ Frank interrupted her tirade with a grin.

‘What about my old man using the brains God
gave him? It doesn’t matter, I’ve still got a few cloves left. Your
tea looks a bit stewed, shall I make a fresh pot? I wouldn’t mind
another cup.’ Lizzie made to rise ponderously.

‘I’ll make it,’ Frank said, getting up and
putting Maudie on his chair. He brushed aside the thought of the
fence repairs he had promised himself he would start on that
morning; an extra few minutes sitting with Lizzie and Maudie was
much more appealing. If he was lucky, that rain the sky had
threatened as he rode home would start soon; then he would have to
leave the fence for another day. ‘I don’t want you falling over,
not the shape you are—if you once started rolling you’d be out the
door and down the hill before I could stop you.’

‘And whose fault is it I’m in this
state?’

‘Well, I’ll admit to a share in it. Amy’s
right, I should look after you. Poor old lump,’ he teased.

‘Old lump,’ Maudie echoed.

‘Shh, Maudie! We’ll have to start watching
what we say in front of her, Frank, she’s a real little
parrot.’

‘Mmm, I don’t want her repeating some of the
things you call me in front of your pa.’ Frank carried the teapot
over to the table and took a seat close to Lizzie. ‘He’d give me a
real talking to if he knew you don’t treat me with proper
respect.’

He leaned across Lizzie’s bulge and planted
a light kiss on her mouth, then glanced down to see Maudie trying
to clamber onto his lap. He helped her up and gave her a squeeze.
Was that respect, the way Amy acted around Charlie? he wondered.
Running around like a frightened rabbit in case she annoyed him? If
that was respect, Frank decided, then he’d just as soon do without
it.
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Joseph Arthur Kelly came into the world
early in May, with no volcanic eruptions to mark his birth or
terrify his parents. Frank had thought he could not possibly be any
happier; with the birth of his son he found he had been wrong.

‘He’s amazing,’ Frank said, watching Lizzie
struggle to get a fresh napkin on the six-week-old Joseph. The baby
was red-faced with anger as he flung his tiny limbs around, roaring
in protest at the unwanted interference. ‘Look at him kicking!’

‘I’ve been feeling him kicking for
months, don’t tell me about how strong he is,’ Lizzie retorted.
‘He’s strong-willed, anyway. I thought Maudie was bad for wanting
her own way. Keep still, you little wretch—oh, don’t say he’s going
to do that again when I’ve just got the last mucky nappy off
him—ugh, he’s peeing on my hand! Don’t just stand there looking,
help me! If I move my hand I’ll get the lot in my face.’

Frank quickly soaked up the small fountain
with a fold of napkin and wiped Lizzie’s hand for her. ‘He’s a
brat, all right,’ he said proudly. ‘Do you think he’ll be
tall?’

‘I hope not—if he gets bigger than you,
you’ll never be able to make him do as he’s told. He’s a lot bigger
than Maudie was at this age, though, so he’ll probably be a fair
size.’ She gave an exaggerated sigh of relief when she had at last
managed to get a clean napkin safely pinned and the baby warmly
wrapped up. ‘You men and your sons! You’re all the same. Pa’s made
much more of a fuss about Joey than he ever did over Maudie—though
goodness knows he spoils her rotten. What makes boys so special,
for goodness sake?’

‘Maudie’s special,’ Frank remonstrated. ‘I
mean, she was our first. I wasn’t a father till you had Maudie. It
was so neat when she was born—after I knew you were going to be all
right, anyway—it was awful till then. I don’t know, it’s just… it’s
different having a son. It’s like I’ve done something that’ll carry
on after I’m gone. No, that’s not right, that just sounds
dopey.’

‘Yes, it does. And I don’t see that
you did so much, either.’ But Lizzie’s face softened as she
looked down at Joseph, still red-faced but now quiet as he drifted
towards sleep. ‘He is pretty neat, isn’t he? Come on, let’s
leave your precious son alone before he starts performing again.’
She took Frank’s hand and pulled him out of the bedroom.

‘You’re right, you know, Lizzie, men do make
more of a fuss when you have a son. Even Charlie said something
nice to me when Joey was born.’

‘Did he? I hope he didn’t do himself an
injury—he’s not even used to being polite, let alone pleasant.’

‘Yes, he said congratulations, I must be
pleased I’d finally managed to get a son after all this time.’

Lizzie rounded on him, her eyes flashing.
‘You call that nice! That skitey old so-and-so. Just because he’s
got two boys—that’s because Amy’s so fruitful, there’s nothing
special about him. When I think how knocked out she gets when she
has babies, and all he can do is skite about it! He should be
telling everyone how lucky he is to have a wife like her, not how
wonderful he is at fathering sons. Ooh!’ She clenched her fists in
anger.

‘Hey, don’t get in a state, Lizzie! Don’t
take any notice of Charlie, I sure don’t.’ He caught her around the
waist and drew her close. ‘I don’t need anyone to tell me how lucky
I am.’
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Lizzie was so obviously in robust good
health that neither she nor Frank thought anything of it when she
started having occasional stomach pains. The cramps were never
particularly strong, and Lizzie put them down to indigestion. Too
much of her own good cooking, Frank teased; the waistline that
refused to return to its pre-motherhood proportions seemed to
support this.

Frank soon had something that seemed more
serious on his mind. One day in the middle of July he was making
his usual morning round of the in-calf cows when he realised three
of them were missing. Puzzled, he counted them off again, but there
was no mistake: where there should have been eighteen cows there
were only fifteen.

Once he began walking the fence line of the
paddock it did not take Frank long to discover how the cows had
disappeared; indeed the small voice of conscience had suggested the
reason as soon as he had double-checked the numbers. When he
reached the section of fence Arthur had warned him about all those
months ago he saw that one of the rotten posts had snapped off near
the ground, probably when a cow had rubbed against it to relieve an
itch. The rails slotted into it on either side had collapsed into
an untidy heap.

Muttering under his breath in annoyance,
Frank first moved the cows still in the paddock to another one
before they could decide to follow their wayward sisters, then he
fetched some rope from one of the sheds and set out to find the
wanderers.

They had left a clear enough trail through
the sodden ground, churning it into mud as they went. Once the
trail entered the bush Frank followed the line of snapped twigs as
much as the hoof prints. He saw clear signs that the cows had
stopped by the creek and waded along its edge for a while, then had
forded it and clambered up the opposite bank, bringing a load of
earth into the creek in the process. His boots soon picked up a
thick layer of mud, dragging heavily at him as he walked. How far
had those stupid cows gone? he wondered. Knowing it was his own
fault the cows had got out did not improve his mood.

He pushed his way through a patch of fern
and felt something catch at his leg. Without thinking beyond the
cows he was seeking he reached down to grasp at the obstruction
then jerked his hand away, swearing as he pulled at the vicious
thorns the cord of bush lawyer had hooked into his palm. He
gingerly unhooked the weed from his trousers and pushed on.

A few minutes later he stopped for a moment
when an odd sound reached his ear. It was certainly an animal, but
he had never heard a cow make quite that noise before. Following
the sound, he found himself in an area where the undergrowth was
thinner. He looked around the small clearing and found what had
been making the noise.

One of his cows lay on the ground, straining
to get to her feet and moaning with the effort. Another was a few
feet away, her unnaturally stiff limbs making it obvious she had
been dead for some hours. Frank knew the cause even before he saw
the scrubby plants around the edge of the clearing with their
distinctive pattern of growth, each leaf directly opposite its pair
on the long, thin branches instead of alternating up the stem:
tutu, the bush farmer’s scourge, and perversely attractive to
livestock.

There was nothing to be done for poor old
Brownie except bury her; Pudding might still be saved, though she
was certain to abort the calf she was carrying. Frank hauled her to
her feet and tied a length of rope around her neck, then led the
stumbling creature well away from the lethal tutu bushes before
tying her up and going in search of the remaining cow. Her track
split off from the other two just outside the clearing; at least
she hadn’t been poisoned, Frank reassured himself.

Patches had not been poisoned, but that was
cold comfort when Frank at last found her. She had made her way
back to the creek, probably seeking her familiar paddock after her
wanderings, but she had never made it. The creek bank was steep at
the point where Patches had slithered down it; far too steep for
the awkward, lumbering animal. She lay on the edge of the creek
where she must have been all night, her head barely out of the
water and one leg stretched away from her body at an unnatural
angle that would have told Frank it was broken even if he had not
been able to see white bone protruding from it.

The most horrifying thing was that Patches
was still alive. Her breath gurgled horribly in her throat and
there was blood trickling from her mouth, but it took more than a
wintry night lying half in the creek with a broken leg to kill a
tough Shorthorn.

The film over Patches’ eyes cleared for a
moment, and those big brown eyes looked at Frank with a flicker of
recognition for the man who had handled her every day of her life.
She roused herself to a last effort and shifted slightly where she
lay, the exertion forcing a grunt of pain from her that would have
been a bovine scream if she had not been too weak to make any real
sound. Frank patted her shoulder and reached for the knife that
hung in a sheath from his belt, then let his hand drop. Cutting the
cow’s throat would be a hellish task, especially if she found the
strength to struggle, and Patches deserved a kinder death than
that. He would keep the knife for skinning the dead cows.

Frank waded the creek, hardly noticing the
chilly water that reached above his knees, then made his way back
to the house at a run. He picked up the shotgun that was lying in
the porch; Lizzie heard the noise and called out to him, but he
ignored her, not trusting himself to speak. He made a short detour
to one of the sheds and snatched up a spade for the graves he would
have to dig, then retraced his steps to where Patches lay, too far
gone now even to open her eyes as he walked up to her.

‘Poor old girl,’ Frank murmured as he
pressed the muzzle of the gun against the cow’s skull and pulled
the trigger.

‘What on earth have you been up to all this
time?’ Lizzie demanded when he at last got back to the house. ‘I’ve
had lunch waiting for ages, I’ve had to give Maudie hers, and…’ She
trailed off, taking in his ashen face and the state of his clothes,
thickly caked with mud well above his knees. ‘Frank, you stink! You
smell like a dog that’s been rolling in something dead. What’s
wrong? What’s happened?’

Frank sat down heavily at the table. ‘Three
of the cows got out,’ he said in a flat voice. ‘Into the tutu, and
Patches fell down a bank. Two of them dead, and Pudding only just
alive—I think she’ll pull through. I had to shoot Patches.’

Lizzie sat down beside him, too shocked to
speak straight away. ‘Two dead,’ she breathed. ‘That’s awful.’

‘Three calves lost, too. Pudding’s sure to
lose hers. Two cows and three calves, and all I’ve got to show for
it’s a couple of hides. A few shillings’ worth if that.’

‘It’s such bad luck!’

‘No, it’s not,’ Frank said bitterly. ‘It’s
my fault. I was bloody lucky the whole lot of them didn’t get
out.’

‘Don’t say that,’ Lizzie protested. ‘How’s
it your fault?’

‘Because I didn’t mend that fence—I knew it
was ready to fall down. Your pa gave me enough hurry ups about it.
I was just too damned lazy.’

‘Two cows and three calves,’ Lizzie repeated
anxiously. ‘What are we going to do, Frank?’

Her obvious distress brought Frank to his
senses abruptly. ‘Hey, don’t get upset, Lizzie. We’ll be all right,
it’s just a bit of a blow. I’ve still got plenty of cows. I’m
mainly wild with myself for being stupid.’ He tried to laugh, but
it came out as more of a snort. ‘I don’t know what your pa’s going
to say when he finds out.’

‘Don’t tell him,’ Lizzie answered smartly.
‘He’ll only go on and on about it if you do, you know how bossy he
is. It’s none of his business, anyway.’

‘I’d just as soon not tell him,’ Frank
admitted. He smiled at Lizzie, who had completely regained her
usual assurance. ‘I’m glad I’ve got you. Things never seem so bad
with you around.’

‘Things’ll seem even better when you’ve got
a decent lunch inside you.’ Lizzie wrinkled her nose at him. ‘You
really do stink. Go and get changed, you’re not going to sit at the
table in that state. And don’t you dare put those trousers in the
wash basket to stink the room out,’ she called after him as Frank
headed towards the bedroom. ‘You can throw them in the porch.’

Lizzie had been easily reassured, but there
was a nagging uneasiness in Frank’s mind over the next few days.
When spring came, the milk yield would be even lower than the
previous year’s. Perhaps he should have kept a few of the calves
last season. But there was no sense worrying about it now. They
would still have plenty to live on, and Lizzie was a careful
housekeeper, not given to waste.

By early August most of the cows had
produced healthy calves, though Frank was disappointed at how few
of them were heifers. But when he took his little family into town
for shopping one Thursday, he was too busy feeling proud of them to
think about much else. Lizzie recited her list of groceries, giving
Mr Craig the storekeeper just enough time to fetch each item to the
counter before she reeled off the next, while Frank watched her
fondly. Joey lay in her arms, blissfully unworried by Lizzie’s
rapid movements as she strode back and forth in front of the
counter keeping an eye on Mr Craig. The baby looked around the
store, apparently taking a great interest in his surroundings when
Lizzie kept still long enough for him to fix his attention on any
one object.

‘Papa?’ Frank looked down to see Maudie
tugging at his trouser leg. ‘Lollies, Papa?’

She tilted her head to one side, showing off
the tiny pink bow Lizzie had tied in her hair, and cast a fetching
smile at her father. Frank bent to pick her up so she could see the
row of sweet jars lining one end of the counter. ‘You want some
lollies, Maudie? What sort do you want?’

‘She can have a halfpennyworth, that’s all,’
Lizzie said from the far end of the counter. ‘See you wrap that
baking powder properly, Mr Craig, I don’t want it spilling. No
sticky toffees, Frank, she’ll make an awful mess. No big
gob-stoppers, either, she might try and swallow them whole. A bag
of sugar, and that’s the lot, I think—no, not that one, the big
size. Oh, I’ll have some sultanas, too. She can have one lolly now,
put the rest of the bag in your pocket, Frank.’

Frank sat Maudie in the buggy contentedly
sucking on a sweet, and left Lizzie to finish off the shopping and
supervise the loading of their supplies while he crossed the road
to the bank. He wanted to get a little cash, and it was about time
to settle his account at the store, too.

He wandered into the Bank of New Zealand, a
vague smile on his face as he thought about Lizzie and the
children, and he hardly noticed that the smile of welcome the bank
manager gave him was rather strained.

‘Frank, how are you?’ Mr Callaghan greeted
him. ‘Haven’t seen you for a while.’ He went on without waiting for
a reply. ‘Ah, would you mind popping into my office for a
minute?’

Frank followed Mr Callaghan, wondering what
the manager could want. Mr Callaghan sat him down and closed the
door before taking a seat behind his desk.

‘How’s the family?’ Mr Callaghan
inquired.

‘They’re great,’ said Frank. ‘Joey’s really
thriving, he’s big for his age, Lizzie says. And that Maudie, she’s
a real hard case. Never stops talking, either. You know what she
came out with the other day? Lizzie was—’

‘That’s good to hear, Frank,’ Mr Callaghan
interrupted. ‘You’re quite a family man now, eh? Is the farm going
all right?’

‘Pretty good,’ Frank said, feeling a
momentary rush of guilt about the cows that had died. ‘Prices
haven’t been that good the last few years, but we get by. You know
how it is.’

‘Yes. I know how it is,’ Mr Callaghan
echoed. He sat and looked at Frank but said nothing for a few
moments. ‘Times are hard all over the country, Frank. They’re hard
for banks, too, even though everyone thinks the banks are
rich.’

‘I suppose that’s right,’ Frank agreed,
wondering what on earth this had to do with him and how soon he
would be able to get away. Lizzie had whispered to him not to be
too long; Joey was getting restless and would be sure to want a
feed soon.

‘It’s Head Office, you see. They’re telling
all the little branches like us to wake our ideas up. I’ve been
letting things drift a bit, I must confess.’

Frank made what he hoped was a sympathetic
noise and looked blankly at Mr Callaghan.

‘That loan of yours, Frank. The one Ben took
out against the farm. You haven’t paid anything off it for a
while.’

‘Oh. I suppose I haven’t,’ Frank admitted,
struggling to recall just when he had last made a payment. Mr
Callaghan had given him an occasional friendly reminder over the
last few months, he remembered, but Frank had somehow not got
around to doing anything about it.

‘Not for over a year, actually. You’ve only
ever paid ten pounds off it.’

‘Have I?’ Frank said guiltily. ‘Well, you
know, there always seems to be something that needs buying, what
with the little ones. I sort of had to get a buggy now we’ve got
the two of them, the cart wasn’t too good. Maybe the milk price’ll
be better this season.’

‘Maybe. I hope so, Frank.’

‘Yes, it’s sure to be. Well, I’d better
be—’

Mr Callaghan raised his hand to wave Frank
back into his seat. ‘Wait a moment, I’ve something to give you.’ He
picked up a sheet of paper from his desk, holding it as though it
burned his hand. ‘I don’t want to do this, Frank. I’ve got to. Head
Office says I must with all the slow payers.’

Puzzled, Frank reached out to take the
letter, which was addressed to him and written on the bank’s
letterhead. He began to read it, then looked up from the page and
stared at Mr Callaghan in consternation. ‘It says you’re going to
take my farm off me!’

‘Believe me, that’s the last thing the Bank
wants to do. We don’t know anything about running farms. The Bank
wants you to get yourself straight, that’s all.’

‘But it says if I don’t pay you’ll take the
farm off me. I can’t pay! I haven’t got two hundred pounds.’ The
bleak picture of being turned off his farm with a wife and two
children to provide for made him feel physically ill.

‘One hundred and ninety, plus interest,’ Mr
Callaghan corrected absently. ‘Frank, you don’t have to pay it all
off at once. The letter says you have to satisfy the bank that you
intend to make good your debt.’

Frank grasped at the straw of hope being
held out to him. ‘How do I do that?’

‘Just make a good, solid payment by the end
of September. That’ll keep Head Office off my back.’

‘That’s less than two months. How much do I
have to pay?’

‘Seventy-five pounds would do it.’

Frank shook his head. ‘I can’t do that. I
can’t get seventy-five pounds.’

Mr Callaghan looked weary. ‘Fifty, then. I
think I could keep them quiet if you paid fifty pounds—it’s a
quarter of the loan. I’m sorry, Frank, that’s the best I can do for
you.’

‘And if I don’t pay that you’ll take the
farm away.’

‘Let’s hope it won’t come to that.’

Frank shoved the letter into his jacket
pocket and rose unsteadily. He walked out of the bank without
speaking again, and made his way to where Lizzie and the children
waited in the buggy.
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Lizzie did not seem to notice Frank’s
quietness on the way home. She was busy soothing an increasingly
fractious Joey until they reached a quiet spot out of town and she
could put him to the breast, then she chattered away about the
people she had spoken to in town. Frank let her voice wash over
him, not taking anything in. Even when Maudie slipped her little
arm through his and snuggled against him he hardly noticed.

He thought back to the time when the couple
who had owned what was now Charlie’s farm had lost it to the
mortgage men. Frank had been only a child then, but he remembered
hearing the adults talk about it in hushed voices. It had seemed
the most dreadful thing possible. Was it going to happen to
him?

He couldn’t let it happen. Frank spent most
of the afternoon walking around the farm, trying to work out how he
could raise the money. It would mean selling all the new calves, of
course. And maybe he could manage with one less horse, though it
would mean working the remaining ones harder. He would have to ask
the storekeeper if he could leave paying his bill for a while. On
top of that, if he turned all the milk money over to the bank he
might just be able to do it. But that would leave nothing to live
on.

Well, they would just have to live frugally
till the money was sorted out. Even then, he was not sure he would
be able to scrape together fifty pounds in time. If worse came to
worst, he would have to swallow his pride and ask Arthur for help,
but things would have to be dire before he would admit to his
father-in-law that he could not provide for Lizzie. In the
meantime, there was no point worrying Lizzie about it.

His mind was so busy running the problem
over and over that Frank had trouble doing justice to his dinner,
especially the mountain of pudding that Lizzie put in front of
him.

‘Eat up, Frank,’ she encouraged, looking up
for a moment from spooning food into Maudie’s open mouth. ‘I made
that sultana pudding specially for you, I know it’s your
favourite.’

‘Yes, it’s nice,’ Frank said, toying idly
with his spoon.

‘You’d better eat it—I paid a fortune for
those sultanas. Sevenpence a pound if you please! I gave that Mr
Craig a piece of my mind, I don’t mind telling you. I only bought
enough for this pudding—six ounces, it takes, and I made him weigh
them out just right. “I’m only buying these because I promised my
husband I’d make his favourite pudding tonight, Mr Craig,” I told
him, “so I’ve got to get enough for that. But you needn’t think I’m
buying any more while they’re that price.” That fixed him!
Sevenpence a pound, indeed! He must think we’re made of money.’

The food sat like lead in his stomach,
though it was the turmoil of his thoughts and not Lizzie’s light,
fluffy pudding that made Frank feel ill. He pushed the bowl away.
‘I don’t want any more, Lizzie.’

‘You’d better finish it. Honestly, if we’re
going to be ruined paying those prices for food you’d better enjoy
it. Eat that up and don’t be silly.’ She pushed the bowl back
towards him.

‘I said I don’t want it!’ Frank shouted,
shoving the bowl away roughly.

Lizzie dropped the spoon she was holding.
She and Maudie both stared at Frank in astonishment. ‘All right,
I’m sorry I spoke. There’s no need to bite my head off.’ Frank
turned away and looked at the far wall, but he was all too aware
that Lizzie was studying him closely. ‘What’s wrong with you?’ she
asked. ‘What’s got you in such a sour mood?’

‘Nothing.’ He met her eyes and tried to
sound unconcerned. ‘I’m sorry, Lizzie, I didn’t mean to yell at
you. I’ve just got a few things on my mind, that’s all. It’s a
really nice pudding, I’ll have some more. Hey, don’t be scared,
Maudie, Papa’s not wild really.’ Maudie smiled, at once reassured,
but Lizzie continued to look at him oddly. Frank knew he would have
to be more careful if he wanted to keep his worries a secret.

 


*

 


Amy managed to snatch a brief visit two
weeks later, hitching a ride on Charlie’s spring cart when he took
the milk to the factory. Lizzie greeted her warmly enough, but
there was a tight look around her cousin’s mouth that had troubled
Amy the last few times she had seen Lizzie.

‘I’ll put the jug on,’ Lizzie said when they
had settled the children in one corner. ‘You don’t mind not having
any biscuits, do you? I haven’t got all that many.’

‘Want a bikkie, Mama,’ Maudie piped up.

‘No, Maudie. You can have one when Papa
comes back,’ Lizzie said. ‘It’s no good pulling faces, either. You
can’t have one now and that’s that.’ Maudie gave her a wounded
look, which Lizzie took no notice of.

‘I would have brought you some if I’d known
you were running short, Lizzie. Did you run out of things for
baking?’

‘No, I’m just cutting down on things like
that. As long as there’re biscuits and things for Frank he won’t
notice. We’re only having bottled fruit and cream for puddings all
the time now, that doesn’t cost anything. I’ve patched this
petticoat till it’s nearly falling to bits, too.’ She turned up the
hem of her dress to reveal a much-mended flannel petticoat. ‘It
should hang together till the end of winter, no sense wasting money
on more material.’

‘Why are you cutting down, Lizzie?’

Lizzie looked over her shoulder as if she
half expected to see Frank in the doorway, then leaned a little
closer to Amy. ‘Frank’s a bit worried about money. He thinks I
don’t know, and he doesn’t want to tell me.’

‘What’s he worried about?’ Amy asked,
surprised. ‘The farm’s doing all right, isn’t it?’

Lizzie pursed her lips. ‘It would be
if that Ben hadn’t left a millstone around Frank’s neck.’

‘The money he borrowed, you mean? Why’s that
suddenly a worry?’

‘I’ll show you. Come up here a minute.’
Lizzie rose from the table, then abruptly doubled over, clutching
at her middle.

‘What’s wrong?’ Amy rushed to put her arms
around her, but Lizzie pushed her away.

‘It’s nothing. Just my stomach playing up
again.’

‘Are you still getting that?’

‘Sometimes. Don’t make a fuss.’ Lizzie
straightened up, but she was still in obvious discomfort.

‘It’s got worse, hasn’t it, Lizzie?’ Lizzie
shook her head, but Amy persisted. ‘Yes, it has. That’s why you
look so worn out lately—that and worrying about Frank. Have you
told him you’re crook?’

‘I’m not crook. And I’m not going to tell
him, not while he’s worried about the money.’

‘You should tell him. Maybe you should go to
the doctor.’

‘No! All I’ve got is the odd stomach ache,
Frank doesn’t have to pay good money for the doctor to tell me
that. Anyway, I don’t want the doctor poking around at me. I’ll be
better soon, shut up about it. Come on.’

Lizzie set off purposefully up the passage,
and Amy followed in her wake. When they were in the front bedroom
Lizzie closed the door behind them. She opened a drawer and lifted
a crumpled sheet of paper from it. ‘I found this in Frank’s pocket
when I was doing the washing. He doesn’t know I’ve seen it, I put
it in with his shirts afterwards and he must think he left it there
himself. I can tell he’s been reading it over and over from all the
new creases in it.’

She passed the page to Amy, who read the
bank’s letter in growing shock. ‘That’s awful, Lizzie! Do you think
Frank’ll be able to get enough money?’

‘Oh, he’ll do it one way or another,’ said
Lizzie. ‘Even if he has to borrow a bit off Pa—he won’t want to do
that, though. Pa would go on and on at him, he’d never hear the end
of it. Frank must be really worried—he hasn’t even been very
interested in you-know-what lately. I wish he’d talk to me about
it, that’s all.’ Her face set in firmer lines. ‘I won’t make him if
he doesn’t want to. If he wants to sort it out by himself, then he
darned well can. I’m just making sure I don’t ask for a penny more
than I have to until this is all straightened out.’

‘Yes, that’s all you can do,’ Amy agreed.
‘But Lizzie, I do think you should tell him about those stomach
aches being so bad. The doctor would—’

‘No,’ Lizzie interrupted. ‘If I’m still
getting them when we’re straight again maybe I’ll go to the doctor.
Don’t you dare breathe a word to Frank about it.’

It was no use arguing with Lizzie when her
mind was made up, but Amy felt uneasy about her cousin when she
left to go home.

She was so preoccupied with thoughts of
Lizzie and Frank that she went through her tasks mechanically for
the rest of the morning. As the afternoon wore on Malcolm became
bored, wearying Amy with his constant demands to be
entertained.

‘I wish you were old enough to go out on the
farm with your Papa, Malcolm,’ she said when he tugged at her skirt
yet again, whining for something to do. ‘I can’t play with you all
the time. Oh, I suppose it’s hard for you, stuck inside with me and
Davie, but I can’t do anything about it. You’re too little to go
wandering around all by yourself.’

‘Want to go outside. Want to play with
Papa.’

‘Papa won’t play, Mal. I don’t think he
knows how to. Anyway, he’s busy doing fencing, you can’t go way
over the back of the farm looking for him.’

‘Come out and play, Mama. Come and play with
me.’

‘Don’t nag at me, Mal. I can’t go out, I’ve
got too much to do. I wish I could go out,’ she said,
looking out the window at the clear sky. ‘It’s a lovely day, and
here’s you and me stuck in the kitchen.’ She looked at Malcolm’s
resentful expression and sighed. ‘If I let you go outside by
yourself, will you be a good boy?’

‘Yes, Mama,’ Malcolm said eagerly.

‘Just play around the house. You can swing
on that rope Papa tied to the tree for you. Promise you won’t go
far away?’ Malcolm nodded. Amy took him out to the porch and put
his shoes on. Malcolm ran towards the tree and was soon swinging
back and forth.

The rest of the afternoon passed more
quickly once she was left in peace. Amy soon had her cleaning
finished so that she could start preparing the evening meal. When
she took a break from cooking to feed David, she was surprised to
see how late it was. Mal’s very quiet out there.
Suspiciously quiet, she decided. As soon as David finished feeding
she put him back to bed and went outside to check on Malcolm, and
was startled to find he was nowhere in sight. The rope he had been
swinging on lay in a heap under the tree; when Amy examined it she
saw that its hastily tied knot had come undone from being chafed
against the branch. Her heart beating fast, she looked about her
trying to decide which direction Malcolm might have wandered off
in. Not down to the creek, she begged silently. I
shouldn’t have let him go outside by himself, he’s too little.
Where’s he gone?

Since the creek was the most obvious danger,
Amy was about to set off in that direction when Malcolm appeared
around the corner of the cottage. Amy rushed to him and knelt down
to throw her arms around him, at first too overcome with relief to
notice his troubled expression or how muddy his clothes were.

‘Where have you been, Mal? Mama’s been
worried about you! You told me you wouldn’t go away from the house.
That was naughty, wasn’t it?’

‘I’m sorry, Mama. I didn’t mean to.’ Malcolm
looked up at her with tears in his eyes, much to Amy’s surprise.
The scolding died on her lips.

‘Don’t cry, love,’ she soothed, holding him
close. ‘Mama got a fright, that’s all. There’s no need to cry.’

‘Don’t tell Papa,’ Malcolm pleaded.

‘All right, I won’t tell him. But you
mustn’t go off by yourself again, Mal.’

‘Rope falled down. I wanted a swing.’

‘You should have come and told Mama. Mama
could have fixed it for you.’

‘I wanted a swing,’ Malcolm repeated. ‘I
didn’t mean to.’

‘Didn’t mean to what? What’s wrong, Mal? Did
something give you a fright? And how did you get so muddy?’

‘I didn’t mean to!’ Malcolm began to cry in
earnest.

‘Shh, it’s all right. You didn’t mean to run
off, did you? Come inside and we’ll get some clean clothes on
you.’

Malcolm slipped his grubby hand into hers
and let her lead him into his room. ‘I’m tired, Mama. I want to go
to bed.’

‘Do you? It’s very early for you to go to
bed, Mal. Do you feel sick?’

‘Ye… es.’

Amy felt his forehead. ‘You don’t feel hot.
I think maybe you just tired yourself out, running around this
afternoon. I tell you what, you can have your dinner now then I’ll
pop you in bed. But you won’t see Papa if you go to bed early, you
know.’ Malcolm looked solemnly back at her and said nothing.

Amy undressed him and put his nightshirt on,
so that he would be ready for bed when he had eaten. He gulped down
his dinner, looking up nervously from his plate at the slightest
noise, then scurried off to bed as soon as he had finished. Amy
tucked him in and looked down at him thoughtfully. Something had
frightened him, she could see, but there seemed no point pressing
him about it. By morning he would probably have forgotten whatever
had upset him.

It was twilight before Charlie came in from
milking. Amy had had the table set and his meal keeping warm for
half an hour. Whatever had made him so late would not have put him
in a good temper, she was sure. The ominous set of his face when he
walked into the kitchen soon showed her forebodings had been
correct.

‘You’ve been a long time, Charlie. What
happened? Is everything all right?’

‘No, it’s bloody well not all right. I’ve
been chasing round the bush getting my cows back. The paddock gate
was open and half a dozen of them wandered off.’

‘Oh, no! Did you find them all?’ It was no
wonder he looked so grumpy. Especially since he must be furious
with himself for having been careless enough to leave a gate
open.

‘Aye, I did. It took me half the afternoon,
but I got the lot of them. I could have lost them, you know. They
could have got clear away and gone wild, or maybe fallen in the
creek where it’s swift. I could have lost six cows.’

‘It’s lucky you didn’t, isn’t it? Your
dinner’s ready, I’ll dish it up right now, shall I?’

‘No,’ he said grimly. ‘Not yet. Where’s the
boy?’

‘Mal’s in bed. He said he was tired, so I
didn’t keep him up. He seemed a bit upset about something.’

‘He would do.’ Charlie turned to leave the
kitchen.

‘Where are you going, Charlie? You’re not
going to wake Mal up, are you?’

‘I’m going to sort him out tonight.’

‘Sort him out? What’s he done?’

‘What do you think?’ Charlie stopped just
before he reached Malcolm’s bedroom door and turned to face her.
‘Who do you think let the bloody cows out, you silly bitch? I
didn’t let them out myself, did I? Even you’re not stupid enough to
leave the gate open, and the little fellow’s barely walking. Who
does that leave? The boy.’ He turned the door handle and went into
the room. Amy followed him, knowing that what he said must be true.
It certainly explained the state Malcolm had been in.

Malcolm was lying on his side with his eyes
closed far too tightly for genuine sleep.

‘Come on, boy, out of bed.’ Charlie shook
Malcolm by the shoulder. ‘Hurry up about it.’

Malcolm opened his eyes and looked
apprehensively at his father. ‘Papa? I was asleep, Papa.’

‘You’re awake now.’ Charlie pulled back the
covers and hauled Malcolm into a sitting position. ‘You let those
cows out, didn’t you?’

‘No, Papa,’ Malcolm said, all wide-eyed
innocence. Amy could see at once that he was lying.

‘Don’t you lie to me, boy. You left the gate
open, didn’t you? Didn’t you?’ He gave Malcolm’s shoulders a rough
shake.

‘I didn’t mean to, Papa,’ Malcolm said,
abandoning all attempt at deception. ‘I wanted a swing. I swinged
on the gate. I opened it for a swing and the cows runned out and I
couldn’t make them come back. I chased them and chased them and
they runned away and they wouldn’t come back. I didn’t mean to.’
Tears ran down his face as he gasped out his confession.

‘He didn’t mean any harm, Charlie. Don’t be
hard on him,’ Amy said.

Charlie turned on her. ‘You keep out of
this. If you’d been keeping a proper eye on the boy it wouldn’t
have happened. He’s got to be taught a lesson. This place will be
his one day, he’s got to learn that you don’t leave gates open for
stock to wander.’

‘He’s too little to understand. He’s had a
fright, he won’t do it again. Will you, Mal? Tell Papa you’re
sorry.’

‘I’m sorry, Papa,’ Malcolm said
instantly.

‘See? He really is sorry, Charlie. He didn’t
understand about the gate. You’re right, I should have been
watching him better. I won’t let him go off by himself like that
again.’

‘I told you to keep out of this! Get out of
here.’ He swung his fist towards her, but the blow went wide of the
mark. Amy moved closer to the door, but she could not bear to leave
the room.

‘Listen, boy, I’ll tell you what’s to
happen. You and me are going over the back of the hill, and I’ll
cut a good, big stick. Then you’re going to get a dozen whacks of
it.’ Malcolm stared as if hypnotized at his father towering over
him.

‘Charlie, you can’t!’ Amy said. ‘Not twelve
whacks, not with a stick! He’s not even three yet—you’ll half kill
him!’ As if her voice had broken the spell, Malcolm began to
wail.

‘Shut up!’ Charlie took a swift step towards
her and gave her a slap on the side of the head that set her ears
ringing. ‘I’m going to bring my son up right. Don’t you go
interfering.’ He left the room with Malcolm firmly grasped by one
wrist, and Amy followed as soon as she had regained her balance.
Charlie strode out of the house with Malcolm in tow, the little
boy’s legs pumping and his nightshirt flapping as he struggled to
keep up with his father’s stride without falling over.

Amy ran after them as quickly as she could,
stumbling once or twice as she followed Charlie to where a stand of
trees twined with supple-jack vines grew.

‘Stay there—don’t you move,’ Charlie ordered
Malcolm. The child appeared too terrified to disobey as he watched
Charlie select a length of supple-jack and saw through the tough
vine with his knife. When Charlie came towards him with the stick
he howled louder than ever, as if he had only just realised what
was going to happen to him. ‘Stop that noise. Bend over and take
your medicine like a man.’

‘He’s only a baby, Charlie! Please don’t hit
him with that,’ Amy pleaded. ‘Use your belt, that’s hard enough for
a little fellow like him.’

‘Shut up!’ Charlie turned on her and swung
the stick, catching her just below the shoulder. Amy cried out in
pain and shock, clutching at her arm, and Malcolm took advantage of
Charlie’s distraction to make a rush for her. He cowered behind his
mother, trying to burrow under her skirts, but Charlie’s long arms
defeated him. He reached behind Amy and hauled Malcolm out, looking
angrier than ever. ‘I’ll not have my son hiding behind a woman’s
skirts! Don’t you try that again, boy.’

‘He’s only a baby, Charlie,’ Amy sobbed
helplessly. ‘You’ll half kill him. Please, Charlie, please.’

Charlie ignored her. He flicked Malcolm’s
nightshirt up and held the little boy by one arm while he swung the
stick. Amy hid her face in her hands as Malcolm’s screams pierced
the air and she began to count the strokes.

When the whack of the stick against bare
flesh stopped, she had only reached six. Charlie must have taken
some notice of her pleadings after all. Thank goodness.
Poor little Mal, at least Charlie didn’t give him
twelve.

‘I’m taking this stick back with me. It’ll
be in the house from now on. You’ll get more of the same if you
ever do anything like that again. You remember that, boy,’ Charlie
said over Malcolm’s yells. ‘Get to bed.’

The moment he was released Malcolm ran
wailing back towards the house. Amy made to follow him. ‘Leave him
be,’ Charlie said sharply. ‘He can find his own way back.’

‘He didn’t mean to do wrong, Charlie. He’s
just a baby.’

‘He’s not a baby, and I’ll not have
you treating him like one. He’s got to learn. Spare the rod and
spoil the child. And who’s been spoiling him?’

‘I have. I’m sorry, Charlie.’

‘So you should be. Stop snivelling,
woman.’

Amy walked slowly, hoping Charlie would get
ahead of her and let her cry over Malcolm’s punishment in peace,
but he stopped and looked back, flicking the top off a thistle with
his stick while he waited for her to catch up. She blinked away her
tears and walked back to the house with him, wondering why there
seemed such a brooding threat in his silence.

‘Shall I dish your dinner up now?’ she asked
as she walked through the back door behind Charlie.

‘Not yet. I’ve something to settle with you
first. Get into the bedroom.’

A shiver went through Amy at his grim
expression. Surely he didn’t want to do that before he had
even had his dinner? It wasn’t even properly dark yet. But there
was nothing to be done but obey him. She gave silent thanks that
little David was such a sound sleeper; his father’s grunts were
unlikely to wake him. She trailed after Charlie into the bedroom.
He closed the door behind her, still clutching the length of
supple-jack in one hand, then turned to face her.

‘You defied me, woman. You argued with me in
front of the boy. I’ll not put up with that from you.’

‘I’m sorry, Charlie. I didn’t mean to argue.
I was just worried about Mal—he’s so little to get the stick. I was
wrong to contradict you, I know that. I won’t do it again.’

‘I’ll see that you don’t. Are you with
child?’

The unexpected question startled her.
‘Wh-what? No, I don’t think so. Davie’s so little, and I’m still…’
She trailed off, anxious not to remind Charlie that she was still
breastfeeding David even though he was now twelve months old, the
age at which Malcolm had been declared too old for such babying.
‘No, I’m sure I’m not.’

‘That’s as well.’ He pointed to the chair
that stood close to the bed. ‘Bend down over that and lift your
skirts.’

Amy stared at him blankly, then realisation
dawned. ‘You’re not going to… please don’t, Charlie. Please don’t
hit me with that thing. I’m sorry I argued, I won’t do it
again.’

He gave her a shove that sent her to her
knees, and Amy grasped at the chair to steady herself. ‘I have to
teach you a lesson. You’ve got to learn how to behave. Hurry up,
woman, or it’ll be the worse for you.’

As if I was a child. As if I was a
naughty little child. Amy leaned against the chair and fumbled
at her skirts, bundling the layers of cloth up over her shoulders.
The draught in the room felt chill on her legs and on her buttocks
where her drawers gaped open.

‘I said bend over,’ Charlie growled.

‘I don’t bend in the middle very well,’ Amy
said through a muffling of cloth. ‘It’s my stays. This is as far as
I can bend.’ I’m not a child. I’m a woman, and I wear women’s
clothes.

‘That’ll have to do, then. Keep still.’

Amy looked at her hands lying on the seat of
the chair and saw they were shaking. She knotted them tightly to
try and steady them, closed her eyes and waited for the pain.

The stick bit into her flesh, and Amy barely
stifled a scream. She was determined not to frighten David by
making a noise, but the pain was hard to bear in silence. She
stuffed a fold of cloth into her mouth to muffle the cries she
could not hold back.

Each stroke left a burning sensation worse
than the one before. Amy could count the stripes without needing to
see them. One. Two. Three. The fourth missed its mark and
fell on her thighs, hurting even more against the thinner flesh
there. Will I get more than Mal because I’m grown up? Or less
because I’m a woman? Five. Ohh, it hurts. Six. The seventh
stroke gave her the answer. More.

Charlie had either lost count or decided
that even a dozen strokes were not a severe enough punishment. When
Amy realised after the thirteenth blow that he had stopped at last
she spat out the gag she had made for herself, now soaked with
saliva, and staggered on her knees over to the bed. She crawled
onto it and sprawled face down, shuddering with the pain that
racked her and heedless of the fact that her skirts were still high
above her waist.

‘I had to do that, you know. You’ve got to
learn. Straighten yourself up and get out to the kitchen,’ Charlie
ordered. ‘I’ll have my dinner now.’ Amy heard the door close.

It took several minutes before she was able
to get up and put her clothes in order. Her flesh still burned when
she walked into the kitchen and dished up Charlie’s meal in
silence.

‘Where’s yours?’ he asked through a mouthful
of stew.

‘I’m not hungry.’ The pain was too strong
for hunger, and in any case she did not want to eat standing up and
remind them both of her punishment.

‘Don’t you go sulking, woman. You deserved
that.’

‘I know I did. I’m not sulking, I’m just not
hungry. Can I go and settle Mal, please? He’s not used to putting
himself to bed.’

‘He’ll be all right. He’s not a baby.’

‘No, he’s not a baby,’ Amy agreed wearily.
‘But he’s still a very little boy. Please, Charlie. I just want to
see if he’s tucked in properly—you know how cold it gets at night,
and he’s been getting a chesty cough lately. I won’t baby him.’

‘Be quick about it, then,’ Charlie said.
‘Just cover him up and get back out here.’

Amy slipped quietly into the half-darkness
of Malcolm’s room, where muffled sobbing from the bed told her he
was still awake. She lit the lamp to see better. Malcolm cowered
under the covers and peeped his tear-streaked face out, obviously
expecting to see his father returning for fresh vengeance.

‘It’s only me, Mal, don’t be scared,’ Amy
said, pulling back the covers. ‘You’ve got between the top sheet
and the blankets, silly. Hop out and let me get it tidied up.’

Malcolm twined his arms around her neck and
let her lift him from the bed. He stood beside her, shivering in
the chilly room while she smoothed out the sheets, then he climbed
back onto the mattress and lay face-down.

‘No!’ he complained when Amy tried to lift
his nightshirt. ‘Don’t, Mama.’

‘Let Mama look,’ Amy said gently. ‘I won’t
touch, I promise I won’t.’ She drew in her breath at the lurid red
marks on Malcolm’s thin little buttocks, though she knew her own
must look far worse. ‘You’re going to have some good bruises,
Mal.’

‘I didn’t mean to let them out.’

‘Of course you didn’t. Shh, now, go to
sleep. Papa won’t be wild with you any more as long as you’re
good.’ She patted the covers down over him and tucked them in,
careful not to brush against Malcolm’s tender flesh.

‘It hurts, Mama.’

‘I know it does. Try to keep still, then
you’ll go off to sleep faster. It won’t be as sore in the morning.
Don’t, Mal,’ she said, pushing him down flat when he tried to roll
over. ‘Lie on your tummy, it won’t hurt as much like that.’

I wish I could, she thought as she
kissed Malcolm and straightened her aching body. I had to bend
over and get beaten like a child, but I’ll have to lie on my back
like a woman tonight. She shuddered at the thought, and pushed
down the bitterness she felt rising. I suppose I must deserve
it.
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September – October 1888

Frank slapped the cheque down on the bank
manager’s desk, relief and resentment warring over which was his
dominant emotion.

‘That’s my September milk cheque,’ he
announced. ‘I talked the factory into giving it to me a couple of
days early. And that makes fifty pounds I’ve paid you, and
it’s not the end of the month till the day after tomorrow.’

‘Well done, Frank.’ Mr Callaghan beamed at
him. ‘I knew you’d come through.’

‘I wasn’t so sure about it myself for a
while there. It’s not easy, you know, finding fifty pounds just
like that. Not for someone like me, anyway.’

‘I’d be a bit hard pressed to find fifty
pounds myself. I know what you mean—especially with a wife, eh?
Those women can spend money as if there’s no tomorrow.’

‘Not my Lizzie,’ Frank said gruffly. ‘She’s
as careful as anything. I don’t know what she’s been feeding us on
this last couple of months, she’s hardly run up any money at the
store. I didn’t let on to her about this,’ he waved vaguely around
the bank, ‘but I’ve sort of wondered once or twice if she knew
something was up. I’ve been a bit short with her a few times—with
Maudie too, poor little mite.’

‘Well, it’s all sorted out now. But we don’t
want things getting in that state again, do we? We’d better make
sure you make regular payments on that loan from now on, eh?’

‘How much?’ Frank asked anxiously.

‘Say five pounds a quarter? Do you think you
could manage that?’

‘I suppose so. I managed to scrape up fifty
pounds in the last couple of months—I wouldn’t want to go through
that again, though. Yes, five pounds a quarter should be all
right.’

‘Good lad.’ Mr Callaghan examined the milk
cheque then quickly jotted down some figures on a scrap of paper.
‘Actually, this brings what you’ve paid up to fifty pounds, seven
shillings and sixpence. Would you like the seven and sixpence in
cash?’

‘All right,’ Frank said. Relief won out as
he realised that the nightmare of the last two months really was
over. He grinned at the bank manager. ‘I might buy Lizzie a
present, sort of make it up to her a bit for being such a rotten
sod lately. Maybe something for Maudie, too.’

He left the bank feeling a great weight
lifted from his shoulders. Now that the money was paid, everything
was going to be all right. He would be able to tell Lizzie what had
been going on, too; keeping it all secret from her had been one of
the worst things about the whole wretched business.

A present for Maudie was easy enough: a bag
of sweets would have her crowing with delight. Now he came to think
of it, Lizzie hadn’t let Maudie have any sweets for weeks and
weeks. Well, she was going to have a whole twopence worth today.
Some of those sticky toffees, too. She could make all the mess she
wanted.

The sweets safely stowed in his pocket, he
marched into Mrs Nichol’s shop.

‘I want a present for my wife,’ he
announced. ‘Something pretty.’

Mrs Nichol beamed across the counter at him.
‘I’m sure we can find something nice. What did you have in mind? A
bonnet? Gloves? Perhaps a scarf?’

Frank looked around the unfamiliar items
that filled the shop in growing bewilderment. ‘I don’t know—what do
you think she’d like?’

‘Hmm, let’s see,’ Mrs Nichol muttered,
rummaging under the counter. ‘I’ve got a nice lot of winter gloves
in here somewhere.’

‘Hey, this is pretty,’ Frank said, fingering
a fan that lay open on one end of the counter.

‘Isn’t it lovely?’ said Mrs Nichol. ‘I just
got those last week, they’re the latest thing from Auckland. I’ll
open up the others to show you.’ She spread out five more fans.
Frank glanced at them all, then returned to the one that had first
caught his attention. ‘You’ve got your eye on that one, haven’t
you, Mr Kelly? Dusky pink satin, that is, with ivory point lace.
See the rose pattern on it? It’s a beautiful fan, that.’

‘It’s not a very sensible thing, is it?’

‘Well, I suppose not. It’s very pretty,
though. Just the thing for weddings and suchlike.’

‘But it’s not sensible.’

‘No, it isn’t,’ Mrs Nichol agreed
reluctantly. ‘I can show you some good, warm scarves, they’re
sensible enough.’

‘How much is this?’ Frank asked, pointing to
the fan.

‘Three and sixpence.’

‘I’ll take it. Lizzie can have a rest from
being sensible.’

Frank nudged Belle into a faster trot as he
drew close to the house, eager to see Lizzie and tell her all about
what had been happening. He could hardly wait to see how she would
like the fan, carefully wrapped in tissue paper and stowed in his
jacket pocket.

He had barely dismounted when he heard a
high-pitched cry. He turned to see Maudie running towards him from
the house as fast as her little legs would carry her, her face
contorted with fright.

‘Papa!’ she screamed. ‘Papa!’

Frank dropped the bridle, ran to Maudie and
caught her up in his arms. ‘What’s wrong, Maudie?’

‘Mama. Mama falled down,’ Maudie wailed.

Frank ran for the house carrying Maudie,
feeling sick with fear. He burst into the kitchen to find Lizzie
lying on her side on the floor, clutching at her middle and
groaning horribly, her face in a pool of vomit that was already
matting her hair. Joey was howling from the bedroom, but Frank had
attention for nothing but Lizzie.

He dropped to his knees beside her, let go
of Maudie and took hold of Lizzie’s hands. They felt hot and clammy
to his touch. ‘Lizzie! Lizzie, what’s wrong with you?’ he pleaded,
trying to loosen her hands from their convulsive grip on each
other. But it was obvious that Lizzie was beyond hearing him. She
kept making inhuman groans as her body writhed.

‘Mama’s sick!’ Maudie wailed from close to
his ear, dragging Frank clear of the wave of panic that had
threatened to overwhelm him. ‘Papa, make Mama not sick!’

‘That’s right, Maudie. I’ve got to help
Mama.’ Frank forced himself to think clearly. He had to make Lizzie
as comfortable as he could, then fetch the doctor.

He lifted Lizzie from the floor and carried
her to the bedroom, hardly noticing the weight. He pulled back the
covers and laid her down on the bed as gently as he could before
wiping her face with his handkerchief. Lizzie seemed a little
easier once she was lying on the soft bed; she still moaned and
tossed her head from side to side, but her body’s convulsive
twitching subsided. Frank took off her shoes and undid the buttons
of her bodice, but he was reluctant to risk giving her more pain by
rolling her over so he could unlace her corset. He put the covers
over her and knelt beside the bed for a moment, stroking her
unresponsive face.

He stood up again and thought over what he
should do next. Noticing Joey’s distress properly for the first
time, Frank picked him up from the cradle and paced around the room
to try and settle the baby, Maudie trailing along clutching at his
trouser leg. Joey’s yells abated for a few moments, but he soon
began roaring louder than ever when he realised there was no food
to be had from that source. Frank felt the baby’s napkin gingerly,
and was dismayed to find it damp; changing napkins was a mystery he
had always left in Lizzie’s capable hands.

‘You stink a bit, Joey, I think you’ve done
more than just pee in that nappy. And you’re hungry, aren’t you? I
can’t do anything about that, boy. You’ll just have to hang on for
a bit.’ He put the baby back in his cradle and tried to ignore
Joey’s indignant protests to concentrate on the real problem.

Lizzie desperately needed help, but the
thought of leaving her alone tore him in two. ‘Don’t be frightened,
Maudie,’ he said to the little girl who still held fast, gazing up
at him with tears pouring down her small, bewildered face. ‘Mama’s
going to be all right, you’ll see. Papa’s got to go and get someone
to look after her.’

‘Papa!’ Maudie wailed. ‘Don’t go away,
Papa.’

‘I’ve got to, Maudie.’ He looked helplessly
at her distraught face, and knew he could not leave her alone. But
he could not possibly ride all the way into town at the speed the
crisis demanded with Maudie perched in front of him. In any case,
he could not bear to be away from Lizzie not knowing what was
happening to her for as long as it would take him to fetch a
doctor.

He made a sudden decision and swept Maudie
up from the floor. ‘Come on, Maudie, you and me are going for a
ride.’ He gave a last glance at Lizzie tossing about on the bed
before he set off down the passage at a run, holding Maudie close
while Joey continued to howl with frustrated hunger.

Belle had moved only a few steps from where
Frank had left her. She looked up from cropping the grass in mild
surprise as Frank ran towards her. He perched Maudie on the mare’s
neck before vaulting into the saddle.

He pulled Maudie close to him so that she
was firmly held between his thighs. ‘Hold on tight to her mane,’ he
told Maudie, coaxing her chubby little fists to take a handful of
mane each. ‘We’re going to go really fast.’

Maudie was distracted from her fear for a
few minutes by the excitement of galloping as Frank set off down
the valley. The Aitkens were his closest neighbours as well as
being nearer town and the doctor, so it was to their house that he
rode. The sound of hooves thudding up the track brought Rachel
Aitken to the door even before Frank had dismounted and lifted
Maudie from the horse.

‘Frank! Whatever’s wrong?’ Rachel asked.

‘It’s Lizzie. She’s really sick. Can you
help?’

‘Of course,’ said Rachel. ‘What do you need
me to do?’

Rachel’s capable manner calmed Frank a
little as she set to organising. Matt was despatched to fetch the
doctor, and Maudie was delivered into twelve-year-old Bessie’s care
to be kissed and fussed over. The Aitkens’ oldest son was to ride
up and let Edie and Arthur know what was happening, and would drop
Rachel off at Frank’s on the way.

‘You get back to Lizzie now,’ Rachel said.
‘You must be beside yourself worrying about her.’ Frank was back in
the saddle and urging Belle to a canter almost before she had
finished speaking.

 


*

 


When a loud knocking made Amy hurry to open
the back door she was surprised to see her aunt standing on the
doorstep, puffing from her haste.

‘Amy, I need you,’ Edie said, cutting
through Amy’s questions. ‘Can you come down to Lizzie’s right
now?’

‘I’d have to ask Charlie—what’s wrong, Aunt
Edie?’

‘The Aitken boy just came tearing up to our
place. Lizzie’s crook, I’m going down there to help Frank with
her—she sounds pretty bad.’ Edie looked over Amy’s shoulder as
Charlie walked across the kitchen to see what was going on.
‘Charlie, I need to borrow your wife. Lizzie’s crook, and I need
Amy to help me look after Joey.’

‘What do you want her for?’ Charlie
asked indignantly. ‘You can look after a pair of bairns yourself,
can’t you?’ Amy cringed at his rudeness.

‘I can look after them, but I can’t do Joey
much good. He’s still a little fellow, Charlie. He needs feeding,
and Lizzie must be too ill for that. Amy’s still nursing, I thought
she might be able to give Joey a bit, too. There’s only her and
Jane with little ones, and to tell you the truth I never even
thought about Jane until I was past their place.’

‘Jane hasn’t got much milk, anyway,’ Amy put
in. ‘She’s only just got enough for Doris. I’ve got plenty—please,
Charlie, can I go and feed Joey?’

Charlie looked doubtful. ‘You’re sure you’ve
got enough for young Dave as well as Kelly’s boy?’

‘Yes, I’ve got lots. Davie’s not taking much
now, anyway.’

‘Well… all right, then,’ said Charlie. ‘I
suppose there’s no harm in it.’

‘Thank you, Amy,’ Edie said with evident
relief. ‘I won’t wait for you to saddle up, I want to get down and
find out what’s happening to Lizzie.’ She managed to smile, but
strain was obvious in her face. ‘You just ride down as soon as you
can.’

‘I will,’ Amy said. I’ll have to walk,
though. ‘I shouldn’t be gone more than a couple of hours at the
most, Charlie, I don’t think Davie will wake up before I’m
back.’

Amy was ready to leave within a few minutes
of Edie’s visit. She walked as briskly as she could to Frank’s
farm, her heart pounding more from the fear of what might be
happening to Lizzie than from the exertion of the trek. It’s
those stomach aches of hers, I’m sure it is. I knew she should have
gone to the doctor. Poor Lizzie. Oh, I wish I could ride—it takes
so long to walk.

Rachel’s son was sitting on the doorstep of
Frank’s house while his horse cropped grass just outside the garden
fence. When Amy walked into the kitchen she found Rachel pacing the
floor with Joey, whose cries were now more pathetic than
outraged.

‘Oh, thank goodness you’re here, Amy,’
Rachel said. ‘Poor little Joey! I cleaned him up—he was in a
terrible state—but I’ve no milk of my own to give him. I tried
getting a bit of warm milk into him with a teaspoon, but he didn’t
know what to do with it, poor little mite. I was frightened he
might choke.’

Amy had sat down and was already unbuttoning
her bodice as Rachel spoke. She held out her arms for Joey. As soon
as she guided a nipple into his open mouth, his lips closed on it
and he began sucking greedily.

‘Poor Joey,’ she crooned. ‘You’re starving,
aren’t you?’ Once she was sure Joey was feeding comfortably, she
looked up at Rachel. ‘What’s happened to Lizzie?’

Rachel glanced anxiously at the open door
that led into the passage. ‘Doctor Wallace only got here a couple
of minutes before you did, they haven’t come out since. Amy, I
should be getting home now, can you manage without me?’

‘Of course,’ Amy assured her. ‘Thank you for
helping us.’

Joey was on to Amy’s other breast when the
bedroom door flew open. ‘Get that man out of here, for goodness
sake!’ Amy heard Doctor Wallace’s irritated voice. ‘I can’t examine
the woman properly with him hovering around.’

‘I just want you to tell me what’s wrong
with Lizzie! Is she going to be all right?’

‘Come on, Frank,’ Amy heard Edie trying to
soothe him. ‘Let’s leave the doctor to get on with his work.
Please, Frank, come with me.’ A few moments later she came into the
kitchen leading Frank by the hand like a child. Amy twisted away to
hide her exposed breasts, but it was obvious that Frank was in no
state to take any notice.

‘Why won’t he tell me what’s wrong with
her?’ Frank said, staring wild-eyed in the direction of the
bedroom.

‘He doesn’t know,’ Edie said, looking close
to tears and keeping a tight hold on Frank’s arm. ‘He’ll tell us
what’s wrong as soon as he can. Please, Frank, try and calm down.
You don’t want to disturb Lizzie, do you?’

Frank passed the back of his hand over his
forehead and gave a shuddering sigh. ‘Sorry, Ma. I just… it’s
driving me mad, not knowing what’s going on. If anything happens to
Lizzie, I don’t know what—’

‘Don’t talk like that,’ Edie cut in. ‘We’ve
just got to hope for the best.’

‘Yes, I know we do. She’ll be all right,
eh?’ Frank looked at Edie and Amy with a pleading expression, then
a scream from the bedroom rent the air. ‘Oh, my God, what’s he
doing to her?’ Frank flung himself towards the passage door while
Edie took hold of his arm and held on with all her might.

‘Don’t go up there, Frank,’ Edie begged.
‘The doctor knows what he’s doing… oh, Lord, what’s happening to my
girl?’ Edie broke into sobs. Her noisy loss of control distracted
Frank. He put his arm around her and the two of them sank into
adjacent chairs.

Amy disengaged an almost replete Joey from
her breast, hastily closed her bodice and sat the baby on Frank’s
knee. She curled Frank’s arm around his son and held it in place
until he noticed the warm bundle on his lap.

‘Joey,’ he murmured. ‘Poor little Joey.’ He
looked at Amy as if seeing her for the first time. ‘You’ve settled
him down. Thanks, Amy.’

‘He was hungry. He’s all right now.’

They sat in tense silence, Frank holding
Joey close as the baby drifted towards sleep. There was no more
sound from the bedroom until the door opened and Doctor Wallace
walked down the passage to the kitchen, to three expectant pairs of
eyes.

‘She’s very ill,’ the doctor said sombrely.
‘She has some sort of internal disorder. Perhaps a growth of some
kind, or possibly an infection in one of her organs. She seemed
very tender when I probed her.’

‘But… but she’s going to be all right, isn’t
she?’ Frank implored.

‘It’s too early to tell,’ Doctor Wallace
said. ‘All I can do for the moment is make her as comfortable as
possible, and try to find out just what the trouble is. She has a
high temperature, which suggests an infection, but I can’t be sure.
Now, she’s going to need proper care.’

‘What do we have to do, Doctor Wallace?’ Amy
asked.

‘Keep her warm and comfortable, that’s
important. Whatever’s wrong with her seems to be giving her a lot
of pain. I’ve given her a strong dose of laudanum, that should keep
her quiet for eight hours or so. If she seems at all restless, give
her another dose. A spoonful or two should suffice. Is she normally
a robust sort of woman?’

‘She’s hardly had a day’s illness since she
was a baby,’ Edie said.

‘That’s something in her favour. Now, she’ll
need to be kept clean—her bodily functions will continue, you
understand. One of you women should wash her at least once a
day.’

‘What about food?’ Edie asked.

‘You won’t be able to get solids into her. I
doubt if she’d keep down anything heavier than water today, see if
you can coax her into taking some. Then from tomorrow make up a
broth of some sort and give her a few spoonfuls. No warmer than
lukewarm, you don’t want to scald her. With the amount of laudanum
she’ll need to kill the pain she’ll be no better than
semi-conscious in the near future. Now, do you understand all
that?’ Doctor Wallace, observing the slender hold Frank had on his
self-control, ignored him and addressed the two women. Amy and Edie
both nodded solemnly.

‘Good.’ Doctor Wallace picked up his hat and
coat from the chair where he had placed them. ‘I’ll be back
tomorrow to see how she is.’

‘Can’t you do anything for her?’ Frank
begged. ‘Can’t you fix her up?’

Doctor Wallace stopped halfway to the door
and turned a grim stare on Frank. ‘Mr Kelly, if she has an
infection then proper care and her own strength will give her a
chance of pulling through. A chance, I said. Nothing’s certain. If
she has a growth… well, then there’ll be nothing I can do for her
except ease the pain. Good day to you.’

‘That must be it,’ Edie said when the doctor
had gone, her voice a sad echo of its usual cheerfulness. ‘She’s
got an infection. Lizzie’s a strong girl, we’ll get her fit
again.’

‘A growth,’ Frank repeated, so quietly that
Amy barely heard him. ‘Nothing he can do. Just like with Ma.’

 


*

 


The entire Leith family was soon mobilised
to do all they could to help Frank and Lizzie. Maudie was collected
from the Aitkens and taken to stay with Arthur and Edie, while Amy
took little Joey home with her, much to Charlie’s astonishment.

‘What have you brought him here for?’ he
asked when Amy carried Joey into the house.

‘I have to feed him, Charlie. That means
I’ve got to have him with me all the time. You said it would be all
right for me to feed him.’

‘I said you could go down today and suckle
him—I didn’t know you were going to bring the brat here!’

Amy sank into a chair, holding Joey tightly.
‘Lizzie’s very sick,’ she said, struggling to hold back tears.
‘She’s got something wrong with her insides, but the doctor doesn’t
know what it is. She’s not going to be well enough to feed Joey for
a long time.’ Lizzie might die. But she refused to say the
words aloud, as if that would give power to the terrible
thought.

‘Well… can’t they give him cows’ milk or
something? Why do you have to be a wet nurse?’

‘Joey’s so little—he’s only four months old.
If we tried to wean him all of a sudden like that he’d probably get
really sick. He might even… he might even die, Charlie. Frank’s
beside himself with worry over Lizzie, how do you think he’d feel
if Joey got sick too?’

Charlie looked thoughtful. ‘It’s that risky
to wean him? Hmm, that’d be hard on Kelly to lose his son—it’s
taken him long enough to get one. I wouldn’t want to take a man’s
son off him. You’re sure you’ve got enough milk for the pair of
them?’

‘Quite sure.’

‘All right, you can feed him for a bit. My
son gets fed first, mind—I’ll not have you starving him for Kelly’s
boy. He’s such a scrap of a bairn, he can’t need much milk
anyway.’

‘Thank you, Charlie,’ Amy said with
heartfelt gratitude.

‘Where’s he going to sleep, then?’

‘I’ll put him in with Davie for now, there’s
plenty of room to top and tail them in the cradle. Aunt Edie said
she’ll get Uncle Arthur to bring Joey’s cradle down tomorrow. It
was too heavy for me to carry.’

‘Two of them in the bedroom,’ Charlie said
grimly, as if already regretting his magnanimous gesture. ‘I hope
he doesn’t bawl at night.’

So do I, Amy agreed silently.

 


*

 


With two nursing babies it was difficult for
Amy to leave the house, so she was not able to help care for Lizzie
as much as she wanted to. In any case, Edie would have insisted on
taking the lion’s share of the nursing herself. But the rest of the
family did what they could, with a constant flow of cooked meals
being sent down the valley to Frank’s house and his washing done in
turns by Amy, Jane and Susannah, while Jack and Arthur sent
whichever of their sons they could spare to help Frank with the
farm work. Early in the crisis Jack pointed out to Susannah that
she was the only one of the three younger women without a baby to
look after, and suggested she should go next door and do Edie’s
cleaning while Edie was busy caring for Lizzie; when Susannah
seemed reluctant he made one of his rare assertions of authority
and insisted she do it.

After a grinding nightmare of a week Doctor
Wallace announced that Lizzie’s illness was definitely an infection
rather than the dreaded growth, and Frank’s barely-controlled
terror subsided into a dull misery. The doctor was quick to stress
that he still had no idea whether or not Lizzie would recover, but
there was no invisible monster slowly devouring her from the inside
as Frank remembered so clearly from his mother’s long wasting
illness.

Day after day Lizzie remained unchanged,
tossing about on the bed flushed and moaning, or when she had been
dosed with laudanum lying so motionless that her stillness made
Frank think of death rather than healing sleep. He could hardly
bear to watch her, but even less could he bear to be away from her
for any length of time, imagining that she might suddenly take a
turn for the worse.

One afternoon two weeks after Lizzie’s
collapse, Amy was cleaning the kitchen when she heard the noise of
hooves approaching the house.

‘That’s Papa!’ Malcolm said, rushing to the
kitchen door.

‘I don’t think it is, Mal,’ Amy said as she
followed him. ‘He only went out half an hour ago, he said he’d be
gone all afternoon.’

She opened the door to see her aunt standing
in the porch. Edie smiled at her, but lines of strain were worn
deep in her face and she swayed as she stood.

‘Aunt Edie! Is everything all right? How’s
Lizzie?’ Amy asked.

‘She’s the same as ever. No better, no
worse. Hello, Mal.’ Edie managed a smile for the little boy staring
up at her. ‘You looking after Mama, are you?’

‘I thought you were Papa,’ Malcolm said
accusingly.

‘Charlie’s gone out by himself,’ Amy
explained. ‘Mal’s having a bit of a sulk because he couldn’t go
too. I’ve told you, Mal, sometimes Papa likes to go out by himself.
I expect he’ll take you with him when you’re old enough. Come
inside, Aunt Edie, you look worn out. I’ll put the jug on.’

Edie shook her head. ‘No, I’d better not sit
down or I’ll fall asleep on you. Amy, I wondered if you could do me
a good turn?’

‘Of course. What can I do?’

‘I’ve been down at Lizzie’s from morning
till night every day, but I’ve just got to go home for a spell this
afternoon. Maudie’s fretting for her Mama—your uncle’s trying to
look after her, but she needs a woman. Susannah’s over there most
mornings, but she’s not much on cuddles and things. And Ernie’s got
a bad cough, he keeps going out without his jacket on, and your
uncle never thinks to make him wear it. I’d like to give the place
a decent clean up, too—not that I’m not grateful for Susannah
coming over to help, but she’s not too keen on getting down on her
knees and scrubbing.’

‘You look as though you need a good sleep,
Aunt Edie.’

Edie smiled ruefully at her. ‘Well, maybe
I’ll even manage a nap if I get everything sorted out quickly
enough. You’re right, that’s what I feel like more than
anything—taking little Maudie to bed with me and having a doze. But
Amy, dear, someone needs to look after Lizzie this afternoon. She
needs a wash, and I only got a couple of spoonfuls of soup into her
this morning. Do you think you could go down there? I know you’re
busy with the little ones, but I’d take it kindly if you could
spell me.’

‘Oh, Aunt Edie, I wish I could,’ Amy said in
distress. ‘But Charlie’s out.’

‘Yes, so you said, dear. Does that
matter?’

‘I can’t ask him if it’s all right, you see.
Oh, I wish I could go. I really want to help.’

‘But you’d just be popping down the road to
Lizzie’s,’ Edie said, looking puzzled. ‘He wouldn’t mind that,
would he?’

‘I’m not allowed… I’m meant to ask…’ It
sounded ridiculous, Amy knew. She could see that Edie had no idea
what she was talking about, and no wonder. After all, other women
were allowed to leave the house without having to beg permission.
Other women aren’t as bad as me, I suppose. But Lizzie needs me!
And Aunt Edie’s just about dead on her feet. Oh, what can I do?
She saw the puzzlement in her aunt’s face turn to
disappointment.

‘That’s all right, dear,’ Edie said. ‘I
shouldn’t have asked you, you’ve got enough on your plate just now.
I’ll go back to Lizzie’s, I don’t really need to go home at all.
You just forget I troubled you.’ She turned to leave.

Charlie will be really wild with me if I
go down there without asking him. He’ll give me an awful
beating. She saw Edie stumble a little with weariness as she
negotiated the porch steps. ‘Wait a minute, Aunt Edie,’ Amy said,
making up her mind abruptly. ‘Of course I can go down there this
afternoon. I was just being silly, saying I couldn’t.’ So I’ll
get a beating. I’ve had beatings before, I know what to expect. It
won’t kill me.

‘You’re sure?’ Edie asked.

‘Yes,’ said Amy. ‘I want to go, and it’s
time I helped a bit more. You go home and have a rest. Let’s see,’
she said, thinking aloud. ‘I’ll have to take the little fellows
with me, they’ll both need feeding. Mal, we’re going down to Aunt
Lizzie’s.’

‘Don’t want to,’ Malcolm said.

Amy studied him anxiously. She could try
insisting he do as he was told, but dragging an unwilling Malcolm
down the road would not be easy. The only thing he seemed to take
any notice of was a belt or a stick, and they both knew she would
not use either on him. ‘Aunt Edie, would you take Mal for me and
drop him off at Susannah’s?’ she asked.

‘Of course, dear—I’ll take him home with me,
if you like.’

‘No, don’t do that. He’s in a mood, you’ve
got enough to do without putting up with his sulks. Susannah will
just send him off with Pa and the boys, he’ll like that. Mal, I
want you to go with Aunt Edie.’

‘No,’ said Malcolm.

Persuasion seemed more likely to succeed
than coercion. ‘Aunt Edie will give you a ride on her horse. You’d
like that, wouldn’t you? He’s mad on horses,’ she explained to
Edie.

Malcolm weighed up the offer. ‘Can we go
fast?’

Edie laughed. ‘We’ll have a go, Mal. I’ve
ridden more in the last couple of weeks than I have in years—it
just about killed me the first day or so. Oh, Amy, see if you can
get a bit of food into Frank while you’re there, too. I made him
some lunch, but I bet he’s left it. You’ll have to stand over him
like you would a child to make him eat it. Poor boy, he’s beside
himself over Lizzie.’

Amy hoisted Malcolm in front of Edie and
waved them off, then went inside to get ready. She wanted to leave
quickly; because she knew she was needed, but also so as not to
give her courage time to fail.

She took a scrap of brown paper that had
been wrapped around a tin of baking powder and flattened out the
creases, then wrote a quick note on it:

‘Charlie,’ (Dear would have been too
blatant a lie) ‘I have gone to Lizzie’s for the afternoon to help
look after her. Mal is at Pa’s and I have the babies with me. I’ll
be back in time to make dinner.’ She hesitated for a moment, then
added, ‘I’m sorry,’ before signing the note with a simple
‘Amy’.

‘I’ll be a lot sorrier when your Papa’s
finished with me,’ she told an oblivious David, who chortled away
as she put a warm coat on over his gown. ‘Well, it can’t be helped.
I’ve got to go.’ David crawled around by her feet while she wrapped
Joey warmly for the journey and thought over just how she was going
to carry the two children down the valley.

Amy improvised a carrying sling for Joey
from a length of old sheet that had been consigned to her rag bag.
She hoisted David onto one hip and set off down the road.

The mile or so to Frank’s house had never
seemed so long. Amy’s arms were aching well before she got there.
She sighed with relief when she walked into the kitchen and let
David slide to the floor. There was no sign of Frank, though she
saw the pan of chops Edie had left for him lying untouched on one
side of the range close to a pot of soup. Amy decided he must be
out working somewhere on the farm.

‘You can walk for yourself now we’re inside,
Davie,’ Amy said. ‘I’ve carried you far enough. You’re such a heavy
boy!’ She kept hold of his hand and steadied his tottering steps as
they slowly went up the passage to the bedroom.

Amy walked through the open bedroom door and
stopped in her tracks. Frank was sitting on a chair beside the bed,
close to where Lizzie lay pale and still, the slight rise and fall
of the blankets over her chest the only sign of life. He held her
limp hand in both of his while tears flowed unchecked down his
face.

She hesitated in the doorway, unsure whether
to speak or to slip away quietly, till David broke the silence with
a burst of childish babble. Frank turned an unseeing face to them,
then rubbed his sleeve over his eyes to clear them of the tears
blinding him.

‘Amy?’ he said, sounding confused. ‘I didn’t
know you were coming.’

‘Aunt Edie asked me to, Frank.’

‘Did she? Maybe she told me, I don’t
remember. Hey, you’ve brought Joey with you,’ he said, a tiny look
of animation softening the naked grief that twisted his face.
‘Look, Lizzie, Joey’s here.’ He turned back to Lizzie and stroked
her unresponsive cheek.

Amy walked closer to the bed. ‘She can’t
hear you,’ she said gently.

‘I know. I just sort of hope she can, you
know? I don’t want to treat her like she’s… like she’s…’ He trailed
off, unwilling to voice the thought.

He loves her so much that he can’t bear
the thought of losing her. Amy stood in silence for a few
moments before she could bring herself to speak. ‘I need to do a
few things for her, Frank,’ she said at last. ‘She’ll need washing
and things.’

Frank let go of Lizzie’s hand and stood up.
‘I know, you want me to get out. Edie always shoos me out of the
way when she’s looking after Lizzie.’

‘It’s not that you’re in the way. It’s just
that… well, I’ll need to…’

‘You have to take her clothes off, and you
don’t want me around. Don’t hurt her, eh, Amy?’

‘I don’t think she can feel anything. Have
you given her any laudanum this afternoon?’

Frank shook his head. ‘Edie gave her a dose
before she left, that’s why she’s lying so still now. I can’t bear
to give it to her. I want her to have it so nothing hurts her, but
I hate the way it makes her look as though she’s… as though she’s
dead.’

‘Frank, you mustn’t think that! She’s
asleep, that’s all.’

‘No,’ Frank said wistfully. ‘Lizzie’s not
like that when she’s asleep. She wriggles and makes little snuffly
noises, and she pushes against you till she’s lying in the middle
of the bed.’

‘I know,’ Amy said. ‘She used to push me
right out of bed sometimes when we were little.’

‘Did she?’ For the first time the ghost of a
smile passed over Frank’s face. ‘She hasn’t done that to me yet.
It’s a good thing I’m a bit bigger than her, eh?’ The ravaged look
came over his face once more as he stared at Lizzie. ‘I wish she’d
get better,’ he murmured. ‘She looks so awful. See how thin she’s
got? And Edie cut her hair off. All that pretty yellow hair. She
said it would drain Lizzie’s strength if she didn’t cut it
off.’

Amy stood beside him and looked down at
Lizzie’s pale face. Its usual soft covering of flesh had been honed
away so that Lizzie’s cheekbones, which had always been invisible,
were now prominent. ‘She’ll put on some weight when she’s well
again,’ she said, trying to sound far more confident than she felt.
‘It’s because it’s so hard to get any food into her. I’ll try and
give her some soup when I’ve finished washing her. Where can I put
Joey while I’m looking after Lizzie? He’s sound asleep, the good
little chap.’

Frank dragged his attention back to her.
‘The cradle’s just… where’s it gone?’

‘I’ve got it at home, Frank. Joey’s staying
with me, remember?’

‘Oh, yes, I forgot for a minute. It’s been
really quiet without him and Maudie around the place. I’ll put him
on my bed. I’m back in my old room now. It’s like before I had
Lizzie.’ He reached out for Joey, and Amy laid the sleeping child
in his arms.

As soon as Frank had gone out, she closed
the door behind him and got on with the task of washing Lizzie.
David, unaware of the tribulation around him, crawled about on the
floor of the unfamiliar room. Edie had wrapped lengths of cloth
around Lizzie’s middle like a loose napkin. Amy undid them, washed
the soiled flesh underneath, then replaced the cloths with clean
ones. She sponged Lizzie all over and dried her carefully with a
towel, and smoothed the short hair that framed her face. Through it
all Lizzie lay limp and unknowing, her shallow breathing only
slightly disturbed by Amy’s interference with her body.

When she had finished, Amy gathered David up
from the floor and went out to the kitchen. Frank was sitting at
the table with his gaze turned inwards. He did not look up at Amy’s
approach.

‘I’ll dish you up some of this lunch, shall
I?’ Amy said, lifting the lid off a pot of boiled potatoes.

‘What? Oh, no thanks. I’ve had lunch.’

‘No, you haven’t, Frank,’ Amy said gently.
‘I can see you haven’t eaten any of this.’ She loaded a plate with
chops and vegetables and put it in front of him. ‘Come on, now, eat
up.’

‘You sound like Lizzie,’ Frank said, taking
up his knife and fork.

‘You need to keep your strength up, you
know. Lizzie wouldn’t want you missing your meals.’ Amy put a
little soup into a bowl and took it to the bedroom, where she
managed to slip a few spoonfuls into Lizzie. It took her some time,
pausing between each mouthful to make sure Lizzie did not choke,
but when she went back out to the kitchen, leaving the bowl of soup
by the bed, Frank’s plate was still almost full.

‘Frank, you’ve hardly touched that
food.’

‘I’ve had a bit.’

Amy sighed and sat down beside him. ‘I’m
going to sit and watch you till you’ve eaten that,’ she said,
remembering her aunt’s words. Under her watchful gaze Frank began
eating more diligently, and it did not take him long to finish the
meal.

‘That’s better, isn’t it? I’ll wash these
few dishes, then I’ll give the floor a wash.’

‘I’ll go out and do some work in a minute,’
Frank said, but he made no move to rise. ‘I can’t understand how
she got sick so fast,’ he said, his brow furrowed. ‘The doctor said
she would have been having pains before she got really crook, but
she can’t have. She got those little cramps for a bit, but she
stopped saying anything about it, so they must have come right. How
did it happen so fast? Doctor Wallace was so sure it must have been
hurting her for ages. Maybe he’s wrong about what she’s got. Maybe
she’s got something worse.’ He looked dangerously close to tears
again.

‘No, Frank, I’m sure that’s not it,’ Amy
said. ‘The doctor’s right, she’s got something infected inside
her.’

‘Then why didn’t it hurt her before that
day?’

Amy thought for a moment before speaking.
Lizzie had said she wasn’t to tell Frank about those stomach aches,
but Lizzie’s illness was no secret now. Frank was so worried, it
seemed the kindest thing to tell him the whole truth.

‘Lizzie knew she was sick weeks and weeks
ago. She didn’t know how bad it was, though. She kept getting awful
stomach aches, but she thought it’d get better by itself.’

Frank turned to her in shock. ‘She knew?’ he
echoed. ‘But… but why didn’t she tell me? Why did she keep quiet
about it? I would have taken her to the doctor.’

‘She didn’t want to upset you. She knew you
were worried about… about things.’ She had said too much, she
realised when Frank gave a start.

‘What do you mean, worried about “things”?’
he demanded. ‘What things?’

‘I…’ It was no use pretending, and against
Amy’s nature to try. ‘Lizzie knew about the money. She found the
letter from the bank. She didn’t want to ask for any money while
you were so worried, so she just kept quiet about those stomach
aches and hoped they’d go away.’

Frank was staring at her, open-mouthed with
shock. ‘You mean she was in pain for ages, but she kept quiet
because of me? Because I’m such a useless bastard that I can’t even
provide for my wife? Lizzie!’ he cried. He slammed his fists onto
the table so hard that his plate fell to the floor, breaking in two
where it landed.

‘Frank, stop it,’ Amy said in alarm. ‘I’m
sorry, I shouldn’t have told you.’

‘When I asked for her Arthur wanted to know
if I could provide for her,’ Frank railed against himself. ‘Oh,
yes, I was so sure I could! Provide for her? I bet she’s been half
starving herself to save money. I didn’t even have the brains to
see she was sick. Arthur never should have let me have her. He
should have kept her at home where she was safe. Now she’s going to
die, and it’s my fault! It’s all because I’ve been such a lazy,
good-for-nothing bastard!’

‘She’s not! You mustn’t say such things.
Lizzie’s going to get better, you’ll see. Frank, you mustn’t blame
yourself like that. You’ve made Lizzie so happy. She’s wanted to
marry you since she was fourteen, it’s all she’s ever really
wanted. She’s not going to die, Frank!’ Amy took hold of his hands
in hers and held them tightly. ‘We won’t let her. We’re going to
look after her, and she’s going to get better.’ She held Frank’s
hands until she felt him relax a little.

‘Let’s start now,’ she said. ‘I hardly got
any soup into her before, she might take it better from you. Come
on.’ She led Frank by the hand up to the bedroom and sat him beside
the bed. Frank propped Lizzie’s pillow a little higher, and Amy
showed him how to spoon the soup carefully into Lizzie’s mouth.
‘There, you see?’ she said triumphantly. ‘She is taking it
better from you. You can tell Aunt Edie you want to feed her from
now on.’

‘Yes, I will,’ Frank said quietly. He
stroked Lizzie’s face. ‘I’m going to look after her. I’m going to
look after Lizzie properly from now on.’

She left him in the bedroom and finished
doing the cleaning, then gathered up a still-sleeping Joey and
slipped him back into the sling, picked up David, and left the
house without disturbing Frank to say goodbye.

Frank loves Lizzie so much, she
thought as she began the long, weary trudge. She mustn’t die! It
would be such a waste. It would just about kill Frank if he lost
her. I never knew anyone could love another person as much as he
does. Amy could not help but wonder how Charlie would react if
it was her lying ill instead of Lizzie. He would be worried about
how he would manage the house and the children, and about his loss
of home comforts, but she could not imagine he would feel any
grief. The tears that began to trickle down her face were only
partly for Lizzie and Frank.

David grew sleepy, and both babies dragged
more heavily against her arms as she walked. Amy grew clumsy with
tiredness, her feet stumbling against rocks on the road. Her right
foot twisted on a large stone, almost making her lose her balance.
She forced herself to pick out her way with more care. The day was
bright although cold, and the glare soon made her head ache. Joey
began to squirm, making her more uncomfortable than ever. She saw
his mouth working, and knew he would soon demand to be fed.

Amy was too absorbed in the necessity of
putting one foot in front of the other even to think about what
might be in store for her until she turned off the main valley road
and up the track towards Charlie’s house. Then the memory of what
she had done rushed in on her: she had left the property without
permission. He had told her within two days of their marriage that
she was never to do such a thing, and now she had broken the
rule.

For a few moments she let herself hope that
perhaps Charlie might not yet be home; sometimes his visits to town
lasted till late in the day. But that idea was dashed when she came
near the horse paddock and saw Smokey grazing. So Charlie was home.
Home and aware of her absence.

He was standing in the doorway as Amy walked
up to the porch. She stood at the foot of the steps and waited for
him to speak.

‘So, you’re back,’ he said grimly. ‘You went
out by yourself. You went out without asking me.’

Weariness dragged at Amy. ‘Yes, I did. Can I
come inside and settle the babies, please?’

Charlie took a step back from the door to
let her pass, then followed her through the kitchen and into their
bedroom. His stick rested against one wall; Amy shuddered as she
saw it. Joey was now whimpering with hunger; Amy was about to feed
him when she remembered the rule about feeding David first. There
was no sense getting in even more trouble, even though she could
see that David was not at all hungry.

She untied the sling and laid Joey on the
bed, then undid her bodice and tried to coax David to take a nipple
into his mouth. ‘I had to go,’ she said, too weary to feel more
than a vague fear of what was to come. ‘Someone had to look after
Lizzie, and Aunt Edie was just about ready to drop. I couldn’t ask
you because you weren’t here.’ David took a few desultory sucks,
then let the nipple fall out of his mouth as his eyelids
drooped.

‘I had to, you see,’ Amy went on. If she
didn’t look at him she would not become too frightened to speak.
She undressed David and put him in his cradle, careful to lay him
on his side facing away from them so that he would not see her
punishment if he woke too soon, then she took up an increasingly
irate Joey and put him to the breast. ‘Lizzie needed me. We’re
family, and we have to help one another. Lizzie would do the same
for me if I was sick. So would Aunt Edie, and Jane. Even
Susannah—Pa might have to make her, but she’d help me. That’s what
being a family means. It’s so that—’

‘All right, that’s enough,’ Charlie
interrupted. ‘Don’t you lecture me, woman. You disobeyed me—you
willfully defied me. You know what that means, don’t you? You know
what’s going to happen?’

‘Yes, I know. But I can’t help it. I had to
do it.’ Amy sat in silence while Joey suckled, shifting him to her
other breast after a few minutes. ‘I’m sorry it meant disobeying
you. I’m very sorry.’ She raised her eyes to his for a moment, then
dropped them as she disengaged Joey from her breast and fastened
her bodice. Her eyes flicked to the stick then away before she put
a clean napkin on Joey and tucked him into his cradle.

Amy stood up from the cradle and looked
straight at Charlie. Better get it over with. She dropped to
her knees in front of the chair, lifted her skirts to her
shoulders, and waited for the first blow to fall.

She waited and waited, wondering why Charlie
did not move. At last she twisted around to look at him, and saw
his hand reach out towards the stick then drop to his side again.
His brow was furrowed in thought.

‘There’s something in that,’ he said at
last. ‘I suppose you thought you were doing the right thing, going
down there. You can’t have got up to much mischief with two bairns
to lug about, either. We’ll say no more about it this time.’

Amy raised herself slowly upright and sank
onto the bed, shaking in reaction to the unexpected relief.

‘That doesn’t mean you can wander off by
yourself whenever the fancy takes you, mind. I’ll let you off
today, but you’re to ask if you want to go again. Understand?’

‘Yes, I understand. Thank you, Charlie.’

 


*

 


Frank sat at Lizzie’s bedside holding her
hand, but there were no tears on his face now. He looked grim and
determined as he stroked her cheek.

‘I’ve let you down,’ he
whispered. ‘But I’m going to make it up to you. I’m never going to
let anything hurt you again. When you’re well again you’re going to
have whatever you want. I’m going to make things right for you.’ He
raised her hand to his mouth and kissed it. ‘I love you,
Lizzie.’
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October 1888 – August 1889

On a mild spring day late in October, Lizzie
opened her eyes and looked at Frank with recognition as he sat by
her bedside.

When his rush of elation had settled into a
calmer happiness, Frank spent the afternoon mending the stretch of
fence whose collapse had, in his eyes, marked the beginning of
their troubles, and to which he had done no more than rig a
temporary repair up till now. There would be no more falling down
fences on his farm, he pledged to himself.

It took many weeks for Lizzie to recover her
full strength. All through her long convalescence, Frank hovered
solicitously over her whenever he was not busy on the farm. As she
became stronger Frank spent more and more time working, amazed at
all the things he had left undone or done half-heartedly over the
years. Even the weeds scattered through his paddocks, which he had
always accepted as the natural state of the pasture, now seemed an
inarguable sign of his neglect, and he set to work destroying
them.

Seeing how much Lizzie was fretting for the
children, within a few days of her return to consciousness Frank
insisted that Edie let Maudie come home, and he gladly took on the
task of looking after her until Lizzie was well enough to get up.
He soon gained new skills in feeding, washing and dressing little
girls, but he reluctantly admitted that caring for a baby was
beyond him. Amy gradually weaned Joey over the next few weeks, and
by the time Lizzie was well enough to care for him Joey was ready
for solid food.

By autumn Lizzie was so well that it was
hard to believe she had ever been ill. But the illness had left its
marks. Her hair would take years to regain its former length, and
it was months before she could easily pin it up under a bonnet. The
weight she had lost was more readily replaced; Frank soon found he
had a warm armful to cuddle again.

The changes in Frank were not so visible,
but they were deeper and more long-lasting. Never again would he
take happiness for granted. It was something to be worked for, and
to give thanks for every day. No longer did he surprise Lizzie by
coming back to the house an hour or two before she expected; now
she had to get used to keeping meals warm in the evening while she
waited for Frank to finish some vital piece of work that simply
would not wait until the next day. Whenever he had to go out he
spent most of the time away from the farm thinking about what he
should do when he got back.

‘Frank, you’ve gone mad,’ Lizzie complained
one evening when Frank finally came in for his dinner half an hour
after sunset. ‘I was beginning to think I’d have to come looking
for you with a lantern.’

‘I’ve got a lot of wasted time to make up,’
said Frank. ‘I’m going to make this farm pay.’

‘That doesn’t mean you have to work all
hours of the day and night! You’ll knock yourself out.’

‘No, I won’t. I’m just working hard for a
change.’ He stepped up behind Lizzie as she stood at the range
dishing up his meal, and slipped his arms round her waist. ‘I
nearly lost you,’ he murmured in her ear. ‘I nearly lost my Lizzie.
I’m never going to risk that again.’

There was one resolution he found more
difficult to keep. The first night he once again joined Lizzie in
their bed, he told her very solemnly that it would be for the best
if she did not have any more babies for some time; at least until
she was back to her full strength. Lizzie agreed with equal
solemnity, and explained that since she had had to stop
breastfeeding Joey so early she would be likely to get with child
almost at once if they did not take care. But they soon found that
good intentions were no match for natural impulses. In March Lizzie
told Frank there would be another child in November, when Joey
would be barely eighteen months old.

When he had got over the guilty awareness of
his lack of self-control, Frank could not help but be pleased,
especially as Lizzie was so delighted. He watched her anxiously for
any sign of illness as her pregnancy advanced, but Lizzie bloomed
as she swelled.

 


*

 


Late in the month John Leith startled his
family with the announcement that he was going to get married. Not
the news of the marriage itself; most of the population of Ruatane
had been expecting to hear that was imminent for many months, ever
since John had first started his frequent visits to the Carrs’.
What caused such surprise was his choice of wife. No one was more
astonished than Martha Carr when John went to see her father, not
to ask for her hand but for her younger sister Sophie’s.

‘It’s not fair!’ Martha wailed to her
mother. ‘He was meant to ask me! What’s he want her for, anyway?
She’s fat.’ She was doomed to an unsympathetic hearing;
after she got over the surprise, Mrs Carr was philosophical about
having disposed of one daughter when all her efforts had been
devoted to placing the other.

Martha soon decided to make the best of it,
especially once her mother had comforted her with assurances that
it would be her turn before too long. Mrs Carr insisted Martha have
a bridesmaid’s dress at least as elaborate as Sophie’s wedding gown
for the April wedding; after all, as she told her husband, Sophie
had already got herself a man. Making the most of Martha’s
attractions was much more sensible.

By the time of the wedding Amy was almost
four months gone with a new pregnancy, and she fretted over whether
or not she should attend. Desire to go to her brother’s wedding
outweighed the worry that her condition might be visible; she
comforted herself with the memory that at the same stage of her
three earlier pregnancies she had barely shown. For a while it had
seemed that nausea, far more violent and dragging on for longer
than she was used to, might deny her the outing, but at last it
subsided into mere morning sickness instead of attacking her all
through the day.

Lizzie’s baby was due two months later than
Amy’s, so she had no such worries about appearing at the wedding.
In fact, Frank would have found it difficult to keep her away from
her first important social occasion since her illness.

‘Now, you’re sure you feel up to it?’ he
asked as they drove to the Carrs’ house after the wedding service.
‘You just tell me if you get a bit tired, we can go home whenever
you like.’

‘Frank, for goodness sake,’ Lizzie said.
‘Stop treating me like I was still sick. Honestly, I hardly even
get the chance to talk to anyone when we go to town, you’re always
in such a tearing hurry to get back to work. You needn’t think
you’re going to do me out of a bit of fun today.’

‘I just don’t want you getting worn out.
I’ll make sure there’s a proper armchair for you.’

‘Oh, no, you won’t! You can leave the
armchairs for the old women, thank you very much.’

Lizzie gathered up her two children and made
straight for the corner of the parlour where most of the other
women had congregated. She and Amy took full advantage of their
chance to chat.

‘What I can’t understand,’ Lizzie said, ‘is
just how he ever got around to asking her. I mean, look at them
now—have you even seen them speak to one another?’

‘No,’ Amy agreed, studying John and Sophie
where they stood in the centre of the room, close by a table which
Mrs Carr and Martha, helped by the Carrs’ oldest daughter Tilly,
were busily loading more and more food on. ‘But I’ve seen them
smile at each other a few times.’

‘Smiling’s all very well, but it’s a bit
hard to propose like that. Now, if it had been Martha I could
understand it. She would have asked him herself—either that or he
would have asked her just to shut her up.’

‘Shh, Lizzie! Martha will hear you.’

‘No, she won’t. She’s not taking any notice
of us, she’s too busy eyeing up all the men to see who she can
chase after next.’ Martha was indeed showing no sign of feeling
rejected; she was clearly making her best effort to be charming to
any unattached young man whose attention she managed to catch.

 


*

 


‘Well, that’s another of those girls married
off,’ Mr Carr remarked to any of the men standing close to him who
cared to listen. ‘It’s an expensive business, getting rid of
daughters. You’ll have that one day, Frank.’

‘Hey, hang on! Maudie’s not even three yet,’
Frank protested with a laugh.

‘The time goes fast enough. Sophie’ll make
John not a bad wife—she’s the best of the lot of them, really.
She’s the only one who didn’t inherit her ma’s tongue, anyway. Can
I pour you a beer, Charlie—oh, you’ve already helped yourself.’ He
poured himself a mug instead, and topped up Frank’s glass.

‘Yes, she’s not a bad girl, is Sophie,’ he
went on. ‘John won’t have got anything out of her, either, she’ll
have kept herself decent. Her and Martha both, they’d never dare
open their legs till they had a ring on their finger. Not after
that trouble we had with Tilly.’ He glanced over his shoulder
towards Tilly’s husband, a sullen-faced young man with an
expression that said he wished he were elsewhere.

‘He’s a no-hoper, that one,’ Mr Carr
muttered to his listeners. ‘Good at making babies, but not too keen
on any other sort of work. He’s had jobs on half the farms around
Katikati, he gets sick of it after a couple of months and tries
another place. I’ll probably have to have the two of them here in
the end. Well, if he plays his cards right he’ll get this farm when
I’m gone. He reckoned it wasn’t his brat, but Tilly swore it was,
and her ma believed her. She’s no soft touch, my old woman—if she
believed Tilly, then it was the truth. She gave that girl a hell of
a hiding when she found out there was a child on the way.’

‘Wasn’t it a bit late for that?’ Frank
asked.

‘Too late for Tilly, right enough. But she
made the other two stand and watch while she did it. I don’t know
which girl was yelling the loudest by the time she’d finished. No,
John’ll get his first go at Sophie tonight. I don’t know if he’s
tried it on before, but she’ll have given him short shrift if he
has.’ He looked across the room at Martha, who was taking
animatedly to an amused-looking Bill. ‘Course, the trouble with
Martha is, I don’t know if she’s got much chance of getting a
husband bar using the same way Tilly did. She hasn’t got much going
for her. She’s got her ma’s looks and her ma’s tongue, but she
didn’t get her ma’s cunning.’

Charlie downed the last mouthful from his
mug and refilled it. ‘You wed the woman,’ he said, voicing the
thought that Frank had kept to himself.

‘Well, we all do stupid things when we’re
young. Don’t you go being so bloody smug, Charlie Stewart, not when
you’re drinking my beer. Just because you scored that tasty little
piece.’ He looked across the room at Amy. Frank saw Amy turn and
stare back, then quickly look away, as if she had sensed she was
being observed. Now that his eyes had drifted in that direction,
Frank studied Lizzie, taking pleasure in the sight of her blooming
health. She did not catch his eye, but she waved her new fan in a
rather ostentatious way, making Frank smile even more broadly. ‘I
don’t know how you did it, Charlie,’ Mr Carr said, openly envious.
‘The best looking bit of skirt in this town, and barely ripe when
you got her.’

‘I’ll thank you to keep your eyes to
yourself,’ Charlie said, fixing Mr Carr with a grim expression.

‘All right, all right, I’m just looking.
I’ll leave the baby snatching to you. When you’ve got a looker like
that, Charlie, you’ve got to expect to have her stared at. I notice
you’ve got her with child again.’

‘That’s right,’ Charlie said with evident
self-satisfaction.

‘You don’t muck about, do you? Making up for
lost time, eh? What are you grinning about, Frank?’

‘What?’ Frank dragged his eyes back to his
companions. ‘Oh, I was just thinking about Lizzie. She looks good,
eh?’

Mr Carr laughed. ‘Now, that’s the sign of a
man who hasn’t been married long—a room full of women, and he’s
only got eyes for his wife. She’s got over that bad patch all
right?’

‘Yes, she seems really well now. I still
keep an eye on her, try and stop her from overdoing things.’

‘My wife fed his son while his wife was
poorly,’ Charlie put in. ‘My son was still on the breast then. But
she had plenty of milk for two bairns, so I let her feed both.’

‘Ah, yes, Charlie, I think you might have
mentioned that once or twice,’ Mr Carr said, rolling his eyes at
Frank. ‘Maybe a few more times than that.’

 


*

 


Susannah glided towards Amy in her gown of
bronze silk with brocade bodice, choosing a moment when Lizzie had
gone to refill her plate. It was the dress she had worn on her
first Sunday in Ruatane, but even now almost eight years later it
still outshone any other outfit in the room.

‘You shouldn’t be here, Amy,’ Susannah said
in a low voice. ‘You’re showing.’

All Amy’s pleasure in her outing evaporated
in a moment. She looked down at the blue silk gown that had to do
service as her only good dress. It was true that its close fitting
style meant the dress was already uncomfortably snug. ‘I’m only
just showing. I don’t think anyone will see. No one’s taking any
notice of me today, anyway.’

‘I’m afraid you’re wrong about that. Your
condition’s quite obvious.’

Amy looked around the room, imagining all
eyes on her in disapproval. She knew it would be no use asking
Charlie if they could go home, not when there was so much free beer
still to be drunk. ‘I can’t help it,’ she said bitterly. ‘I’d never
get out of the house if I had to wait for a time when I wasn’t with
child or nursing a new baby. I’m always in this state.’ She turned
her back on Susannah and walked away to what she hoped was an
inconspicuous corner.

‘Hey, I don’t think I’ve had a wedding kiss
from you yet,’ she heard a voice behind her. Amy turned and saw
John advancing on her while Sophie circulated among some of the
guests.

‘Haven’t you?’ Amy put her arms around his
neck and kissed him. ‘Congratulations, John. I hope you and Sophie
will be really happy.’

‘We’ll be all right,’ John said. He glanced
over to where Sophie was showing off her new wedding ring to an
admiring audience, and Amy saw a complacent smile play around his
mouth. ‘Sophie’s good. I tell you what, she’s looking forward to
getting out of here. Martha’s been giving her a real hard time
since she found out we were getting married.’

‘Poor Sophie,’ Amy said, at the same time
wondering how John had managed to get so much information out of
Sophie when Amy had rarely heard her say more than two words
together. ‘But John, Martha might have been hurt, you know. I mean,
she thought you were interested in her. I hope you haven’t been
leading her on.’

‘I never touched her, if that’s what you’re
getting at. I never said anything to her, either, bar “pass the
salt” or that sort of thing. I can’t help it if her and her ma made
things up.’

‘No, you can’t,’ Amy agreed. ‘It’s just that
everyone thought it was Martha you were after.’

‘Yes, that’s what Sophie said at first. She
said Martha would make a heck of a fuss about it—that’s why it took
me so long to talk Sophie round.’

‘John, Sophie seems to say an awful lot more
to you than she does to anyone else.’

‘That’s because I shut up and let her talk.
Do you think her ma and sisters ever gave her much chance to get a
word in edgewise? Sophie mightn’t be the brightest, but she’s not
as dim as people think.’

‘You’re not so slow yourself, John. Oh, I’ve
got to ask, tell me to shut up if I’m being too nosy. What made you
notice Sophie when you must have had Martha hanging round you all
the time whenever you came out here?’

‘That’s easy,’ John said, the twinkle in his
eye making it hard to judge how serious he was. ‘It was the first
day I realised it was Sophie who was doing all the cooking!’

 


*

 


This pregnancy seemed more uncomfortable
than any of her previous ones. After the nausea at last
disappeared, Amy seemed to swell so rapidly that at times she
wondered if her skin could stretch fast enough to hold her body in.
She knew she was bigger than she had been when carrying the two
boys; perhaps this would be an even larger baby.

Maybe it’ll be too big for me. Maybe this
will be the one that kills me. She thrust the brooding thought
aside whenever it slipped into her mind. Self-pity was a luxury she
could not afford.

But pregnancy had its advantages. Although
it made every day an ordeal for Amy as she dragged her growing
burden around, the way Charlie softened in his manner made up for
much of the discomfort. Sometimes Amy could almost delude herself
that he might be about to say something kind to her, or even show
her some token of affection, though in her more sensible moments
she knew that was too much to expect. But he tolerated her
increasing clumsiness with only mild complaints, carefully
refrained from hitting her when she was slow in serving his meals,
and only rarely called her ‘bitch’.

One evening in early July, when Amy was a
little over six months pregnant, the two of them sat in the parlour
in a silence that was almost companionable, the fire crackling
cheerfully on the hearth. Charlie scanned the Weekly News
idly while Amy sewed at an old pair of his trousers that was beyond
mending and which she was cutting down for Malcolm. She glanced up
and caught him looking at her with an expression so self-satisfied
that it came dangerously close to being a smile.

Charlie looked away and buried his nose in
the newspaper before speaking. ‘Felt the bairn move much?’

‘Quite a bit. Not as much as Mal did, but
about the same as Davie.’

‘Mmm. Another big, strong boy, eh? I might
have to think about putting another room on in a couple of
years.’

When I have another baby. Won’t he ever
let me stop? A faint cough, muffled by the intervening wall,
dragged her thoughts from their fruitless course. ‘Mal’s nearly
over that bad cough now. He’s much better since he’s been in his
new bedroom.’ Distressed at the signs of illness in Malcolm,
Charlie had readily taken up Amy’s hesitant suggestion that he make
a new room by walling in half of the cottage’s verandah. Malcolm
now slept there instead of in the chilly back bedroom that saw no
sunlight all day. ‘The weather’ll be getting warm again when the
new baby comes, so Davie should be all right in the back room till
next year. He’s a bit too young to share with Mal yet, I think. We
shouldn’t need another room for a while.’ Charlie grunted something
that might have been agreement.

‘Charlie,’ Amy said carefully, gambling on
his mellow mood. ‘It might… it might be a girl this time.’

Charlie dropped the paper on his lap and
looked at her in astonishment. ‘A girl? What do I want with a girl
child? What use would that be on the farm?’

‘No use at all, I suppose. But it might be
one anyway. I’ve had two boys now, it can’t keep on being boys
forever.’

‘I never thought of it being a girl child.
Do you think you’re carrying a girl?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t think you can tell. I
just wanted to sort of… well, warn you. I hope it’ll be another
boy, really I do.’ And it was true. A girl would try to take the
place in her heart that would always be Ann’s, and Amy feared she
would resent the child instead of giving her the love she deserved.
It had been hard enough learning to love Malcolm; if she had a
daughter she could not be sure of winning the struggle.

‘A girl,’ Charlie repeated. His look of
amazement slowly faded as the notion settled into his mind. ‘Well,
I suppose there’s no harm if this one’s a girl,’ he said at last.
‘There’s plenty of time for more boys. If it’s a girl you can name
it,’ he added as he took up his newspaper again.

‘Thank you,’ Amy said in surprise. It was a
gift; the only one he had ever given her, and Amy at once felt she
wanted to give him something in return. She thought for a moment,
then asked, ‘What was your mother’s name, Charlie?’

‘Eh?’ He looked up from the paper, and a
faraway expression spread over his face. ‘Her name was… Margaret.
Yes, that was it, Margaret. Maggie, they used to call her. I
remember her standing in the doorway and calling out to me to come
in for supper, holding a wee bairn in her arms. She was tall and
straight, and she had blue eyes. And they killed her,’ he ended
bitterly.

Amy gave a start. ‘Wh-what? Who killed her,
Charlie?’

‘The bloody English,’ Charlie spat. ‘Called
themselves Scots—called themselves clan chiefs—they never came near
the Highlands till they decided to play farmer. There was only one
sort of clansman they wanted, and that was the four-footed
clansman.’

‘What’s a four-footed clansman?’

‘Sheep. Bloody Cheviot sheep. That was the
way to make easy money—run thousands of sheep on the hills. Only
trouble was, there were people on that land. Good, honest
clansmen—my father’s family had worked that land time out of mind—
and loyal to the chief—my mother and father both had grandfathers
out in the ’45.’ That meant the Jacobite rebellion of 1745, Amy
knew; though she suspected Charlie would not allow it to be called
a rebellion. ‘That lot weren’t going to let that stop them. “Pack
your belongings and get out,” the steward said. Then him and his
men set fire to the cottages so there’d be no going back—never even
gave us time to get our things out before they threw in the
torches. There was one old woman still in hers when they burned it,
I remember my father saying. Our land. It was ours, and they took
it away from us,’ Charlie said in a voice raw with outraged loss.
‘My father had no bit of paper to say it was his—the lairds had the
paper. They kicked us off our land as if we were animals—no, they
treated animals better. They treated the sheep better! Every time I
cut a ewe’s throat I tell myself it’s the Countess of
Sutherland.’

Amy shivered at the force of his hatred as
he spoke about things she had scarcely even heard of, despite her
own Scottish blood. History at school had meant English history,
and had rarely strayed north of the border; certainly it had never
discussed anything critical of the country most of Amy’s classmates
were taught by their parents to call ‘Home’. Part of her wanted to
stop him before he got himself in too much of a state, but the
story held a horrible fascination. ‘What did your family do? Where
did you go?’

‘We walked. We carried what we could—what
we’d pulled out of the cottage before they torched it. My mother
carried the little girl, and my father and me what our backs would
bear. We walked and walked. I don’t know how far, or how long it
took. I only remember the walking, sleeping in the fields at night,
my father putting his coat over Ma and the girl when it rained. She
was far gone with child, bigger than you are now.’ He frowned in
thought. ‘She seemed old. She was grey and worn-looking, and bowed
down instead of erect like she used to be. She can’t have been as
old as all that, though, not to be still bearing.

‘We got to some port. I don’t know where it
was, my father never spoke of it after. We got to within sight of
it, then her pains came on. Too early, she said it was, but the
walking was too much for her. She lay down in the dirt of the road
and cried out with the pain. There were other women, they helped
her. Someone took me off, but I could still hear her. For a while,
anyway.’ He fell silent.

‘The poor, poor woman,’ Amy murmured, hardly
noticing the tears streaming down her face. ‘You must have been
very young.’

Charlie shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Five or
six, maybe. They said some dirt got in her, she got some childbed
ailment with a fancy name.’ He gave a bitter snort. ‘Not that she
had a bed to give birth in, nor one to die in. She died in a field
by the road. Some woman took the baby, but it only lived a
day.’

‘So you and your father—and your little
sister—left Scotland?’

‘Aye. There was nothing for us there any
more. We went to Canada, the whole village on the one boat. The
girl died on the way. She wasn’t strong enough for that boat.’ He
shuddered at memories he chose not to speak of. ‘There was work in
Canada, and the chance of land. Cutting forests, that was good work
for a strong man. Till one day the blade slipped in the sawmill.
Took off my father’s arm, and he bled to death while we
watched.’

‘Oh, Charlie! Who looked after you? Who took
care of you?’

‘Care?’ he repeated, looking puzzled. ‘I
didn’t need anyone to take care of me. I must have been ten or
eleven by then. Old enough to do a man’s job—for a boy’s wage.’

Still a child, Amy thought, tears
coursing down her face. With no one to cuddle him when he got
scared at night, no one to talk to about the things that upset him.
Oh, Charlie, no wonder you don’t know how to play with the
children. No wonder you don’t know how to be gentle. ‘It’s a
long way from Canada to Ruatane,’ she said softly.

‘A hell of a long way. Took me twenty-five
years to do it. Twenty-five years of living rough, wherever there
was work to be had and a chance of putting a bit of money aside.
Across Canada, down through California, then worked my passage to
Dunedin. Cutting stone blocks for building—that’s work for a strong
back. Fencing, digging the roads, whatever paid the best. Hauling
loads to the gold-fields, there was money in that. I made my way
north bit by bit—I heard there was land to be had in these parts,
good land for a man not scared of hard work to break it in. Took me
another five years working in the sawmills and the mines before I
had enough money. No time to think about getting a wife, and no
women in most of those places—not the sort you marry, anyway. Then
it seemed to be too late,’ he said, looking pensive. ‘But I got my
land,’ he went on, fire in his eyes again. ‘This farm is mine, and
I’ve the bit of paper to say so. No one’s ever taking it off me or
my sons. I’ve got sons now,’ he said triumphantly. ‘This land is
ours forever.’

His eyes focussed on Amy instead of into
some unseen distance, and he appeared to become fully aware of her
presence for the first time since his diatribe began. ‘You were
just a wee mite when I got this place. A plaguey brat you were for
a bit, you and that cousin of yours running wild on my land. But
you blossomed,’ he mused, his eyes on her in a way that made Amy
grateful for the bulkiness exempting her from his demands. ‘You
blossomed, all right.’

Amy sat in silence as she tried to absorb
the magnitude of all he had said. ‘I’m glad you told me all that,
Charlie,’ she said at last. ‘I wish you’d told me years ago.’

‘Why? What’s it got to do with you?’

Amy looked away to hide the hurt. I’m
your wife, aren’t I? ‘You should tell the children about it
when they’re old enough to understand. It was their grandparents,
after all.’ She felt the hard bulge of her belly under her hands
and thought about the woman who had been Charlie’s mother; the
woman made old and grey before her time. ‘And if this baby’s a
girl,’ she said quietly, ‘I’d like to call her Margaret.’

 


*

 


The weight dragged at Amy more and more as
the weeks passed and she grew bigger. The simplest task became a
trial, and the heavier work such as washing became almost too much
to bear. But it had to be done, so she struggled on.

On a Monday early in August, with six weeks
still to go before the nine months would be up, Amy was taking the
dry clothes off the line while David toddled about near her feet.
Every time she reached up for a piece of washing a sharp pain
stabbed under her ribs, and she had wait for it to subside before
she could carry on.

David tugged at her skirt. ‘Mama,’ he said
excitedly. ‘Tommy coming!’

Amy looked in the direction he was pointing
and saw that her little half-brother was indeed making his way up
the track towards them. ‘Hello, Tommy! What are you doing here?’
She held out her arms, and he let himself be embraced. He tried to
put his own arms around her, but when Amy let him go he stepped
back and gave her a puzzled look.

‘You’re fat, Amy. You’re much fatter than
Sophie.’

‘Yes, I’m really fat,’ Amy agreed. ‘Don’t
worry, I won’t be for long. You’ll see, by Christmas I’ll be as
skinny as ever. Tommy, it’s lovely to see you! I haven’t seen you
for months. But why did you come today? And where’s Georgie?’

‘He’s got a cough. He had to stay home
today. I just wanted to see you.’ Thomas looked up at her and his
lower lip trembled. ‘That’s all right, isn’t it?’

‘Of course it is. I’ve been missing you.
Does Mama know you’re here? Oh, you say “Ma” now, don’t you? Now
you’re a big boy going to school. And you’ll be seven soon, won’t
you?’

Thomas looked troubled. ‘I’m meant to say
“Mother”. That’s what she tells me I’m to say. But I forget
sometimes. And kids at school laugh when I say “Mother”. They
reckon I should say “Ma”. That’s what they all say.’

Trust Susannah to make it hard.
‘Well, maybe you should say “Ma” at school and “Mother” at
home.’

‘I do try and say that. It’s hard to
remember, though.’ He looked far more worried than this problem
seemed to justify. Amy was sure there must be something else on his
mind that he would tell her in his own time.

‘Yes, it must be hard, Tommy. I think you’ll
get used to it, though. Does Ma… Mother know you’re here?’

‘No. She won’t care. She’ll think I’m still
at school.’

‘Well, I suppose it’s all right as long as
you go home before it gets late. Hold on, I’ll just get these last
few things off the line then you can help me carry it all back to
the house.’

Thomas took one handle of the tin bath that
Amy used as a clothes basket, and they made their slow way back to
the house while David danced happily around them.

‘Thank you, Tommy, that was a big help, you
carrying one side. We’ll just leave it on the floor for now,’ she
said as they entered the kitchen. ‘I’ll get you some milk and
biscuits, shall I? I bet you’re hungry, boys are always
hungry.’

She piled biscuits onto a plate and poured
mugs of milk for the three of them, sitting David on the floor to
drink his while she took a seat close to Thomas.

‘Now, you must tell me all about school. I
bet you’re learning lots of things. Is Miss Radford a nice
teacher?’

‘Ye-es,’ Thomas said. ‘She’s quite nice. But
she gives you the strap when you do things wrong.’

‘That’s so you won’t do them wrong again,
Tommy. That’s why teachers strap you. You’re a clever boy, you
don’t get things wrong much, do you?’

‘Not much. I did my spelling wrong last
week. Miss Radford only growled me and said I should try harder,
then she helped me with the hard words. She’s quite nice. But…’

‘What?’ Amy probed, seeing his face grow
troubled.

‘I told M-Mother about it, and she was
really wild. She said I’ll disgrace her if I’m dumb at school. What
does “disgrace” mean, Amy?’

‘That’s a hard word to explain. It means…
well, it means when someone does bad things and then everyone
thinks they’re awful. Don’t worry, Tommy, you’ll never disgrace
anyone. Mother only said it because she was annoyed.’

‘She said I wasn’t going to be a stupid farm
boy. She said if I carry on being stupid it’ll have to be b-beaten
out of me.’ He looked plaintively at Amy. ‘I didn’t mean to do it
wrong.’

‘Of course you didn’t. Mama… Ma… oh, you’ve
got me doing it now, Mother didn’t mean it. She was just
angry.’

‘She did mean it, she did! She’ll
make Pa give me a hiding. M-Mother hates me,’ he finished in a
wail.

‘Tommy, no! You mustn’t say that. Mother
doesn’t hate you.’

‘She does! She hates me. She said I was a
hateful little devil—she said it just yesterday. She said she
wished I’d never been born. Mama hates me,’ he sobbed.

Amy reached out and tugged him gently from
his chair towards her. ‘Come on, cuddle up. Climb on my lap, never
mind my fat tummy.’ She put her arms around him and he laid his
head on her breast as his sobs slowly eased. ‘There, that’s better,
isn’t it? Tommy, sometimes when grown-ups are tired or annoyed they
say things they don’t mean. I know it’s hard, but you have to learn
not to take any notice when they say silly things.’

‘Mother and Pa have awful fights sometimes.
I hear them through the wall.’

Amy remembered hearing muffled shouts
through that same wall. ‘Put your head under the pillow when they
start. You won’t hear them if you do that.’

‘They had one last night. Mother said she
hated living on the farm. She said Pa shouldn’t have made her come.
She said she wished she’d never met him. Pa said he wished she
never had either.’

The wall wasn’t that thin. ‘Tommy,
have you been listening at the wall?’ Amy asked.

Thomas’s guilty expression was answer
enough. ‘She said George and me would drive her to distraction if
Pa didn’t sort us out. She said we were turning into horrible
little brutes. She’ll make him give me a hiding,’ he wailed.

‘Shh, Tommy, shh. Pa doesn’t really give you
many hidings, does he?’

‘No,’ Thomas admitted. ‘But Mother said he
will if I get in trouble at school. She said he’ll give me a really
awful hiding. And… and I got two sums wrong at school today, and
Miss Radford hit me with the ruler. See?’ He held out his palm and
Amy studied it, but there was no sign of any red mark; the strokes
must have been very soft. It was not Miss Radford’s mild
chastisement that had got Thomas in such a state. ‘Papa will hate
me too!’ He lapsed into sobbing once again. Amy held him tightly
and kissed the tears as they welled out of his eyes.

‘Tommy, Pa will never, ever hate you. And
you’re not hateful, you mustn’t believe that. You’re my little
brother, and I love you. Pa does too. So does Mother, she’s just
not so good at showing it.’ She brushed a lock of black hair away
from his face. ‘Do you remember how I used to look after you when
you were little?’

‘Yes,’ Thomas said, his voice muffled
against her bodice. ‘I remember. But you went away. You came to
live here at Uncle Charlie’s instead. Why did you do that,
Amy?’

How could she begin to explain to a
six-year-old? ‘I… I just had to.’

‘Why did you go away, Amy?’ Fresh tears
welled up as he gazed at her. ‘Was it because I was naughty?’

‘Oh, no, Tommy.’ She pressed him against her
so that he would not see her face. ‘It’s because I was,’ she
said softly.

Thomas looked at her without understanding.
‘I remember once we all went on the big boat up to Auckland. You
and me and Mother and George. We went to visit Grandmama and
Grandpapa. I didn’t like it there. Their house was full of things
you weren’t allowed to touch. But you weren’t there, Amy.’

‘No. I had to stay with another lady. I
didn’t know you remembered all that.’

‘I do. We came home and you still weren’t
there.’ He looked confused. ‘But then you were there again.’

‘That’s right. Pa came up to Auckland to
fetch me.’

‘I don’t remember that bit. You were there,
then you went away. Can’t you come back again, Amy?’

Amy forced herself to smile so that the
tears she could feel pricking at her eyes would not upset him. ‘No,
Tommy. I can’t come back. I have to look after Uncle Charlie, you
see, and Mal and Davie. Who’d look after them all if I went
home?’

‘I see.’ Thomas looked disappointed. ‘Could
I come and live here with you?’

‘Wouldn’t you miss Pa? And what about
Georgie?’

‘Maybe they could come and live here,
too.’

Amy laughed. ‘This is only a little house,
Tommy. There’s no room for a big boy like you, let alone all those
others. And anyway, Pa has to look after the farm.’

‘But I could sleep in your bed.’

‘No you couldn’t, Tommy. I have to sleep in
Uncle Charlie’s bed.’ She made herself smile again as she looked at
his serious face. ‘It’s not very easy being little, is it? You know
something, darling? Sometimes it’s not that easy being a grown-up,
either.’ She glanced at the clock; it was high time she got the
washing folded and dinner underway.

‘Tommy, I’m glad you came to see me, and you
can come and visit me another day. But you’d better go home
now.’

He clung to her. ‘I don’t want to.’

‘Why? Because you’re scared Pa will give you
a hiding?’ Thomas nodded solemnly.

Amy studied him. If she forced him to go off
by himself, he might well decide to run off into the bush rather
than face the wrath he feared. But what could she do to calm him?
Only one thing, she decided.

‘I tell you what, Tommy. What say I take you
home, and we go and see Pa first. I’ll have a talk with Pa, and I
promise he won’t give you a hiding. Do you trust me?’

‘Ye-es,’ Thomas said doubtfully, then he
gave her a watery smile. ‘Yes.’

‘Good boy. We’d better take Davie—oh, Davie,
what a worried face!’ She laughed at the sight of David staring
wide-eyed at them. ‘Here’s us two being all serious, we’ve got
Davie doing it too.’ David grinned back when he saw her smile.

After a detour to the milking shed, where
Charlie was getting the cows into the yard while Malcolm trailed at
his heels, to ask permission for the outing, Amy set off holding a
small hand in each of hers.

She made straight for the cow shed, where
she knew she would find her father and older brothers.

‘Amy! I didn’t expect to see you here,’ Jack
greeted her, standing up from a milking stool and enfolding her in
a careful hug. ‘You’re puffing like a steam engine, girl!’ he said
in concern as her chest heaved against him.

‘It’s the walk,’ Amy said. ‘Everything’s a
bit of a struggle just now. I’ll be all right when I catch my
breath.’ She paused for a few moments to let her breathing slow.
‘Tommy came to see me, Pa. He’s worried about something. Tell Pa,
Tommy,’ she coaxed, holding his hand tightly.

‘I got two sums wrong, Pa. Miss Radford hit
me with the ruler. I’m sorry.’ He looked up at his father with a
pleading expression.

‘Only two?’ Jack laughed. ‘That means you
must have got a lot of them right, boy. I’m not much good at sums,
your sister used to help me with mine. Hey, it’s nothing to cry
about, Tom.’ He patted his little son on the shoulder. As she
watched the two of them together, Amy was struck by how much Thomas
looked like their father. It occurred to her to wonder whether that
was one of the reasons he seemed to attract so large a share of his
mother’s resentment.

Amy chose her words with care. ‘Pa, Tommy
thinks Mother will be annoyed with him. He thinks she’ll want you
to give him a hiding. I told him you wouldn’t—I promised him
you wouldn’t. Please tell Tommy that’s right.’

Jack gave a heavy sigh. ‘It doesn’t take
much to make her wild with him. Don’t worry, Tom, I won’t give you
a hiding for getting two sums wrong. She can go crook at me
instead.’

‘Thank you, Pa,’ Thomas said, his face
breaking into a smile.

Amy left them in each other’s company and
took David’s hand to make her way home. She wished there were not
quite so many fences to climb, each of them making her
uncomfortable burden stab at her ribs.

‘Carry me, Mama,’ David begged when they
were barely halfway back.

‘Oh, Davie, can’t you walk? You’re very
heavy for me, and Mama’s tired.’

‘Please, Mama.’ He held out his arms; Amy
sighed and gathered him up. She had to lift him over each fence
before clambering over it herself.

Weariness made her clumsier than ever. As
she crossed the last fence, she lost her balance and went sprawling
on the ground. She tried to stand, then crouched on her hands and
knees until the wave of nausea her fall had brought on passed. She
clambered to her feet, picked up David and forced herself to walk
on.

Black spots began to interfere with her
vision as she stumbled up the last hill before the house. She
almost tripped on the doorstep, catching herself on the jamb at the
last moment. She staggered into the kitchen and let David slip to
the floor. ‘Time to start making dinner. Ohh, I feel awful, Davie.
I wish I could lie down. Mustn’t be lazy, though. Mustn’t keep Papa
waiting.’ Amy took a step, and the room tilted alarmingly. She
reached out for the nearest chair, but it jumped away from her
grasp. She groped wildly for it; there was a crash as the chair
tumbled to the floor. Amy fell across it, her belly landing heavily
on the edge of the seat. She screamed with pain as she rolled off
the chair and onto her back.

Red shafts of agony stabbed at the backs of
her eyes. She clutched at her belly, trying to lift herself
upright. It’s the baby. The baby’s coming. It’s too early! I’m
going to die.
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There was a high-pitched wailing echoing
around the room. Stop it, Amy wanted to cry out, but she had
no voice for any sound but inhuman groans. It was David, she knew,
howling at the sight of his mother writhing in agony on the
floor.

The noise faded away. Amy tried to raise
herself to see what David was doing, but the attempt made blackness
come more thickly over her vision. She lay back and let the
convulsions rack her body as they wished.

There was no sense of time. She did not know
how much later it was when a face loomed over her.

‘What’s going on? It’s the child, isn’t it?
It’s started early.’ It was Charlie’s voice, grating painfully in
her head.

Amy nodded, the movement making black dots
swim across her eyes.

‘I’d better get you into town, then.’ He
made to lift her. Amy screamed with the pain of being moved.

‘No, Charlie,’ she forced rasping words out
of her tight throat. ‘You can’t. I’d never bear the trip.’

‘Well, what am I supposed to do?’ he
demanded.

Amy could hear the fear in his voice.
Scared he’ll lose his new son. ‘Bring the nurse out here.
Bring me Mrs Coulson.’

‘I said you weren’t going to that woman
again. I don’t care for her, she’s no idea how to speak
decently.’

‘Please, Charlie, please!’ Amy begged, her
voice cracking with the effort. ‘She’ll look after me. She’ll make
it stop hurting. I’m going to die. I don’t want it to hurt when I
die.’

‘Hush! There’s no need to speak like that.’
He was silent for a moment. ‘All right, you can have the woman. She
knows her work, even if she’s an interfering bitch. But you can’t
lie on the floor.’ He put one arm under her head and the other
under her knees and lifted her easily. After one loud scream, Amy
fell into a half-swoon till he had laid her on the bed.

She was aware of Charlie standing over her,
but it hurt too much to open her eyes. ‘You’ll be all right while
I’m gone?’ he asked. ‘The child won’t come till the nurse is
here?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t think it’ll take
long. There’s blood coming out now, I can feel it. Please hurry,
Charlie. But… but where are the boys?’

‘Outside. Dave came running down to the cow
shed yelling his head off—I couldn’t understand a word of it. Mal
said he was telling me you were ill. I told them to stay put down
there. Shall I take them to your pa’s?’

Amy forced herself to think, though thinking
made her head hurt. ‘Yes, take them over there. Take them now.
Bring Mrs Coulson. Bring her soon. Hurry!’

‘I’ll go like the devil was after me,’ he
said grimly. A door closed, and Amy knew she was alone again.

Waves of agony came at random, convulsing
her body in a way unlike any birth pangs Amy could remember. At
times she seemed to be floating above the pain as if it hardly
belonged to her; at other times it seemed larger than her body
could hold. You’re going to kill me, baby. You and me are going
to die together. Her thoughts travelled their own jumbled route
to the other baby she had thought would kill her in the bearing. It
hadn’t killed her. But she had been in a nursing home then, with a
woman who knew what she was doing even if she took pleasure in the
cruelty of it. I wish I could have seen you again before I die,
Ann. I wish I could know if you’re happy.

In a kind of calm that settled over her
during an interval between bouts of pain, Amy heard the door
opening and a woman’s light tread coming through the house. Mrs
Coulson? No, it’s too soon. Who?

‘Amy?’ A voice made thin with apprehension.
‘Where are you?’

Susannah. Why her? Amy lay quiet and
let Susannah find her own way to the bedroom.

‘Oh, here you are.’

The time spent lying very still on the bed
had given Amy strength enough to speak. ‘What are you doing here,
Susannah?’

‘I’ve come to look after you, of course.
Your father said to—I wanted to, anyway. You need a woman with
you.’

‘Where are my boys? Have you brought them
with you?’

‘You don’t want them to see you while you’re
in this state, do you? You look dreadful.’

‘Where are my boys, Susannah?’

‘Why?’

‘Because I’m going to scream with the pain
in a minute, and I don’t want to frighten them. Where are
they?’

‘They’re with your father. He said—’ Amy’s
scream interrupted her. When it died away, Susannah was quiet for
some time. ‘What do you want me to do for you, Amy?’ she asked at
last, her voice quavering.

‘Nothing. Go away.’

‘Don’t be silly. I can’t leave you in this
state. Shall I… shall I have a look at you?’ She pulled back the
covers Charlie had placed over Amy, and gave a little scream.
‘There’s blood everywhere!’

‘I know. Leave me alone. I don’t want you
touching me.’

‘I should undress you or something, but I… I
don’t want to hurt you.’ Susannah covered Amy’s limbs again. ‘I’ll
just sit with you, shall I? I’ll keep you company till the nurse
comes.’ She reached for Amy’s hand and patted it, but Amy pulled it
away.

‘I don’t want you here, Susannah. I don’t
want you to watch me dying. I’d sooner be by myself.’

‘Now, you mustn’t talk like that! There’s no
need to say such dreadful things. You’re not dying—you’re a strong,
young girl having a baby. You’ll be right as rain in no time.’

‘What do you know about it?’ Amy spat out
the words.

‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’ve had two children
myself, and I think I suffered as much as any woman. That’s why
I’ve come to look after you. I’m older than you, I know more about
such things.’

‘Do you? Have you felt the pain like it was
going to split you in half? I’ve felt that once. It’s starting
again now.’ She tilted her head back to scream the louder, but
screaming brought no relief beyond not having to listen to
Susannah. The pain died away, but not the memories it dragged up.
‘It hurts you till you think you’re going to die. Then there’s a
little baby, and you love her all the more for the pain she cost
you. Then they take the baby away. That’s what happens. It’s no
good loving her. They take her away. It’s better if you die.’

‘Stop that, Amy. Don’t say such things. You
feel terrible, I know, but it’ll pass. You’ll feel well again
soon.’

‘Will I? This is the third baby I’ve given
Charlie. I’m still doing my duty, Susannah. I can’t decide I’ll
stop doing it. I can’t tell him two sons is duty enough. Why was it
enough for you?’

‘It’s none of your business. That’s between
your father and I.’

‘Why, Susannah? Why?’ Amy persisted.

‘Because… because I’m a decent woman,’
Susannah snapped. ‘I’ve had my share of that horrible business with
men. I didn’t choose to do it like you did. I only did it when I
had to.’

‘I thought I was decent, too. I thought that
was part of the bargain. If I married Charlie I’d be decent instead
of what you called me. Now he calls me that instead. And I have to
go on having babies till I die.’

‘Stop talking about dying! Women have babies
every day, you’re no different. And anyway, you’ll be too old to
have them one day. You’ll only be fruitful till you’re forty or
so.’

‘Till I die,’ Amy repeated. ‘I’m not good at
having babies, for all I get with child so easily. But I’ve got to
keep on having them till I die.’

‘Oh, I can’t bear to listen to you going on
like that! I will leave you alone if that’s what you want!’
Susannah stormed out of the room, slamming the door after her.

A few screams later she crept back and sat
beside Amy again. ‘Is it getting worse, Amy?’

‘Yes. And it’ll get worse than this.’
You’re fighting me, baby. Because I fell over and hurt you.
You’re trying to tear your way out of me instead of giving me time
to push properly.

‘I’ve got to do something! Shall I… I don’t
know, wash you, maybe?’ Her face was twisted with disgust; Amy
could see how much the offer had cost her.

‘No. You’ll hurt me more if you touch me
down there. I… I think I’d like a drink of water,’ she said, as
much to shut Susannah up as from a desire to moisten her cracked
lips.

Susannah hurried over to the chest of
drawers and filled a glass from the tin of water. Amy lifted her
head to sip at it, then fell back against the pillows. She let
Susannah take hold of her hand as she waited for the next wave of
pain.

At last there came the noise of hooves
approaching. ‘That must be the nurse!’ Susannah said, jumping up
from her chair and peering out the window. ‘Thank Heavens!’

A moment later Mrs Coulson rushed into the
room and put her arms around Amy. ‘Poor darling,’ she soothed.
‘Don’t be frightened, sweetheart. I’ll have you comfortable in no
time. I’ll just have a quick look at you, then you can have a nice
dose of chloroform.’

She pulled back the covers and raised Amy’s
dress. ‘Mrs Leith, give me a hand to get her undressed, will you?’
she asked without turning towards Susannah. ‘I’d like you to—’ She
glanced over her shoulder, and abruptly stopped speaking when she
saw Susannah’s white face. ‘Whatever’s wrong with you, woman?’ Mrs
Coulson asked. ‘Haven’t you ever seen a child born?’

‘No,’ Susannah admitted in a faint
voice.

‘For goodness sake! Who sent you here?’

‘My husband… I wanted to come. I came to
look after Amy.’

‘Oh, yes, I can see that. You’ll have been a
great help to the girl. Get out, please. If you can’t be any use,
you can at least keep out from under my feet.’

‘But I’m meant to be helping! It’s just…
it’s all so revolting,’ Susannah said weakly, looking away from
Amy’s exposed loins.

‘Well, you’re not helping. Go and make a cup
of tea or something. I’m sure Mr Stewart’s feeling the need of
one.’ Susannah went out, closing the door after her.

‘That woman’s worse than useless,’ Mrs
Coulson muttered. ‘Never mind, that’s her out of the way.’ She sat
down on the chair beside Amy and lifted the bag she had brought.
‘I’d better put you out before I try undressing you. I’ll hurt you
too much doing it by myself.’ She lifted out the chloroform bottle
and a pad of cloth.

‘Am I going to die, Mrs Coulson?’

‘Shh, darling. Of course you’re not,’ Mrs
Coulson said, with a cheerfulness that Amy knew was forced.

‘Please tell me the truth. I want to
know.’

Mrs Coulson stroked Amy’s face. ‘It isn’t
given to us to know the hour of our deaths. But I’ll do my best to
see that your hour doesn’t come for a long time yet.’

Her kindness made Amy let go of her fear.
‘What about my baby? It’s too early. My baby’s going to die, isn’t
it?’

‘You shouldn’t talk…’ Mrs Coulson began,
then she sighed. ‘How early? Your husband said about a month.’

‘Six weeks.’

‘As much as that?’ She hesitated before
speaking again. ‘Well, my dear, anything can happen. But… six weeks
early? I’m sorry, darling.’ She held the pad over Amy’s face.

 


*

 


When Amy was lying still and quiet, Mrs
Coulson undressed her. The nurse gave a sharp intake of breath when
she untied Amy’s drawers and saw the livid bruises across her
abdomen. The marks of a heavy boot? The bruises didn’t seem quite
the right shape for that, but she could not imagine what else might
have caused them. So that was what had brought on this untimely
labour. Mrs Coulson knew it was going to be difficult for her to
speak civilly to Charlie, for all she had promised herself she
would.

She fought with the baby till both of them
were near exhaustion, but the child was its own enemy far more than
it was the nurse’s. It seemed to want to fight its way out of Amy’s
womb, but at the same time tried to cling to its safe home. The
nurse’s probing soon told her the baby was in the breech position,
and as fast as she could tease a little leg free of the tangle of
limbs it twisted away from her fingers. But the convulsions of the
uterus at last proved stronger than the child within, and it
expelled its struggling tenant buttocks first.

The tiny boy weighed barely four pounds, the
nurse was sure. He waved his little fists and howled, making no
more noise than a kitten. Mrs Coulson shook her head over him,
wrapped him in a blanket and laid him on the bed beside the
unconscious Amy after pulling a sheet over Amy’s lower body. She
did no more than wash the blood off the baby’s face. There was no
sense disturbing the doomed little creature any more than she had
to.

Charlie and Susannah were sitting at the
table, Charlie with a half-eaten plate of something Susannah had
managed to throw together for him. They both looked up as Mrs
Coulson came into the room, each with their own different face of
fear.

Susannah gave a small scream. ‘Look at your
hands!’ she gasped. ‘They’re covered in blood!’

Mrs Coulson looked down. Her hands were
indeed thickly coated with dark blood, now drying; she had hardly
noticed it till now. ‘She always bleeds a lot when she bears.
That’s one reason it takes her so long to get over it. This time’s
worse than usual.’ She pursed her lips at Susannah. ‘Mrs Leith, if
you’re going to be sick I’ll thank you to do it outside. I’ve no
intention of cleaning up after you, and I doubt if Mr Stewart has
either.’ Susannah looked away shamefacedly.

‘Well?’ Charlie asked. ‘What’s
happening?’

‘If you want to see your new son while he’s
still living you’d better hurry up about it. He won’t be with us
for long.’

She turned and made her way back to the
bedroom, with Charlie following. Somewhat to Mrs Coulson’s
surprise, Susannah came along a few moments later. Mrs Coulson eyed
her warily, but she seemed in control of herself.

‘Here he is,’ Mrs Coulson said, turning the
blanket down a fraction. ‘A beautiful boy. Nothing wrong with him
except he’s on the wrong side of the womb. Poor, innocent
creature,’ she murmured, but her eyes shifted to Amy as she
spoke.

‘There’s no hope for him?’ Charlie
asked.

Mrs Coulson shook her head. ‘No. There’s
nothing I can do for a baby that small except keep him warm and
comfortable.’

Charlie stared at Amy lying small and still
on the bed. ‘How is it with her?’

‘I don’t know. We’ll hope for the best, but
I won’t be sure till morning. If the bleeding gets worse things
won’t be good. If she does pull through, the poor child’s going to
be very weak for a while.’

‘What brought it on? Why did she have the
boy ahead of time?’

Mrs Coulson stared hard at him. ‘I thought
you might be able to tell me that, Mr Stewart.’

He looked blankly at her. ‘What are you
talking about?’

‘Her belly’s covered in bruises. That’s what
knocked the baby about so that he decided to come out too early.
I’d like to know how she got them.’

She heard Susannah give a sharp intake of
breath, but Charlie looked puzzled. ‘Bruises?’ he repeated. ‘How
would she have got bruises?’ He frowned in thought. ‘When I found
her she was on the kitchen floor,’ he said slowly. ‘There was a
chair tipped over beside her. She maybe fell on that.’

Well, for all the harshness she was sure he
inflicted on the girl, Mrs Coulson could see he was not guilty of
that atrocity. The news of Amy’s bruises had clearly come as a
surprise to him. ‘I see,’ Mrs Coulson said. ‘Yes, that must have
been it. Poor child.’

Charlie looked at her through narrowed eyes
as he belatedly took in her meaning. ‘Did you think I’d done it to
her? Kicked my own child out of her?’

Mrs Coulson stared back at him. ‘You’d be
surprised what some men do to their wives, Mr Stewart. At least I
hope you would.’ She could see Susannah looking at Charlie with
horror in her eyes. And it would do Susannah Leith no harm, Mrs
Coulson thought, to consider just what this man she had forced onto
her stepdaughter might be capable of doing to the girl.
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