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April 1906
The clear autumn sunlight lent a hint of gold to the rich green of the grass. Flowers glowed where the light caught them: daisies growing wild in the grass, neat posies in earthenware pots, and a whole basketful of blooms carried by a slight figure dressed all in black.
She carried the basket over one arm, her other arm looped through that of the tall woman who walked at her side. Her hat with its black veil barely reached her companion’s shoulder, and a casual observer might have taken them for a woman in charge of a young girl. But closer inspection would reveal fine lines around the eyes of the black-clad woman, and a few threads of silver in her dark hair; while her companion’s face was smooth and unlined, and her hair glossy black wings under her white straw hat.
They stopped in front of a small slab of pale grey marble, the woman in black releasing her hold on the other with a hesitation that spoke of how precious the contact was. She crouched before the slab and placed a posy of pink roses in the vase that stood there.
‘This is where Granny’s buried—your great-grandmother,’ she said.
The younger woman crouched beside her, and traced the words on the stone with her fingers. ‘Her name was Amy, too. You were named after her.’
‘Yes, I was.’ Amy stroked the blue silk of the younger woman’s skirt. ‘And I named you after Mama.’
She rose and went the few steps to where another, larger, slab marked a double plot. ‘Come and see Mama and Pa’s stone,’ she said, looking over her shoulder. The younger woman joined her.
‘ “In Loving Memory of Ann Leith,” ’ Amy read aloud. ‘ “Dearly Beloved Wife of Jack Leith”.’ She fell silent for a moment. ‘She was beloved, too. I don’t think Pa ever really got over losing her.’
‘So young,’ her companion murmured, studying the stone. ‘Only twenty-seven.’
‘I can just remember her,’ Amy said. ‘She was lovely—that’s why I gave you her name.’ She smiled wistfully. ‘It hides Mama’s name, having Sarah in front of it. I know they wanted to give you a new name, but I can call you Sarah Ann when it’s just us two, can’t I?’
‘Of course,’ said Sarah. ‘I’m not ashamed of the name you gave me.’
Amy placed more of her roses before the stone. ‘ “And of the above Jack Leith”,’ she read. ‘See how new the writing looks compared to Mama’s? It’s six years since Pa passed away, though. I wish you could have met him.’
‘I doubt if we would have been friends,’ Sarah said, a tightness creeping into her voice.
‘I think you—’ A look at Sarah’s set expression silenced Amy. ‘I hope you would have,’ she murmured.
‘I found one of these red roses this morning,’ she went on more brightly. ‘Pa always liked these ones best—Mama planted the bush, and I took a cutting from it. They don’t usually have flowers this late, I was lucky to find one.’ She held the rose out. ‘Would you put it on Pa’s grave for me? Please?’
Sarah hesitated only a moment. ‘I think not,’ she said crisply. ‘I can’t see that my attentions would make my grandfather rest easier in his grave.’ She put a hand on Amy’s arm. ‘Whenever I think of him, I can’t get past the knowledge that he made you marry that dreadful man. That he made you give me away.’
Amy shook her head. ‘It wasn’t like that. Pa was only trying to do the right thing for me.’
‘If that’s the case, he had an odd way of going about it.’
‘He did his best.’ Amy slipped the red rose back into her basket and walked a short distance with Sarah, to a small plot marked by a low white stone. ‘This was your baby brother.’
‘ “Alexander John Stewart”,’ Sarah read aloud. ‘Such a little grave it is.’
‘They told me he was tiny. He was born much too early, and he only lived a few hours. I wasn’t allowed to see him.’ Amy took a small spray of jasmine from her basket and placed it in front of the stone. ‘I used to think I’d like to have some of that iron that looks like a cradle around Alexander’s grave. They do that with babies’ graves sometimes—there’s one over there, see? Alexander never had a real cradle.’
‘Why didn’t you have his grave done like that, then?’ Sarah asked.
Amy gave a small shrug. ‘Charlie didn’t seem to think of it, and I didn’t like to ask. I suppose it would have cost a lot of money.’
‘I’ll see that it’s done.’
‘Oh, it doesn’t matter now, Sarah, not after all this time.’
‘Yes, it does,’ Sarah said. ‘He was my baby brother, after all. Half-brother, anyway. There’s no need to discuss it, the thing’s settled.’
Amy squeezed her hand in silent gratitude, and kept hold of the hand to lead Sarah over to a tall, imposing monument. ‘There’s a wonderful stone for Mal, anyway. The whole town put in money to have this put up. Mal was the only boy from here that went to the war.’
‘He must have been well thought of,’ Sarah remarked, studying the inscription.
‘He… people thought well of him after he died, anyway. I suppose that’s how it usually goes. He wasn’t a bad boy, not really.
‘I had them put Charlie as near Mal’s memorial as I could.’ Amy shook her head as a rush of memories crowded in on her. ‘It tore the heart out of him when Mal died, I think.’
‘Are you sure he ever had one?’ Sarah said acidly.
‘Oh, yes. Especially for Mal. Charlie was never the same again after that.’ She gazed up at the monument. ‘But he wouldn’t ever talk about it—not till right at the end, anyway. He never even saw this memorial.’
She turned aside to the last of her dead. ‘And now he’s just about alongside it. That was the best I could do for him.’ She reached into her basket for the final bunch of roses.
‘I hope you’re not going to ask me to put flowers on his grave,’ Sarah said, with the familiar sharpness that edged her voice whenever she spoke of Charlie.
Amy shook her head. ‘No, I don’t expect you to take any notice of Charlie. He wasn’t anything to you.’ She placed the roses on the still-bare mound of earth.
There was only one flower left in her basket now: the single red rose. Amy took it up and turned it over in her hand, careful of the thorns. ‘I suppose I’d better put this on Pa’s grave myself, then,’ she said, doing her best to keep the disappointment out of her voice.
‘Amy, you are the most soft-hearted creature I’ve ever met,’ Sarah scolded. She plucked the rose from Amy’s hand, strode back to the double grave, and crouched before the stone.
‘Amy thinks that you and I would have been friends, Grandfather,’ she said. ‘I’ve my doubts about that. But Amy loved you, and I’m prepared to believe you cared for her, too. So that will have to suffice for me. Here you are, then.’ She placed the rose in front of the stone.
Amy came up behind her and slipped her arm around Sarah’s waist as the younger woman stood up. ‘Are you happy now?’ Sarah asked.
‘Oh, yes. I think I’m the happiest woman in the world.’
‘Good.’ Sarah slid her own arm around Amy’s waist. ‘I’d do a good deal to make you happy, Amy.’
Her solemn expression melted into a smile, and she lowered her face to Amy’s. Her breath tickled delightfully against Amy’s skin as Sarah whispered the secret that, in all the world, only the two of them shared:
‘Mama.’ The word slipped almost soundlessly into Amy’s ear. ‘Little Mama.’
David yawned hugely. He belatedly remembered his manners and covered the last part of the yawn with his hand.
‘I’m off to bed, Ma,’ he told Amy, standing up to punctuate his words. ‘I’m just about asleep already.’ He stooped to kiss Amy good night.
She twined her arms around his neck to return the embrace. ‘Good night, Davie.’
‘I suppose you two are going to sit up half the night talking again,’ David said, casting a grin in Sarah’s direction.
Amy smiled up at her son, noting with fresh pleasure the subtle likeness between Sarah and him. ‘We’ll sit up a bit longer, won’t we, Sarah? We won’t talk loud, though.’
‘You must’ve just about talked yourselves out by now,’ David said. ‘I don’t know what you keep finding to talk about.’
‘Why, you, of course,’ Sarah said at once, allowing herself a small smile. ‘I’m surprised your ears don’t burn with it.’
‘Well, maybe they would if I didn’t sleep so sound.’ He yawned again, this time managing to catch the whole of the yawn with his hand. ‘Night, Ma. Night, Miss Millish.’
‘Dave doesn’t quite know what to make of us,’ Sarah remarked when David had closed his bedroom door behind him. ‘Whatever is his sensible mother doing, spending all her time talking to that odd woman from Auckland?’
‘Davie doesn’t think you’re odd.’ Amy spoke in a whisper, all too aware of how thin the wall was between the parlour and David’s room. ‘He’s just not used to seeing me sit up so late.’ She reached out and took Sarah’s hand. ‘He doesn’t know I’m trying to catch up on twenty years without you.’
Sarah squeezed her hand in answer. Amy stared into her face, still struggling to take in the wonder of it: that the baby she had only been allowed to keep for a precious few weeks should have found her; should have come back to her as an assured young woman, with all the gifts Amy had ever prayed her child might have. And the greatest joy of all was that Sarah was as ready to return her love as Amy was to offer it. No wonder that Amy resented even the hours spent sleeping, when they meant time spent away from her daughter.
‘Let’s go and sit in my funny little bedroom,’ Sarah said. ‘I haven’t the patience to be whispering all the time.’
Amy followed Sarah out through the front door of the cottage and into the room that had been formed from a closed-in portion of the verandah. It held a bed and a low chest of drawers, and the floor boasted a small rag rug that stopped a few of the draughts that nudged through the floorboards on winter nights. For years it had been ‘the boys’ room’, then ‘Dave’s room’ when Malcolm had gone. Now David slept in the bedroom that had been his father’s, and the verandah room had been empty since Charlie’s death. Until three days before, when Amy had miraculously acquired a full-grown child to put in this room.
Sarah propped the pillow against the wall as a back rest and patted the space beside her on the bed. ‘Sit here next to me. We can both use the pillow if we sit close—though you can’t help but sit close in here, can you? However did you fit two big boys in this room?’
Amy joined her on the bed. ‘We managed somehow. My boys didn’t know any different, so I don’t suppose they ever thought they should have a bigger room.’
Sarah had touched on the one thing that troubled Amy about having her under their roof: the plainness of the lodging. ‘I’m sorry it’s not very flash here—I know it’s not what you’re used to.’
‘For goodness’ sake, Amy, I didn’t come for the sake of the accommodation! And you’re not to apologise for the fact that that man couldn’t provide you with a decent house to live in.’
‘It’s not as bad as all that. Anyway, I’m used to it.’
‘Then it’s high time you grew used to something better.’ Sarah took Amy’s hand and looked straight into her eyes with that disconcertingly direct gaze of hers. ‘I want you to come to Auckland with me.’
Amy had been expecting the words for days. ‘I can’t, Sarah. I just don’t see how I can be away from the farm.’
‘But you must come. You know I can’t stay here for long, don’t you?’
‘No, I don’t suppose you can,’ Amy said. ‘You’ve got your business to look after and everything.’
‘And you surely don’t want us to part again so soon? Not when we’ve so much catching up to do.’
‘I… well, I hoped you could stay for a bit longer. I knew it couldn’t be as long as all that, though.’
‘And after my “bit longer”? What did you expect us to do after that? Make do with letters?’
‘I don’t know. I’ve been trying not to think about you going away again.’
‘Well, you must think about it,’ Sarah said. ‘I’ve got to go home within the next few days—by the end of the week at the latest, I’ve a meeting on Monday that can’t be put off. But I don’t want to go without you.’
‘I wish I could, honestly I do. But how can I go away and leave Davie? Who’d look after him?’
Sarah gripped her hand hard, then abruptly let it drop. ‘Must David’s convenience govern your entire existence? Haven’t you spent enough of your life running around after him?’
‘It’s not like that, Sarah. Dave works hard, and he’s got to have someone to get his meals on and everything. You do see that, don’t you? He needs me.’
‘Dave’s had you for twenty years. Isn’t it time I had my chance with you?’
‘Not twenty,’ Amy murmured.
‘What did you say? Don’t whisper so,’ Sarah said, irritation clear in her voice although she kept it low.
‘It’s not twenty years. Dave’s only eighteen.’
‘Oh, for Heaven’s sake, are you going to turn pedantic on me now?’ Sarah’s mouth twisted in annoyance. ‘Eighteen years, then, if we must be precise. That’s long enough, isn’t it?’
Her face hardened, and she stared at the bedroom wall; directing her disapproval towards the oblivious David, Amy knew. ‘And for all your fussing over him, David didn’t concern himself over you, did he? Not when he went wandering off for years and left you alone with that man. I don’t see that he thought beyond his own comfort.’
Amy sighed, and wished silently that things did not have to be quite so complicated. ‘It wasn’t like that. Dave didn’t want to go away.’
‘Why did he go, then?’ Sarah asked, making no attempt to hide her scepticism.
‘He…’ Amy hesitated. Sarah felt enough bitterness towards Charlie without Amy’s giving her more cause. ‘Maybe you should ask Dave yourself.’
‘Perhaps I will,’ said Sarah. ‘Leaving you with that man! How could he?’ She shook her head in perplexity. ‘However did you cope, Amy? Living all those years with that coarse, brutish creature! No, don’t you go scolding me, you know well enough what I thought of him, and I’m not going to pretend otherwise’
Amy stared at the opposite wall, aware of Sarah’s careful scrutiny. She tried to keep her expression calm as memories washed over her.
Twenty-one years since she had come to live in this house. She had been barely sixteen, haunted by nameless fears that lurked in the shadows of her awareness. She had learned soon enough to give names to those fears; learned that this house held things more substantial than shadows to be afraid of. The worst Sarah had known of Charlie was his lack of social graces. His coarse way of speaking had been the last vestige of the terrifying husband Amy had once known; it had roused more pity than distress in her.
‘Amy.’ Sarah’s voice dragged Amy back to the present. Sarah was studying her, a slight frown creasing her forehead. ‘Do you know, I can see the thoughts writing words over your face. I almost feel I could read you as clearly as a book if only I knew the language a little better. What is it, Amy? What are those thoughts of yours saying?’
Amy gave a rueful smile. ‘Oh, nothing much. Just things that happened years and years ago. I suppose… well, it’s a good thing you didn’t meet Charlie earlier. You only met him once he’d got easy to get along with.’
‘I find that hard to believe,’ Sarah muttered. ‘Oh, never mind him. Don’t you want to come with me, Amy?’
‘Of course I do. But I’ve got to try and do the right thing by everyone—you as well as Dave. That’s what’s so hard.’
‘Don’t worry about trying to please other people—me included, come to that. Just do what you want.’
‘But… but that’s what I do want,’ Amy said helplessly. ‘I want to try and make everyone happy.’
‘Then you may just be doomed to failure,’ said Sarah. ‘Dave’s interests and mine seem to be directly opposed. I suppose expecting him to consider your wishes is not to be hoped for? Ah, now you’re going to scold me for criticising your precious Davie, aren’t you?’
Amy felt tears of frustration pricking at her eyes. ‘Don’t talk like that, Sarah, please don’t. I wish you could—’
‘Oh, Lord, now you’re going to cry, and it’s my doing,’ Sarah interrupted. ‘Come here, my silly Mama, and let your dreadful daughter try and put things right. No, not a word from you until I’ve finished.’
She drew Amy within the circle of her arm. ‘Let me finish your sentence for you. “I wish you could get to know Dave better. I wish you’d make an effort.” There, it’s said now. But we’ll have no more talk tonight about Auckland or husbands or brothers, or anything else difficult.’
*
Sarah was unused to the early hours Amy and David kept. She emerged for breakfast the next morning some time after David had finished his meal and gone off about his work, while Amy was making a batch of scones.
‘Late for breakfast again,’ Sarah said cheerfully. She kissed Amy on the cheek and gathered up a plate and knife for herself. ‘No, don’t you go waiting on me, I’m quite capable of getting myself some bread and jam.’
‘It wouldn’t take me long to make you a proper breakfast,’ Amy tried. ‘You’re sure you wouldn’t like one?’
‘Quite sure, thank you. Unlike you and Dave, I’m doing very little useful work at the moment. I’ve no need for bacon and eggs. Is that tea fresh?’
‘Fairly. It’s still hot, anyway.’
‘Good. Sit down and I’ll pour us both a cup.’
Amy wiped her dough-covered hands on her apron and took a seat at the table. ‘You seem very bright this morning, Sarah.’
‘Mmm. I took advantage of the still of the night to think things through. I see now that I’ve allowed myself to lose sight of the issues of real import.’ She smiled as she toyed with her cup. ‘Father would have scolded me for that. “Muster your facts, Sarah,” he used to say. “You can’t expect to convince others if you’ve only the woolliest notion of what you’re talking about.” Well, I’ve mustered them now.’
‘Have you?’ Amy said, struggling to make sense of Sarah’s words.
‘Yes, I have. The facts, then. First: I want you to come to Auckland with me for a good, long visit—I’ll expect you to stay three months at least. Preferably four. Next fact, you want to come as much as I want you to. Are we agreed thus far?’
‘Yes, but—’
‘No buts. They can come later. Now, it seems that the only thing standing in the way of our getting what we want is what’s to be done with Dave while you’re away.’
‘Yes, that’s right. There’s his meals to get on, and washing and everything. That’s why I can’t go away.’
Sarah pounced on Amy’s words. ‘Ah, but it’s not quite that simple. That’s something Father taught me later—the facts are not always as clear as they might seem. We’ve looked at the obvious ones, now let’s probe a little deeper.’
She raised her cup from its saucer and studied Amy over the rim. ‘It’s not difficult to see what needs doing about Dave. There are other people in this valley besides yourself who are capable of cooking meals and washing clothes and goodness knows what else.’
‘But I couldn’t expect…’ Under the pressure of Sarah’s steady gaze, Amy heard her voice trailing away. ‘I just couldn’t.’
‘The real problem,’ Sarah went on relentlessly, ‘is that you don’t want to upset Dave. Now, that’s getting closer to the truth, isn’t it? You’re reluctant to tell him you want to go away for a while. You’ve spent so long trying to please everyone, trying to keep everybody happy, that taking the risk of upsetting Dave for so trivial a reason as doing something you want is quite beyond you.’
‘It’s not like that,’ Amy protested feebly.
‘Ah, but it is. And as if that weren’t enough, you’ve me to cope with.’ Sarah replaced her cup on the saucer and reached out to stroke Amy’s hand. ‘Whenever you dare mention Dave to me, I bristle with indignation and start finding excuses to criticise your darling boy. No wonder you hardly know what you want, let alone how to go about getting it.
‘So it’s time I helped you along,’ Sarah announced. ‘Where’s Dave?’
‘Down at the potato paddock, I think. What do you want him for?’
‘Well, you’ve hinted to me often enough that I couldn’t help but like Dave if I’d only make the effort to get to know him better. I’m not saying I’m completely convinced yet, mind. But we shall see.’ Sarah stood and leaned over to place a kiss on Amy’s cheek. ‘I’m going to make an effort,’ she said over her shoulder as she headed for the back door.
*
She found David easily enough; he was in the potato paddock as Amy had said, checking on the mound of potatoes that were to be stored for the winter. He looked up as she approached, and Sarah saw his smile of welcome replaced by a somewhat apprehensive expression.
‘I thought you were Ma for a minute,’ he said, not quite meeting her eyes. ‘Is it time for morning tea already?’
‘No, not just yet. I left Amy making a batch of the largest scones I’ve ever seen, so I expect they’ll take a while to cook. May I join you for a little? I feel the need of some fresh air.’
‘If you want. I don’t know if there’s anywhere clean enough for you to sit, though.’ David looked about for a suitable spot, then snatched up the jacket he had put to one side. ‘Here, you can have this if you like,’ he said, spreading it over a dry patch of ground.
‘How chivalrous.’ Sarah lowered herself onto the makeshift seat. ‘Thank you, Mr Stewart. Don’t let me interrupt your work, though.’
‘I wouldn’t mind getting on with it,’ David said, casting a glance at his potatoes. ‘I’ve just about finished, anyway.’
Sarah attempted a dispassionate study of David as she watched him spread a final layer of fern fronds over the potatoes. A handsome man; that was undeniable. He was one of the few men Sarah had ever met who topped her own height by several inches, and the well-muscled frame that went with it gave him an impressive stature. His father had bequeathed his height and build to David, but that was the limit of David’s resemblance to Charlie. He had Amy’s dark hair, in David’s case just long enough to betray a hint of curl, and Amy’s large, blue eyes. Disguised by a bonnet, his face would have been pretty enough for a woman’s. Sarah briefly indulged in the mental exercise of surrounding that face with lace and ribbons, completing the picture with a froth of dark curls.
Yes, he would have made a very pretty woman; prettier than she was herself. He certainly resembled Amy more strikingly than she did. Was that why she felt so jealous of him?
Her musings brought her up short. Jealous? Of David? How could she be jealous of a man who had spent his life in a rough cottage, apart from three years in a mining camp? His entire possessions consisted of this little farm, the earnings of which, Sarah suspected, would barely be noticed on one of her own balance sheets. Amy had assured her that David had done well at his lessons; be that as it might, his father had taken him out of school as soon as the law allowed, wanting the use of his labour full-time.
But he had had Amy. All his life she had been there; he had not had to track her down through vague hints and dusty certificates. And it took no great powers of observation to see that Amy loved him with all the depths of affection she was capable of. How could he have valued that so little as to have left her alone when he had gone to the mine?
She realised that David had stopped working, and was aware of her scrutiny.
‘Am I doing something silly?’ he said.
‘I don’t believe so. Why do you ask?’
‘It’s just the way you were looking at me. I thought you were laughing at something a minute ago—something about me. Then you looked as though you wanted to tell me off. S’pose that’s not anything out of the ordinary, though.’
‘Whatever do you mean?’ Sarah asked, genuinely startled.
‘Well, you often do look as though you’d like to go crook at me.’ He lowered his eyes and looked away. ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.’
‘Oh, please do speak freely, Mr Stewart. This is your property, after all. And you and I will never learn to know one another better if we continually stand on ceremony.’ She saw the quick twist of his mouth that betrayed his thoughts. ‘Now you’re wondering why on earth we should want to get to know one another better, aren’t you?’
‘Sort of,’ David admitted. ‘I mean, Ma likes you and all that, and I’m really happy for her. Ma hasn’t had it too easy, you know.’
‘Yes, I do know,’ Sarah agreed feelingly. ‘That’s what I particularly wanted to talk to you about. Sit down, why don’t you? Come along, I don’t often bite. There’s probably room on this jacket of yours.’
‘No, over here’ll do. I don’t want to get your fancy dress dirty.’ David squatted down on his heels opposite her.
It was Amy she wanted to talk about, but David’s odd manner intrigued Sarah. ‘I almost think you’re frightened of me, Mr Stewart,’ she mused aloud. ‘Now, what have I done to deserve that?’
‘I’m not really. Well, I suppose I… well, Ma said you were a teacher.’
‘Yes, I was. I gave it up last year, when my other obligations grew more demanding. Why does that trouble you particularly?’
‘Well, you sort of remind me of this teacher I used to have.’
‘Really? Aren’t you a little beyond being afraid of school teachers?’
‘You never knew Miss Metcalf. You’re not really like her,’ he added uncomfortably. ‘You sure don’t look like her. It’s just the way you always look as if you want to tell me off. I can just see you with a strap in your hand.’
‘I do know how to use one. I don’t think you need worry on that account, though. If for no other reason than that Amy would evict me from the house if I tried it.’
She saw the warmth of his smile at the mention of Amy. There was no doubting David’s fondness for his mother, though there still remained the mystery of why he had left her alone for so long.
‘Amy works terribly hard, doesn’t she?’ said Sarah.
‘Yes, she’s always doing something. It’s not like when Pa was alive, though. He took a lot of looking after once he’d got sick.’
‘And a lot of putting up with, I imagine.’ She saw David shoot a rapid glance at her, then look away. ‘Don’t you agree?’ Still no reply. ‘Oh, come now, Mr Stewart, it’s a simple enough question. Your father was not a particularly easy man to get along with, was he?’
David chewed at his lip, opened his mouth and closed it again. Sarah waited, drumming her fingers lightly on her lap. ‘There’s no good dragging up all that old stuff,’ David blurted out at last. ‘It’d only upset Ma, anyway.’
‘But she’s not here at the moment,’ Sarah pointed out in her most reasonable voice. ‘And I want to know one or two things. Why did you go to Waihi, Mr Stewart?’
She saw him shift uncomfortably. It was clear that he did not want to discuss the matter, but Sarah held his gaze coolly. ‘Well?’ she pressed.
‘There’s not many jobs I know how to do, ’cept farming. I wanted to go somewhere I could make a bit of money. I thought the mines would pay pretty well.’
‘Yes, yes, I don’t mean why you specifically chose Waihi. Why did you leave the farm? Why did you leave Amy alone with your father? How did you expect her to cope?’
‘Do you think I wanted to?’ David startled her with his sudden fierceness. ‘Do you think I was happy, leaving her with the old man?’
As if his outburst had alarmed him, too, he fell silent for a moment, and lowered his voice when he went on. ‘I tried to make her come with me, but she wouldn’t. She said there wouldn’t be anywhere for her to stay in Waihi—she was right, too, I couldn’t have had her staying in the bunkhouse. I was going to send for her as soon as I could get enough money to rent a house or something. I kept thinking I’d be able to soon. I never did, though.’
‘And why were you there yourself, Mr Stewart?’ Sarah asked, relentless. ‘Why did you leave the farm?’
David’s reluctance to answer was almost palpable. ‘Ma says you shouldn’t speak ill of the dead,’ he said under his breath.
‘I’ve always thought that of all people the dead were least likely to be harmed by harsh words,’ Sarah mused. ‘Why did you go away, Mr Stewart?’
David slumped in defeat. ‘I didn’t have much choice. The old man told me to clear out.’
Sarah nodded. ‘I suppose that shouldn’t surprise me, really. I saw enough of your father to know he was capable of that. But you surely could have made some effort to get on with him, couldn’t you? For Amy’s sake, at least.’ She steadfastly ignored the weak flutterings of her conscience as it reminded her that she had found herself incapable of tolerating Charlie in polite silence for more than a few minutes. ‘Why did you have to go squabbling with him?’
‘I did try and get on with him,’ David said in a low voice. ‘I put up with him for years and years so’s not to make it harder for Ma. I didn’t care what he said to me—I didn’t!’ he insisted, as if Sarah had contradicted him. ‘But I wasn’t going to let him talk to Ma like that any more.’
‘Talk to her like what?’ Sarah prompted, her interest stirred.
David made a noise of disgust; for a moment Sarah thought he might be going to spit on the ground. ‘Dirty talk. I wouldn’t repeat it in front of you.’ His forehead creased in a frown that seemed to hold as much puzzlement as anger. ‘Awful, awful things he used to say to her. I don’t know why. He used to talk as if she was… well, never mind that. You wouldn’t want to hear it.’
‘No, I wouldn’t. Though I rather think I can guess some of it well enough.’
‘Maybe,’ David said doubtfully. ‘Anyway, this last time I was fed up with him. He’d been more of an old so-and-so than ever since Mal died, I was just about sick to death of him. And then he started carrying on with his dirty talk to Ma—it was the worst he’d ever been with it. I told him to shut up, but he just kept going on and on. So I made him shut up. I knocked him down.’
He heard Sarah’s sharp intake of breath. ‘Pa wasn’t old and sick then like when you met him,’ he said quickly. ‘I wouldn’t have done it if he’d been like that.’
‘Oh, please don’t apologise. I think all the better of you for it.’ And it was true. As Sarah pictured David’s fists slamming into Charlie’s face, silencing the filthy words with a crunch of bone on bone, it was as if they were her own fists cramming Charlie’s filth back in on himself. ‘It probably wasn’t particularly sensible, but one can’t always be sensible. Tell me—I can see you’re not comfortable with the subject, but bear with me a little longer—did he often talk to Amy like that?’
‘Yes,’ David said grimly. ‘As far back as I can remember. He did more than just talk when I was little, too.’ He saw Sarah’s expression; she sensed that he had not meant to let slip that particular information.
‘Do you mean,’ Sarah said in a tightly controlled voice, ‘that he used violence against Amy?’
‘He used to thump her, yes. That was only when I was little, though,’ David added quickly. ‘He stopped years and years ago—I don’t know how Ma made him stop, but she did it somehow. I’d never have left her with him if he’d still been carrying on like that.’
‘I’m pleased to hear it.’ Sarah was aware of the tremble in her voice. How could she have been so naive? she berated herself. How could she not have guessed what Charlie had been capable of?
‘And I told him he’d better not try it again, too. The day I cleared out of here, I told him if I ever heard he’d laid a hand on Ma I’d come back and I’d kill him.’
‘I see.’ Her response sounded hopelessly inadequate in her own ears, but it was the best she could summon. They both fell silent, David staring at the ground while Sarah studied him.
‘Yes, I do think better of you,’ she said at last. ‘And I think perhaps I understand things a little better now. Thank you for that.’
David shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Ma doesn’t like people bringing up that old stuff. And he got so sick and everything… well, you couldn’t help but feel sorry for the old beggar.’
‘I’ll take your word for that. It wasn’t quite my experience. Mr Stewart… oh, that sounds ridiculous! It makes me think of your father, too. May I call you Dave?’
‘I wish you would. It sounds like you’re going to tell me off or something when you keep saying “Mr Stewart” all the time.’
‘Does it? I hadn’t intended that. And I won’t tell you off unless you give me good reason to. Dave, then. Will you call me Sarah?’
‘All right,’ David agreed readily. ‘It’d make you not seem like a teacher so much.’
‘Perhaps it would make it easier for us to be… well, friends, I suppose. I think we should be friends, don’t you?’
‘If you want.’ David looked somewhat puzzled by her overture.
‘Yes, I do want to—for Amy’s sake, if nothing else.’ Sarah smiled thoughtfully. ‘You and I have quite a lot in common, you know.’
‘Do we?’
‘Yes, we do. Well, we’ve Amy in common, anyway—I mean, we’re both fond of Amy. Perhaps I didn’t realise before just how fond of her you are.’
‘Yes, I am.’ David’s attention seemed suddenly absorbed by a roughness on one of his fingers; he picked vigorously at it rather than meet Sarah’s eyes. She sensed the deep feeling behind his words, for all their plainness.
‘And that fondness we share should be reason enough for us to make an effort to get on. For Amy’s sake.’ She paused, trying to guess the reaction she might get to her next words. ‘I want to take Amy to Auckland with me.’
David’s head jerked upright. ‘Eh? What do you want to do that for?’
‘Because I want to look after her. Because I think it would make her happy. You don’t grudge her that, do you?’
‘But…’ She saw David swallow with difficulty. ‘You mean take her up there for good?’ His voice was tight with emotion, and Sarah was struck by how young he suddenly looked. For a moment she feared he might cry.
‘No, no, of course not—you surely don’t think I’d be able to talk Amy into that, do you? No, I’m only trying to persuade her into staying a few months.’ No need to tell David just yet that she was thinking beyond a single visit to a time when Amy might divide her year between the two of them. And not necessarily on the basis of six months spent in each place; nine months in Auckland and three on the farm Sarah considered might be a reasonable balance. ‘I think Amy deserves a holiday. Don’t you?’
‘I don’t know,’ David said, clearly taken aback. ‘I suppose she does. She works hard, all right. Especially all that time she was trying to run the place on her own.’
‘So a trip to Auckland would be just the thing for her, wouldn’t it?’ Sarah went on briskly. ‘She wouldn’t have to lift a finger in my house. And I could take her out and about to all manner of interesting places. I’m sure she’d enjoy herself immensely.’
‘It sounds pretty good. I think Ma would like that.’
‘Yes. And I know she wants to come, she admitted as much. So what a pity it is that she won’t.’
‘Won’t she? Why not?’
‘Can’t you guess? Because of you, of course. Oh, don’t look so startled, you know Amy well enough. She won’t come because she thinks she has to stay here to look after you. That seems a little hard, doesn’t it?’
‘She hasn’t said anything.’
‘No, of course she hasn’t. She’d rather keep quiet and do without her holiday than risk upsetting you.’ She studied David, gauging his reaction. Mainly bewilderment, she decided.
‘But I wouldn’t mind her going,’ he said, shaking his head in confusion. ‘I wouldn’t make a fuss or anything. I’d like her to have a holiday.’
Sarah snatched hold of the advantage offered her. ‘Good. You can help me tell her she’s to come. She won’t try arguing against both of us if we band together. And you can tell me who should be roped in to look after you while Amy’s away.’
‘I suppose I could do for myself.’
‘Have a little sense!’ Sarah snapped. ‘We’re hardly going to persuade Amy that you’re fit to be left to your own devices if you talk such nonsense.’
She had the satisfaction of seeing David sit bolt upright, his eyes studying her nervously. Sarah let her face relax into a smile. ‘Goodness me, I almost thought you were going to hold your hand out for me to strap it. Now, come along, be sensible. Would I be wrong in assuming that making a cup of tea is about the limit of your culinary abilities?’
‘I can do a sandwich. I don’t suppose I’d be much use at getting dinner on, though,’ he admitted.
‘No, I’d guessed as much. So, what shall we tell Amy you’ll do about your meals?’
‘Well, next door’s closest,’ David said after a moment’s consideration. ‘I could go over to Uncle John’s or Uncle Harry’s, maybe. But Aunt Lizzie’s the best one for organising things. I mean, even if I was to say I’d go to Uncle John’s, she’d probably think of something else and tell me I was to do that instead.’
‘Just as I thought,’ said Sarah. ‘Perhaps I’d better pay your Aunt Lizzie a visit this afternoon. Then we’ll have it all settled.’
David went back to his work. Sarah rested on her elbows, enjoying the feel of the sun through her dress, and watched him finish off covering the potatoes. A movement caught her attention; she looked up towards the house, shading her eyes against the light.
Yes, that was Amy approaching, taking quick little steps across the paddock. As she grew nearer, Sarah could see her anxious expression.
‘Amy’s worried I’ve been upsetting you,’ she remarked. ‘Now, you’re not going to let me down, are you?’
David shook his head. Sarah stood up, and they walked over to Amy.
‘Don’t look so worried, darling,’ Sarah said, slipping her arm through Amy’s. ‘Dave and I have discussed the business of your holiday, and we’re in complete agreement. You’re to come to Auckland with me. Isn’t that right, Dave?’
‘Yes, I reckon it’s a good idea. A trip to Auckland would be just the thing for you.’
Sarah smiled at being quoted so carefully. ‘And we’ve thought out how to manage looking after Dave while you’re away. I’m going to talk to Mrs Kelly—perhaps this afternoon, there’s no point leaving things. Dave and I are quite sure she’ll take on the organising.’
Amy stared from each of them to the other, her face a picture of mingled delight and disbelief. ‘I… you don’t mind, Davie? You don’t mind if I go away for a while?’
‘I want you to go, Ma. You deserve a holiday.’
‘But—’
‘Oh, what excuse are you going to come up with now?’ Sarah raised her eyebrows in pretended exasperation.
‘Well, there’s one more thing,’ Amy said. ‘It’s the headstone—Charlie’s headstone. I can’t go away till it’s arrived, it wouldn’t seem right.’
Trust that man to make things awkward one last time, Sarah thought to herself. ‘When’s it to come?’
‘Another three weeks yet, I’m afraid. They said it’d be here around the end of the month.’
Sarah considered the matter. ‘I can’t stay here that long myself. It’ll mean you’ll have to travel up to Auckland alone. Do you think you could do that?’
‘Oh, yes, of course I could.’
‘Very well, then, you’re to come up as soon as it’s arrived. And I’ll be trusting you to see that she’s on that boat in three weeks’ time, David.’
‘I’ll have her on the boat all right,’ David said stoutly. He took Amy’s free arm and tucked it through his. ‘I’m starving, Ma. Is it morning tea yet?’
‘I was coming down to call you in for it.’ Amy caught Sarah’s amused expression, and gave a rueful smile. ‘Well, I suppose it was mainly an excuse to see if you two were getting on all right.’
‘Of course we are,’ said Sarah. ‘We’re the best of friends.’ She planted a kiss on Amy’s cheek. ‘Let’s go and check on these scones of yours. I want to see if they really are as big as I remembered.’
Amy walked between them, revelling in the closeness to both. Sarah and David were chatting easily, but Amy’s heart was too full for words as she looked up at first one animated face, then the other, while she tried to match their long strides.
‘Hey, I can smell those scones now,’ David said when they neared the house. ‘Hurry up, Ma, they smell good.’
‘I can’t keep up with you two. You go on ahead,’ Amy said, attempting to slip her arms out of theirs.
She saw Sarah catch David’s eye over the top of her head, a mischievous expression on her face. Sarah gripped her arm more tightly. ‘Let’s make her run.’
‘I can’t!’ Amy protested. She struggled to match their fresh pace, laughing helplessly. ‘I can’t,’ she panted out. ‘I’m too old to run.’
‘Then we’ll have to help you,’ Sarah said, her smile more mischievous than ever. ‘Ready, Dave?’
He nodded, and took a firmer hold on Amy’s arm.
‘One, two, three, up!’ Sarah cried.
They hoisted her aloft, the three of them giggling like children. Amy wanted to shout the news to the world, but she made do with a wordless cry of delight. It was decided; it was settled. She was going to Auckland.
There was one task Amy dissuaded Sarah from attempting.
‘I’ll ask Lizzie about looking after Dave,’ she said. ‘I’d rather do it myself. Not today, either, there’s no need to rush. And I’d like to… Sarah, would you mind if I told Lizzie about you? Who you really are, I mean. I won’t if you don’t want me to.’
‘Tell the world if you want,’ Sarah said easily. ‘I’m not ashamed of you, dearest.’
‘No, not the world. Only Lizzie, I think.’
‘You’re not going to tell Dave?’
‘I… I don’t think so,’ Amy said after a pause. ‘Not yet, anyway. I might one day. Do you think I should?’ she asked anxiously.
Sarah gave a small shrug. ‘It’s your decision, not mine. I’ll admit to a little idle curiosity as to how he might react. I’d be able to tell him it’s my right to order him about, since I’m his big sister.’
It was more than idle curiosity that Amy felt; it was something akin to fear. How would David take the knowledge that she had borne a child before her marriage? Could he ever think of her in the same way again? And the darkest question of all whispered from a deep recess of her mind: would he still love her? Why search for the answer when it was so easy to avoid the question?
*
Letting Sarah go was a wrench for Amy. But she had her trip to Auckland to look forward to, and before then she had a job to do. It was time to go and see Lizzie.
Few enough of Amy’s family had even known of the existence of her first child; of those few, Lizzie was the only one who had ever let her talk about the baby. The joy of her new knowledge bubbled inside Amy, making her step light as she walked along the track down the valley.
Frank and Lizzie were lingering over a morning cup of tea when Amy entered the warm kitchen. Frank had prevailed on Lizzie to let him hold Benjy; the baby waved his arms and chortled a greeting at Amy. Beth and Maisie hurried to fetch a cup of tea for her, and when she had fussed over Benjy and kissed Lizzie she took the seat Lizzie indicated.
‘Well, you look bright as a button,’ Lizzie remarked. ‘I thought you might be a bit down in the dumps, with your visitor going.’
‘It did seem a bit flat last night—I missed Sarah straight away. But do you know what’s happened?’ Amy put her hand on Lizzie’s arm, wanting to be sure she had her cousin’s full attention for her momentous announcement. ‘Sarah’s asked me to go and stay with her in Auckland.’
‘Oh, the silly girl. I hope she didn’t make a fuss when you said you wouldn’t.’
‘But I didn’t say that. I’ve said I’ll go.’
‘Don’t talk rot, Amy! Honestly, fancy that girl getting you to say such a thing. You couldn’t go all that way by yourself—and to Auckland, of all places. Frank says it’s an awful place, isn’t it, Frank?’
‘Well, it can be a bit wearying, with the size of it,’ Frank allowed. ‘It’s a bit of a beggar finding your way around, anyway.’
‘There you are, then,’ Lizzie said, as if her case had been proven beyond question. ‘You probably wouldn’t be able to find her house, even if you did go up there. You just write her a nice letter and say it was good of her to ask, but you don’t want to go after all. She won’t mind.’
‘I do want to go, though,’ Amy said quietly.
‘You don’t really. That Miss Millish has got you all excited, but once you’ve settled down and had a little think about it, you’ll see for yourself it’s a silly idea. Going all that way on your own, and you don’t even know her all that well. I know she’s sort of Lily’s cousin, but she’s not anything to you.’
‘She is, Lizzie. Sarah’s special. She’s as special as she could be. She…’ Amy glanced around the room, taking in their interested audience. ‘I need to talk to you. Please?’
She met Lizzie’s eyes, and was relieved to see her catch the message that this talk was not for all ears.
‘Come up to the bedroom for a minute,’ Lizzie said. ‘Frank, mind you don’t go spilling your tea on Benjy—sit him up properly.’
‘Yes, I’m not too good with babies yet,’ Frank said, trying to assume a suitably humble expression. ‘We’ve only had the eight of them, after all.’
‘I’m just telling you to be careful, there’s no need to talk silly. Mama won’t be long, sweetie,’ Lizzie cooed to the baby. ‘Let him suck on a biscuit, Frank, he might be a bit hungry.’
She ushered Amy ahead of her, up the passage and into the bedroom. As soon as she had closed the bedroom door behind them, she turned to Amy with a mixture of curiosity and concern in her face.
‘Now, what’s going on? Whatever’s got you so excited?’
Amy took hold of both Lizzie’s hands in hers. ‘It’s Sarah.’ She took a deep breath to calm herself as, for a moment, the wonder of it all threatened to overwhelm her. ‘Sarah’s my little girl. She’s Ann come back to me. She’s my daughter.’ She savoured the delicious feel of the words as her mouth formed them. ‘My daughter.’
Lizzie stood as if frozen and stared at her, not with the delight Amy had hoped to see, but with deep concern. ‘Oh, dear,’ she said faintly. ‘You poor love.’
She took hold of Amy’s hand and steered her over to the bed, waving aside Amy’s attempts to explain further. ‘You just sit down quietly. I’ll—now, don’t you worry, we’ll have a little talk and sort it all—I’ll just…’ She stared around the room with an air of desperation. ‘I’ll get Frank!’
Lizzie flung the bedroom door open and leaned out into the passage. ‘Frank!’ she called. ‘Come and help me!’
Frank appeared within seconds, Benjy tucked under one arm. The baby stared around with an air of mild surprise at having been so rapidly moved from one room to another, while Frank’s face was all concern. ‘What’s wrong? Are you all right, Lizzie?’
‘What do you think you’re doing, carrying Benjy like that!’ Lizzie said indignantly. ‘Give him here.’
She retrieved the baby and made soothing noises, rendered quite unnecessary by Benjy’s beaming smile at the sight of his mother. ‘It’s Amy, not me,’ Lizzie said when she managed to drag her attention away from Benjy. ‘She’s not well.’
‘Yes I am!’ Amy managed to make herself heard at last. ‘I don’t think I’ve been so well in ages!’
‘She looks all right to me,’ Frank said, taking in Amy’s radiant face.
‘Well, she’s not, the poor thing. It’s all got too much for you, hasn’t it, Amy?’ Lizzie hurried on, giving Amy no chance to reply. ‘Having to be brave all these years, with him being such a trial. And then the strain of him getting so sick. Now she’s finally able to take things a bit easier, and it’s got on top of her at last. Having that Miss Millish to stay, too, that’s been the last straw.’ She paused for breath, then announced solemnly, ‘Amy’s got a bit muddled in the head.’
‘I’m not muddled, I’m not!’ Amy protested. ‘It’s true!’
Lizzie nodded sagely, as if Amy’s insistence was further evidence. ‘You see what I mean? She thinks Miss Millish is the little girl they took off her.’
‘Oh, heck!’ Frank said, clearly sharing Lizzie’s alarm. ‘You’d better get her to lie down, take things quiet. Shall I get her some water? Or laudanum or something.’
Amy looked up at their worried faces, and it was only gratitude for their concern that stopped her from laughing aloud. ‘Does Frank know about Ann?’
‘Yes, he does,’ Lizzie admitted. ‘I had to tell him once—oh, years and years ago—when he’d gone upsetting you, mentioning seeing the other fellow in Auckland.’
‘I’ve wondered once or twice if you did know, Frank. I’m glad you do, it makes things simpler—’
‘Never mind talking about it now,’ Lizzie cut in. ‘You sit there quietly. Frank’s right, you ought to have a lie down. Yes, that’s a good idea, Frank, get some laudanum.’
‘No,’ Amy said, quietly but firmly. ‘I don’t want to lie down, and I don’t want any laudanum. No, stay here, Frank, I won’t take any medicine, so it’s no good you fetching it.’ She smiled at their anxious expressions. ‘And I haven’t gone funny in the head, either.’
‘Now, Amy, you should just—’
‘Lizzie,’ Amy interrupted. ‘I want to talk. Will you both be quiet and listen for a minute? Please?’
Lizzie’s worried expression did not ease. She sat down on the bed close to Amy, while Frank took the chair beside the bed.
‘It’s all right,’ Amy said. ‘I know it sounds like I’ve gone silly, but it’s all right. Really it is.’
She paused to gather her thoughts and arrange them in some sort of order, fit to be shared with others.
‘Sarah told me herself,’ she began. ‘Those people, the ones she calls Mother and Father, they weren’t really her parents at all. They adopted her when she was just a little baby. When I had to give her away.’
She had thought she could say it calmly, but the sudden rush of painful memories took her by surprise. She bit on her lip and stared unseeing at the bedroom window, and felt the warmth of Lizzie’s hand as it took hold of hers.
‘Lily mentioned once that Miss Millish wasn’t really her cousin,’ Lizzie said. ‘Her aunt couldn’t have any more babies, so they adopted a little girl for her. I didn’t think anything of it at the time.’
‘It doesn’t mean she…’ Frank lapsed into silence, but Amy could finish the sentence easily enough.
‘It doesn’t mean she’s my little girl. You’re right, Frank, it wouldn’t mean anything by itself. But there’s something else.’ She closed her eyes for a moment and smiled at the memory of the heavy piece of gold lying in her palm, still warm from being worn against Sarah’s body. ‘There’s the brooch.’
‘What brooch?’ Lizzie asked.
‘I never told you about it, did I?’ Amy mused. ‘It was all secrets and hiding things. The brooch was my Christmas present. He…’ She stopped, then made herself say the name. ‘Jimmy gave it to me.’
After all those years, the word was so unfamiliar in her mouth that it almost seemed to burn its way out. But it would have been foolish to think she could share with them the wonder of Sarah and at the same time hide from the memory of Sarah’s father. She had said the name aloud, and felt she had passed a test.
‘It was made in the shape of an “A”. A for Amy. It was gold, too, it must’ve been quite valuable. I thought it was the most wonderful thing anyone had ever given me.’ And she had worn it every day, hidden under her dress as it hung on its chain between her breasts. She had thought it was a sign of his love.
‘I didn’t want it… afterwards. It didn’t feel like it belonged to me any more. So I gave it to the baby. I asked the woman who took the baby if she’d look after the brooch for me, and give it to Ann’s…’ New mother. ‘To the people who were going to have Ann. A for Amy and A for Ann, too. I wanted to give her something, and that was the best thing I had. And it seemed like it belonged to her. I didn’t know if they’d even let Ann have the brooch, but I hoped they would.’
She smiled at Frank and Lizzie. ‘And they did let her have it. They told her it had been mine, and that I’d given it to her. She’s still got it—she showed it to me. That’s how I know she’s my little girl.’
There was a long silence when she had finished speaking. Amy watched their faces as Frank and Lizzie weighed up what she had told them. It was Frank who spoke first.
‘Well, it sounds true enough to me. Don’t you reckon, Lizzie?’
‘It’s… yes, I suppose it does,’ Lizzie said, still looking mildly stunned. ‘Yes, it must be.’
Amy laughed aloud at their serious expressions. ‘Look at you two! You’d think I’d told you there was going to be a war or something. Aren’t you pleased for me?’
They both appeared to give the matter solemn consideration. ‘It’s a lot to take in, all at once,’ Frank said. ‘But… well, it’s about time you had things come right for you, Amy. Yes, we’re pleased all right. Aren’t we, Lizzie?’
‘I’ll say it’s a lot to take in,’ Lizzie said. ‘I suppose it’s like getting someone new in the family. It’ll take me a while to get used to the idea. I used to think she was a bit odd,’ she said, with the air of one being scrupulously honest. ‘She’s got some funny ways about her. But she was that sensible about letting me know I should get Dave back home for you. I said then that the girl had a good head on her shoulders. It must’ve been being brought up by those people in Auckland that made her a bit funny.’
Lizzie nodded sagely, pleased to have found so clear a reason for Sarah’s supposed strange ways. ‘Yes, that’ll be it. But there’s plenty of you in her too, Amy. That’s reason enough to be pleased.’
She enfolded Amy in a hug, careful not to crush Benjy in the process, and Frank leaned across to put an arm around Amy’s shoulders. The three of them sat locked in a shared embrace, Amy basking in the warmth of their affection.
Lizzie detached herself first, and Frank returned to his chair. ‘Now, about this going to Auckland,’ Lizzie said. ‘It’s a different story, with her being family and all. It’s only natural you want to go up there and see her. You’d better get on with it before the weather gets bad, I know Frank’s said the boat can be awful in the rough weather.’
‘I’d like to go soon,’ Amy said. ‘I promised Sarah I’d go as soon as I’d got Charlie’s headstone organised, and it’s meant to come by the end of the month. But there’s Dave to see to, that’s the only thing.’
Now Lizzie was on ground she felt firmly in command of. ‘Don’t you worry about that—I’ll see to all that business. Beth’ll be the best one to look after him, I think. Now, let’s see, getting his meals on, that’ll be the main thing.’
‘Are you sure you can spare Beth?’ Frank said doubtfully. ‘I want you to have your trip and all, Amy, I just don’t want Lizzie to go wearing herself out, trying to do too much.’
‘Oh, don’t start fussing,’ said Lizzie. ‘Don’t take any notice of him, Amy, you know what he’s like for worrying over me. I’ll still have Maisie, and Beth won’t be up there all the time. Anyway, it’d do no harm for me to take more notice of what those girls get up to with the work, I’ve been leaving them to their own devices a bit much since Benjy came along.
‘Beth can go up there of a morning, after we’ve got the breakfast things sorted out here,’ she went on. ‘That’ll give her plenty of time to tidy things up at your place before she gets Dave’s lunch on. She might as well have her lunch up there with him. Then she can do a few more jobs and get his dinner on before she comes home, and Dave’ll be able to dish it up for himself. I’ll tell Beth to make things she can just leave on the range for him, stews and suchlike. She can do roasts and chops for their lunch. Yes, that’ll be no bother at all.’
‘It’s very good of you,’ said Amy. ‘I couldn’t really go otherwise.’
‘Well, we’re family, aren’t we?’ Lizzie said. ‘Now, you just get on with thinking about your trip. We’ll see that Dave’s well looked after while you’re away. There’s no need for you to worry about anything.’
*
David carried Amy’s luggage, which consisted of a case borrowed from Frank and a hat box that Maudie had lent her, onto the Waiotahi and stowed it in the ladies’ cabin.
Packing had not taken Amy long. She was wearing her only warm mourning dress, covered by a blue cloak that was dark enough to do service as mourning, and the other clothes that had seemed worth bringing had not filled the case.
The one garment she owned that she considered truly elegant was more than twenty years old; she had worn it as a wedding dress, but before that she had worn it the night she had lain under the stars with Jimmy. It was old, and suffused with painful memories, but the fabric was of such quality and she had looked after the dress so carefully that the years rested lightly on it. She could not wear the blue silk as mourning, but it would at least allow her to be well-dressed within Sarah’s house if the need arose. For outings beyond the house, her warm black dress would have to do. A plain work dress and the small amount of underwear she possessed made up the remaining contents of the case.
She and David rejoined the little group assembled on the wharf to see her off. John had appeared unexpectedly, arriving in his usual quiet, unobtrusive way. He had muttered vaguely about having to be in town that morning anyway, but Amy suspected that he had come in specially to farewell her.
Frank and Lizzie were there, Lizzie clutching Benjy to her and casting an occasional suspicious glance at the sailors as they finished loading goods onto the Waiotahi, as if she half suspected they might steal the baby if she did not watch him closely. But this claim on her attention did not hinder her from giving Amy the benefit of her advice.
‘Now, you be sure and take care of yourself on that boat. Don’t go standing too near the edge if it’s rough. And watch those fellows,’ she added in a lower voice, plainly still none too impressed by the sailors. ‘Oh, and make sure you don’t get off at Tauranga by mistake. Frank, how will she know it’s Tauranga and not Auckland?’
‘She’ll know. Anyway, you’ve got to change boats at Tauranga. Someone will point out the right boat to you, Amy, don’t worry.’
‘I’m not a bit worried,’ Amy assured him. And it was true; she faced the voyage with bright anticipation. ‘Don’t worry about me, Lizzie, I won’t get lost.’
‘Well, you just be careful who you talk to,’ Lizzie said, clearly unconvinced. ‘Especially once you get to Auckland. All those people there,’ she said, shaking her head disapprovingly. ‘There’ll be thieves and goodness knows what sort of rogues, keep an eye on your things. The roads, too,’ she said, seizing on a fresh idea. ‘They’ll be busy as anything—didn’t you say the roads get busy there, Frank?’
‘There’s a lot more carts and buggies and things than we’re used to in Ruatane,’ Frank agreed.
‘You see?’ said Lizzie. ‘So watch yourself crossing the roads. Oh, and have you got Miss Millish’s address written down? You never know, if you get lost when you’re up there and have to ask someone the way, they mightn’t even know where she lives with Auckland being such a big place.’
‘I know the address by heart.’
‘You should write it down anyway. It’d be a terrible place to get lost in.’
Amy suspected that, at least for the moment, Lizzie had completely forgotten that Amy had made one other trip to Auckland, long ago. Though there had been little enough chance for her to get lost during that stay, confined as she had been to first boarding house then nursing home.
‘You stick close to Miss Millish, anyway,’ said Lizzie. ‘She’ll see you don’t get lost.’
‘Oh, I’ll stick close to her, all right,’ Amy said, and smiled. That, she knew, would be an easy promise to keep.
The sailors seemed to be making their final preparations; it would not be long before the boat sailed. Amy was thinking of boarding when her younger brother appeared.
‘Tommy!’ she said in delight, taking hold of his arm and standing on tiptoe to plant a kiss on his cheek. ‘I didn’t expect to see you here!’
‘I sneaked off for a minute.’ Seeing her look of alarm, Thomas grinned and squeezed her arm. ‘I didn’t really. Mr Callaghan said it was all right for me to come and see you off. I thought I’d better wait till it got a bit quiet, though, then everyone seemed to come into the bank at once. I thought I might have missed you.’
‘You nearly did,’ Amy said, glancing at the boat. ‘I’m glad you came, though. I was just thinking about you.’ Thinking about that other trip to Auckland, with all its dark memories. Thomas had been with her on that voyage, though Amy was unsure whether he remembered it. As a little boy of two years old he had been more like her own child than a brother, and he had cried miserably when Amy was left at the boarding house, while Thomas and his baby brother were swept off by their mother to stay with her parents. Looking back, Amy found it hard to believe that she had actually been upset at parting from Susannah. Only the fear of being left alone among strangers could have roused such a feeling in her.
‘Mother said she’d try and come along too, to see you off,’ Thomas said.
Amy gave a guilty start at having Susannah mentioned aloud when she had just been recalling unpleasant memories of her stepmother.
‘Oh, there’s no need for her to put herself out.’ Amy wished her lack of any desire to see Susannah did not sound out quite so clearly.
‘Well, she did say she felt as if one of her headaches might be coming on. You know how she gets those. But she sent her best wishes.’
‘Did she really, Tommy?’
‘Yes, she did.’
Amy studied the firm set of his expression and decided that, surprising though it was, it must be true. Susannah wished her well. Perhaps she had been thinking of that other trip, too. Amy stored away the unexpected well-wishing as a good omen for the journey.
Just as Lizzie had begun interrogating Amy as to whether she had enough clean handkerchiefs with her, the Waiotahi’s captain approached them.
‘Excuse me, ma’am, we’ll be sailing shortly,’ he told Amy. ‘If you wouldn’t mind coming aboard, I’d be most obliged.’ He tipped his hat to Amy and Lizzie and went back to the boat.
Amy found herself enfolded in a hug and kissed by each of her well-wishers in turn. David had hung back till last, and he hugged her more tightly than any of the others, almost squeezing the breath out of her. Now, when the time for reconsidering was long past, for a brief, painful moment Amy wondered if she was doing right to leave him alone.
‘Take care, Davie. I hope you’ll be all right on your own.’
‘Of course I will, Ma. Don’t you go worrying—you just get on with having a good time.’
‘Don’t worry about Dave, he’ll be quite all right,’ Lizzie put in. ‘Beth and I will see to that.’
Amy held on to David’s arm, only releasing him when she reached the gangplank. She stood on the deck, clutching the handrail with one hand and waving as the boat slipped away from the wharf. Lizzie shook her head at her and gestured that she should move back from the edge of the deck, but Amy pretended not to understand.
When her arm grew tired she gave up waving, but made no move to leave her place. She stared back at the wharf as it shrank in on itself. Even when it was no more than a shapeless grey smudge in the distance she still imagined she could make out the figures standing there.
The boat crossed the bar, mercifully smooth this morning. A tongue of land cut the wharf off from Amy’s view, and there was no longer any use peering back towards Ruatane.
She carefully picked her way around to the starboard side, her steps made clumsy by the unfamiliar motion of the boat. The ocean opened out before her, an unruffled grey-blue, the distant outline of White Island diamond-sharp in the morning light. Amy shaded her eyes and stared out towards the horizon and the island floating on it, and blinked against the brightness. In the east, the sun was shining.
*
Beth had learned early in life that the noblest creature in creation was a mother; more specifically, her own one. As she had grown up, her imagination had broadened until she could conceive of a person of more consequence than her mother, but she had certainly never met one.
So it was not surprising that she should have approached the task of keeping house for David with enthusiasm. This was an opportunity, albeit temporary, to run a house in her own way and to her own standards. Lizzie had said that she would check up on her daughter’s work occasionally, but Beth knew that, to all intents and purposes, for the first time in her life she would be in charge.
Her mother, of course, was her model. Beth took it for granted that no one knew how to run a household as well as Lizzie did; it was a notion she had drunk in at her mother’s breast. And if she was to play the role of a truly excellent housewife, she was determined that David would also play his part correctly.
On her first day at Amy’s, David came up to the house within minutes of her arrival, attracted by the promise of a morning tea.
Beth stood in the doorway to meet him. ‘Take those boots off before you come in here,’ she said sternly.
‘I always take my boots off before I come inside,’ David said, startled.
‘Well, I don’t want you forgetting,’ Beth said, quite unrepentant.
She made a great show of setting the tea things out nicely and making sure she gave David the largest cup the kitchen held. They lingered over their tea and biscuits, chatting about the happenings of the day and what they each intended to do for the remainder of the morning, just as Beth had seen her parents chat almost every day of her life.
When she judged it was time for her to get on with her work, Beth shooed David unceremoniously from the table.
‘You’d better get out from under my feet,’ she said, standing up to begin stacking their dishes. ‘I’ve got a lot to do this morning.’
‘All right. I’ve got a fair bit to do myself.’ David rose from his chair and started towards the door.
‘Wait a minute!’ Beth said before he was halfway there. ‘You have to kiss me goodbye first.’
‘Do I? Why?’
‘Well, you just do,’ Beth said, stating the fact as one not to be questioned. ‘Pa always kisses Ma when he goes outside. So you have to kiss me.’
‘I suppose I kiss Ma goodbye sometimes. When I’m going to town or down to the factory, anyway.’
‘Come on, then.’ She tilted her face to receive his kiss, which he placed very carefully and respectfully on her mouth, somewhat awed by this new, unexpectedly self-confident Beth.
‘All right, off you go, then.’ She spoiled the effect with a sudden giggle.
‘What’s so funny?’ David asked.
‘Oh, I was just thinking about Ma and Pa when they say goodbye.’ She giggled again at the mental picture of her father giving her mother’s bottom a pat. ‘Pa does something else sometimes, when he thinks none of us are watching.’
‘What does he do? Do I have to do it, too?’
‘You’d better not,’ Beth said, trying to appear stern. ‘And I’m not going to tell you what it is, either.’ She smiled at his look of confusion. ‘I might tell you another day—if you promise not to tell Ma I said it. Kiss me again,’ she ordered, enjoying the sense of power.
‘All right.’ David obliged, with perhaps a little less reserve this time.
Beth stood in the doorway to watch him move away. She went back into the kitchen and contemplated the pleasant notion that it was completely in her power, limited only by the contents of kitchen and safe, to decide what they would have for lunch. This, she reflected, was going to be fun.
*
The boat did not leave Tauranga till well on in the evening. Amy tried to will herself to sleep, wanting to be as fresh as possible when she arrived in Auckland.
But sleep eluded her, and not just because a swell off the coast of the Coromandel Peninsula sent her scrabbling for the bucket thoughtfully placed near her bed by the stewardess. Even when the sea grew calm again, she lay on the mattress staring up towards the invisible ceiling of the cabin.
There were too many reminders. The smell of the boat was the same; she had made it even more familiar now, by adding the odour of her own vomit to the mix. The noises of the engine, of sailors moving about on deck, of voices in other parts of the boat, all seemed the same as on that other voyage.
Her hands slid down to rest on her belly, smooth and flat beneath the flannel of her outer petticoat. Then it had been hard and rounded, full of child. She had been violently ill for much of the voyage, hidden away out of sight, shut below decks even during the daytime to try and disguise her shameful condition, with no relief from the stale smells of the engines, her vomit, and the bodies of her fellow passengers.
The voyage had been bad enough, but it paled in memory against what had come after. The journey had been made for the sole purpose of being rid of her child.
Her fingers were digging into the flesh of her belly, the pain throwing her memories into sharper relief. Amy made herself uncurl her fingers and let her hands fall to her sides. Her eyes ached from their futile staring into the darkness. She closed them, and tried to make her body go limp.
As she lay in her berth, the sounds of the boat faded; even the smells grew fainter. Now it seemed that she was lying in another bed, on a hard mattress, looking about her at cold, white walls. There was a cradle on the floor, creaking as it rocked, but bare and empty. A faint sound came from just outside the door. Amy was sure it was a baby crying.
She tried to sit up, but she seemed tethered to the bed by a wide band of cloth that went across her breasts. The only sound she could make was a muffled sob. The sobs grew stronger until they seemed to rack her body, and then abruptly she was awake and retching, and scrambling for the bucket.
When she had recovered enough to look around the cabin, she saw that the darkness had lessened. Whatever sleep she had snatched had done nothing to refresh her, but she had no wish to drift back into that dream of an empty cradle.
She waited until the cabin grew light enough for her to see the opposite wall, then she rose and dressed herself, moving as quietly as she could. She retrieved her hat from under the bed, slipped on her cloak and went out onto the deck.
The sun was up, but in the west the sky was still pale. They were passing close to a large island. Amy tried without success to recall its name. They must be close to Auckland now, but all she felt was weariness and an aching sense of loss.
She found a seat where she could be unobserved, and pulled her cloak more closely around herself as she felt the pinch of a chilly breeze. Islands slid past, teasing her with tugs at her memory. She should know their names. Her father had named them for her. But that was on her journey home. On the voyage to Auckland she had had no names for the islands glimpsed through the porthole of the cabin where she had been shut away.
Her stomach was aching, but there was nothing left to bring up, just a grinding emptiness. She could see the wharves of Auckland now, jutting into the harbour. A few more minutes and some of the larger buildings were visible. There would be cabs waiting at the wharves, eager to pick up their share of the disembarking passengers. Susannah had hailed a cab, and it had taken Amy to the boarding house. Amy was not sure that she knew how to hail a cab. How would she get to the boarding house this time?
No, that wasn’t right. She lifted the veil of her hat to let the cold wind sting her face, trying to clear her head. She would not need to hail a cab for herself. She was not going back to that lonely room in the boarding house.
How could it be so sharp in her memory, after so long? She could see the empty cradle, and the nurse carrying it from the room. She could see the mark the cradle had left on the floor. She let the veil drop again, to hide the redness of her eyes from any prying gaze.
The jolt as the boat bumped against the wharf took her by surprise; she had been too lost in her thoughts to be aware of the final approach. The blurring of her eyes and the black net of her veil made the shapes around her seem insubstantial, and she was startled when some of them began to move: her fellow passengers, eager to be off the boat.
She should be gathering her things and getting ready to disembark. She rose and took a few steps towards the ladies’ cabin, but there was such a crush now that she was unsure whether she would be able to force her way against the tide of people. A man shouldered past, muttered an apology and hurried on his way. Amy found herself standing by the handrail. She backed against it, trying to retreat further from the crowd, until she felt the metal of the rail pressing into her spine.
Before her, people pushed and shoved against each other. Behind her she sensed the city, its buildings brooding over her. The crush began to subside, and she managed to turn around without being pushed more than once or twice. The veil still made it difficult to make out the details of what she saw. A tall, straight figure stood at the head of the steps leading from the wharf to the street, its concentration obviously directed at the boat. A tall woman in a dark blue dress.
Amy pushed back her veil, and as if that one small gesture had caught the observer’s attention, the woman’s eyes were suddenly on her. Even from her distance, Amy could see the smile that lit up the woman’s face, and the mouth shaping her name.
Sarah swept onto the boat in a whirl of blue silk, the rustling of her taffeta skirts audible above the voices around her. A lively-looking boy of about twelve was close at her heels. She made no visible attempt to push her way through, but people seemed to stand back to let her pass. She reached Amy and enfolded her in an embrace so strong that it was like being hugged by David.
‘You’re here,’ Sarah said, almost breathless with elation.
Amy rested against her, weak from the buffeting of emotions, and too happy to squander energy on inadequate words.
Sarah sent the boy to collect the baggage. With her arm still encircling Amy, she led her towards the gangplank, and in a shorter time than Amy would have thought possible the boy had joined them on the wharf with her luggage safely under his arms.
There was a carriage waiting, close to the top of the steps. A man tipped his hat to Amy and helped her in. Sarah got in beside her, while the luggage was stowed away in the back. The boy scrambled up beside the driver, so like the man that Amy was sure they must be father and son. Sarah took Amy’s hand in both of hers and squeezed it, then glanced forward to the coachman.
‘Home, Jenson,’ she called.
After what seemed only a few minutes, Amy found herself stepping down from the carriage and standing before Sarah’s house.
The building was two storeys high, with a broad, curved entrance porch and a balcony above that. Used as she was to the unpainted wood of the cottage, the white plaster seemed almost dazzling to Amy. Large-paned windows patterned with lace curtains softened the rigid lines of the house.
Their approach must have been heard by those inside, for by the time Sarah led Amy up to the entrance the staff had assembled below the front steps, ready to be introduced.
Sarah’s household staff consisted of a cook-housekeeper (the wife of Mr Jenson), two housemaids and a kitchen maid, with the outside work being taken care of by Mr Jenson, who acted as gardener as well as coachman, assisted by his son.
‘Mrs Stewart will be staying with me for some months,’ Sarah told the staff when they had been presented. ‘And I’d like it understood that any instructions from Mrs Stewart are to be treated as if they had come from myself.’
Amy was aware that she was being studied, discreetly but carefully, and she sensed a deeper interest being taken in her after these words. Sarah had mentioned having house guests from time to time, but Amy suspected that the guests were not usually accorded the status Sarah had just conferred on her. She was grateful for the gesture, though it was difficult for her to imagine herself giving orders to any of the staff.
One of the maids took charge of Amy’s luggage, while Sarah ushered her into a large entrance hall, where the other maid helped Amy and Sarah off with their cloaks. A chandelier hung from the ceiling, a gorgeous thing of sparkling crystal catching the light from the open front door. Amy had little time to take in more details before Sarah led her to the foot of the broad staircase that dominated the hall.
‘I’ll show you your room straight away,’ she told Amy. ‘You’ll want to change, I expect. And you’ll need to freshen up after that boat trip. Alice, some hot water to Mrs Stewart’s room, please.’
‘The jug’s filled and ready on the wash stand, Miss Sarah,’ the maid who had taken the cloaks said promptly.
‘Good. That will be all for the moment.’
The staff dispersed to their various tasks, and Sarah ushered Amy up the stairs and down a short passage to where a door stood open.
Amy followed her into the bedroom, then stood stock still, staring around open-mouthed. The cottage’s parlour and David’s room together would not have filled this room. An ornate brass bedstead stood against one wall, with a pretty dressing table opposite it. There was a tiled washstand with pink-embroidered towels and patterned china, and a wooden chair with a carved back. Amy had never lived in a house with any sort of wallpaper at all, let alone such beautiful paper as this room had, intricately patterned with a design of birds and flowers. The chaise longue, something Amy had heard of but never before seen, was upholstered in a fabric similar in pattern to the wallpaper.
‘Sarah, you mustn’t give me your room!’ she said when she had recovered her voice.
‘My room?’ Sarah looked startled, then she laughed. ‘Don’t worry, Amy, this isn’t my bedroom. Mine’s a good deal larger—yes, such a thing is possible, don’t look so doubtful. I’ll show it to you later. No, dear, this room is all yours.’
She turned to the maid, who was unpacking Amy’s meagre luggage and hanging the dresses in a wardrobe. ‘Nellie, you can finish Mrs Stewart’s things later, thank you.’
The maid bobbed a curtsy and left the room, and Sarah turned her attention back to Amy.
‘Now, there are a few things here you won’t be quite familiar with. The electric light, for one. Here, let me show you.’ She demonstrated how pulling on a cord made the light come on, while a second pull made it go off again. When Sarah told Amy to try it for herself she stared in fascination at the light that flicked on, off, on, off in obedience to a sharp tug, until Sarah prised her fingers gently from the cord.
‘That’s enough for now. You’ll wear out the bulb if you play with it like that—no, don’t worry,’ she said, forestalling Amy’s guilty apology. ‘I remember playing with the light myself for hours when we first had it put in.
‘The bathroom is down the passage,’ Sarah went on. ‘I’ll show it to you in a moment, though there’s no need for a tour of the entire house just yet. You’ve your own washstand, of course, and if you need any hot water—or anything at all, come to that—just pull this rope, and one of the maids will come.’
Her gaze travelled the room, clearly searching for anything else that might be unfamiliar to Amy. ‘Oh, yes,’ she said when her eyes lighted on what appeared to be a small, wooden cabinet. ‘I’m sure you won’t have seen one of these before. If you’re inconvenienced in the night, there’s no need for you to brave the passage in your nightgown.’ She lifted the top of the cabinet to reveal a porcelain bowl of unmistakable shape.
‘Oh, it’s a chamber pot!’ Amy said, amazed to see such a thing appearing in a cupboard.
‘It’s called a commode. Use it as you need. The maid will empty it.’
‘There’s no need—’
‘The maid,’ Sarah cut in firmly, ‘will empty it. Now, let’s go and see the bathroom.’
Amy had heard of bathrooms, but found it difficult to imagine so much space devoted to the purpose of washing oneself. She followed Sarah into a room dominated by an enamelled cast iron bath.
‘What a beautiful thing!’ she exclaimed. She crouched in front of the bath to examine it more closely, and found its supports were moulded into the shape of lion paws. ‘And it’s so big,’ she said, awed by the thought of how much water would have to be carried up the stairs to fill such a huge tub. A bath every week would seem a dreadful extravagance. Then she noticed the metal pipes resting on the edge.
‘You’ve got running water! Can I try it out? Oh, not if it’s a bother,’ she added hastily.
Sarah smiled indulgently. ‘Try it as much as you like, as long as you don’t flood the bathroom. I expect you’ll want a bath this evening, after that dreadful boat. I’ll tell the maids.’
‘No, I had a bath on Saturday,’ Amy assured her. She looked up from trying out the fascinating tap, and saw a smile fluttering on Sarah’s lips; there was a brief, barely perceptible struggle, then the smile won.
‘I usually have a bath a little more often than once a week, Amy,’ Sarah said gently. ‘I do understand it hasn’t been possible for you on the farm, with having to carry water up from that well, but I hope you’ll take full advantage of the facilities here. Please feel free to ask the maids to run a bath for you whenever you want. Every night, if you wish.’
Despite Sarah’s careful effort not to demean her, Amy felt chastened at the revelation that her standards of cleanliness might be wanting. She hoped fervently that she would not cause Sarah embarrassment by any social graces she might lack.
She was distracted from her uncomfortable thoughts by the next wonder revealed to her. Beside the bathroom was a smaller room that held a large, wooden-topped porcelain bowl with a tank suspended above it. A chain dangled from the tank, with a decorated porcelain handle at its end.
‘Pull the chain,’ Sarah invited. ‘Pull it hard.’
Amy did, then let go of it with a startled squeal and took a step backwards when a rush of water was released into the bowl.
‘A flush toilet,’ she said, plucking up her courage to lean forward and peer in. ‘So that’s what one looks like.’ She frowned, not quite comfortable with the idea of a lavatory inside the house. It seemed a rather unhygienic arrangement, though the room certainly smelt more of carbolic than anything else. The novelty of the flush toilet appealed to Amy; it also made her realise that she had a need of the lavatory beyond mere curiosity.
‘Try it out properly,’ Sarah suggested when she saw Amy’s expression. ‘I’ll call Nellie back, she can finish your unpacking.’
She closed the door after her, and Amy sampled the delights of the flush toilet in all its glory. The squares of white paper fastened neatly to the wall were the final touch of luxury; no re-used pages of the Weekly News, these, but paper obviously intended solely for the lavatory.
Sarah was waiting in the passage, and she led the way back to Amy’s room. ‘That’s enough surprises for your first morning, I think. I really should leave you in peace to freshen up.’ Her hand rested lightly on Amy’s shoulder. ‘The trouble is,’ she murmured, ‘now that I have you here at last, I’m reluctant to let you out of my sight.’
‘Stay if you want—I’d like you to.’
Sarah’s hand travelled up to brush Amy’s cheek. ‘Look at those circles under your eyes! I’ve hardly taken any notice of how tired you look. Was it dreadful on the boat?’
‘It wasn’t specially rough or anything. I’m not very good about boats, though.’
‘Neither am I, on the steamships. I must get that from you. Yachts are quite different, of course. I don’t suppose you got much sleep?’
‘Not really. Not proper sleep, anyway.’
‘Would you like to have a nap before lunch?’
Amy felt she did not want to waste a moment of her time with Sarah, but the thought of lying down on that soft bed was inviting. ‘I think perhaps I would. I’m not going to be very good company if I keep yawning.’
‘Very well, I’ll just have to do without you for a little while.’ Sarah glanced around the room. ‘Now, where might your nightdress be?’
‘I think that girl—Nellie, is that her name? I think she put it in the top drawer. I’ll get it, Sarah, don’t you bother.’
Sarah retrieved the nightdress from its drawer and placed it on the bed. ‘You must let me fuss over you, I’m afraid I’ll insist on that. Sit down here, please.’ She indicated the chair in front of the dressing table, and Amy did as she asked.
‘Let me be ladies’ maid, this once at least,’ Sarah said. She removed Amy’s veiled black hat and set it to one side, then carefully removed the hairpins.
‘There,’ she said when Amy’s hair, released, tumbled over her shoulders and down her back. ‘I won’t attempt to help you undress, though. I’m not really a very good ladies’ maid.’
Sarah folded back the coverlet and made a show of smoothing the pillows. ‘You should be quite comfortable. Now, if you want anything at all, just pull the cord for the maid. There’s no hurry for you to get up, I want you to rest till lunch-time at least.’
She drew the heavy drapes together, leaving the room pleasantly dim, and pulled the door closed as she went out.
Amy undressed and washed herself, handling the beautiful china of the wash set with reverence. She put on her nightdress, then slid gratefully into the bed. It was even softer than it looked; the mattress was what she imagined a cloud might be to lie on. She rubbed her cheek against the top sheet. It smelt faintly of lavender, and the linen was fine enough to have been made into the daintiest of underwear.
Despite the meagre amount of sleep she had had the night before, drowsiness refused to turn into slumber. Her reluctance to close her eyes did not help; the room was beautiful, even in the dim light. The ceiling was particularly lovely, with its intricate plaster moulding and the etched glass light fitting at its centre. Being deserted by sleep was no hardship when it was delightful just to lie in the big, soft bed in this enchanting room.
When she reckoned that at least two hours had passed, Amy got out of bed. The black dress was marked with the dust of travelling; she left it draped over the back of a chair and put on her work dress. She opened the drapes and studied the angle of the sun; well after midday, she judged.
The maid came in while Amy was brushing her hair.
‘Begging your pardon, ma’am, but Miss Sarah told me to see if you were awake yet, in case you were wanting anything.’
‘Yes, I’m quite awake, I’ve had a lovely rest,’ Amy said. ‘Do you know what the time is, Nellie?’
‘Just about one o’clock, ma’am.’
‘As late as that? What time will lunch be on?’
Nellie looked at her in evident surprise. ‘Why, lunch will be whenever you want it, Mrs Stewart. Can I help you with anything?’
‘Well, if it’s not too much trouble, could you get me a clothes brush? This dress could do with a good brushing.’
Nellie looked more surprised than before. She frowned slightly, as if not sure that she had understood correctly. ‘I’ll see to it at once, Mrs Stewart.’ She picked the dress up and left the room before Amy had time to protest.
She thought of hurrying after Nellie to tell her that she had not meant the maid to clean the dress for her, but she was not sure whether she would be able to find the girl. Instead she finished putting her hair in order, and when that was done she explored her wonderful bedroom, opening every drawer, examining the lace curtains, and studying the wallpaper until she had comprehended how the pattern repeated itself every foot or so.
When Nellie returned, the mourning dress impeccably brushed, Amy asked the maid to take her to Sarah. She followed Nellie down the stairs, along a passage, and into a room slightly larger than Amy’s bedroom. It was a pleasant, sunny room, with pretty lace curtains filtering the light and soft-looking sofas, but the room’s greatest importance in Amy’s eyes was that it held Sarah.
Sarah took Amy’s hand and drew her down to sit beside her on one of the sofas. ‘A tray of tea in here, please, Nellie. And tell Mrs Jenson we’ll have luncheon in half an hour.’
‘What a pretty parlour,’ Amy said, looking around the room from her new vantage point.
‘Yes, it’s a pleasant room, though it’s usually called the morning room.’ Sarah studied Amy’s face with evident satisfaction. ‘Oh, yes, you look better now—and that dress is more cheerful.’ She brushed a fold of the pink-striped woollen gown, and her fingers went unerringly to a worn area near one seam. ‘Though it’s a little… plain,’ she said, frowning. ‘Did you wear this one on the farm while I was there?’
‘Most days, I think.’ Amy moved her fingers surreptitiously, trying to hide an even more worn patch on the other side of the dress.
‘Really? It didn’t catch my attention down there.’
Amy could guess why easily enough. On the farm, in the plainness of the cottage, the worn, simple dress could hardly have stood out the way it must in this elegant house.
Sarah studied the dress a moment longer. She gave a small, thoughtful nod, then seemed to put Amy’s dress out of her mind. There were distractions enough from so dull a subject, in the enjoyment of each other’s company.
After what Sarah called a simple lunch, soup followed by fish, with an apple sponge to finish, taken in the dining room, she took Amy on a tour of the ground floor rooms. ‘Though I won’t bother showing you the kitchen or the scullery,’ Sarah said. ‘You’ve seen enough of kitchens in your life. And I prefer to leave Mrs Jenson in peace, to get on with what she does so well.’
As well as the morning and dining rooms, there was what Sarah called a drawing room, more grandly decorated than the others. The most elaborate porcelain was kept here, and the plaster ceiling was more ornate than elsewhere in the house, while the wallpaper had its embossed pattern picked out in gold. The chairs and sofas were upholstered in deep red velvet, the same colour as the room’s heavy drapes.
What arrested Amy’s attention the moment she entered the drawing room was the large portrait above the marble mantelpiece. She could see that the painting had been done several years before, but the subject was immediately recognisable as Sarah. She wore a blue silk gown and held a posy of white roses. There were matching rosebuds in her hair, part of which was pinned up while the rest fell in waves over her shoulders. Her mouth was curved in a soft smile, though the artist had captured the disconcertingly direct gaze that Sarah’s eyes so often held.
‘Rather too flattering, isn’t it?’ Sarah said, seeing where Amy’s interest was centred.
‘No, not a bit—it’s beautiful. How old were you?’
‘Sixteen. That was my first long dress.’ Sarah gazed pensively at the painting. ‘Mother had always said they’d have my portrait painted when I was eighteen, but when I was coming up to sixteen Father announced he wanted it done for my birthday. By then we all knew that Father mightn’t be with us if we waited till I was eighteen. And he wasn’t,’ she added quietly.
Staring up at the portrait was making Amy’s neck ache. She lowered her gaze to the mantelpiece, and her attention was caught by a photograph in a silver frame. A grey-haired woman in a dark dress held a baby of about six months old on her lap; instead of facing the camera, the woman’s whole attention was on the child. She held the baby’s tiny hand in her own and gazed at the little face, her eyes deep pools of love.
‘Mother and I,’ Sarah murmured from close behind Amy. Her hand rested lightly on Amy’s shoulder. ‘She told me she’d always been grateful to you. I’d like to think she’d be happy that I’ve found you.’
The final room on this floor, apart from the servants’ domain, was Sarah’s study. This was decorated more soberly than the other rooms, though with no less elegance. The chairs were of dark brown leather, with the one behind the large, walnut desk being particularly imposing. Wood panelling came halfway up the walls, with a dark red wallpaper above it, but there was little enough of panelling or paper visible. The walls were lined along most of their length with tall bookcases crammed with leather-bound volumes.
‘Books,’ Amy said faintly, clutching at the back of a chair for support. ‘Look at all your books!’
Sarah gazed around the room with a satisfied smile. ‘Yes, I’ve quite a good collection. Though I must warn you that some of them are exceedingly dull legal texts and the like. And I didn’t share Father’s interest in military history, so some of his books tend never to leave their shelves.’ She ran her fingers lightly over the spines of the books nearest her. ‘But most of them are extremely precious to me. I hope you’ll enjoy them as much as I do. Treat them as your own, Amy.’ Her smile broadened, and she gave Amy a mischievous look. ‘Perhaps I should make you stay with me until you’ve gone through the entire collection. That would be one way of keeping you here.’
‘I don’t think I could read all these if I lived to be ninety,’ Amy said, still awed. ‘I’d like to try, though.’ She reached out a hand towards the nearest shelf, then let it drop. ‘However will I know where to start?’
‘There’s an order to how they’re set out. Novels are on these shelves, poetry’s there, and plays on the top—there’s a stool, so even you should be able to reach them. The rest are generally by subject. I’ll guide you through it, don’t worry. I often just browse them at random till something catches my eye, I suggest you try that approach, too.’
‘I’ll have a go,’ Amy said, eyes darting around the shelves as she took in Sarah’s explanation.
‘Perhaps I’ll choose you one to start with. But let’s leave it for the moment—I want to plan the next few days with you.’
They sat down near a low table that Amy had not noticed before. It held a collection of lead soldiers arranged in a complex formation. Sarah followed her gaze; she leaned over to pick up one of the soldiers and passed it to Amy.
‘An English officer from the battle of Waterloo, I believe. Maurice apparently used to sit at this table when he was small, playing with the soldiers while Father was working. That was before I was born, of course. My turn came later.’ Sarah smiled, her eyes staring into the invisible distance. ‘Father had a special chair by this desk, a nice, tall one so that I could sit near him. I used to spend hours here, I think—Mother suffered from migraines occasionally, and I’d always come to Father when she had to take to her bed with them. He’d let me put my dolls on the desk—I had my own corner of it where I’d dress and undress them.’
‘He must have been very patient,’ Amy said, moved by the description of the man who had shared his desk with a little girl.
‘Yes, he was. I’ve photographs of him, see? That’s Maurice with him in the earlier one.’
She fetched two photographs from the desk. One was of a man with a boy of around five years old; the other showed the same man, clearly many years later, sitting in an armchair with Sarah standing beside him, her hand on his shoulder. Sarah was wearing the same dress as in her portrait. The man’s hair and moustache were white, but his eyes were surprisingly bright, and, Amy thought, full of gentleness.
‘His nature shows in his face, don’t you think?’ said Sarah. ‘Not that I knew it was anything out of the ordinary. I just took it for granted that Father wanted me sitting at his desk. I remember trying to use this once, though.’ She gestured at the low table. ‘Father didn’t scold me, but he had an odd look on his face when I put my doll there. Even at that age I could tell he didn’t want me to disturb the soldiers. They reminded him of Maurice, of course.’
‘They’re beautifully made,’ Amy said, noting the delicate paintwork on the toy soldier’s uniform. ‘They look so real. Even the horses look like they might gallop off any time.’ She turned the toy around to admire it from all sides. ‘Mal would’ve loved them, especially the horses.’
‘Didn’t he have toy soldiers? I rather thought all boys did.’
Amy shook her head. ‘No. My boys never had any toys, really. Not proper ones from shops.’
She handed the soldier to Sarah, who restored it carefully to its place.
‘Something of a waste, I suppose you might say,’ Sarah mused, studying the toys. ‘Your Mal who would have loved my soldiers but probably never dreamed such things existed, and me with armies of them that hardly get touched except when the maids dust them. But Father kept them in memory of Maurice, and I keep them in memory of Father. That’s reason enough to treasure them.’
She turned her attention back to Amy. ‘Well, what shall we do, then? There are things Auckland offers that Ruatane doesn’t.’ She smiled at her own understatement. ‘I want to take you out, to something special. A concert, perhaps. Would you like that?’
The sudden swell of excitement briefly robbed Amy of breath. ‘Oh, yes!’ she said when she managed to find words. ‘I’d love it.’
‘We’ll have our first outing this very week, then—why, we could go out tonight if you wish.’ Sarah’s smile broadened when she saw Amy’s eyes widen. ‘Well, why not? There’s sure to be something on, this is Auckland, after all. Yes, tonight it’s to be.’
She pulled the cord that summoned the maids. Alice appeared, and was asked to fetch the newspaper, which she returned with moments later. Sarah scanned the paper, then passed it to Amy, pointing to the paragraphs that dealt with entertainments.
‘We’ve a choice. Two plays, and a choir. Which would you prefer?’
‘Oh, whatever you want, Sarah. I’m sure I’d like anything you picked.’
‘No,’ Sarah said firmly. ‘The choice is up to you.’
Amy did not protest; she already knew that set expression of Sarah’s too well for that. She studied the newspaper carefully, trying to decide which outing Sarah might prefer, though she had known her own preference the moment she saw the titles of the plays.
‘Would it be all right if we went to this one?’ she asked, her finger marking her choice. ‘Only if you want to—I’m sure I’d like any of them.’
‘What I want is for you to choose whatever you’d like best, and for me to have the pleasure of taking you to it. Yes, I’m sure this will be very pleasant,’ Sarah said, glancing at Amy’s chosen outing. ‘I’ll send out for tickets. What made you pick this one, dearest?’
‘It’s Shakespeare,’ Amy said, convinced that that explained all. ‘I’ve wanted to see a Shakespeare play… oh, all my life, I think.’
‘Well, tonight you shall have your wish.’ Sarah’s expression turned thoughtful. ‘Ah, what exactly were you thinking of wearing?’ she asked delicately.
‘It’ll have to be my black dress, that’s my only good one for outings.’ Seeing Sarah’s dubious expression, Amy added quickly, ‘It’s looking much better than it did this morning, Nellie made a lovely job of brushing it for me. It’s looking quite smart now.’
‘But that’s a mourning dress,’ Sarah said, her voice sounding carefully controlled. ‘Quite apart from any other shortcomings it might have.’
‘Yes, Sarah,’ Amy said quietly. ‘You know I’m in mourning.’
‘In Ruatane you might be. In Auckland there’s no need to pretend.’
Amy closed her eyes for a moment, not relishing the prospect of arguing with Sarah. ‘It’s not pretending, it’s showing respect. I owe—no, I don’t owe it to Charlie, I want to do it. It just seems the right thing to do.’
‘It’s dishonest,’ Sarah said, her face hardening. ‘It’s pretending you’re sorry he’s dead.’
Amy shook her head. ‘No, it’s not. I don’t go around crying or anything. I just dress respectfully. That’s not so much to ask.’
‘But why? He’s dead, and no one’s sorry about that. You of all people—you should be celebrating. After the way he treated you, scarlet satin would be more appropriate than black wool.’ Her eyes flashed as she spoke.
‘It was just the way he talked,’ Amy said, taken aback by Sarah’s ferocity. ‘It didn’t mean anything.’
‘The way he talked? That would have been enough on its own, wouldn’t it? But what about the rest of it, Amy? What about the beatings?’
Amy was briefly startled into silence. ‘Who told you that?’ she asked when speech returned.
‘Dave told me—well, I dragged it out of him, I should say. It’s like drawing teeth, getting you or Dave to tell me anything about that man. Just the bald statement that his father used to… thump you, I think was the expression he used. Amy, it’s not right for you to wear mourning for a man like that.’
Amy looked away from Sarah’s dark frown and gazed around the room; at the toy soldiers, and at the desk where a man had made space for a little girl’s dolls. No wonder that Sarah could find no room in her heart to pity Charlie. ‘That was all a long, long time ago, Sarah. I don’t even think about it. It does no good, dragging up those old things.’
‘You can’t just forget something like that,’ Sarah protested. ‘It’s not possible.’
‘No, I haven’t forgotten. I just don’t think about it. Charlie was sorry for it in the end,’ she added softly.
That seemed to bring Sarah up sharply. ‘Was he? It’s difficult to believe of the man.’
‘Yes, he was.’ Amy was surprised to find tears pricking at her eyes. ‘He was very sorry. He told me he was, the night he died.’ In his own awkward way he had told her; clumsily, and not making an overt apology of it, but it had been an expression of remorse none the less clear for that.
‘And so he jolly well should have been sorry,’ Sarah said, but the force had gone out of her censure. ‘Perhaps he wouldn’t even have wanted you to wear mourning,’ she tried half-heartedly.
‘Oh, I think he would have.’ Amy watched Sarah, noting the firm set of her mouth and the slight movement of her fingers on the arm of her chair. That meant Sarah was carefully thinking the matter through, Amy knew; “mustering the facts”, as Sarah put it.
‘You don’t wear mourning on the farm,’ Sarah said after a few moments of this reflection. ‘Only when you go out. Why is that?’
‘Well, I can’t wear my good black dress for working, and I haven’t got any plain ones warm enough for winter. I made a cotton one, and I wore that the first few months—I suppose I could make one out of wool, but it seems a waste. Mourning’s to show respect, and there’s no one around to see what I wear when I’m on the farm—well, except Dave, and he knows how I feel about respect.’
‘Exactly,’ Sarah pounced. ‘And in Auckland there’s no one in the entire city who even knew the wretched man, so no one to notice whether you’re in mourning or not. Except me, and I, too, know only too well how obstinate you are about this respect nonsense. So it’s just like being on the farm, isn’t it? There’s absolutely no need for you to wear mourning. You do see that, don’t you?
Amy smiled at Sarah’s expression, a mix of settled conviction and anxiousness. Pleasing her seemed more important than a gesture to a dead husband. ‘I expect you’re right, Sarah. It doesn’t really matter what I wear up here, with not knowing anyone. Except for church—I’ll still wear mourning to church. I wouldn’t feel right otherwise.’
‘Thank Heaven for that,’ Sarah said with exaggerated relief. ‘You really can be very stubborn. And I’ll let you have your way regarding church.’ She smiled. ‘I do know how to recognise an unwinnable argument.
‘But not out to the play,’ she added firmly. ‘Your first outing definitely demands something more cheerful than black wool. So what do you think you’ll wear?’
Amy’s heart sank; cold reality made a nonsense of the whole discussion. ‘The trouble is, that black dress is the only good one I’ve got. Well, except my blue silk, but I think that’s a bit old, really.’
Sarah nodded thoughtfully, and stood up. ‘I think we had better check your wardrobe.’
Amy followed her up the stairs. Sarah set a pace Amy could not match, and when Amy went into the bedroom she found Sarah standing before the open wardrobe, staring at its scanty contents.
‘This is all?’ Sarah asked. ‘This is everything you brought with you?’
‘Except for the underwear and things, that’s in one of the drawers. Yes, that’s everything.’
Sarah shook her head, and turned to Amy. ‘You’ve only brought three dresses,’ she said, speaking slowly and deliberately.
‘I know,’ Amy said, feeling that she had unwittingly committed an offence against decency. ‘But I haven’t really got any others—not ones that were good enough to bring, anyway.’
‘I see. Yes, I suppose I should have thought of that before. Well, I’d better see this blue silk dress, then. If nothing else, it’s not mourning.’
Amy lifted the dress out of the wardrobe, handling it with the care she felt the fine fabric deserved. ‘It’s quite old,’ she said, trying to excuse the dress in advance. ‘But it’s not worn out or anything.’ She held it up against herself, flattening the bodice over her chest with one hand while with the other she spread the skirt wide.
Sarah stared at the dress. ‘Goodness, this must be almost as old as I am.’ She took her chin in her hand, tilted her head to one side and smiled, clearly amused.
Something in Sarah’s eyes, the odd mixture of affection and amusement, gave Amy a jolt. She found herself unexpectedly and painfully reminded of Jimmy; the way he had gazed in admiration when she had appeared before him in this dress for the first time. His admiration had been unfeigned, certainly; but when she called to mind his face it was the hint of amusement she remembered most clearly. Had she ever been more to him than a pleasant diversion in an otherwise boring summer?
But Sarah’s amusement was too thoroughly suffused with kindness for her resemblance to her father to give Amy more than a moment’s discomfort. ‘It’s a little bit older than you,’ Amy said, and saw Sarah’s eyebrows lift in surprise. ‘I got it before you were born.’ She stroked the dress reverently. ‘It was my first silk dress—it’s the only dressmaker dress I’ve ever had.’
‘It’s… ahh… well, yes,’ Sarah said uncertainly. ‘Yes, I’m sure it was very nice in its day.’ Her attention shifted to the top shelf of the wardrobe. ‘And what do you have in there?’ she asked, pointing to the hat box.
Amy replaced the dress in the wardrobe and lifted down the box she had borrowed from Maudie. She would not have dared bring the hat at all without the protection the box gave it. ‘This is my special hat.’ She held her breath as she opened the box and lifted the hat out, relieved to see that it had survived the journey unscathed. She held it out for Sarah’s inspection, the blue feather bobbing jauntily at the movement. ‘Isn’t it lovely?’
Sarah gazed at the hat in silence. Her shoulders gave a small, jerking movement, and Amy realised that she was trying hard not to laugh. ‘It’s…’ Sarah stopped, gave a little cough to hide the awkwardness, then let herself smile. ‘Yes, I suppose it is lovely, in its way. I’m sure it was the talk of Ruatane once. It’s surely contemporary with the dress?’
Amy stroked her precious hat. ‘It’s the same age you are. Just the same age.’
Sarah looked at her quizzically. ‘Now, why does that sound so momentous?’ she murmured, more to herself than to Amy. ‘May I?’ she asked, reaching out for the hat.
She handled it with almost as much care as Amy had, turning it round in her hands and studying it. ‘You’ve a story in you, haven’t you?’ she said, addressing the hat. She turned her attention back to Amy. ‘But it’s you who’ll have to tell it to me, Amy.’
Could it really have been twenty-one years ago? Amy remembered it so clearly: the dragging weakness and the dull ache of loss that had made her dissolve into tears at the sight of another woman’s baby in the park; the wonderful treasure trove of a store that her father had taken her into, the beautiful hat that seemed made for a fairy-tale princess, and her father’s insistence on buying it for her.
‘Amy?’ Sarah’s voice broke into her reverie. ‘Are you all right, dear? Don’t talk about it if you don’t want to.’
‘No, I don’t mind. I was just remembering old things.’ Amy managed a smile with difficulty. ‘Pa bought me that hat. It was just after you were born. He came to fetch me—he came up from Ruatane on one of the sailing boats, he had to sleep down in the hold with the cargo, I think. And he took me home on the steamer that same day. Poor Pa, he must have been worn out.’
‘It’s not a journey I’d relish,’ Sarah remarked.
‘He didn’t complain or anything. He was so kind to me. That’s why he bought me the hat—he thought it would cheer me up. I was… upset. They’d taken you away. I woke up and you weren’t there any more. Then the nurse took the cradle away.’ Her shoulders heaved with the effort of holding back a sob. ‘I wanted to go home. Pa came all that way to fetch me. We saw that lovely hat in Milne and Choyce—it cost an awful lot of money, but Pa bought it for me. It was to make up for not having you any more. He thought it would make me happy, you see. Pa only wanted me to be happy. That’s all he wanted.’
Sarah put the hat down on Amy’s dressing table, slipped an arm around her and drew her close. ‘I see,’ she said softly. ‘Well, I think I do, anyway. Sit down, sweetheart, you’ve overreached yourself today.’ She guided Amy to the bed and they sat down on its edge, Sarah still keeping one arm firmly around her.
‘I know what I’ll do with you tomorrow, at any rate,’ Sarah said, her voice determinedly light. ‘I’m going to take you to my dressmaker—she has a milliner working for her, too, we’ll need the services of both. I should have thought of it before you came, but never mind. Mrs Stevenson can produce dresses remarkably quickly when there’s a need. But no plays tonight, I don’t think. Your wardrobe’s not quite up to it.’
‘Oh. I see.’ Amy bit her lip to hold back treacherous tears, annoyed at the childishness of her reaction, but feeling too weak to fight it. ‘Yes, you’re quite right, Sarah.’
She tried to stare fixedly at the floor, but Sarah put a finger under her chin and lifted it to look into her face.
Sarah sighed, and released her. ‘Well, perhaps we could. Yes, I suppose the black dress will do—there won’t be many people there in any case, with it being so early in the week. Very well, Amy, we’ll go out tonight.’ She smiled at the look on Amy’s face. ‘You’re easily pleased, aren’t you?
‘But first thing tomorrow, we’re going to the dressmaker,’ Sarah announced. ‘It’s a good thing I made sure I wouldn’t be caught up in meetings the first few days you’re here, we’ll need the time to set your wardrobe in order. Goodness me, Amy, my maids on their days off dress better than you’re able to, and not just when I give them my cast-offs. However, we’ll see to all that tomorrow. Tonight you’re to enjoy yourself.’
*
And enjoy herself she did, though the word was too feeble for the delight Amy felt at her first ever visit to the theatre. She sat perched on the edge of her seat through most of the performance, only vaguely aware of the beautifully dressed people all around her. It’s like a dream, she caught herself thinking. But whenever the play released its hold on her attention for a moment, the warmth of Sarah’s hand resting lightly on her arm made the evening more full of joy than any dream could be.
She was still bursting with the excitement of it all when they were back at Sarah’s house. ‘And the actors—it was as if they really were those people, wasn’t it? I mean, they must be ordinary people in real life—just people like you’d see on the street—but you’d really believe they were dukes and soldiers and things. They put such feeling into it. “Good night, good night! Parting is such sweet sorrow, that I shall say good night till it be morrow.” ’
Sarah smiled indulgently. ‘Yes, it was a good performance,’ she allowed. ‘Don’t let your milk get cold.’
Amy looked at the mug in front of her in mild surprise; she had forgotten its existence for the moment. She took a sip, and cradled the mug in her hands. ‘It’s still quite warm,’ she assured Sarah. ‘I’ve nearly finished it, anyway.’
They were sitting in Sarah’s room; as she had said, it was even larger than the one she had given Amy. The fire was burning low, but the room was cosy. They sat in two deep armchairs within the wide bay window that, in daylight, gave a view over the surrounding houses and a glimpse of the park, but the room’s blue velvet drapes were closed against the night chill. The bed was an elaborate brass affair, with a quilted coverlet and a lace bedspread over that. A small shelf on a table beside the bed held a few books, Sarah’s current favourites.
‘Speaking of saying goodnight, it’s really quite late,’ Sarah said, glancing at a clock on her mantel. ‘Do you feel ready for bed once you’ve finished that milk? Take one of those books with you, if you like.’
‘I’m not very sleepy.’ Amy took a last mouthful of warm milk and placed the empty mug on a dainty table at her side. ‘Weren’t all the lights at the theatre pretty? And so bright! That electric light’s just wonderful.’
‘You’ll be sleepy soon enough, after the day you’ve had. I know I always was after going back and forth to Ruatane. Let me choose you something nice and soothing.’
Sarah went over to the books, and came back with a slim volume bound in blue leather. ‘Here you are. Not as soothing as all that, perhaps—and a little improper in places, I suspect—but truly beautiful language.’ She opened the book at a marked place and read aloud:
‘ “Twice or thrice had I loved thee,
Before I knew thy face or name.
So in a voice, so in a shapeless flame,
Angels affect us oft, and worshipped be.” ’
She closed the book and smiled. ‘Let John Donne sing you to sleep, but dream of me.’ She placed the book on Amy’s lap. ‘Now, come along to bed.’
Amy followed her. When she tried to start talking about the play again, Sarah put a finger on Amy’s lips to silence her.
‘Not another word till tomorrow morning. It’s after eleven o’clock.’
The bed looked inviting, and the room was warmed by its own fireplace. Sarah sat Amy down in front of the dressing table and once again removed the pins from her hair.
‘You really should go straight to bed,’ Sarah said when she had finished. ‘I intend to. Don’t read for too long, either. Good night, dearest.’
She planted a soft kiss on Amy’s cheek, and rose to leave. In the doorway she paused and turned back. ‘Thank you for coming to me, Amy,’ she said softly, then pulled the door closed after her.
Amy was undressed and in bed within minutes. She read a few pages of the poems, but soon a pleasant drowsiness crept over her limbs. She got up to turn off the light, enjoying the novelty of having electricity at her command, then slipped between those delightfully soft sheets.
The room did not have the pitch blackness of nights on the farm; a faint glimmer from the street lights crept through the drapes, and the damped-down fire still gave out a dim glow. She had thought the light might keep her awake, but it only made the room seem more warm and comforting. Amy closed her eyes and fell into a sleep that held only comforting dreams.
Sarah’s dressmaker, Mrs Stevenson, was a tall, grey-haired woman in her late fifties, with bright eyes and a pleasant smile. When an assistant ushered Amy and Sarah into a comfortable sitting room, Mrs Stevenson greeted Sarah with an enthusiasm that suggested Sarah was one of her more valued customers.
The young girl assistant was despatched to fetch morning tea, and Sarah explained that it was Amy rather than herself who was to be outfitted.
‘Mrs Stewart was unable to bring a great deal of luggage on the boat,’ she said. ‘And as she’ll be staying in Auckland for some months, she’ll need a range of outfits.’
‘Just a few things,’ Amy put in timidly, but the other two women ignored her for the moment.
‘So we’ll need to look at day wear as well as evening, of course,’ Mrs Stevenson said, clearly delighted at the thought of producing a complete wardrobe of garments. ‘Tea gowns as well as costumes for visiting?’
‘Oh, certainly,’ Sarah agreed. ‘One or two cloaks, as well.’
Mrs Stevenson opened a notebook and began writing. ‘Two evening outfits, would you say?’
‘Three,’ Sarah said decisively. Amy gave a gasp, and was about to protest, but Sarah raised a finger to silence her. ‘Let me,’ she said, smiling at Amy’s stunned expression.
‘Three evening outfits,’ Mrs Stevenson repeated as she wrote in her notebook. ‘Tea gowns?’
‘Two should be enough for now,’ Sarah said. ‘And two walking costumes. Two for afternoon visits, as well. We’ll talk about hats when we’ve the dresses organised. Oh, and one other thing,’ she added, giving Amy a brief, sidelong glance. ‘Two sets of lingerie.’
Amy felt herself redden, and wondered if Sarah had inspected the contents of her underwear drawer. Her second-best chemise had a small patch, while her spare corset cover was frayed around the neckline.
She was rescued from her embarrassment by the distraction of the girl’s returning with tea and a plate of dainty biscuits on a tray.
Mrs Stevenson produced a tape measure from her pocket and placed it on a small table by her chair. ‘I’ll take down your measurements when we’ve had some refreshments. Then we’ll look at fabrics, so you can decide what you might prefer. Ah, I must just ask,’ she said delicately, eyeing Amy’s black dress, ‘are you in mourning, Mrs Stewart? It makes a difference to what fabrics I should show you, of course.’
Sarah cut in smoothly before Amy had a chance to answer. ‘Mrs Stewart was in mourning earlier in the year—light mourning, that is. She’s in the process of returning to dressing normally.’
‘Ah, I see,’ Mrs Stevenson said, clearly relieved. ‘That does make things simpler.’
‘Except I don’t think I could wear bright colours,’ said Amy. ‘I’d rather not—it wouldn’t seem right.’
Sarah made a small grimace, but she nodded. ‘If that’s what you want, dear.’
‘Hmm,’ said Mrs Stevenson. ‘Well, of course if that’s the case… it’s rather a pity, when… ah well, it can’t be helped.’
Sarah pounced on the dressmaker’s hints. ‘What were you about to say, Mrs Stevenson?’
‘Oh, it’s just that with your pretty colouring, Mrs Stewart, there’s a lovely red velvet that suggests itself to me. Now, you have the same colouring, Miss Millish, but with your statuesque build red could be rather overpowering. But for Mrs Stewart with her neat little figure, it would be just right.’
‘Not red,’ Amy said, steadfastly thrusting the tempting image from her mind. ‘I couldn’t wear that.’
‘Perhaps not,’ Sarah said.
Mrs Stevenson noted down Amy’s measurements, then ushered her and Sarah along a passage and into a larger room, one wall of which was lined with bolts of fabric. The fabrics were arranged according to some system that Amy could not grasp, though Mrs Stevenson seemed able to go straight to the bolts she wanted without the least difficulty.
‘Now, what shall we start with? Day dresses or evening wear?’
‘Day, I think,’ Sarah said. ‘We might have trouble coming back down to earth if we start with evening dresses. Do you have any special preferences, Amy?’
Amy shook her head, too awed by the sight of so much satin and velvet, braid and lace, crowded into one room. ‘I’m sure any of these things would be lovely. You decide for me, Sarah.’
‘I have every faith in your taste, Mrs Stevenson,’ said Sarah. ‘What would you recommend?’
Mrs Stevenson was very willing to offer suggestions. She held up different fabrics against Amy, frowning at the effect of some, which were then returned to their places, while others received an approving nod. She sought both Amy’s and Sarah’s opinions of each of her selections, sometimes offering a choice between two or three fabrics; when this happened, Amy insisted that Sarah choose for her, not trusting herself to make a proper job of it. If she had been able to find a price tag on any of the fabrics her choice would have been made easy, but none of them seemed to carry any indication of their cost. Amy decided that they must all be worryingly expensive.
Even her so-called tea gowns, which, as Sarah had to explain to her, were intended for casual wear around the house, were to be silk; one in pale mauve, and the other a light green with white flowers. The fabrics chosen for the walking costumes were both of wool, but it was woollen fabric of a finer quality than Amy had ever worn, one rust-coloured and the other pale grey. Her gowns for visiting were to be silk as well, a heavy bronze satin for one and a dark green taffeta for the other. A silvery-grey woollen cloak would go with the walking costumes as well as the visiting gowns.
Mrs Stevenson spread out engravings from magazines on a table for Amy to study the dresses illustrated. ‘Which styles appeal most?’ she asked, but Amy shook her head helplessly.
‘They’re all lovely. My head just goes round and round when I try and pick one. I don’t know which ones would go with which material,’ she added, casting an awed glance at the growing pile of fabrics chosen for her.
‘It’s up to you again, Mrs Stevenson,’ said Sarah. ‘What do you suggest?’
‘Well, I do think that simple styles might be best, with Mrs Stewart not being very tall. What about something like this for the mauve?’ she asked, turning unerringly to the correct page of a particular magazine.
They went through the whole range of Amy’s day dresses, and Amy gradually gained the confidence to make some selections of her own when offered a choice of styles.
‘Those should all be most satisfactory,’ Sarah said when they had decided on the last of them. ‘Shall we go on to the evening dresses now?’
‘We do need to choose the trims for these dresses as well,’ said Mrs Stevenson. ‘Perhaps we should do that first? I thought this lace would be perfect with the green and white gown.’
Amy felt pleasantly wearied from helping choose the styles, and she let the trims be chosen for her, taking pleasure enough in handling the frothy laces placed before her and admiring the soft colours of the braids. The room seemed something a genie had conjured up in answer to a girl’s wish for magically beautiful clothes, and Amy would not have been completely astonished if the whole scene had vanished to be replaced by her own plain little parlour.
‘Oh, Amy, you must show Mrs Stevenson your blue dress,’ Sarah said. ‘I suggested to Mrs Stewart that she might like to have one of her dresses remodelled,’ she explained to the dressmaker. ‘It’s several years old, but perhaps worth keeping.’
‘It’s too good to throw away,’ Amy said, carefully unwrapping the neat parcel of tissue paper the maids had fashioned around the dress. ‘I know it’s old-fashioned, though.’
Mrs Stevenson spread the dress out on a table and examined it. ‘It’s good quality fabric. Quite well made, too. Yes, I think I could make something of this. Does it fit you comfortably, Mrs Stewart? It’s a very close-fitting style.’
‘I let it out a little bit a few years ago. I’ve had it since I was fifteen, and it was snug on me even then.’
‘Yes, the styles were tighter in the bodice when this was made. Now, perhaps if I were to add a panel in the front, and side panels to the skirt… here, I’ll show you what I mean.’
She took up a sheet of paper and sketched rapidly, showing a full-bodiced dress with a patterned panel down the centre of the bodice, and matching panels on either side of the skirt. ‘This pale blue silk overlaid with this lace would be rather pretty,’ she said, placing the fabric and lace beside Amy’s dress. ‘I’ll have to alter the neckline, of course, but if I add a wide frill like this, in the same lace, it would look as though it had been intended that way. I’d remove this organdie frill at the hem—in fact I could change the lower edge completely, if I add a row of tiny pleats and a scooped frill. Like this, perhaps.’
She sketched more details, showing a transformed hemline. ‘The sleeves aren’t quite right, being so narrow, but the neckline frill will conceal that fairly well, and I’ll add these frills at the cuffs.’ Her pencil again moved rapidly. ‘Yes, that should look rather nice,’ she said in evident satisfaction, passing the drawing over to Amy.
‘That’s beautiful,’ Amy said, awed by the woman’s skill. ‘That’ll be the nicest dress I’ve ever had.’
Sarah squeezed her arm. ‘They all will be, dear.’
Amy had thought the day dresses wonderful enough; when they came to her evening gowns, it was harder than ever to believe that such dresses could really be intended for her. A selection of the finest of all Mrs Stevenson’s fabrics was spread out for Amy’s consideration; silks and velvets and laces, and the most elaborate of trims.
‘Black?’ Sarah said, frowning in surprise at the first of Mrs Stevenson’s suggestions, a heavy black satin that slid like water through Amy’s fingers. Where the light caught it, the fabric gave back the impression of a shimmer of moonlight on a midnight ocean. ‘I’m not sure about the colour.’
‘Well, it’s up to you, Miss Millish—and you, of course, Mrs Stewart. But for a mature woman there’s no colour more elegant than black. It’s certainly not confined to mourning clothes. Especially when decorated—like this, say.’ She scattered a handful of tiny, silvery beads over the black fabric, and Amy gasped at the effect they made. ‘Imagine the bodice embroidered all over with these. Hardly sombre, is it?’ Mrs Stevenson asked, the barest hint of a challenge in her voice.
Sarah studied Amy’s expression at the sight of the beads sparkling against the fabric, and she smiled. ‘How can I possibly say no? Very well, Mrs Stevenson, it seems that you’re the best judge.’
Amy was coaxed away from the black satin to give her opinion on a midnight blue velvet.
‘This drapes beautifully.’ Mrs Stevenson illustrated her point by draping the fabric around Amy. It fell in soft folds, seeming to want to mould itself to Amy’s form, and the silver lace Mrs Stevenson held against it enhanced the graceful effect. ‘Do you think it’s suitable?’
‘Quite definitely,’ said Sarah. ‘It’s just right.’
Mrs Stevenson looked over at her bolts of fabric. ‘We were thinking of three evening gowns, weren’t we?’
Amy dragged herself away from wide-eyed study of her dress fabrics to snatch at the chance of sparing Sarah some expense. ‘Two’s enough—really it is, Sarah, I can hardly imagine even having one lovely dress like this. Anyway, I think I’d just about faint if Mrs Stevenson shows me any more lovely materials like these.’
‘Well, I suppose we could leave the third till another day,’ Sarah allowed. ‘It might be more fun for you that way.’
‘Just as you wish, of course,’ said Mrs Stevenson. ‘And we definitely don’t want any bright colours?’ she added, an oddly cautious tone to her voice.
‘No, I really don’t,’ said Amy.
Sarah was studying Mrs Stevenson’s expression with interest. ‘Why do you ask, Mrs Stevenson?’
‘Oh, it’s just the fabric I was speaking of earlier. I’m certain it would look quite stunning on Mrs Stewart. It would do no harm just to look, would it?’
‘No harm at all,’ Sarah said, the hint of a smile hovering around her mouth.
Mrs Stevenson picked up a bolt of fabric and unrolled a long length, which she draped around Amy. It was velvet, a little heavier than Amy’s midnight blue, but still soft enough to fall beautifully into folds.
The colour was a red so rich that Amy could not find a name for it; ‘crimson’ seemed woefully inadequate for a shade that seemed to pulse with life. It was the red of a fruit so tempting that the sternest of ascetics would scarcely have found strength to refuse it. The velvet cried out to be stroked, and when Amy gave in to its cry she found it as soft as kitten’s fur. It looked beautiful enough from where Amy stood, looking down at the fabric enveloping her body; if she had been able to see herself, pale skin and dark hair set off to perfection by the jewel-like richness, she would not have wondered at the expressions of the two women staring at her.
‘That really is lovely,’ said Mrs Stevenson.
‘Oh, yes,’ Sarah agreed softly. ‘That’s perfect.’
Amy felt that she was breaking a spell when she freed herself from the fabric. ‘No, I’m sorry, I really couldn’t. Not red.’
Sarah said nothing, but Amy had a fleeting impression of the two taller women exchanging a nod over her head. And the red velvet, though Mrs Stevenson put it to one side, was not returned to its shelf.
‘Mrs Stewart will need several hats to go with the outfits we’ve planned today, of course,’ Sarah said when styles for Amy’s two evening gowns had been chosen. ‘I’ve always found your milliners quite satisfactory, Mrs Stevenson. Do you have any particular ideas, Amy?’
Amy knew it would be pointless to try and say that she really did not need more than one or two hats. She was equally sure that her own grasp of what was fashionable was vague at best. ‘Not really. Except… well, I know those great big hats are in the fashion, I’ve seen lots of women wearing them. But I don’t know if I could. I mean, I’m so little, I think I’d look like a mushroom in a hat like that.’
Sarah laughed aloud at the notion. ‘A very pretty mushroom you’d make, too! But you’re probably right, dear, you are a bit small for those hats. A gust of wind might carry you away.’
‘Hats should be in proportion to the wearer,’ Mrs Stevenson said. ‘And it’s perfectly possible to have fashionable hats that aren’t particularly large. It’s simply a matter of style and trimmings. I’ll show you a few to give you some ideas.’
Mrs Stevenson rang for her assistant, and sent the girl off to fetch a selection of hats. Amy was relieved to be shown a dozen, all of them pretty, and none of them frighteningly large. ‘Oh, yes, I could wear any of these. They’re all lovely.’
‘I’m sure Mrs Stevenson’s milliners will produce a nice collection,’ said Sarah. ‘Now, Amy, do you want to show Mrs Stevenson your hat? Don’t if you’d rather not,’ she added gently.
Amy’s hand reached out to rest protectively on the hat box at her feet. ‘I know it’s old,’ she said, aware of the defensive note in her voice. ‘But it was a really smart hat, I know it was. It cost an awful lot of money, too.’ She hesitated, then decided to be brave. ‘I’ll show it to you.’
‘This is a rather special hat,’ Sarah explained while Amy got it out of the box. ‘Mrs Stewart’s late father bought it for her many years ago. I suggested she might like to consider having it remodelled, so that she could get a little more use out of it.’
Amy clutched at the hat. ‘But I don’t want it cut up or anything. I’d sooner not wear it if it’s too old-fashioned. I’d rather just keep it how it is.’
‘May I?’ Mrs Stevenson reached out a hand. ‘I’d like to see it.’
Amy made herself hold the hat out, and tried to take some relief from the obvious respect with which Mrs Stevenson handled it.
‘Oh, yes,’ Mrs Stevenson said as she examined the hat. ‘Yes, this is a fine piece of workmanship—it’s extremely well-made, and of the best quality materials, too.’ She looked up, and smiled at Amy. ‘I don’t think there’s any need to be cutting into it, Mrs Stewart. I could simply add some extra trimmings. Some pretty blue chiffon around the edge, perhaps, to give it more width—that would give the hat a more up-to-date appearance without damaging it. A little veiling, too, that’s always flattering. You want to keep the feather trim, I presume?’
‘Yes,’ Amy said. ‘I want to keep everything.’
‘But do you think those alterations would be all right, dear?’ Sarah asked. ‘It would be nice if you could actually wear the hat, wouldn’t it?’
Amy paused to consider the matter properly. She was aware that to the other two women her attachment to the hat might seem foolish, but she was not going to let that sway her. The hat was a link with her father, and she could not bear to have it mutilated. ‘I think that sounds quite nice,’ she said at last. ‘As long as you only add those things to it. Don’t take anything away.’
Mrs Stevenson assured Amy that she would, indeed, take nothing away from the hat, and on the strength of that Amy agreed to leave it behind for the proposed retrimming.
‘That was rather a marathon, wasn’t it?’ Sarah said when the two of them were on the footpath outside Mrs Stevenson’s. The coachman was moving the carriage from a short distance down the road where he had been allowing the horses to graze a grassy verge. ‘I’d better take you straight home, you must be exhausted.’
Now that she was away from them, the spell of the gorgeous fabrics was relaxing its grip on Amy, allowing something of cold reality to take its place. ‘Sarah, all those dresses!’ she said in sudden alarm. ‘They must be going to cost an awful lot of money. I really don’t need all those, you know. You could tell Mrs Stevenson not to make so many, couldn’t you?’
‘There’s no need for that.’
‘But all that material! It looked so expensive. Perhaps you’d better—’
‘Amy,’ Sarah interrupted. ‘Walk over here a little, I want to show you something. We’ll be with you in a moment, Jenson,’ she called to the patiently waiting coachman, who tipped his hat in acknowledgment. Now, Amy, do you see that building over there?’ She indicated a busier part of the street.
‘That grey one?’ Amy asked, trying to follow Sarah’s pointing finger.
‘No, darling, that’s the Bank of New Zealand. I mean that brick building—the two-storeyed one. It has several shops in it. Do you see it now?’
‘Yes, I see the one you mean,’ Amy said, wondering what the building’s significance might be.
‘Well, my dear, I happen to own that building. It brings in reasonable rents. And it’s only one of… actually, I’m not sure that I could tell you the grand total off the top of my head. A good number, at any rate.’
She took Amy’s arm and led her towards the waiting carriage. ‘I think I can afford a few dresses for you.’
*
‘Where did you leave that other cake tin, Dave?’ Beth asked when she had unsuccessfully sought the tin on the kitchen shelf where it usually lived.
‘In the parlour, I think. Yes, that’s right, it’s in there.’
Beth retrieved the tin from the other room. She was surprised to find it so light, and when she lifted the lid the mystery was revealed.
‘Have you eaten all those biscuits?’ she asked in amazement.
‘Well, I get hungry,’ David said, a little guiltily.
‘You must do! Ma always says there’s nothing hungrier than boys, but you’re even worse than my lot. When did you eat all those? That tin was just about full when I went home yesterday.’
David frowned in thought. ‘I don’t know. I suppose it must’ve been last night. You know, it’s that dull and quiet at night, I just sort of eat to pass the time.’
‘Well, never mind, there’s a couple of these plain ones left.’ Beth put a biscuit on each of their plates and sat down beside him. ‘Do you get lonely at night?’
‘I suppose I do, a bit. It’s all right in the day time, with you here. I’ve got my work to do, anyway, so I don’t go thinking about a lot of stuff. But in the evening it’s… well, it’s sort of funny with Ma not here.’
Beth felt a pang of sympathy at the sight of David’s wistful face. ‘It’s a shame Biff died.’ David’s old dog had been found dead one January morning, when David had gone to call him. ‘Animals are good company. It must be awful, being here all on your own.’ She reached out and put her small hand over David’s broad one.
David turned his hand palm upwards to take hold of hers. ‘It’s all right, I suppose. Hey, I got a letter from Ma, I picked it up this morning.’
‘Another one? She must be writing just about every day.’
‘She said before she went away that she’d write a lot. It sounds like she’s having a good time.’ He used his free hand to fish the letter from his jacket pocket and spread it out in front of him. ‘She says she went to a play—a Shakespeare one. It was really good, she reckons.’
‘I wonder what it was like,’ Beth mused. ‘Richard’s been to plays and things. I suppose Aunt Lily might have, too. What else does Aunt Amy say?’
‘There’s some stuff about dresses. Sarah’s getting her some new dresses. She sounds pretty excited about that, too.’
‘Oh, Sarah, is it?’ Beth said tartly, her sharp reaction taking her by surprise. ‘I didn’t know you were such good friends with her. What happened to “Miss Millish”?’
‘Well, she said to call her that,’ David said, clearly unsure just how he had earned such an attack. ‘And she’s the sort of person that you just do what she says, you know. Like with your ma.’
‘She’s a lot younger than Ma,’ Beth said, wondering as she did so why she felt the need to argue the point. ‘I heard Ma say she’s twenty-one. She’s really pretty, too.’
‘Is she only twenty-one? She sort of seems older than that.’
‘Do you think she’s pretty?’ Beth pressed.
I suppose so. Not as pretty as Ma, though.’ He grinned at Beth. ‘Not as pretty as you, either.’
Beth knew she was being teased, but that did not prevent her taking a secret pleasure in the compliment. She would not let David see it, though. ‘What a lot of rot! Miss Millish has got such pretty dresses and things. She looks much nicer than I do.’ Failing to raise the hoped-for contradiction, she returned to more straightforward conversation. ‘She must be really well-off, eh?’
‘Mmm. Ma says it’s a neat house she’s got, too. I bet it is. I don’t suppose she misses this place.’
He looked wistful again, and Beth resorted to a method that never failed to cheer her if she found herself as low in spirits as David seemed to be. ‘I’d better get on and do some work, or I’ll never get through it all,’ she said, extricating her hand from his. ‘You look after the kitten for a bit.’
She fetched a tiny bundle of fur from a box she had placed close to the range. The bundle stirred, and unfolded itself into a small black kitten that stared around the room with bright eyes and gave a tiny squeak of surprise at being moved.
The kitten was the runt of the latest litter born at Beth’s home, and she had soon realised that the little creature had no prospect of fighting its siblings for a fair share of its mother’s milk. Turning down her father’s well-meant offer to put the kitten out of its supposed misery, Beth had taken it upon herself to rear the waif.
As was usually the case with Beth’s waifs and strays, the kitten showed every sign of thriving. But Beth was taking no chances; rather than leave the kitten at home where she could not be sure anyone would remember to feed it as often as it needed, she brought it to David’s farm every day, balancing the kitten in a small box on her lap as she rode.
‘It’s all right, kitty,’ Beth soothed. ‘Davie will give you some milk.’ She placed the kitten on David’s lap, poured a little milk into a saucer and put it on the table. ‘Get kitty to lick it off your finger if you can,’ she told David. ‘It’s a bit like teaching calves, only you’ve got to be ever so gentle.’
The kitten licked David’s finger with surprising energy for so tiny a creature. ‘It’s got a tickly tongue,’ David said, smiling at the gentle rasping. ‘Shall I try him with the saucer?’
‘Have a go. Mind he doesn’t fall right in, though.’
David balanced the saucer on his knee and carefully persuaded the kitten to transfer its attentions from his finger to the saucer. Beth had already had some success with the same lesson, so she was not surprised when the kitten began lapping greedily. ‘He’s doing it,’ David said, his face lighting up. ‘Gee, look at him go for that milk!’
The kitten lapped busily for a few seconds while Beth stacked dishes on the bench, then it abandoned the milk to wash its face with its paw. ‘He didn’t have very much,’ David said.
‘He’s only got a tiny tummy. He’s growing fast, though—he was like a baby rat a couple of weeks ago.’ Beth paused in her work to run a finger gently down the kitten’s back. ‘Kitty’s going to be all right, I’m sure he is. I think I might call him Pip—he’s little and black, like an apple pip.’
The kitten curled into a tight ball on David’s lap. David lowered his head to catch the tiny rumbling noise emerging from the warm bundle. ‘He’s purring. You can only just hear it, but he’s purring all right. You’re good with animals, you know.’
‘So are you. See how the kitten likes you? He’s scared of most people, especially boys. Animals can tell when you like them—I think they know when they can trust someone.’
Beth carried a handful of washed carrots to the table and sat down beside David. ‘You know what you said about Aunt Amy before?’ she said, slicing the carrots as she spoke. ‘About how she probably isn’t missing the farm or anything, because she’s having such a good time?’
‘I don’t mind if she’s not missing it,’ David said quickly. ‘I want her to have a good time. She deserves to have something nice happen to her.’
‘Of course she does. She must like Miss Millish an awful lot, too, to go all that way. But it made me think of when Maudie got married. I cried when she went away, but she wasn’t upset to be leaving. It sort of seemed funny, you know? I mean, she was really lucky to get Richard, but I still thought she’d be sad to be going away from home. I know I would be, even if I did get someone like Richard. I won’t, though,’ she added, not bitterly but with the calm resignation of one who had lived her whole life in the shadow of a self-assured older sister. ‘Not like Maudie did.
‘I suppose it made a bit more room, anyway, with Maudie going,’ she said, determinedly bright. ‘Except then Maisie came to live, and then we got Benjy. It’s always full of kids at our place, eh? It’s a shame you can’t come and stay with us, you know—you can’t get lonely there. I don’t know where we’d put you, though.’
‘No, there’s enough people at your place without me turning up. Maybe you should stay here of an evening instead.’
He spoke lightly, but Beth frowned, pondering just why the notion seemed so unlikely. ‘I don’t think I could,’ she said slowly. ‘Not at night. Not on my own.’
David’s grin faded, to be replaced by a thoughtful expression. ‘No, I suppose not.’ His eyes met hers, and they exchanged a look that sent an unfamiliar fluttering through Beth.
She broke the moment by returning her attention to the carrots, finishing the job with a few rapid slices. ‘That’s the vegies done—I should have time for a bit of baking if I get on with it. I think I’d better make some more biscuits, with you gobbling the last lot up like that.’ She stood and piled the sliced carrots on to a plate.
‘Mmm, make some of those ones with coconut in them again,’ David said, apparently as relieved as she was to have the discomforting moment passed. As Beth walked by him on her way to the range, he took the opportunity to pat her bottom.
Beth had shared this particular item from her knowledge of things marital within her first three days of housekeeping for him. The first time he had tried it for himself, he had earned a scolding by being too energetic, and giving Beth a much harder slap than he had intended or she had hoped for. He had the way of it just nicely now, Beth thought. In fact it was really quite pleasant. Spending every day with David, as she was lately, was very pleasant indeed.
She ruffled his hair as if he had been one of her little brothers, and leaned down to plant a light kiss on his cheek. ‘I wish I could stay here at night, too,’ she said, the words taking her by surprise. To make a joke of it, she added, ‘It’d be better than Rosie and Kate whispering and fighting and things, like they do at night. At least it must be quiet here.’
‘Yes, it’s quiet.’ David managed another bottom pat before she moved out of reach. ‘Except when you’re here.’
The first hint of daylight sliding into her bedroom woke Amy. Used as she was to having her days ruled by sunrise and sunset, she had not yet been able to persuade her body to adopt the much later hours Sarah kept.
But it was no hardship to have a little time on her hands; not when she had such delightful new toys to play with. Amy opened the drapes to take full advantage of the pale early morning light, then crossed the room to her wardrobe and opened the doors wide.
Her new dresses had been delivered the previous evening. Although Amy had had two fittings in the interim, she had not seen the completed costumes until they arrived at Sarah’s. The fabrics had been beautiful enough when they were simply lengths of silk and wool; now that they had been made up into dresses, they seemed the stuff of dreams.
Amy still found it difficult to believe that she could possibly own such garments, but when she opened her wardrobe she found that, dreamlike as they might be, the dresses were real, and were hanging there just as the maid had left them the evening before.
She took them out one by one and held them up in front of her, from the walking dresses that she could actually imagine wearing, to the startlingly beautiful evening gowns. She stared at herself in the mirror, her own face almost unfamiliar with such finery below it.
There was one dress Amy had not had any fittings for, though its arrival had not greatly surprised her. She had no idea when she might be able to wear the red velvet, but it gave her pleasure enough just to know such a beautiful thing lived in her wardrobe.
She drew it carefully from its hanger, held it against herself and studied the effect in the mirror. The rich colour of the dress appeared to heighten Amy’s own colouring, as though the red velvet were drawing her blood closer to the skin in a kind of sympathetic magic. Even her heart seemed to beat a little faster. The dress cried out to be touched. She rubbed her face against the velvet, its soft pile caressing her cheek, and the scent of the fabric an elusive hint of roses.
Amy replaced the red dress in the wardrobe and searched for something more serviceable to put on. On the farm, her dresses were divided into those for working and the one or two suitable for church and visiting. Only since her first visit to the dressmaker had Amy learned that there were so many categories of clothing, and she was far from confident that she had a firm grasp of what type of dress was suitable for particular times of day or social occasions.
The most likely candidates seemed to be her two tea gowns, though wearing a silk dress as an ordinary house dress seemed almost sinful. She chose the pale mauve, its colour so subtle that it could in some lights be taken for a soft grey. She laid the dress on her bed and opened the second drawer of the chest, which had been devoted to underwear.
Lingerie, Sarah had taught her to call it, and these garments were certainly too refined for any name less elegant. There were two full sets, one in the finest of cotton lawns while the other was silk. Every item was white, of course; Amy had never heard of such a notion as coloured underwear for any item worn closer to the skin than an outer petticoat, and would have thought it slightly improper if she had. But the ribbon trims that had been used so extravagantly on all the garments were in palest pink, making the white fabrics look even fresher by contrast.
Yards and yards of lace must have gone into trimming the lingerie, Amy calculated, and it was lace of the finest kind, not the coarser ones more familiar in Ruatane. She dreaded the thought of having to wash such delicate items, though she would not have to face that task while she lived in Sarah’s house; Sarah had assured her that her staff were more than capable of taking suitable care of Amy’s lingerie.
Her tea gowns might be silk, but wearing silk underwear for a quiet day spent inside the house was too great an indulgence for Amy to contemplate. The cotton lawn was distant enough from her previous experience of underwear.
The lawn was so soft that it was almost as if she was wearing no underwear at all. The sight of her body in the mirror startled Amy. Deep flounces of lace topped with pink ribbon bows floated against the whiteness of her legs where they emerged from her drawers, and rows of tiny pintucks patterned her camisole. The narrow band of lace that formed the top edge of the camisole, only visible where the hair tumbling down over her shoulders divided itself into separate locks, sat low on her chest, emphasising the slight swell of her breasts. She saw a flush creep upwards from her bosom to her cheeks.
The mauve silk gown hid all traces of sensuous flesh, and when Amy had brushed and pinned her hair into submission she had assumed a duly respectable outward appearance. Now would be a suitable time for her to make herself useful; except that there were so few ways in which she could be useful in this house. She made her bed and slipped her nightdress under the pillows, and made a pretence of tidying her already pristine dressing table. Her fireplace needed cleaning, of course, but she could not possibly contemplate so grubby a task in her finery, and even if she put on one of her old dresses she would have to summon one of the undoubtedly busy maids to ask for a dust pan and shovel.
If there was nothing useful for her to do, she might as well indulge herself. The new clothes had in no way lost their novelty. Amy rearranged the dresses in the wardrobe, and went through the pleasant exercise of matching hats to outfits. There were cloaks, too; an evening cloak in heavy satin, trimmed with fur, and a day one of wool, lined in satin. She draped each cloak against one of the dresses it was intended to cover, and placed hats on the shelf above to form pleasing ensembles. Then the silk underwear cried out silently to be included in the entertainment, and Amy released it from the chest of drawers and spread each item on the bed.
The finest of the silk petticoats was more than beautiful enough to have been worn as an outer garment. It had deep, scalloped edges over a triple-pleated flounce, each scallop trimmed with layers of lace and topped with knotted ribbons. Amy lifted it from the bed, held it against herself and twirled round and round, the petticoat making delicious swishing noises as she moved.
‘Yes, your frou-frous are as fine as any Frenchwoman’s.’
Amy gave a start; she had been so absorbed that she had not noticed Sarah coming into the room.
‘This petticoat makes such a lovely swish-swish noise,’ Amy said. ‘Is that what that word means?’
‘Frou-frou? Yes, exactly that. The sound is perhaps a little more subtle when the petticoat’s worn under a dress instead of outside it. But I’m delighted to have caught you out in such mischief.’
Amy put the petticoat back on the bed. ‘It seems too good to wear—all these things do.’ A wave of her hand took in her new outfits. ‘Is this dress all right to wear in the morning?’ she asked, seeing Sarah’s eyes on the mauve silk.
‘Perfect. Don’t worry, I’ll see that you get the chance to wear them all—including your silk petticoat. Now, come along to breakfast, you must have worked up quite an appetite playing with all your new finery.’
‘I’d better tidy these away first,’ Amy said, guiltily aware of the underwear strewn over the bed. ‘I’ve made a bit of a mess.’
‘No, leave it. That’s not for you to worry yourself about.’
They were lingering over toast and a second cup of tea when the morning mail was brought in to Sarah.
‘One for you.’ She passed an envelope across to Amy.
‘It’s from Dave,’ Amy said, so eager to get at the letter that she had torn the envelope open before she noticed the paper knife Sarah was holding out to her. ‘Oh, I hope he’s all right.’
She scanned the letter quickly, then allowed herself to relax and re-read it at a more leisurely pace. ‘He sounds happy—he’s really quite cheerful, from the way he writes.’
‘I should think he would be,’ Sarah said. ‘I’m sure he’s being well looked after.’
‘Yes, he will be, Beth’s a lovely girl. And it’s so good of Lizzie to spare her for me.’ She smiled at a paragraph towards the end of David’s letter. ‘Beth’s got a kitten she’s taking up there every day—a runty one she’s rearing. Beth and her waifs!’
‘I seem to remember she had an injured bird when I visited the Kelly’s.’
‘Oh, Beth’s always got some creature or other she’s looking after. Dave’s been helping her patch up hurt animals since the two of them were only babies, really. Frank says she’s got a wonderful touch with any of the cows that are sickly, too.’ She folded the letter, replaced it in its envelope and put it beside her plate. ‘I’m so pleased Davie’s sounding cheerful. I was a little bit worried about him, being there on his own.’
‘Well, there’s obviously not the least need for you to worry—which is a good thing, as fretting over Dave is forbidden in this house.’ Her smile made a joke of it, though Amy suspected she was at least half in earnest.
Sarah tilted her head to one side and studied Amy. ‘You do look lovely in that dress. I’ll be able to take you on some day outings now that you’ve nice clothes to wear. I haven’t really felt able to till now—I’ve been rather worried people might think you were my maid.
‘But not this morning, I shouldn’t think,’ she added. ‘As it happens, I do have to go out this morning, but I really don’t think you’d enjoy the outing. It’s purely business, regarding some property I’ve been looking at. Do you think you’ll be all right here by yourself while I’m out?’
‘Of course I will,’ Amy assured her. ‘You mustn’t worry about me, you’ve got enough to think about with that sort of thing. I know what I’d like to do, too—could I have a look at your books?’
‘Treat them as your own,’ Sarah said. ‘I can’t think of a better way for you to pass the morning.’
Neither could Amy. And when she stood in the study, walls of books rising around her to well above her head, every one of them at her disposal, it was difficult for her to imagine there could be any pleasanter way of whiling away the hours.
For the moment she determinedly ignored the works of fiction; novels, she decided, would be saved for bedtime reading. What she wanted most was to improve on the scanty education the valley had been able to offer her.
With the thirst for knowledge that had seen Amy doing Standard Six work before she was eleven years old, and had induced her to spend whatever she could spare of her modest annuity on her own tiny collection of books, she made her assault on Sarah’s library. It was as if a small army of scholars were arrayed before her, ready and willing to share their wisdom, and awaiting her command.
Surrounded by the works of so many strangers, Amy searched first for a familiar name. She fathomed the arrangement of the books far more easily than she had feared, and it did not take her long to discover the section of shelf devoted to John Stuart Mill. She took down a title that she had not read before, settled herself in one of the study’s deep leather chairs, and began reading.
There were occasional references in the book to the works of other authors; Amy was familiar with such references, and had always found them frustrating in the tantalising hints they gave of writings she had no way of accessing. She was several chapters in before it occurred to her that Sarah’s library might just possibly be beyond such limitations.
To her delight, she found that references could be a joy instead of a frustration. While the study did not hold books by every one of the authors Mill referred to, in a satisfyingly large number of cases it did. It gave her the most delightful of introductions to authors she had never before heard of, and as she dipped into chapters of these new books at random a hint might be given of another subject, another author. Soon there were sizable piles of books around her chair, among them a dictionary and an atlas to solve the mysteries of the more difficult words and obscure places.
Amy was so absorbed in the delights of the library that she lost all track of the hours passing. A discreet knock on the door intruded on her concentration, and she looked up to see the older of the two housemaids, Alice, standing in the doorway.
‘Excuse me disturbing you, Mrs Stewart. Only you haven’t rung, see, and I thought the bell might have gone wrong.’
‘Rung?’ Amy said, vaguely confused at being hauled so abruptly from a discussion of comparative economic systems. ‘What would I ring for?’
‘Weren’t you wanting morning tea, ma’am?’
‘Is it time for that already?’ Amy glanced at the longcase clock that stood against the far wall, and was startled to see the time. ‘Nearly eleven o’clock! How did it get so late?’
‘I’ll get your morning tea, then, shall I?’
‘Oh, don’t worry about me. I don’t really need anything, I’ve only been reading. I don’t want to be a bother.’
Alice had the composure of a long-experienced servant. She managed to answer as if Amy’s behaviour were not at all out of the ordinary from someone whom Alice must assume to be of the same social class as her mistress.
‘It’s up to you whether you want it or not, ma’am. Miss Sarah usually has morning tea about this time of a morning.’
‘Yes, I suppose she does,’ Amy said, reassured by the answer. ‘Well, if it’s really no trouble, I wouldn’t mind something.’
‘I’ll bring it in here, shall I?’
‘Would it be a nuisance?’ Amy asked anxiously; the study was a little more distant from the kitchen than most of the other ground floor rooms. ‘Would you rather I had it somewhere else?’
‘It’s all one to me, ma’am,’ Alice assured Amy, too well schooled in her job for more than the trace of a smile to hover around her mouth.
Amy was on the point of asking if it would be better for her to go into the morning room instead, when she abruptly realised that she was making far more of a nuisance of herself with her fluttering indecision than she would by a simple request for tea and biscuits. Difficult as it was for her to let herself be waited on, it was simply something she would have to get used to.
‘Thank you, Alice, that would be very nice. I’ll have my tea in here.’
She was careful to move her reading matter out of harm’s way before Alice returned with a tray.
After her short break, Amy returned to her reading with renewed vigour, and was soon as absorbed as before. Her piles of books had grown even higher by the time Sarah came home and went to the study to look for her.
‘You have been making good use of your time.’ Sarah picked up a book from the top of the nearest heap and glanced at the title. ‘I always find Matthew Arnold rather impenetrable, though I approach him with ever such good intentions,’ she remarked, replacing the book. ‘His poetry’s a good deal easier to digest than his prose. Cast him aside if he’s boring, Amy.’
‘Part of it was quite interesting. He was talking about some things Mr Darwin had written—did he really say our ancestors were monkeys? I’ve heard people say he did, but you know how people make things up.’
‘Yes, he really did. There have been times when I’ve almost believed it, too—some people are certainly not far from being animals, at any rate. Mr Darwin’s books are here.’ Sarah pointed to one of the shelves. ‘Choose a day when you feel up to being shocked before you tackle them, though.’
She sank into a chair and leaned against its high back. Her face looked somewhat drawn, but at the same time she was noticeably pleased with herself. ‘So you’ve had a productive morning?’
‘It’s been lovely,’ Amy said. ‘I’ve had a wonderful time with all these books. I read all the newspapers, too—you get more here than we do in Ruatane. Did your meeting go all right? You look a bit tired.’
Sarah sat with her eyes closed for a few moments. She opened them, and flashed a dazzling smile at Amy. ‘I, too, have had a productive morning. Yes, it was rather hard work in places, but that did me no harm. I’ve just acquired a piece of land, and I’ll let you in on a secret—I spent somewhat more this morning than I did on your dresses the other day.’
‘Did you? Is everything all right? I know those dresses must have cost you an awful lot.’
‘I’m already receiving a fine return on the investment in the pleasure of watching you,’ Sarah said, indicating Amy’s silk dress with a graceful wave of her hand. ‘But really, Amy, you must learn to be teased. A few silk dresses are not about to ruin me.
‘This morning’s work was most satisfactory,’ she went on. ‘I’d prepared my ground thoroughly, and I was well rewarded. I paid quite a bit less than the original asking price, and I believe the land will be worth a good deal more than that asking price in a few years. It’s an area that I expect to flourish—Newmarket, it’s called, I’ll take you for a drive out there some afternoon.’
‘I’d like that. I don’t know anything about buying land, but I want to try and understand things.’
‘There’s nothing amiss with your understanding,’ Sarah said. ‘Though I rather suspect you’re too soft-hearted ever to develop a head for business.’ She studied Amy, her satisfaction evident. ‘Well, my dear, now we’ve some decent clothes for you, I’d better do something about showing you off properly. I think I shall arrange a soirée.’
‘What’s that, Sarah?’ Amy asked, completely mystified.
Sarah smiled. ‘A soirée, dearest, is distantly related to what Mrs Kelly calls a… a soyree, is it?’
‘Oh! I always wondered if Lizzie was saying that properly. How do you say it? Could you teach me?’
‘Of course. Say soirée,’ she said, sounding it out slowly and clearly.
‘Swah-ray,’ Amy echoed carefully.
Sarah repeated the lesson several times until they were both satisfied with Amy’s pronunciation.
‘Very good,’ she decreed. ‘You’d almost satisfy my old French teacher, and she was not easily pleased. There’s an odd way one is supposed to sound the “r”, but I never could get my tongue around that. It’s a French word, you see. It means “evening”.’
‘But Lizzie usually has hers in the afternoon. It’s more convenient, with everyone having to get up early of a morning.’
‘Yes, I know. I never felt it my place to point out her error of translation. And hers are, after all, “soyrees”.
‘Let me see,’ Sarah went on with growing enthusiasm, ‘next week should be notice enough if I organise a guest list straight away. There are one or two people I’ve been intending to invite. My plans have been rather turned upside down over the last months, of course, due to you, my dear.’ She smiled at Amy, and reached over to give her hand a squeeze. ‘You’ve been more than worth it.
‘Soirées are so much simpler than dinner parties. For dinner parties I feel the need to rope in a respectable gentleman of mature years to act as host to my hostess, and presumably to keep the younger men in some semblance of order over the port. I do have the occasional dinner party, of course—apart from social obligation, Mrs Jenson happens to be an excellent cook, and it wouldn’t be fair to deny her the opportunity to show off her skills. I’ll probably have one later in the year, you’ll be well used to society by then. But we’ll start with a soirée.’
An invitation to a Millish soirée was keenly sought after, but not easily gained. The soirées had been well-known enough under the senior Millishes, but Sarah had put her own particular stamp on them in recent years, with younger guests sprinkled among the influential people of Auckland, and a fair selection of struggling artists only too grateful for Sarah’s discreet patronage.
Amy was an interested observer as Sarah drew up a guest list and sent out invitations. The maids moved the drawing room furniture about, and special flower arrangements were set up in the drawing room and hall on the day before the soirée. The piano tuner was called in, his first visit in some time, as Sarah frankly admitted to having neglected her playing for months. Amy admired the way the household staff went about their tasks, with no fluster or bother, simply an impression of well-ordered busyness.
The day of the soirée arrived. Amy was shy at the thought of meeting so many strangers, but eager to observe such interesting people. And she was sure that in her visiting gown of heavy bronze satin she would be as well-dressed as anyone in the room.
Sarah had explained that, along with various acquaintances of hers, there would be two people at the soirée whom she had not yet met.
‘A violinist who’s moved here from Wellington—he wrote me such a terribly deferential letter, full of apologies for presuming so much, but just wondering if I might possibly have any interest in someone to entertain at social functions, and if he could possibly be of any use in such a capacity. I thought it would do no harm to offer the fellow a good supper and something to defray his expenses in exchange for his providing us with pleasant music—always assuming his playing is pleasant, of course. And we’re to have a lady composer, no less! I gather the woman’s making a precarious living out of selling her songs, so any sort of exposure can only do her good. It should be an interesting evening.’
The first guest to arrive showed a good deal more nervousness than Amy had felt even at her most anxious. Sarah and Amy were giving the drawing room a final inspection, and were about to go upstairs to add the finishing touches to their costumes for the evening, when one of the maids ushered into the drawing room a young man with a faintly terrified expression, a case under one arm, and a mop of straw-coloured hair that, judging from the convulsive movements of his right hand, seemed to need constant smoothing down.
The maid introduced the new arrival as Mr Vincent, the violinist, then bobbed a curtsy and left the room.
‘Ah, how do you do, Mr Vincent,’ Sarah said, extending a hand for the new arrival to shake. ‘I’m so glad you’ve arrived a little early.’
‘Early?’ Mr Vincent echoed anxiously. ‘Am I too early? I’m so sorry—it’s the trams, you see. I wasn’t sure how long they’d take, and I had to change trams, so I made sure I allowed plenty of time, and… oh, dear,’ he said when he caught sight of the clock on the mantelpiece. ‘I am too early. I should have walked about in the park a little—I’m terribly sorry, Miss Millish.’
‘Not at all,’ Sarah said. ‘It’s most sensible of you to get here well in time. I’m sure you’ll want to check the acoustics of this room and so forth—I know how particular you musicians are.’
‘Oh,’ the violinist said, his nervousness replaced by confusion, and then by a visible relief. ‘Oh, well, I suppose it would be rather good… yes, I wouldn’t mind the chance to try out the room first.’
‘Very well.’ Sarah graced him with a smile. ‘Mrs Stewart and I will leave you in peace.’
She and Amy managed to get halfway up the stairs before meeting each other’s eyes made them both dissolve in fits of muffled laughter.
‘What a terrified little man,’ Sarah said when they had gained the comparative safety of the upstairs passage. ‘I almost thought he was going to run away when he realised the time.’
‘The poor man,’ Amy said, sympathy struggling to prevail over mirth. ‘He’s probably not used to fancy houses like yours. I almost know what he must feel like.’
‘Well, no one would know it by looking at you. You look quite in your element, dressed so beautifully. And I think I know just the finishing touch.’ She took Amy’s arm and steered her towards Sarah’s bedroom.
Sarah opened an inlaid wooden box that rested on her dressing table. The box seemed to have numerous compartments, but she reached unhesitatingly towards one of them and drew forth a necklace set with blue stones. She fastened it around Amy’s neck, then led her over to a long mirror to see the effect.
She stood behind Amy, hands resting lightly on her shoulders. ‘Yes, that’s just right.’
‘Such a pretty necklace,’ Amy said, watching how it caught the light at her slightest movement. ‘Especially these lovely blue stones.’
‘They’re sapphires—the blue matches your eyes beautifully. This was one of Mother’s favourites.’
Amy put a tentative hand on the necklace. ‘Was it?’ she asked, a twinge of guilt threatening to mar her pleasure.
‘Yes, it was. And no, Mother wouldn’t have minded your wearing it. She would have been delighted.’
Sarah found the necklace’s matching bracelet and placed it around Amy’s wrist, then chose a heavy gold necklace for herself. The gold brooch Amy had given her so long before was already pinned to Sarah’s bodice. She ran an appraising eye over Amy and gave a nod.
‘Perfect. Now, come and let me show you off.’
It was still a few minutes before eight o’clock when the next guests arrived, these two showing none of Mr Vincent’s nervousness.
Left to her own devices, Amy might have slipped away into a quiet corner and observed the new guests unseen, but Sarah’s firm grip on her arm banished any such foolish urges. She steered Amy into the entrance hall, where the new arrivals were being relieved of their cloaks by the maids.
‘Amy, may I introduce Mr and Mrs Martin Wells.’ Sarah released Amy’s arm to exchange a kiss of greeting with the young woman. ‘Emily and I were at school together.’
She took Amy’s arm again and drew her forward. ‘And this is my very dear friend Mrs Stewart, whom I’ve talked of so much.’ Sarah cast the warmest of smiles at Amy. ‘Emily happens to be a very fine singer, so we can be sure of some pleasant entertainment, even if Mr Vincent is too terrified to give of his best.’
‘Terrified of me?’ Emily Wells said, her eyes wide open in mock horror. ‘Goodness, I didn’t know I had that effect on musicians!’ Her serious expression dissolved into a smile, and a small giggle escaped her.
‘Your reputation obviously precedes you, my dear,’ Martin remarked, and was rewarded by a broader smile from Emily.
‘Oh, I think Mr Vincent would be terrified no matter how meek a creature you were,’ Sarah said. ‘I really must warn you, dear, he’s such a frightened little rabbit of a man that if you so much as look at him sharply he may run away.’
Emily laughed merrily. ‘I’ll be on my best behaviour—I won’t frighten him even a tiny bit. Oh, I’ve so looked forward to meeting you, Mrs Stewart,’ she said, taking Amy’s hand. ‘Sarah’s hardly talked of anything else since she knew you were coming to Auckland.’
Sarah led the way into the drawing room and introduced Mr Vincent. At the mention of Emily’s name, the violinist looked more nervous than ever.
‘Mrs Wells,’ he said faintly. ‘Such an honour.’ His eyes slid away from Emily, and Amy thought she saw him cast a glance at the door of the room, as if measuring the distance in case he should have to make a run for it.
But Emily gave him little opportunity for so foolish a move. As soon as she had been introduced, she hurried up to Mr Vincent, an anxious expression on her face in place of the bright smile of a few moments before.
‘Oh, Mr Vincent,’ she said, slightly breathless in her haste, ‘I do hope you’ll be patient with me—I’m afraid my voice is really not quite in this evening. I hope you won’t find accompanying me too unpleasant.’ She allowed herself a hesitant smile.
‘Why… why, not at all, Mrs Wells,’ Mr Vincent said, looking first puzzled, then a good deal more assured. ‘I’ll be most honoured to play for you. And I’m sure your voice will be more than satisfactory,’ he added with growing courage.
‘How kind of you,’ Emily said.
Sarah ushered Emily and Amy to seats close to the fire. Amy had warmed immediately to this bright, bubbly woman, and within five minutes of sitting by her Amy knew that Emily had married just before she turned eighteen; that she had two little girls, one aged almost three and a baby of a year old, safely in the care of their nursemaid this evening; that Martin had a senior position in the Customs Department; and that Emily regularly sang at private functions. Amy relaxed quickly in Emily’s company, and was grateful to Sarah for providing her with so congenial a companion.
The remaining guests arrived only a few minutes apart. Sarah had sent out her carriage for the lady composer, so that the young woman would not be obliged to walk the streets of Auckland alone at night. Miss Farrell’s outpourings of gratitude for the favour were only silenced when Sarah politely suggested she might care to set out her sheet music and acquaint herself with the piano.
Miss Farrell had just begun acting on Sarah’s suggestion when the final guest arrived. Her first sight of the man told Amy that, unlike the two musicians, this was no shy, awkward person.
‘Mr Lewis, how delightful that you could come,’ Sarah greeted the newcomer. ‘Mr Lewis has only recently arrived in Auckland,’ she told her other guests. ‘He’s taken up an appointment at our university, lecturing in Classics, I believe—is that correct?’
Mr Lewis smiled his agreement. The smile improved his already handsome face, Amy thought as she studied him discreetly. He looked to be around thirty, with pale skin and fair, almost white, hair. ‘Quite correct, Miss Millish,’ he said, revealing a pleasant speaking voice. ‘I’m still finding my way about the place, but I must say I’ve been made very welcome since I arrived in the Colony. Although I’m still to adjust to the topsy-turvy seasons!’
The gentlemen took their seats, Emily went to stand close to the musicians, and the musical entertainment began.
Emily had a lovely, rich voice with a wide range, skipping into the higher register without apparent effort. With her engaging manner and animated expression, she was a pleasure to watch as well as listen to.
She began with two songs that seemed familiar to most of her audience; even Amy thought she had heard Lily play similar melodies. Then Miss Farrell started shuffling her sheet music about, casting anxious glances around the room as she did so, and Amy guessed that she was preparing to play some of her own compositions. Emily let her hand rest lightly on Miss Farrell’s shoulder for a moment in a gesture of encouragement before the music began.
Amy knew she was no judge of music, but the songs seemed pretty to her. All three were love songs; all with a wistful feel about them. Emily sang beautifully, and there was vigorous applause when she had finished; Amy noticed that Martin was particularly enthusiastic in his.
Emily returned to her seat to rest her voice, and Mr Vincent stood to take his turn. He played several pieces that sounded very clever and complicated to Amy, then he and Miss Farrell played together, which Amy enjoyed rather more. For the final performance, Emily went back to stand in front of the piano and sang another of Miss Farrell’s songs. As the last plaintive notes died away, the small audience applauded loudly, the gentlemen rising to show their admiration.
A generous supper had been set out on a table against one wall. In the centre of the table was an elaborate floral arrangement, surrounded by bowls of fruit that seemed intended more for decoration than consumption. Spread around them were plates of dainty sandwiches, sliced meats, and pieces of fish, as well as meringues, fancy pastries, and half a dozen kinds of cakes and biscuits. The musicians stood awkwardly for a moment after Mr Vincent had put his violin in its case and they had tidied away their music, but Sarah gathered them up and led them to the supper table, where the guests were already serving themselves.
There seemed to be nothing to drink but wine. Amy took a glass so as not to stand out, but did no more than moisten her lips with it. People began moving to sit down; Sarah slipped her arm through Amy’s and led her to a sofa to sit by Emily, while Sarah took a chair opposite them.
The seats made a rough semi-circle, with some placed closer together than others, designed to encourage conversation among the whole group while also allowing two or three people to talk quietly together. Emily beckoned Miss Farrell to a chair on Amy’s other side, and Mr Vincent took the last free seat, which happened to be next to Miss Farrell’s.
Emily leaned towards Miss Farrell and asked her opinion of how the concert had gone, managing to imply a certain nervousness on her own part over whether she had done the compositions justice. Miss Farrell, her eyes noticeably brighter, assured her that the songs had been much improved by Emily’s performance of them. Martin engaged Mr Vincent and Mr Lewis in conversation, though Mr Vincent seemed too awed to contribute more than a word or two. Sarah shifted her attention from group to group, adding a few words wherever discussion seemed on the point of lagging, and encouraging return visits to the supper table by anyone who cast a glance in its direction.
‘I must thank you, Miss Farrell, and you, Mr Vincent, for your fine performances this evening,’ Mr Lewis said, nodding to each of the musicians in turn. ‘I can assure you that such music would be well-received in any drawing room I’ve had the honour to visit in London.’
Miss Farrell gave her thanks, accompanied by much nervous fluttering of her hands, while Mr Vincent seemed to have lost the power of speech.
‘Do you find Auckland society very different from that you were accustomed to at Home, Mr Lewis?’ Sarah asked.
‘Well, I arrived rather too recently to have a well-informed opinion on the subject. Of course I’ve been made aware that one can meet with many cultivated people here in the Colony, and there are opportunities to discuss music and books and the like. I must say I’m relieved not to encounter suffragettes, be it in drawing rooms or on the streets,’ he added with a smile. ‘There have been some unpleasant episodes at Home.’
‘We’ve no need for suffragettes here,’ said Martin. ‘Our ladies gained the vote some time ago.’
‘And we value it highly,’ Sarah said. ‘I took great pleasure in casting my vote for the first time last year. I’m sure you vote, Amy?’
It took an effort for Amy to speak to the room at large, but there were only friendly, interested faces turned to her. ‘Yes, I do. I voted the very first time women were allowed to.’ She smiled at the memory of how she had managed that feat, after Charlie had at first so firmly refused his permission.
‘I was so annoyed that I couldn’t last year,’ Emily said, pulling a face. ‘It seemed so unfair—I turned twenty-one just after the election.’
‘Your politicians are obviously very forward-thinking men, to be so much ahead of ours in England,’ said Mr Lewis. ‘I’ve been told Mr Seddon takes great pride in the progress that’s been made under his leadership. I understand that the ladies gained the vote without any great difficulty?’
He addressed no one in particular, but Amy was aware of several pairs of eyes on her as the person likely to have the best memory of those days. Sarah was smiling encouragingly; Amy met her eyes for a moment to boost her courage, then turned her attention to Mr Lewis.
‘I wouldn’t want to say anything against Mr Seddon,’ she said, choosing her words with care. ‘I know he’s done a lot—and he’s getting quite old now, I don’t think his health’s what it was. But I followed it all in the paper, back when they were trying to get it through the Parliament, and… well, Mr Seddon wasn’t very keen on women getting the vote. It was the other men, really, like Mr Ballance and Mr Stout, who wanted it to go through.’
It felt a long speech to have made in front of people she had just met, but Sarah beamed her approval, and the other guests looked impressed.
‘Mrs Stewart’s quite right,’ said Martin. ‘My uncle was in the House at the time—I’m happy to report he supported the cause himself—and I’ve often heard him say similar things. According to him, there were remarks made behind closed doors by certain Members that were less than flattering to the ladies in question.’
‘How very interesting,’ said Mr Lewis. ‘Well, no doubt England will catch up with its offspring eventually. There’s been talk of perhaps allowing married women the vote—they’re already permitted to vote in local elections.’
‘That’s because they think married women will vote the way their husbands tell them to,’ Amy said, emboldened by the respect with which her opinion had been received.
‘I do look forward to having you tell me how to vote next time, dear,’ Emily told Martin, her eyes twinkling.
‘I rather get the impression that colonial ladies have no difficulty forming their own opinions,’ Mr Lewis said.
‘We certainly don’t,’ said Sarah. ‘We even have the audacity to believe our opinions can be as sound as those of men.’ There was a hint of steel in the smile with which she delivered her words.
‘I can quite believe it.’ Mr Lewis’ own smile, while perfectly polite, suggested a certain wariness.
Discussion turned to such innocuous subjects as the weather, and Mr Lewis asked Martin about his work at the Customs Department. The evening was wearing on, and Amy had to make an effort not to show any sign of the sleepiness creeping up on her. She was content to be an interested observer as conversation flowed around her, contributing only an occasional few words when politeness required it.
After sitting in complete silence for so long that the very air seemed heavier in their corner of the room, Miss Farrell and Mr Vincent had at last begun conversing together. It had started as no more than a few polite remarks on each other’s performance, but as Amy sat and listened she noticed that they were becoming more animated. She heard words like “modulate” and “first inversion”, and decided that they must be speaking of music in a language that, while it appeared on the surface to be English, was all but incomprehensible. As far as Amy could tell, Miss Farrell was describing a musical sequence that was giving her difficulty in a composition she was developing; it made no sense at all to Amy, and she turned her attention to conversations elsewhere in the room.
To her embarrassment, she realised that she would need to use the lavatory. She chose a moment when no one seemed to be looking in her direction, got up as quietly as she could, and slipped from the room.
When she returned, she found that the musicians had taken their discussion over to the piano. Miss Farrell was seated at the keyboard, quietly trying out different combinations of notes, while Mr Vincent stood close to her, leaning forward slightly to catch the sound. As Amy watched, Miss Farrell tried a sequence that clearly pleased her, then looked up at Mr Vincent, her eyes bright. ‘That’s just right,’ she said, bestowing a warm smile on him. ‘Thank you so much for suggesting it—I was quite at a loss how to finish that phrase.’
‘I was only building on what you do so cleverly in the first few bars,’ Mr Vincent said. Amy noticed what a pleasant voice he had when it was not shaking with nerves.
Emily had moved to sit with Sarah, and they were talking quietly. Amy saw Emily glance in the direction of the piano and smile at what she saw there. Emily placed her hand on Sarah’s arm, and indicated the two musicians with a flick of her head. Sarah followed her direction, then turned to Emily and raised her eyebrows in mock exasperation.
Tea was brought in; this seemed to be a signal that the soirée was nearing its end. Mr Lewis took his leave soon after finishing his second cup, thanking Sarah with what seemed genuine appreciation. Emily and Martin went soon afterwards; they insisted on taking Miss Farrell, whose boarding house was only a little out of their way, in their carriage. Mr Vincent left immediately after them, staying only long enough to thank Sarah profusely, barely allowing her a moment to thank him in her turn for his performance.
Late though it was by the time their guests had all gone, Amy and Sarah lingered over cups of warm milk in Sarah’s room, talking over the events of the evening.
‘I kept the guest list short tonight,’ Sarah said. ‘I didn’t want to overwhelm you at your first soirée.’
‘Everyone was very nice—and the music was lovely.’
‘Yes, Mr Vincent played a good deal better than I feared he might, from the state he was in when he got here. He seemed to come into his own once he was playing. Of course neither he nor Miss Farrell would be able to perform at all if they couldn’t control their nerves.’
‘It seems a hard way to try and make a living,’ said Amy. ‘Just hoping people will get you to play at their houses.’
‘I wouldn’t say either of them shows signs of living particularly well. But I’ll do what I can to make the evening worth their while. I’ll pay them for their performances, of course, but what’s probably worth more to them is the attention they’ll receive. I’ll see that an appropriate item appears in the newspaper. “A most pleasant evening was had at the home of Miss Sarah Millish lately. Musical performances by Miss Jean Farrell and Mr Alfred Vincent gave much enjoyment to those present, who included”, etcetera, etcetera. That should help them become better known around Auckland. I suspect Emily will take Miss Farrell under her wing, too.’
‘I liked Emily very much,’ said Amy. ‘She was so easy to talk to. I felt as if I’d known her for ages.’
‘I thought you’d like her. She and I got on well at school—Emily always seemed to have more sense than most of the other girls. Of course then she would go falling in love, but I must say she could have done a good deal worse than Martin. Miss Farrell’s songs were rather too sentimental for my taste, but Emily liked them—and she certainly sang them beautifully. She’ll praise them to everyone she knows, and that should help Miss Farrell sell her work.’
‘I’d never heard of a lady composer before. I hope it turns out all right for her. And for Mr Vincent, too—I thought he looked quite thin.’
‘I doubt if he’s actually starving, but that suit he was wearing verged on the threadbare. Of course a man living on his own mightn’t notice such things. Emily says he needs a wife.’ Sarah rolled her eyes. ‘I’ve no doubt she’ll be offering subtle guidance to Miss Farrell in that direction—I’m sure you noticed her interest in the two of them this evening? Emily’s been like that ever since she got married, thinking it’s the answer to any problem.’
Amy nodded. ‘Yes, I saw her looking at them when she was talking to you.’ She took a sip of her milk, and held the mug between her hands, enjoying the warmth. ‘Mr Lewis was nice. He must be very clever, too, to be a teacher at the university. Did you like him?’
‘He was pleasant enough. I’d been introduced to him before, of course, but tonight was the first time I’d had any real conversation with him. There’s a little too much of the sophisticated gentleman condescending to visit the land of Britain’s uncultured offspring about him, but he’ll get over that, and be the better for it. I think he was rather startled at how well-informed we colonial ladies are.’ She smiled at Amy. ‘You certainly helped our cause there.’
‘It was nice to meet people who’re interested in talking about things like that. So do you think you’ll have Mr Lewis around again?’
‘Quite possibly. He seemed to mix well enough. Why do you ask?’ Sarah’s eyes narrowed. ‘Amy, are you trying your hand at matchmaking? Because if you are, it’s to stop at once. Emily’s bad enough without you joining in.’
‘I wasn’t really. He just seemed like someone who might suit you. I mean, he’s clever, and polite, and interested in some of the same things as you.’
‘And no doubt expects to run a household as he does a classroom, with him at the head, giving instructions to an admiring wife. I wouldn’t suit him, and he certainly wouldn’t suit me. Can we agree that there’ll be no more talk of such things?’ Sarah’s mouth curved into a mischievous smile. ‘You’d best watch yourself, Amy, or you might find you’re on the receiving end. “Have you met that pretty little widow who’s staying with Sarah Millish? She’s still rather young, you know. She’d be quite a catch.” I’m sure there’d be plenty of men capable of appreciating your fine qualities if they were noised abroad.’
‘Don’t tease, Sarah,’ Amy said, smiling in her turn. ‘I know you don’t mean it. Anyway, I wouldn’t marry again whoever asked me.’
‘I should think not! And I’ve no desire to try the experiment even once.’
‘You might change your mind later. When I was young, I didn’t think I wanted to get married, either. I was a lot younger than you are, though—I’d had four babies by the time I was your age.’
Sarah shuddered. ‘I don’t think I’ll change my mind. I’m quite set in my ways, and comfortably so.’ She frowned, puzzled. ‘Are you really so eager to recommend marriage? Forgive me, I know you don’t like to hear me speak ill of that man, but I would have thought your own experience had done little to endear you to the state.’
Amy looked down for a moment, gathering her thoughts. ‘It doesn’t have to be like it was for Charlie and me. I’m not trying to interfere, Sarah. I just don’t want you to miss out on anything. I want you to be happy.’
‘Believe me, my dear, that’s exactly what I want for myself. And that’s why I don’t intend to marry.’ Sarah put down her mug and leaned back in her chair. ‘Very few women have the luxury of financial independence. I’m fortunate enough to be in that position, so I’ve no need to put up with the inconvenience of a husband.’
‘But lots of women are happy with their husbands.’
‘Are they?’ Sarah’s expression was sceptical. ‘It seems to me that most women make a virtue of sheer economic necessity.’
‘They really are. I know some women get married because they have to—I suppose you could say that’s what I did—but it’s not fair to say they all do. Frank’s always made Lizzie very happy.’
‘Yes, well, he’d hardly dare do otherwise, would he?’ Sarah saw Amy’s expression, and pulled a face. ‘Oh, all right, the Kellys are an exception. And before you throw Emily in my face, I’ll admit that she seems happy enough with Martin, and she didn’t exactly marry to avoid being destitute.’ Her eyes grew wide. ‘But that’s just what poor Lily did—that’s the reason she married.’
‘Whatever do you mean, Sarah?’
‘Lily as good as told me so herself, when I got her talking. She was struggling to manage on the pittance she was paid, trying to put money away for when she wouldn’t be able to work any more—and she knew her health might break down, so she had no idea how long she’d be able to keep working. Teaching really didn’t suit Lily, but there are so few choices for a woman in her situation. So when Cousin Bill proposed, she snatched at the chance of a way out.’
‘Did Lily really tell you that?’ Amy asked, shocked.
Sarah met her eyes, then looked away. ‘Well, not exactly. She told me about the difficulty she’d had managing, and how worn out she’d been. I suppose the part about why she accepted Cousin Bill is my inference. I must confess I feel rather guilty about Lily.’
So you should, saying she only married Bill because of money, Amy was tempted to say, but she bit back the retort, contenting herself with, ‘Why?’
‘Oh, I practically forgot her existence. I was only a child when she left Auckland, but that’s a poor excuse, given how ready I was to take advantage of our connection when it came to seeking you out. And then I found what a difficult time of it she’d had over the years, and what she’d had to do to cope. If I’d only taken notice of her earlier… but it’s too late for that now. I still wish I could do something to make her life easier.’ Sarah turned a questioning gaze on Amy. ‘I suppose it would cause offence if I were to offer to buy her a piano?’
‘I should think it would,’ Amy said, still fighting the urge to say more.
Sarah sighed. ‘Yes, I’m afraid so. Poor Lily, with her real musical gift, reduced to snatching at chances to play the Kellys’ piano in exchange for teaching their girls to thump away at it. Of course it wouldn’t occur to Cousin Bill to buy one for her.’
Sarah picked up her mug and drained the last of its contents, while Amy searched for the right words. It did not come easily for her to contradict Sarah, but she could not allow this to remain unchallenged.
‘I don’t think that’s fair,’ she said carefully. Sarah looked up, surprised. ‘Just because Bill can’t afford to buy Lily a piano, you shouldn’t go saying he’s never thought of it, or he wouldn’t like to. I’ve known Bill my whole life, and I know the sort of man he is. He thinks the world of Lily.’
Sarah raised her eyebrows. ‘Goodness, Amy, from you that’s almost a scolding. I’ll try to be suitably contrite.’
‘He really does, you know. I remember seeing them together when they were courting. I could see straight away how fond he was of Lily. And Lizzie told me about one time an awful boy—it was one of the Feenans—threw ink at Lily and ruined her dress. Lily came home crying over it, she must have been really upset. Bill’s not one to lose his temper, but he went down to the school the very next day and gave Des Feenan a seeing-to with his riding crop.’
Sarah gave a startled little laugh. ‘How gallant of him! I had no idea Cousin Bill could be so chivalrous.’
‘He can when Lily’s in it. That was when he proposed to Lily, after he saw how upset she was.’
‘This family you’ve presented me with is full of surprises,’ Sarah said, smiling. ‘Very well, I’ll accept that Cousin Bill is a true gentleman who worships the ground Lily walks on.’
‘Now you’re being silly,’ Amy said, but she smiled in her turn. ‘I don’t think Lily married Bill because she thought she had to marry someone, either,’ she added, emboldened by her success. ‘She married him because she wanted to.’
‘Enough,’ Sarah said, throwing up her hands in a melodramatic gesture. ‘I concede defeat. Not of my case in general, I’ll have you know, just as regards our immediate circle. But putting that to one side—as is my usual habit when I’m in danger of losing an argument, by the way—I still fail to see any reason why I should consider marriage. What’s there to put on the other side of the ledger against the independence and freedom that I’d be sacrificing?’
Amy reached out to stroke Sarah’s cheek. ‘There’s children.’
Sarah took Amy’s hand in her own, and drew it down to rest in her lap. ‘I’m afraid that seems poor compensation to me, Amy, even with myself as a shining example.’ She squeezed Amy’s hand. ‘I can see I’ll have to take more care in drawing up my guest lists in future, if I’m to avoid romantic flights of fancy at my expense,’ she said, eyes twinkling. ‘From now on, personable, unattached young men will be banned. The only single males allowed will be elderly—and preferably portly—clergymen.’
Beth leaned forward to take a biscuit from the plate in front of them, then snuggled back into David’s lap. He had a very comfortable lap, she had found.
‘I’d better go in a minute,’ she said. ‘Aunt Lily’s coming down later to give Rosie and me our piano lesson, and I’m meant to do some practice first. She could tell last week that I hadn’t done any.’
‘You’re really good at it,’ said David, but Beth shook her head.
‘I’m not, you know. I can play a couple of things well enough for soyrees, and when Pa wants to hear me play something of an evening, but I’ll never be much good. I’m a bit sick of it,’ she confessed. ‘I don’t mind playing those easy ones, especially when it’s just the family, but it’s so hard to try and learn anything new, when I know I’m never going to get much better.’
‘Well, I think you sound pretty good. But you might as well tell Aunt Lily you can’t be bothered doing lessons any more.’
‘I wish I could, but Ma wants all us girls to learn—even Rosie, and she’s hopeless. Aunt Lily just cringes sometimes at how she bashes the keys. I don’t think she’s looking forward to Kate starting when she gets big enough.’
‘I suppose it means you can all take turns playing for the soyrees.’
Beth shrugged, nestling more snugly against David in the process. ‘I wish we could just have Aunt Lily playing all the time, she’s the only one who’s any good. But Ma’s that keen on us learning. She got the idea with Maudie—she thought if Maudie could play the piano she’d marry someone flash. It worked, too, she got Richard. I suppose that wasn’t just about the piano, though,’ Beth added thoughtfully. ‘But remember how Ma used to make such a fuss at the soyrees when Richard came out? “We’re going to listen to Maudie play now,” she’d say, as if it was ever such a treat.’
‘I wasn’t around when they were courting,’ David reminded her. ‘I was still in Waihi when Richard turned up.’
‘Oh, of course you were! I was forgetting. You missed the wedding and everything.’ She smiled ruefully. ‘I was almost as glad as Maudie was when Richard finally proposed.’
‘Why?’
Beth pulled a face. ‘It was awful before they got engaged—Ma made me hang around with them if they went away from the house. Richard was nice about it and everything, but I felt stupid walking along behind them all the time. I wasn’t allowed to get close enough to hear them talking, so I didn’t even get to hear any of Richard’s stories about castles and things.’
‘I didn’t know you were keen on castles.’
‘I quite like them in stories. I don’t think I’d want to go and see them, though. They’re all such a long way away.’ She pressed more closely against David. ‘I like it here in the valley best. It’s nice and quiet.’
The kitten had clambered out of its box by the range and tottered across to the table. Beth reached down and scooped it onto her lap. ‘Richard’s nice, and I like him all right, but he can be a bit funny, you know?’
‘How do you mean?’
‘Well, I wanted to give Maudie a kitten when she went to live in town—it was a good one, too, it turned out a really good mouser. But Richard said he’d rather not have a cat in the house.’
‘Eh? Why not?’
‘He said cats aren’t very hy-gie-nic,’ Beth said, carefully sounding out the unfamiliar word. ‘That means they’re not clean. Isn’t that silly? Cats are always washing themselves.’ She stroked the kitten, who had curled into a small ball. ‘As soon as Richard said that, Maudie said she didn’t want one. She’s still like that—“Richard says such and such”. Of course she only takes notice of him when it suits her to.’
David gently ran a finger along the kitten’s spine. ‘Just like your ma and pa, eh?’
‘Well, she probably takes a bit more notice than Ma does,’ Beth allowed. ‘I’m glad, really, the kitten might have got run over by a cart or something if they’d taken it. It can get that busy in town.’
She tilted her head to look up into David’s face; he took it as a signal to kiss her. Keeping one hand curved protectively over the kitten, she put her free arm around David’s neck and kissed him back.
Kissing with David, once they had moved beyond their first cautious attempts, had been something of a revelation to Beth. It sent a shivery feeling through her that was unsettling, but not at all unpleasant. She now looked at her parents in a whole new light when she saw them exchange a kiss.
‘I really have to get going,’ she murmured when her lips were free. ‘Ma’ll go crook if I’m late.’
She moved to disentangle herself from David’s embrace. For a moment she thought he was going to keep hold of her; for a moment she thought she might let him. But David released his hold, and Beth considered the consequences of coming home later than her mother had said she should.
‘You finish this,’ she said, giving him the last remnants of her biscuit. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’ With an effort, she resisted the urge to offer a farewell kiss.
*
Sarah liked to have the newspaper brought into the morning room as soon as she and Amy went in there after breakfast. After scanning the headlines together, they would turn to the pages where the current entertainments were listed, and discuss any that caught their attention. It was a rare day when there was nothing at all worth considering. At least once a week they went out to a play, a musical performance, or a lecture with magic lantern slides presented by some learned gentleman; and occasionally on to a supper afterwards.
Plays were Amy’s favourites among such outings, but she found herself with a growing appreciation of musical entertainments, beginning with a lively presentation of “The Gondoliers” soon after her arrival in Auckland. And a performance one evening by a Mr R. G. Knowles offered a real novelty. Mr Knowles, a music hall artiste, presented a series of comical talks, interspersed with songs and dancing, accompanied on the piano by Mrs Knowles, who also performed several items on the banjo. The items were amusing enough, but what truly caught Amy’s imagination were the moving pictures, projected by a machine called a Bioscope, with which Mr Knowles illustrated his songs. It was Amy’s first experience of moving pictures, and she was fascinated by the images, which included an exciting trip by motorcar and scenes of the King and Queen walking about.
‘There’s talk of making moving pictures of entire plays eventually,’ Sarah remarked when the two of them were discussing the show late that evening. ‘Though not being able to actually hear the actors speak would be rather limiting.’
Interesting as the moving pictures had been, Amy agreed with Sarah that such entertainments seemed unlikely to displace live performances.
Going to church each Sunday was an outing in its own right, a far grander affair than Amy was used to. They went by carriage to Evensong at the Cathedral, a lofty building lit by candles as well as electric light, with a large and well-schooled choir accompanied by a skilled organist who sent music soaring to the distant rafters.
Their evenings were spent together, whether on outings or contentedly staying in, but Amy sometimes had the house to herself during the daytime. Sarah had obligations, Amy found, beyond those relating to her business interests. She was on the boards of several charitable institutions, and involved herself less formally in the fund-raising activities of others.
‘I more or less inherited the role,’ Sarah told Amy. ‘As soon as I came of age I felt I should make myself available for the boards that Father had been on. And Mother was often asked to open school fêtes and that sort of thing, so I feel it’s only right that I do the same. She always held a garden party in summer, too, to raise funds for the orphanage, and I continue that tradition—it would be nice if you were here to help me host it next year.’
With so many responsibilities, Sarah frequently had meetings that took her out of the house for hours at a time. Amy assured Sarah that she was quite happy to be left to her own devices, and she found no difficulty in keeping herself occupied. There was the wonderful library in Sarah’s study, of course; Amy continued her exploration of it, ploughing through weighty tomes crammed with new and often thought-provoking ideas, and then losing herself in novels and poems.
On days when Sarah was out, Amy got into the habit of spending much of the morning in the study. The maids knew to find her there, and brought morning tea through without waiting for her to ask.
And in the afternoons she took herself on outings; at first somewhat nervously, then with growing confidence. She began by going no further than the park a short walk from Sarah’s house. It held a weight of memories for Amy: she had sat there with her father, struggling against tears and her own weakness after having her baby taken from her. That loss had now been put wondrously to rights.
In a quiet corner of the park was a statue of a young soldier, a monument to the men who had served in the Boer War. Amy often visited it, and sometimes left flowers at its base. The handsome young man who had served as model bore no resemblance to Malcolm, but Amy was pleased to have what felt like a memorial of her son so near at hand.
With the park conquered, she turned her attentions further afield, and began making expeditions to Queen Street and its immediate surroundings, the city’s main commercial area. Sarah had already taken her there, but going to such a bustling place on her own was a very different experience. Amy smiled to herself at how Lizzie would scold her if she knew that Amy was being so reckless as to venture there alone.
It was indeed a busy place for one used to Ruatane’s quiet roads. Electric trams ran up and down the street, sharing it with what seemed vast numbers of buggies and carts. Amy even saw an occasional motor car; bizarre contraptions that gave the appearance of buggies pulled by invisible horses. When she wanted to cross the road, she made sure she was surrounded by other people who appeared to know what they were doing. It was not hard to find such people; the pavements were as crowded with pedestrians as the road was with wheeled traffic.
Amy had brought a modest amount of cash with her, along with her bank book in case she needed more, but she found little to tempt her to spend any of it. The book shops were delightful to browse in, but there were more than enough books in Sarah’s study to occupy her without buying new ones. Her first visit to one of the large department stores showed her that the outfits Mrs Stevenson’s seamstresses had made were superior to anything she saw for sale there. She did not linger in the dress department, but in the drapery she purchased embroidery silks and some fine linen, to give herself something to keep her hands busy during evenings at home with Sarah. Amy was not used to letting her hands rest idle of an evening. She had a project in mind: she would embroider a set of cloths for Sarah’s dressing table, using the shades of blue she had noticed Sarah was particularly fond of. The intricate design she was planning seemed likely to take many weeks, especially since they were so often out during the evenings, but there was no need to hurry.
On her third visit to Queen Street, Amy watched the people getting on the electric tram until she was sure she knew what to do; she then climbed aboard, paid over her penny to the conductor, and rode the tram for several blocks. The speed was disconcerting, and the swaying motion made her feel rather dizzy, but it was with a sense of accomplishment that she stepped down at the end of her ride. It would be something interesting to put in her next letter to David; though on reflection she decided it would be best not to tell Lizzie about this particular adventure.
Amy found the busy area bounded by a few blocks around Queen Street was quite far enough to explore on her own when she felt like going further than the park, and interesting though the shops and passers-by were, it was always something of a relief to return to the peace and order of Sarah’s house, where she would generally occupy herself with writing letters for what remained of the afternoon.
When Sarah was not otherwise engaged in the daytime, she often took Amy further afield. One afternoon in June, about six weeks after Amy’s arrival in Auckland, they paid a visit to Sarah’s friend Emily, who lived a short carriage ride away in Parnell. Amy enjoyed fussing over Emily’s pretty little daughters, while Sarah visibly made an effort to show some interest in them. When the children became noisy, Emily rang for the nursemaid and returned the little girls into her care.
‘I didn’t specially care for children before I had my own,’ Emily said, with a knowing smile. Sarah chose to ignore her remark.
Before they left, Emily played and sang what she told them was Miss Farrell’s latest composition, a lively little piece with a melody that seemed to skip up and down the scale.
‘Goodness, that’s more cheerful than her earlier efforts,’ Sarah remarked. ‘I might almost attempt to learn that one myself.’
‘Oh, yes, she’s a good deal brighter than she was,’ Emily said with evident satisfaction. ‘One of the music shops is stocking the sheet music for several of her pieces now. And it’s early days yet, but things are going rather nicely regarding personal matters.’ She said it with the air of one who could be drawn to elaborate on the subject, but Sarah gave her no encouragement.
‘If the matters are personal, we had better not pry into them,’ she said.
Emily met Amy’s eyes, and they exchanged a smile.
Rather than taking the shortest route back home, Sarah directed Mr Jenson to go via Newmarket, so that she could show Amy the property she had recently purchased there. They did not stay long; although the sky was now clear, it had rained that morning, and the bare land was muddy and uninviting.
Their way back from Newmarket took them through a part of Auckland that Amy was sure she had not previously been to with Sarah. She watched idly as the carriage rolled past a line of rather unprepossessing buildings.
They crossed a small side road. Amy cast a glance at the new buildings it revealed, and felt a jolt run through her whole body. Without thinking what she was doing, her hand closed on Sarah’s wrist and gripped it convulsively.
‘What is it?’ Sarah asked. ‘What’s wrong?’
Amy turned to face her. In a voice barely above a whisper, she said, ‘I think I just saw the place you were born.’
It took Sarah barely a moment to react. ‘Jenson,’ she called. ‘Stop the carriage. Mrs Stewart and I are going to walk about a little.’
Amy found herself helped down from the carriage and standing on the footpath almost before she knew what was happening. Sarah looped Amy’s arm through hers and looked up the side road. ‘Is it this way?’ she asked, already walking as she spoke.
‘I think so, if I’m remembering properly. Sarah, I didn’t mean I wanted—’
Sarah stopped, and turned to face her. ‘I’m sorry, I’m letting myself get carried away. It’s just that… well, I know so little of my beginnings. I know I was born in Auckland, but I’ve never known quite where, and it wasn’t something I could ask Mother—if she even knew, come to that. I just thought it would be nice to know. But if you don’t want to, we’ll get straight back in the carriage and go home.’
Sarah sounded calm, but Amy saw the spark of excitement in her eyes. She was aware of the effort Sarah had been making to avoid asking questions Amy might find painful; this inspection of her birthplace seemed a small favour to ask. ‘I don’t mind having a little look, Sarah. But don’t get your hopes up, darling—it was such a long time ago, I mightn’t be remembering properly. Somehow the look of the buildings and the way you can just see that windmill up on Symonds Street reminds me of it, but that doesn’t mean anything. This probably isn’t the right place at all.’
But it was. Amy became more convinced of it as they approached, and when they reached the foot of the steps she was sure. The building looming above her, its windows like dark malevolent eyes, seemed just as it had on the day she had first come here. She had been hurried up those steps as fast as her bulk had allowed, her swollen belly making it impossible to see her feet, but she remembered her slow climb back down them, clutching her father’s arm as tightly as she was now clutching Sarah’s. The very cracks in the steps, and the chipped paint on the railing beside them, seemed burned into her memory.
With an effort, Amy raised her gaze to the top of the steps. When she saw the door, she felt a rush of relief.
‘Oh, I think it’s deserted,’ said Sarah. ‘There’s a padlock on the door.’
‘It looks as if it’s been locked up for a while,’ Amy said, noting the signs of rust on the chain attached to the padlock.
Sarah looked at Amy’s expression and smiled ruefully. ‘I gather you’re not exactly disappointed that we won’t be able to have a grand tour of the place. Ah, well, it was probably a foolish idea on my part.’ She glanced down the road to where Mr Jenson was letting the horses graze the grass verge. ‘Let’s walk to the far corner and back, since Jenson’s gone to the trouble of stopping.’
Sarah looked about her as they strolled, running an appraising eye over the dumpy little houses with their tiny front yards. ‘All rented, I’d say. And owned by a landlord who doesn’t take a great deal of interest in his property. Most of them are sadly in need of a coat of paint, at the very least. A pity—it’s not a bad location.’
‘Do you own any houses near here?’ Amy asked.
‘Good lord, no! No, my rental property’s shops and offices, mostly. There are a few tidy little cottages Father rented out very cheaply to people he was told of who’d fallen on hard times, and I keep those up, of course, but otherwise I generally avoid residential property.’
They reached the corner and began walking slowly back towards the carriage. ‘Were you here for long?’ Sarah asked.
‘About three weeks. Before that I was in a boarding house. It can’t have been all that far from here, it didn’t seem to take long in the cab, but I don’t think I’d be able to find it again even if I walked right past it. I was there nearly two months, but I don’t really remember what the outside looked like.’
‘A boarding house?’ Sarah frowned. ‘And you were there on your own all that time?’
‘It did seem a long time. It wasn’t an awful place or anything, but it was lonely with no one to talk to. I mostly remember how boring it was—I didn’t have anything to do all day. I think the landlady felt a bit sorry for me towards the end, she started giving me the newspaper to read and the odd magazine. She brought me here in the cab when we knew you were arriving.’
The path had led them back to the old nursing home. Amy glanced at it, then looked away quickly. The windows were thick with grime, and in one of them water had run through a broken pane, leaving lines in the dirt that looked like a face distorted with malice. Amy could picture Sister Prescott lurking behind that window, lying in wait for girls to torment. She could not suppress a small shudder. Sarah, with her hand on Amy’s arm, stopped at once.
‘Was it so very dreadful?’ Sarah asked, concern in her voice.
Amy looked up at her, and remembered looking into those same deep blue eyes when they had belonged to a tiny baby in her arms. ‘Not while I had you with me. I didn’t care about anything except you.’
She placed her hand over Sarah’s. ‘You were such a lovely baby. And I knew you were going to be clever, right from when you were born, just about. You took so much notice of everything. I used to talk to you all the time,’ she said, smiling at the memory. ‘Telling you all sorts of things. I thought maybe you’d remember it somehow when you were older. Silly, wasn’t it?’
Sarah answered Amy’s smile with one of her own. ‘Perhaps you were right. Perhaps that’s why when we first met I felt as if I’d known you always.’
She tugged gently on Amy’s arm, and they walked on. ‘If it wasn’t dreadful once you had the benefit of my company, am I to understand that it was dreadful before that? I’d like to know just how much of a nuisance I was on my arrival in the world.’
Sarah seemed to be trying to make a joke of it, but Amy was aware of the keen interest behind her light words. She struggled to decide the proper way to respond.
‘Please, Amy,’ Sarah said softly. ‘Don’t shut me out as if I were a child. I know it’s not something that’s usually spoken of in front of unmarried women—Emily wasn’t at all forthcoming, although even I could see she was unwell after she had that younger girl of hers—but I can see the very sight of this place troubles you. I suppose I feel responsible for whatever you suffered here.’
‘Oh, now you’re being silly,’ Amy protested. ‘Of course it’s not your fault.’ She looked about her to check that there was not the slightest chance of their being overheard. ‘It was a long time ago, and the bad part didn’t seem to matter once I had you,’ she said, keeping her voice low. ‘I was scared, mostly. I didn’t know what to expect. And the nurses… well, they weren’t very nice. Especially the one in charge. There’s ways they can make it easier—you can just go to sleep till it’s all over.’
‘Like an operation in hospital? Father had one once, when I was very small. I remember being taken to see him when he was just waking up from it.’
‘Yes, like that, I expect. They use chloroform to make you sleep. I had it later, with my other babies. But the nurse wouldn’t let me have it with you.’
‘Why ever not?’ Sarah asked, frowning.
Amy stared at the distant windmill, just visible between two buildings. It was easier to speak if she did not have to look at Sarah. ‘She said it’s meant to be awful for girls like me. She wanted me to be so scared I’d never come back to her nursing home again. She wasn’t going to waste chloroform on a whor—on a bad girl.’
She met Sarah’s eyes, and saw cold fury there. ‘How dare she treat you like that!’ Sarah said, her eyes flashing. She halted, released her hold on Amy’s arm and half turned back towards the building. ‘I wonder if there’s any way of tracing the woman,’ she murmured. ‘I’d like to tell her what I think of such behaviour.’
The idea was so ridiculous that Amy laughed aloud. ‘Sarah, it was over twenty years ago! And she wasn’t very young—I’m sure she was a lot older than I am now. She’d be an old, old lady now, if she’s alive at all.’
She slipped her arm through Sarah’s and pressed close against her. Any ghosts of memory lingering in this place seemed banished by Sarah’s warm and solid presence. ‘The worst part of all was when they took you away. And you’ve made that come right. Because you came back to me.’
Sarah stooped to plant a soft kiss on Amy’s cheek. ‘Shall we go home now?’
‘Yes,’ said Amy. ‘Let’s go home.’
Beth was already halfway along the road to David’s farm before she realised that she had forgotten to bring a coat. She glanced apprehensively at the iron-grey sky, but decided to risk it rather than ride all the way home again.
She was on the track up to the house when the heavens opened, drenching her in moments. She made no attempt to urge the horse into a faster canter; that would only risk a dangerous stumble, and she could hardly get any wetter than she already was.
When she neared the house she saw David running towards her, carrying a halter and a spare coat. His own coat was flapping open, as he had not taken the time to button it. As Beth slid from the horse, he flung the coat over her shoulders. The two of them got the halter on the horse, took off its tack and turned it in to the nearest paddock. The horse gave them a reproachful stare and shook itself ineffectually.
‘I’ll put this stuff away,’ David called over his shoulder as he ran towards the nearest shed carrying the tack. ‘You go inside and get dry.’
Beth was still in the porch, struggling with numb fingers at the laces of her sodden and muddy boots, when David joined her there. He pulled off her boots before removing his own. They hung the streaming coats on two nails, then erupted into the kitchen.
They stood dripping water on the floor and laughing helplessly at the sight of each other. Their hair was plastered to their scalps, and their clothes were so wet they might as well have been swimming in them.
David fetched a towel from his room. Beth rubbed her hair with it, and made a futile attempt at dabbing some of the water out of her clothes. She passed the towel to David, and watched as he gave his hair a quick rub, leaving it tousled but still dripping.
‘That hasn’t done much good,’ she scolded. ‘Here, let me. Lean forward so I can reach.’
David obligingly lowered his head, but Beth still had to stand on tiptoe to lift the towel high enough. She rubbed vigorously at his thick, dark mane, ignoring his protests that she was pulling it, then dropped the towel, slipped her fingers through his hair and pulled his face down to hers till their lips met.
When David came up for air, Beth kept her fingers twined in his hair and admired the way the ends were turning up as it dried. ‘You and your curls,’ she said. ‘Ma used to say you were too pretty to be a boy. I wish I had hair like yours—or blonde like Maudie’s.’
‘I like yours best.’ David took a rather damp lock of Beth’s fine, light brown hair in his hand and kissed it. She shivered slightly. ‘Are you cold? Come in the parlour, I’ve got the fire going.’
He put his arm around Beth and led her through to the next room. David built up the fire, and they sank onto the rag rug in front of it, leaning against each other.
Beth held out her hands towards the warmth of the fire, but her teeth chattered. ‘You’re really cold,’ David said in concern. ‘You need to get some dry clothes on. Do you want to see if Ma left any dresses here?’
‘I can’t go poking around in Aunt Amy’s stuff! Anyway, I don’t think her things would fit me, she’s so little. I’ll be all right.’ Despite herself, she shivered again.
‘You’d better get out of that wet stuff, anyway.’ David got up and went into his room, and was back a few moments later with a blanket, which he held out towards Beth. ‘You’ll be decent enough in this,’ he said with a grin.
‘You needn’t think I’m getting undressed with you watching me. Go and get changed yourself—your clothes must be nearly as bad as mine.’ She took the blanket, and watched as David went into his bedroom. ‘Close the door!’ she called after him. David made a show of firmly closing it. ‘And don’t come back out here till I say you can.’
She took off her dress and outer petticoat, only to find that her under-petticoat was damp, too. So she stripped to her chemise and drawers, draped her clothes over a chair and wrapped herself in the blanket. ‘You can come out now,’ she called.
To her surprise, David emerged wrapped in a blanket and carrying his clothes. ‘Why didn’t you put some dry clothes on?’ she asked.
‘I haven’t got any clean ones left except my good ones for Sunday.’
‘Well, why didn’t you put everything in the wash when I collected it the other day?’
‘I forgot,’ he admitted. ‘These’ll dry pretty quick.’
‘Oh, honestly! I’m going to go all through your drawers, and check under the bed and everything before next wash day.’
She took the trousers and shirt from him and draped them over the room’s other chair. She wondered what David was wearing under the blanket; as he pulled both chairs closer to the fire, the blanket gaped a little, and she caught a glimpse of what looked like woollen combinations.
They sat on the rug again. David took off his socks and spread them on the bricks of the hearth. Beth followed his lead and slipped off her stockings under cover of the blanket, and put the stockings with her wet clothes. ‘You should make one of those drying racks for Aunt Amy,’ she said. ‘We use ours all the time in winter.’
‘That’s a good idea. I’ll come and have a look at yours some time to see how to make it.’ He looked at Beth, who was hugging her knees under the blanket. ‘Are you warm enough yet?’
‘Not really. Even my… what I’ve got on’s a bit damp.’
David held out an arm, letting the blanket drop slightly. ‘Cuddle up, then. I don’t want you getting a chill.’
Beth hesitated a moment; two rather threadbare blankets did not seem much of a barrier between two bodies clad only in underwear. But David’s solid form looked invitingly warm in the draughty room that the fire had still not done much to heat. She snuggled into the crook of his arm, and tilted her face for the kiss she was expecting. David obliged.
They twined their arms around each other, kissing more and more enthusiastically. For the first time since the rain had started, Beth began to feel warm.
When her lips were released, she leaned back against David’s supporting arms to look into his face, with its dark blue eyes and frame of curls. ‘Too pretty to be a boy,’ she teased, taking a curl in one hand and tugging it gently. David retrieved her hand and kissed it, then returned his attention to her mouth.
As he pressed against her, she almost lost her balance under his weight, and put out a hand to steady herself. David let go of her just long enough to snatch two cushions from the couch. With the cushions as pillows, they stretched out on the rug to cuddle more easily.
‘Mmm, this is nice,’ Beth murmured when her mouth was again free. She was vaguely aware that her blanket was no longer wrapped around her; instead both blankets were lying loosely over the two of them. But it was too comfortable in David’s arms to take notice of such details.
They pressed together more closely, their legs entwined. Warmth crept through Beth. She could feel her heart pounding, and her breath coming rapidly. She ran her hand down David’s arm, feeling the hard muscle moving under her palm.
He was beginning to make moaning noises that struck Beth as comical. She giggled, and tried to free her mouth to tease him about it. David pushed against her; she found herself rolling onto her back with him on top of her.
‘Oof! You’re too heavy! Get off,’ she said, but the only response was more moaning. She was aware of an odd pressure, and then a sudden sharp pain. ‘Stop it!’ She batted against his arms with both hands. ‘You’re hurting me! Stop it, Davie!’
David’s voice came oddly thick to her ears. ‘I can’t,’ he moaned. ‘I can’t stop!’
*
It took David some time to show any reaction to the fact that he was being hit quite hard. He had rolled onto his back, and Beth was crouched over him, punching him without any real skill, but with more strength than her size might have suggested.
‘I told you to stop!’ she shrieked. ‘You hurt me!’
David blinked stupidly and said nothing, which maddened Beth all the more. She redoubled her efforts, and he recovered the power of speech.
‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry.’ He took her hands in his, forestalling her next attempt to hit him. ‘I didn’t mean to.’
Beth snatched her hands from his grasp and turned her back on him. She looked at herself under the blankets. ‘There’s blood! You’ve made me bleed!’
David sat up quickly. ‘How did I do that?’ He made to lift the edge of the blankets and look, but Beth slapped his hand away.
‘You leave me alone! You’re horrible!’ She swung her hand at him. It made a loud thwack as her palm connected with his face.
David made no attempt to hinder the slap, nor the one that followed it. He waited till Beth paused for a moment to catch her breath, then he took her hands and held them too tightly for her to pull away.
‘I’m really sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to do that. It just sort of happened. How sore is it? Is it really bad?’
The shock was beginning to subside. ‘Not really—it’s almost come right. And there’s only a little bit of blood. But why didn’t you stop when I told you to?’
‘I tried to, honestly I did. But I couldn’t seem to help it.’ He cautiously slipped his arm around her, and she allowed him to guide her head onto his shoulder. ‘It’ll be all right, don’t worry. I’ll marry you, Beth.’
‘Well, of course we’re going to get married!’ Beth said, almost without thinking.
David looked startled. ‘Oh. I didn’t know that. I mean, I want to and all, but… when did you decide that?’
Beth frowned in thought. ‘I think I’ve always known. I never exactly thought about it, I just knew we’d get married one day.’
‘Well, I’m glad you finally told me,’ David said, grinning. He gave her a squeeze. ‘Come on, get up on the couch and I’ll make you a cup of tea.’
He helped Beth upright, then onto the couch with her feet up. He placed a cushion behind her head and tucked one of the blankets around her before going off to the kitchen with the other blanket wrapped around his waist.
David was soon back with their tea things and a plate of biscuits, which he put on an upturned box. He sat on the floor in front of the couch. ‘I didn’t eat all the biscuits this time,’ he said proudly. ‘I didn’t find these ones till this morning.’
He took a biscuit and devoured it in two bites. ‘So when do you reckon we should get married?’
‘As soon as we can. Davie,’ Beth said anxiously, ‘do you think they’ll let us? Ma and Pa, I mean. Aunt Amy too—I suppose she’ll have to sign the paper to say you’re allowed.’
‘Why? Do you think they mightn’t want us to?’
‘Well, they might think we’re a bit young. They might let us get engaged—I’ll be seventeen in November, and Maudie was allowed to get engaged when she was seventeen. I think she would’ve been allowed before then, come to that, if Richard had got on with it. They were meant to wait till she was eighteen to get married, but they talked Ma around. But you’re only eighteen, they might think that’s too young for a boy. Richard was nearly thirty, and he was—’ She caught herself just in time to bite back the word “rich”. ‘He was sort of… settled.’
‘I’m settled, too. I’ve got my own farm.’
‘I know, but it’s not…’ She trailed off, reluctant to risk hurting him. David might have his own farm, and she knew he worked hard on it, but it was far smaller than her father’s, and she had seen for herself how rundown its buildings were, and the low quality of his stock. ‘Well, we’ll just have to ask, and hope for the best.’
She could see that she had made him anxious, too. ‘Do you think we should tell them about this?’ he asked, waving his hand vaguely in a motion that seemed meant to take in the rug, the blankets, and all that had happened there. ‘They’d have to let us then.’
‘No!’ Beth said, horrified at the thought. ‘Ma would give me the worst hiding there’s ever been! Maudie used to get hidings just for giving her cheek—I hate to think what I’d get for this lot.’
‘It was my fault, really,’ David said, but Beth shook her head.
‘No, it was both of us. It wouldn’t have happened if we hadn’t been doing all that cuddling and stuff.’
‘I’d just as soon not tell Ma, either,’ David admitted. ‘She wouldn’t go crook or anything, but… you know.’
‘I know.’ It was hard enough for Beth to imagine discussing such things with her aunt, who always seemed serenely above anything improper; she knew that for David it would be far worse.
They both fell silent, mulling over the problem. ‘So you reckon they might make us wait till you’re eighteen before we can get married? That’s a long time, Beth.’
‘Mmm. And after Aunt Amy gets home, we won’t be able to see each other nearly as much.’ They exchanged a glance. ‘No cuddles or anything then.’
After another long pause, David said, ‘She won’t be home for a while yet.’
‘That’s true.’ Beth let her hand rest on his shoulder for a moment before taking a biscuit.
David was looking down at his hands. ‘A year and a half,’ he said quietly.
‘What?’
‘A year and a half till you’re eighteen. Till we can get married.’
‘I know. It seems like ages.’
‘Beth,’ he said after a moment, ‘do you think it’d hurt you like that every time?’
‘You needn’t think I’m letting you do that again till we’re married!’
‘No, I know—I meant when we get married.’
Beth considered the question. ‘I don’t think so. Not from what Maudie said.’ She smiled. ‘Maudie was funny when she first got married—she’d keep saying she couldn’t talk about stuff because I wasn’t married, then she’d get annoyed when I said I didn’t care if she did or not. So she’d say little bits just to try and get me interested. I think I know what some of them meant now,’ she mused. ‘Anyway, she said something about Ma had told her not to worry, it was all right after the first time. I think she must have meant about it hurting—maybe it’s only the first time it hurts.’
‘That’s good. I wouldn’t want to hurt you. I want to look after you.’
‘I know you do, Davie.’
David took another biscuit, then seemed to forget he was holding it. ‘A year and a half,’ she heard him murmur.
Beth studied his face as he stared at the far wall. His wistful expression gave her heart a wrench. She stroked his hair, and turned away to hide her own expression. She could not have put into words the thoughts that were running through her mind.
Sarah opened the morning mail, glancing at each item and setting it to one side until she came to an envelope that contained a thin piece of card. She propped the card against her tea cup and turned to Amy, her eyes alight.
‘What a stroke of luck—we’ve been invited out on Wanderer. That’s Mr Dewar’s yacht—he’s a partner at the firm that looks after my business affairs. He wouldn’t usually take it out at this time of year, but the weather’s so glorious that he’s decided to dust it off. I’m so glad this has happened while you’re here. I expect you’ve never been sailing before?’
‘Sailing?’ Amy echoed. ‘You want us to go out on a boat?’
‘That’s the usual method, yes. What did you think I meant?’
‘It’s just… well, I’d never really thought about going on a boat for fun. I’m not very good on boats.’
‘Oh, it’s not like those nasty little steamers. I get ill on them myself. Goodness, I wouldn’t drag you out on one of those for a treat. Sailing’s completely different. You’ll love it, Amy!’
Amy remained unconvinced, but she would not have dreamed of saying no. A day spent being ill was a trivial matter compared to the prospect of pleasing Sarah.
The following Saturday, she and Sarah went down to the harbour and strolled along the water’s edge to a dock where a long, sleek yacht was moored.
‘Isn’t she beautiful?’ said Sarah.
Amy saw at once that this was a very different vessel from the stumpy coastal steamers that had been her only experience of boats till now. Wanderer had graceful lines, and when Amy had made her way on board she found polished brass, glowing woodwork, and pristine surfaces. This was a gentleman’s plaything, not a workhorse vessel designed to transport goods and cattle, human as well as four-footed, as cheaply and quickly as possible.
To her relief, Amy found that the passengers were expected to settle themselves in a quiet spot and stay out of the way of the sailors while the boat got underway. She sat snuggled close to Sarah and watched the men move about, swiftly but with a practised ease. The sails were run up, the wind bellied them out, and the boat began making its way down the harbour.
‘He’s seeing how fast he can get her,’ Sarah said, indicating the yacht’s owner, who was urging on the sailors. With a steady wind helping it along, the boat was soon skimming over the waves. ‘Not that he’ll get her up to full speed today, with all our dead weight.’ She gave Amy’s arm an affectionate squeeze. ‘He takes her out racing in summer. I’ve never tried to have myself invited for a race, I think that’s best left to the experts.’
‘I wouldn’t like to see you do that,’ Amy said, pointing to a sailor who had scrambled up one of the masts.
Sarah shaded her eyes to look aloft. ‘He’s untangling the halyards. No, I can’t quite see myself doing that—skirts aren’t designed for such activities. I do usually manage to go sailing a few times during the season, though. We’ll make sure you’re here over the summer, then you’ll be able to come out with me.’
Although Sarah’s assurances that Amy would not feel ill had been met, so far at least, the idea of a longer voyage still held no appeal. Sarah saw her expression and smiled. ‘Oh, don’t worry, it’ll be a sedate outing. Wanderer can tow a little dinghy, and she anchors off one of the islands. Then we all get rowed ashore and have a picnic. It makes a delightful day—and it’ll be all the more so with you there.’
Sarah pointed to various parts of the boat, explaining what was going on. Sailing, Amy found, seemed to have its own language. She heard a variety of strange words like “mizzen” and “bowsprit”, and did her best to identify which parts of the yacht were being referred to.
They made their way past several of the gulf islands, the boat’s motion smooth thanks to an obliging breeze over a flat sea. The sun was bright, the air clear and with a lively tang of salt. Sarah coaxed her to walk about the deck, and Amy found herself enjoying the adventure. She was surprised to find that the skipper had turned the boat and they were on their way back in.
‘I’ll make a sailor of you yet,’ Sarah said with satisfaction.
The wind had risen somewhat, and it strengthened as they got closer to shore, stirring up small waves that slapped noisily against the hull. It was not rough enough to make Amy queasy, but the pitching of the yacht made her sway and almost stumble. Sarah took her arm and helped her to a bench out of the wind.
‘They’ll take it more gently going back,’ Sarah said.
Amy could see that the sailors had a more relaxed air than on the outward leg, when they had been intent on increasing the boat’s speed.
‘I suppose I can’t persuade you to come up to the prow?’ Sarah asked. ‘It’s much more exciting up there, with the waves and the spray and everything.’
Amy shook her head. ‘I’d only get in the way. You go if you want to.’
‘You’re sure you wouldn’t mind being left on your own?’
‘Of course not. Go on, off you go,’ Amy urged, seeing how keen Sarah was to do so.
Sarah did not need much persuasion. She strode off towards the prow, sure-footed despite the motion of the boat. Amy smiled as she watched.
‘Excuse me, do you mind if I sit here?’
Amy turned her attention from Sarah to see a man standing in front of her, waiting politely.
‘No, not at all.’ She moved along slightly.
The man carefully lowered himself onto the bench, clinging to the rail until he was safely seated. ‘I see you’re no more enamoured of wild seas than I am,’ he said, smiling. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t think we’ve been introduced. I’m Henry Kendall. I’m a partner with Dewar Bright and Kendall.’
‘I’m Amy Stewart,’ Amy said, extending her hand to be shaken. The man looked to be in his middle fifties, with a thick head of greying hair and a fine moustache. His name seemed familiar, though Amy was sure they had not met before. Since he worked at the law firm that handled Sarah’s affairs, perhaps Sarah had mentioned him at some point. ‘I’m staying with Sarah—with Miss Millish, and she brought me along today.’
‘Delighted to meet you, Mrs Stewart. And that’s Mrs Kendall up there, attempting to pursue Miss Millish.’ He tilted his head towards the prow.
Amy followed the direction of his gaze to see a dark-haired, elegantly dressed woman clambering somewhat awkwardly along the forward deck, some distance behind Sarah.
‘I can’t say I’d give much for her chances,’ Mr Kendall added, with a wry smile. ‘Miss Sarah’s a good deal more agile.’
Sarah was indeed making easy progress. As Amy watched, she reached the prow and leaned out over the edge. She stood upright again and looked back at Amy, smiling broadly. Tendrils of her hair had been whipped free of their pins by the wind, and they danced around her face. She looked younger and more carefree than Amy was used to seeing her.
The boat hit a wave, and a shower of spray came over the prow. Sarah laughed, but Mrs Kendall turned and began walking slowly and cautiously back in Amy’s direction.
‘It’s a pity our daughter Laura couldn’t come today,’ Mr Kendall said, reclaiming Amy’s attention. ‘She’s a far better sailor than either of us. But she felt she should stay home and practise her new piano pieces—she’s playing at a concert next week. Only a social occasion at the home of one of her friends, but Laura takes such obligations seriously. She’s often asked to play at such events.’
‘She must be very good,’ Amy said.
‘Oh, she is indeed. She’s very talented, as well as conscientious. And clever, too—she did well at school. I only wish her brothers had applied themselves half so diligently as she did.’ He stopped speaking, and smiled ruefully. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Stewart. I’m inclined to run on rather when it comes to Laura.’
‘That’s all right. It’s nice to see a father so fond of his daughter.’
‘And I’m fortunate enough to have three of them, as well as two sons. But Laura’s always been my little pet. She’s somewhat younger than our other children, and she came as rather a pleasant surprise. She’s the only one still at home, and she brightens our lives considerably.’
What a nice man he was, Amy thought.
‘How do you come to know Miss Sarah, Mrs Stewart?’
Amy had become used to this question, and more able to answer it without feeling uncomfortable. ‘I met her when she came to Ruatane—that’s where I live, it’s in the Bay of Plenty. She was teaching there.’
‘Oh, that’s the name of the place? I knew she’d gone to some little country place, but I didn’t know quite where.’ He looked thoughtful. ‘Hmm, Ruatane. That sounds familiar, somehow.’
‘It’s very small. No one in Auckland ever seems to have heard of it.’
‘And yet I think I have.’ Mrs Kendall had almost reached them; her husband stood to help her over to the bench. ‘Mrs Stewart, this is Mrs Kendall. Constance, Mrs Stewart is currently staying with Miss Millish, but she’s from Ruatane. Isn’t that where Susannah lives?’
Constance. Amy was beginning to realise where she knew the name Kendall from.
‘Yes!’ Mrs Kendall said, too excited to take her seat. ‘But Mrs Stewart, you must know my sister—she’s Mrs Susannah Leith.’
The sick feeling in Amy’s stomach had nothing to do with the motion of the boat. ‘Yes, I know her. She’s my stepmother.’
‘Oh, my goodness, how wonderful!’ Mrs Kendall exclaimed. ‘Why, we’re almost family. Oh, Mrs Stewart, you and Miss Millish must come and visit us! Mustn’t they, Henry?’
Mr Kendall agreed readily enough, though in a more restrained fashion than his wife. Amy found herself with a tall figure standing on either side of her, pressing her to accept an unwanted invitation. She shrank back against the hard wooden back of the bench, wishing she had never agreed to come on this outing.
Sarah suddenly appeared before her, the Kendalls falling back as she reached out a hand to Amy. ‘Do excuse me, but I’m going to drag Mrs Stewart up to the prow whether she wants to come or not. You’re missing the best part, Amy!’
Amy grasped gratefully at the proffered hand. Holding tightly to the railing with her free hand, she let Sarah lead her to where waves were lashing the prow. She could not see the attraction of being tossed about and splashed with seawater, but it was pleasure enough to see Sarah enjoying herself so much.
‘Are you all right?’ Sarah asked. ‘I know Mrs Kendall can be rather overpowering, but there’s no real harm in her. And Mr Kendall’s a decent enough fellow.’
‘Yes, they were only being friendly. I just got a surprise, that’s all. Meeting someone from… from Susannah’s family like that.’
‘I’m sorry, I should have warned you. I’ll confess I’d completely forgotten that Mrs Kendall is Mrs Leith’s sister, though your stepmother mentioned it often enough when I was in Ruatane. I know you’re not eager to have reminders of her.’
It was not the Kendalls’ connection with Susannah that had so unsettled Amy. ‘They want us to come and visit, but I’d rather not. Is that all right?’
‘Of course it is. It’s completely up to you. I’ve no pressing desire to visit them.’
‘They’ll probably keep asking,’ Amy said, remembering Mrs Kendall’s eagerness.
‘Don’t worry about that—I have an inexhaustible stock of polite excuses. We may encounter them on social occasions like this, but there’s no need for any closer acquaintance.’
Amy tried to take comfort from Sarah’s assurance. But she had been shaken by the realisation that Auckland, particularly the circles in which Sarah moved, was a much smaller place than she had thought.
*
Beth propped her head on one hand and looked across the pillows at David. He was lying on his back, eyes half-closed and wearing a contented smile. She trailed a finger down the side of his face. He caught her hand and pulled on it, overbalancing her so that she fell forward onto his chest. Her lips found his, and they met in a long, lingering embrace.
Their resolution to wait until they were married had lasted barely a week, till the next rainy day had reminded them of how pleasant hours trapped indoors could be. Beth could not remember which of them had first suggested using the bed, but as soon as they had tried it they had both agreed that even with its ancient, lumpy mattress it was much to be preferred over a hard floor.
That had been some weeks ago now, and the bedroom had become a familiar place to Beth. They generally went there as soon as she arrived at the house each morning; she teased David that she had at last found something he would choose over eating.
She lifted her head to free her mouth for speech. ‘We’d better get up, or we’ll never get anything done today.’
‘Just a bit longer,’ David coaxed. He reached up to stroke her hair. His hand slid onto her shoulder and tugged gently.
‘No,’ Beth said, steeling herself to be firm. When his hand kept hold of her shoulder, she added, ‘What say Ma turns up to check how I’m doing the work?’
She felt a jolt run through him. He looked about guiltily, as if already half expecting his aunt’s doom-laden approach. ‘Do you think she might?’
Beth took advantage of his distracted state to extricate herself from his grasp. She sat on the edge of the bed and smiled at his anxious expression. ‘Not really. Back when I first started coming here, Ma said she’d be along sometime, but she only said it so I’d be careful about doing the work properly. She doesn’t really ride any more, not since she had Benjy, and she wouldn’t walk this far. I suppose she could always get Pa to bring her.’ She smiled more broadly at the look of near-panic on David’s face. ‘Well, that’s one way to get you to think about something else for a minute. Come on, then, lazy.’ She leaned over and poked at his arm until he wriggled out of the way.
David got out of bed and began pulling on his clothes. ‘I don’t know how anyone ever gets anything done, once they find out about this. I just feel like I want to stay in here all the time.’
‘Not much chance of that when there’re kids around,’ Beth said, buttoning up her bodice. ‘They’d be banging down the door, wanting to be fed.’
‘I suppose. I’m a bit hungry, come to think of it.’
‘Trust you! I’d better feed you, though, you need to keep your strength up.’
The kitten was sitting on the floor, looking as disapproving as only a cat can. Beth had a vague recollection that it had been on the bed at some point; perhaps it had been knocked to the floor when matters became vigorous. She scooped it up and kissed it on the top of its head, promising it a saucer of milk as apology.
In the kitchen, she cut thick slices from the fresh loaves she had brought, and spread them generously with butter and jam. ‘Ma said to do some baking here today, because she didn’t have any to spare,’ Beth said as she watched David demolish the bread and jam. ‘I’ll make scones for our morning tea, and some biscuits to leave with you.’
‘Mmm, scones. I haven’t had them for ages.’ David wolfed down the last piece of bread and stood up. ‘It’s a good thing you made me get out of bed, I haven’t been round the cows yet. A couple of them looked just about ready to drop their calves yesterday.’
‘Oh, I’ll come with you,’ Beth said eagerly. ‘Ours haven’t started yet, and I might be too busy here to go out with Pa as much as I usually do.’ She took off her apron and followed David to the porch, where they both pulled on their boots.
Two of the cows had indeed calved overnight, and both had produced heifers. Beth helped David look over the cows and their offspring. Afterwards they walked around the rest of the herd, checking their health and estimating how long it was likely to be before the remaining calves arrived.
‘You should write down about those two calves being born,’ Beth told David as they walked back to the house. ‘I’ll show you how Pa does it, with the names and which cow had which calf and all.’
‘Why?’
‘Because that way you’ll know which cows have the best calves, and which ones turn out to be the best milkers. That’s how you know which ones to keep.’
David shrugged. ‘They’re all about the same, I think. None of them are that flash. Still,’ he added more brightly, ‘I should get in the way of writing it up like you said. Your pa said I could borrow the bull this year, so I should get a good lot of calves next season. What’s so funny?’ he asked when he noticed Beth giggling.
‘The bull. I remember when I was little I asked Pa what Duke William was doing when he was in with the cows. He just said the bull was playing with them—I suppose that was true enough, really.’ She grinned at David. ‘You’ll be worse than ever if you get watching the bull. Maudie and me heard Ma say that to Pa one time.’
David snorted with laughter. ‘Did she really say that?’
‘Mmm. They probably thought we couldn’t hear them, or we wouldn’t know what they were talking about. We figured it out later, though.’
She slipped her arm around David’s waist. ‘I’m glad you’re borrowing the bull. It’ll be good if you can get some better bloodlines in your herd.’
‘Especially with us getting married.’ David put an arm around her shoulder, and planted a kiss on the top of her head. ‘Next year with the calves being half Jersey, I’ll try and keep plenty of them and see if I can build the herd up a bit.’
‘Only keep the best ones, though. I’ll help you decide which ones, I know from doing it with Pa.’
When they got back to the house she insisted that David fetch paper and pencil right away. He returned with his accounts book, and they used a blank sheet near the end to record the details of the new calves. ‘You’re to write this stuff down for every new calf from now on,’ Beth told him.
She glanced at the clock, and was startled to see how late in the morning it was. ‘Look at the time! I don’t think I can make you any scones after all. I don’t know when I’m going to get that baking done, either.’
David looked downcast. ‘Oh. I was looking forward to scones.’
‘I’m sorry, Davie, but I’ll have to start getting lunch on as soon as we’ve had our cup of tea. I’m going to do us a roast today, and there’s spuds to do and pudding and all. And then after lunch I need to do some cleaning before I get your dinner on. I shouldn’t have spent all that time looking at the cows, and writing it up and everything.’
‘I liked doing that with you. It’s better than going around on my own.’
‘I know, and I like it too, but I can’t do that stuff and the cooking and everything as well.’ She saw his disappointment, and considered what she might do to relieve it. ‘If I’m going to help you with the farm, how about you help me in the kitchen?’
‘Me?’ David said doubtfully. ‘I don’t know if I’d be much good at that.’
‘Of course you will, with me telling you what to do. I’ll just find you nice, easy things.’
Beth found David to be a useful assistant, as long as she told him precisely what she wanted and was not too fussy about how things looked. She kept him well away from the scone dough, knowing that it would be too much to expect him to give it the light touch it required. But when it came to stirring a heavy biscuit batter he came into his own, doing it faster and with a good deal less effort than she would have herself.
‘I bet you’d be good at kneading bread dough,’ she said, admiring the results of his vigorous work with the wooden spoon. ‘Just give it a couple more stirs while I grease the trays.’
The only problem was that when she went to take the bowl from him there was rather less of the mixture ready to be baked than she had expected.
‘Ow!’ David yelped when Beth snatched up the wooden spoon and rapped him over the knuckles with it. ‘What’s that for?’
‘Don’t eat it all before it’s cooked. You can lick out the bowl when it’s finished, but you mustn’t go helping yourself till then.’
‘I only had a bit,’ David grumbled.
‘Well, when you run out of biscuits, just you remember why there aren’t many.’ But she left a generous amount in the bowl when she handed it to him ready to be licked out, and then spoiled the effect of her scolding by helping herself to a spoonful before passing the spoon over.
She peeled the vegetables herself when she saw David’s attempt at it, and she knew that her mother would not have approved of the odd-sized chunks he cut them into, but the tasks went far more quickly with such congenial company.
They paused in their work to have a morning tea of scones hot from the oven and dripping with butter, then David went off to do some outdoor tasks while Beth finished the lunch preparations. After lunch David dried the dishes as she washed them, and swept the kitchen floor while she dusted the other rooms. Later in the afternoon she helped him feed out hay to the cows, then David in turn helped her prepare dinner.
With the stew for David’s dinner gently simmering on the range, they kissed goodbye and Beth rode home. It had been even more fun than usual, she reflected. She and David had been able to spend most of the day together, and she had enjoyed being out of the kitchen and working with the animals.
She came into her own kitchen, smiling at the pleasant memories of the day, to find Maisie banging pots on the range and scowling at the world in general.
‘What’s wrong with you?’ Beth asked, surprised that anyone could manage to scowl on such a day.
‘I’ve got the cramps bad,’ Maisie grumbled. ‘It’s the blood rag business.’
‘Oh, poor thing. You sit down for a minute, they’re always worse if you’ve got to stand. You can peel those spuds while I get the pots going.’
Maisie pulled out a chair and flopped into it. ‘You and me usually get it around the same time. You must be about due to get yours.’
‘I suppose so,’ Beth agreed absently. ‘I seem to be a bit late this month.’
‘Lucky you,’ Maisie muttered.
*
As July wore on, Beth found herself busier than ever at David’s farm, but enjoying her time there all the more. There were the new calves to tend, and the milking season was beginning. Cooking and cleaning were quickly done with David’s help, and she could spend much of her time out on the farm with him. They were barely apart all day, whether in the paddocks, the kitchen, or the bedroom.
It was a delightful routine, and the time slipped away pleasantly. Beth was guiltily aware that, fond as she was of her aunt, she was not greatly looking forward to Amy’s return from Auckland.
‘Ma said they had about a dozen kinds of cake at some tea party she went to,’ David told her one morning as he worked his way through a plate of biscuits he had helped her make. ‘I bet there were none of them as good as these ones, though.’
‘She goes to a lot of things like that up there, doesn’t she?’
‘Mmm. Did I tell you she went out on a boat a couple of weeks ago? A big, fancy sailing one. They were out half the day on it.’
‘Has Miss Millish got a boat?’ Sarah’s world seemed so glittering to Beth that she would hardly have been surprised if told she owned a fleet of yachts.
‘No, it wasn’t hers. Just one of the flash people she knows.’
‘Aunt Amy’s not going to want to come home, at this rate!’
She said it lightly enough, but when David met her eyes she saw his troubled expression. ‘I want her to come home,’ he said earnestly. ‘But… you know.’
‘Mmm.’ She moved from her chair to his lap, and laid her head against his chest. ‘It’ll be nice for you to have company in the evenings again. But I’ll miss being here and everything.’
His arms closed around her. ‘There’s lots of things I’ll miss,’ he murmured.
‘Still,’ Beth said, determinedly bright, ‘once Aunt Amy’s home, maybe we can tell them we want to get engaged. She might help with Ma and Pa—Ma takes a bit of notice of what Aunt Amy says.’
‘And we can’t ask them till Ma comes home.’ David held her more tightly. ‘I just hope they say yes.’
‘They will sooner or later,’ Beth said, trying to sound more confident than she felt. ‘And once we’re engaged we’ll be allowed to be together a lot. They’ll let us go for walks and things. We’ll be able to see each other every day.’
‘It won’t be the same as all this, though. There’s lots of stuff we won’t be able to do any more. Not till we’re married.’
‘Then we’ll just have to keep on at them till they let us get married.’ Beth wound her arms around his waist. ‘And we should make the most of it till Aunt Amy comes home.’
‘Good idea,’ David whispered in her ear.
*
With so much to do and enjoy, Beth was too busy over the next few weeks to wonder at her bleeding’s continued absence. It was only when she saw Maisie rinsing out a bundle of cotton rags in the wooden tubs near the copper that Beth realised another month had gone by, and had brought no sign of it. That was unusual enough for her to consider asking her mother’s advice, though she would have to wait for a chance to talk to her on her own.
Perhaps it was best not to bother her mother with it, she decided. Maisie, when asked her opinion, did not seem to think it was anything to worry about.
‘I was nearly as old as you are before I got mine,’ she told Beth. ‘The missus says it’s because I was so skinny and all before I came here. I used to miss months with it when I was your age.’
That eased Beth’s mind somewhat, though her own bleeding had been regular for the past year. If Maudie had still been at home, it might have been more useful to ask her opinion. She would certainly have been ready enough to give it.
Beth remembered Maudie proudly claiming that she was as regular as clockwork herself. Maudie had said that was how she had known at once when…
A shudder went through her. That was how Maudie had known she was going to have a baby.
Without ever considering the matter deeply, Beth had assumed that people had babies because they decided to. She had occasionally wondered why her parents had wanted to have so many of them, but that was a mystery she had wasted little energy on. Now it occurred to her that babies were simply the result of what she and David had been spending so much time doing. And she was going to be in more trouble than she had ever been in her life.
‘You look like you’re going to be sick,’ Maisie said, frowning in concern.
‘I think I might.’ But she brushed aside Maisie’s attempt to feel her forehead. ‘No, I’ll be all right. I probably just had too many biscuits with Dave.’
‘You must be fed up, having to go over there all the time. When’s his ma coming home?’
‘I don’t know,’ Beth said distractedly. ‘I don’t know what’s happening about anything.’
She walked towards the house, heedless of the questions Maisie called after her.
*
It was a long wait until the next morning, when she could see David again. He ran to meet her as she slid from the horse, his broad smile of welcome quickly wiped away when he saw her expression.
‘What’s wrong? What’s happened?’
Beth’s words were lost in the helpless sobs that convulsed her. David took her in his arms and held her close, one hand rubbing her back, as she gradually calmed herself enough to speak.
‘We’re in s-such t-trouble,’ she said, her voice shaking. ‘I think I’m going to have a baby.’
She looked up at David’s face; to her astonishment, the first emotion she saw there was delight.
‘A baby!’ he repeated in wonderment. Then, as she watched, cold reality sank in. ‘We’re in trouble, all right.’
But he was clearly less upset than she was herself. He looked after the horse for her, then led her to the house, his arm around her waist. He made her sit at the table while he got a cup of tea ready, then dragged his chair close and held her hand.
‘Don’t worry. I’ll look after you, whatever happens. And they’ll have to let us get married now, that’s one good thing. We’d better tell them straight away.’
‘No!’ Beth said in alarm. ‘No, let’s leave it for a bit.’
‘Why?’
‘Well… what say I’m wrong?’ she said, floundering for an excuse. ‘We’d get in all that trouble for nothing.’
David frowned in confusion. ‘Can’t you tell one way or the other? How do you know if you’re having one or not?’
‘There’s things that happen. And then they don’t happen.’ She looked down at the floor as she spoke.
‘Eh? What do you mean?’
Beth felt herself blushing. ‘There’s some bleeding every month down there. When it stops coming, that’s when you know you’re having a baby.’
With that said, she felt able to face him. David looked startled. ‘I didn’t know that. Cows don’t have anything like that. How long does it take to have a baby, anyway?’
‘I don’t know exactly. With Ma, we could always tell she was having one a few months before, but it probably took us a while to notice. It seemed to be ages from when Maudie said she was having a baby till Lucy was born.’
‘It takes nine months for a cow,’ David said thoughtfully. ‘But cows are bigger, so they might take longer. When do you think you’ll know for sure?’
‘I think I’m just about sure now,’ Beth admitted. ‘But I don’t want to tell them yet, just in case I’m wrong. Ma’s going to be so wild with me.’
‘We’d better not leave it too long, or they’ll go finding out anyway. We’d get in worse trouble then. How long do you want to wait?’
‘A month?’ Beth said hopefully, but David shook his head.
‘We can’t leave it that long. You know we can’t, Beth.’
‘I know.’ She took a deep breath, and clutched at his hand for support. ‘A week, then. Let’s wait a week. If I haven’t had the bleeding by then… well, we’ll just have to tell them.’
*
Amy and Sarah dined in, then went upstairs to get dressed for that evening’s outing. They were to attend a concert, followed by supper.
‘Don’t wear anything too grand tonight,’ Sarah said. ‘It’s quite a modest occasion, and several of the orphanage staff will be there—it’s something of a treat for them, as well as a fund-raiser for the orphanage. Evening dress wouldn’t really be appropriate—one of your visiting gowns will do nicely.’
‘I might wear my blue dress,’ said Amy. ‘It’s so pretty now Mrs Stevenson’s remodelled it.’
With a light cape over her blue silk gown and a warm cloak over that, Amy was comfortably warm during the carriage ride to the church hall where the function was being held.
‘These concerts can be quite dreadful,’ Sarah said. ‘I think the boys are chosen more for their enthusiasm than any natural ability. But I have hopes of better things this year—the orphanage has acquired a music teacher who comes highly recommended.’ She smiled at Amy. ‘I recommended him myself.’
‘Mr Vincent? Oh, that was nice of you, Sarah.’
Sarah laughed. ‘Call it self-interest. I’m obliged to attend their concerts, after all. But really, I did feel it was time the orphanage had a competent teacher for any boys who show a real talent. One or two of the staff members can play the piano, and they’ve done their best, but I’m sure they’ll all be happier with an actual musician taking over the role. He’s only engaged there two afternoons a week, but I imagine the steady employment has eased his situation somewhat.’
Several carriages had already pulled up outside the hall when Sarah and Amy arrived, and more people were approaching on foot.
‘You’ll find a good deal more people attend the supper than the concert,’ Sarah murmured as they made their way to the door. ‘It’s amazing how many of them have commitments that prevent their being here for the musical performances, but leave them free for the more social part of the evening.’
‘Do you know many of these people?’ Amy asked, looking around her.
‘Most of them by sight, at least.’ Sarah leaned towards Amy and lowered her voice further. ‘I’d say you could divide the guests into two parts—those with an actual interest in the orphanage, and those who feel it might do their reputations some good to be seen at such an event. You’ll find the latter group well represented among those who only arrive in time for the supper.’
As Sarah was a generous benefactor to the orphanage, she and Amy were shown to seats in the front row. The boys were energetic performers on a range of instruments, with brass predominating. Despite a higher volume of sound than the hall could comfortably accommodate, their efforts were rather better than Amy had expected.
‘Mr Vincent has done wonders,’ Sarah murmured in her ear as they applauded a piece. The man himself was there, looking far less nervous, as well as better fed, than Amy had last seen him. He conducted the performances, as well as accompanying most of the pieces on his violin.
The final item was a song. Mr Vincent introduced it, telling the audience that it was a recent composition by the Auckland composer Miss Jean Farrell. Sarah nudged Amy and tilted her head to indicate the far end of the row, where Miss Farrell sat blushing and smiling in acknowledgment of the polite burst of clapping that met Mr Vincent’s announcement. It was a cheerful piece about walking in the mountains, and the boys sang it with gusto. When they had finished, the applause was enthusiastic and, as far as Amy could tell, genuine.
The boys were ushered off the stage, and the guests went through to the supper room. As Sarah had predicted, their numbers were soon swollen by people who had timed their arrival to match the end of the concert. After a time the room became quite crowded, and pleasantly warm. Amy excused herself from a small group of guests and went out to the entryway to take off her cape.
She hung it up with her cloak and slipped back into the room. Looking around to find Sarah, she saw her at the far end, at the centre of a knot of conversation. Instead of going straight through the crowd to join her, Amy found a quiet spot near the wall, from where she could study Sarah.
Sarah was talking animatedly, occasionally waving a hand to emphasise a point she was making. Amy saw her gaze dart about from time to time, and knew Sarah was looking for her. She would join her in a moment; for now she was indulging in the pleasure of watching her daughter.
People moved about, small groups forming and drifting apart. As the group nearest her dissolved, Amy found herself with a clear space before her that extended to the doorway. Through it she saw that even more people had arrived, despite the lateness of the hour. One of the newcomers towered above those around him; as always when she saw a tall man, Amy thought of David. Although she knew it could not be him, she gave the man a second glance.
It was not David, of course. But there was something oddly familiar about this man; something about his easy smile and the set of his head. Something that made her uneasy.
As if aware of her scrutiny, the man glanced over the head of the woman in front of him and looked straight at Amy. His smile wavered, to be replaced by a puzzled expression. His eyes widened, and his mouth opened to shape a single word: ‘Amy’.
She saw him exchange a few quick words with the people around him; clearly making his excuses before moving towards her. Amy’s mouth was dry. She stared about the room, looking for a means of escape, but before she had taken more than a step or two towards the nearest door he had crossed the space between them and stood before her.
‘My God, Amy! It is you!’ said Jimmy.
Amy darted quick glances around the room, trying to see who might be watching them. She did not want to be seen; most of all, she did not want Sarah to see her talking to Jimmy.
‘Go away,’ she murmured under her breath. ‘Just go away.’
‘We have to talk,’ he said in a low voice. ‘Talk properly, I mean—we can’t do that here. Where can I see you?’
‘Nowhere. Leave me alone.’
‘Where are you staying?’ Jimmy persisted. ‘Are you in a boarding house? I’ll come and see you there.’
‘No! I don’t want to see you. I don’t want to talk to you. Go away.’
‘Come on, Amy, don’t make a fuss. People will notice.’ Amy looked around and saw that they were indeed attracting curious stares from the people nearest them. ‘Just tell me where I can see you, and I’ll leave you alone for now.’ He glanced over his shoulder, and turned back grimacing. ‘She’s spotted us. Hurry up, for God’s sake!’
For a moment Amy thought “she” must refer to Sarah. She quickly realised Jimmy could not possibly mean her, but she was shaken by the inference, as well as by the urgency in his voice. ‘All right, you can meet me in Albert Park. I can be there tomorrow afternoon.’
‘Yes, the park. Good idea.’ Jimmy cast another glance over his shoulder. ‘Let’s meet by the fountain. What time?’
Amy knew that Sarah would be out for much of the afternoon, so it would be easy for her to leave the house without having to explain herself. ‘Four o’clock.’
‘I’ll be there. Amy,’ he said, looking intently at her, ‘promise me you’ll come.’
Amy stared back, stunned that he could say such a thing to her. ‘I’ve said I will. You’ve no reason to doubt me.’
Before he had a chance to reply, Amy was aware of a woman gliding up to them.
‘Why, Jimmy, how engrossed you are,’ the woman said. She had a full, rich voice, but there was an unmistakably sharp edge to it. ‘Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend?’
Jimmy turned to her, his face abruptly schooled into a bland expression.
‘Of course, my dear. Amy,’ he said, turning back to her for a moment, ‘this is Mrs Taylor. Charlotte, this is… well, actually she’s my niece,’ he said with a smile. ‘This is Miss Leith.’
‘Mrs Stewart,’ Amy said quickly. She saw Jimmy glance at her, startled. ‘I was Miss Leith when I met Mr Taylor, but my late husband’s name was Stewart.’ Summoning all her self-control, she made herself look into the woman’s face with what she hoped was an appearance of calm as she extended her hand. ‘How do you do, Mrs Taylor.’
Charlotte Taylor would have turned heads in Ruatane; even in this elegant setting she cut a striking figure. She was tall, with a statuesque build and an impressive bosom that Amy found was uncomfortably near her own eye level. Her gown was of pale green silk, with bands of matching lace draped over the bodice and wound around the skirt in a long spiral down to a wider band at the hem. A row of dusky pink silk blooms edged the low-cut neckline, and a necklace of green stones set in gold rose and fell with each breath. Charlotte had blonde hair done in an elaborate style, features that could have been chiselled in marble, and light blue eyes that were currently narrowed slightly as she studied Amy. She gave Amy’s hand the briefest of touches before withdrawing her own.
‘Mrs Stewart,’ she said coolly, and turned away from Amy. ‘Oh, come now, Jimmy, don’t be foolish. I can see that this… lady is hardly likely to be your niece.’ The brief pause she inserted before “lady” turned the word into a barely veiled insult.
‘Nevertheless, it happens to be true,’ Jimmy said. ‘After a fashion, anyway. Charlotte, dear, this is Susannah’s stepdaughter.’
‘Oh, really?’ Charlotte looked Amy up and down. ‘From a farm. I see. And how do you come to be in Auckland, Mrs Stewart?’
‘I’m just visiting a—’ Amy began, when she felt a hand on her arm.
‘Amy, there you are!’ Sarah exclaimed. ‘I was beginning to think you’d gone home without me!’ She turned to look at Amy’s companions and her smile faltered, to be quickly replaced with a polite semblance of one. ‘It’s Mrs Taylor, isn’t it? I believe we’ve met.’ She extended her hand, and Charlotte Taylor took it with rather less reluctance than she had shown Amy’s. ‘And Mr Taylor.’ She gave Jimmy a brief nod, but made no move to offer her hand.
‘Ah, Miss Millish, how delightful to see you,’ Jimmy said, his smile growing broad. The sight of him looking admiringly at Sarah made Amy’s stomach turn. Sarah’s resemblance to Jimmy, in her height and carriage as well as something in her features, suddenly seemed so striking to Amy that she feared the whole roomful of people must see it. ‘And I see you’re acquainted with Miss Leith… Mrs Stewart, I should say.’ He shot a quizzical glance at Amy; she could see that the name “Stewart” meant nothing to him.
‘Yes, Mrs Stewart has been kind enough to come and stay with me.’
‘Oh, a lady companion,’ said Charlotte. ‘I see. How very suitable.’ She bestowed a patronising smile on Amy.
Sarah slipped her arm through Amy’s. ‘You misunderstand me, Mrs Taylor. Mrs Stewart is not a paid companion—she is my very dear friend, who’s doing me the favour of staying in my house.’ Amy felt Sarah’s hand give her arm a squeeze. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse us, there are some other guests I’d like to introduce to Mrs Stewart before we leave. Good evening to you, Mrs Taylor. Mr Taylor.’ Another quick nod, and Sarah was deftly shepherding Amy to a distant part of the room.
Amy did her best to appear unaffected by the encounter, but it was clear that Sarah had noted her discomfort. Sarah spent the next few minutes making polite farewells, then they retrieved their wraps and went out to the waiting carriage.
‘I’m so sorry you were exposed to that ill-mannered display,’ Sarah said as they rode home. ‘ “Lady companion” indeed! I’ve no time for Mr Taylor, but I think he and his wife deserve each other. And the two of them bailing up my little Amy like that!’
‘It doesn’t matter,’ Amy said distractedly. Her mind was full of what she had committed herself to: seeing Jimmy again, and talking to him. Realising that Sarah was genuinely anxious for her, she dragged her attention back to the present. ‘She didn’t upset me, Sarah. I’m all right. I had a lovely time tonight.’
‘Until you were attacked by the terrible Taylors, that is,’ Sarah said with a little laugh. She gave Amy a quick hug. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t leave you on your own with either of them again.’
Amy pleaded tiredness when Sarah suggested a late-night chat over warm milk, and she was soon in bed with the lights out. But sleep eluded her for a long time. She lay awake, her mind churning with a confused mixture of old memories and trepidation of the meeting to come. An effort of will stopped her from tossing and turning, but she could not order her thoughts into the stillness she forced on her body.
*
Amy was careful to appear composed when she met Sarah at the breakfast table next morning. She managed to maintain a calm demeanour into the afternoon, aided by Sarah’s preoccupation with preparing for the meeting she was to attend. Amy sat quietly in the study for much of the day, reading while Sarah worked.
Sarah left the house an hour after they had had lunch. ‘I’ll be gone till after five, I expect,’ she said as she pulled on her gloves in the hall. ‘I’m sorry to leave you on your own for so long.’
‘I’ll be all right,’ Amy said. ‘I might write some letters, then I think I’ll go for a walk later.’
‘That’s a good idea. You’re looking rather tired today, an airing will do you good.’ She kissed Amy goodbye and went out.
Amy told herself that there was no need to take any particular care with getting dressed to go out. She did have to change; she could hardly appear on the street in one of her tea gowns. But that would only take a few minutes.
So she was mildly surprised to find herself in her room an hour before it was time to leave, with both her walking costumes spread out on the bed along with several hats. She would probably wear the plainest of them, she decided. But it would do no harm to try on the others.
Rather than the grey costume, she chose the rust-coloured one. Sarah had told her she liked the way this dress suited her colouring. That was a good enough reason to choose it, and it seemed only logical to match it with the hat that she knew set it off best. Before donning the hat she let her hair down, brushed it, and pinned it up again carefully. She was not on the farm, she told herself; it was important to look tidy.
The park was only a short walk from Sarah’s house. Amy was ready well before she needed to be, but she waited until it was almost four o’clock before she set out. It would do Jimmy no harm to wait a few minutes for her; she had no intention of wasting any more of her life waiting for him.
She saw him before he saw her. He was walking back and forth near the fountain, with the long-legged, restless stride she remembered from so long ago. When he saw her his face lit up. From this distance he could almost have been the twenty-year-old she had known.
He was at her side in a few rapid paces. ‘Amy, you came! Let’s go over behind those trees, it’ll be more private.’ He made to take her arm, but Amy took a step out of his reach. She walked beside him to the seat he had indicated, and sat down as far from him as the bench allowed.
It was the first chance she had had to look at Jimmy properly since he had erupted back into her life. He was still easily recognisable, but the years had left more traces on him than the previous evening’s hurried encounter had shown her. While he was still trim, he had lost the lean, rangy look of his youth. His complexion had acquired a florid tinge that spoke of a fondness for good living. His hair was thinning a little on top, and there were traces of grey around the temples.
He saw her studying him, and smiled. ‘I knew you at once. You haven’t changed a bit.’
‘Don’t talk rubbish,’ Amy answered sharply. ‘I’m nearly forty. The last time you saw me I was fifteen.’ Fifteen when she had found herself frightened and alone and carrying his child. Fifteen, and wondering what she had done to make him abandon her.
‘Well, you haven’t changed in my eyes. You’re still my pretty little Amy.’ His smile broadened. ‘I remember I could always tell exactly what you were thinking, just by looking at you. Perhaps I can still do it. Shall I tell you what’s going through your mind right now? You’re thinking about how long we’ve been apart, and how right it feels to be together again.’
Amy remembered how irresistible she had once found that smile of his; now it struck her as nauseatingly full of self-satisfaction. This was the man she had given herself to. The man she had trusted. ‘No,’ she said, shaking her head as she spoke. ‘I wasn’t thinking that. I was wondering how I could have been so stupid.’
His smile faltered. ‘Stupid? What do you mean, Amy? It wasn’t your fault we couldn’t stay together! It’s just that we were so young—I had no proper job, no home of my own. It wouldn’t have been fair on you to drag you up here away from your family and make you live with Mother and Father—especially not with a baby on the way, and all the fuss there would have been. No, don’t blame yourself. If anyone’s at fault, I suppose it’s me.’
‘You suppose it’s you,’ said Amy. ‘Do you know, I think you might be right.’ It was hard to imagine having any useful discussion with this man, but there were questions demanding to be aired. ‘I want to ask you something. Did you mean those things you said to me? When you asked me to marry you?’
‘Oh, yes,’ Jimmy said readily. ‘You turned my head the moment I saw you. I thought I’d be stuck in a boring little place all summer, with no better company than Susannah, and there you were, just like a princess in a fairy tale—one of those stories where the princess is looking after pigs, or something like that. Of course I thought I’d rescue you and take you away from all the mud and squalor. I didn’t think it through, not when I was so busy being happy.’
‘And that last day—the day before you left. You helped me pick peaches, do you remember?’
He grinned at her. ‘I certainly do. I knew you were a passionate girl, but you outdid yourself that day. You gave me quite a sendoff. I’ve always found the scent of ripe peaches rather delightful since then.’
Amy pushed down the awkwardness she felt in speaking of such things. ‘I want to know when you decided you wouldn’t be coming back to me. Was it after you got back home? Or had you already made up your mind that day? When you took something to remember me by?’
His obvious discomfort was answer enough. ‘Amy, you have to try and understand the position I was in.’ He spoke without meeting her eyes. ‘When you told me there was a child on the way, it stopped being a fairy story. It became all too real. I had to think of the future—yours as well as mine. If we could have waited a year or two, till I was properly settled, it would have been quite different. It wouldn’t have mattered so much that you… well, that you weren’t… your father wasn’t…’ he trailed off awkwardly.
‘That Pa wasn’t rich?’ Amy finished for him. ‘That I wasn’t good enough for you?’
‘It wasn’t a matter of being good enough!’ Jimmy protested unconvincingly. ‘It’s not that simple. I just wasn’t in a position to get married right then. Surely you see that?’
‘So you just went off and left me thinking you were coming back? You didn’t bother telling me?’
He looked somewhat shamefaced. ‘It seemed easier like that. I thought you might get upset.’
Amy found herself lost for words. ‘And how did you think I was going to manage?’ she said at last. ‘What did you think I’d do, with a baby on the way and no husband?’
‘Well, I thought people mightn’t worry so much about that sort of thing in the country,’ Jimmy said feebly. ‘And I knew you’d be all right, with your father to look after you. Don’t you remember me asking you whether he’d beat you? You told me he wouldn’t.’
‘No, he didn’t beat me,’ Amy said quietly. ‘Pa was always kind. I just about broke his heart, but he still wanted to do his best for me.’ For a moment she lost herself in memories of her father.
Jimmy broke into her thoughts. ‘I did try to find out what had happened to you. Later, when I’d had time to think about how it all might have turned out differently. When I came back from Melbourne I tried asking Mother about Susannah’s family. She didn’t seem very interested, though, and I couldn’t go on about it or she would have got suspicious. I tried with Constance, too—I had a feeling she knew something about it, just from the odd remark she made about country girls. I didn’t get very far with her, either.
‘When Father was ill and Susannah came to Auckland, I thought I might have a chance to find out at last.’ He shook his head. ‘But I couldn’t seem to get her on her own. She was in an odd mood the whole time—she kept looking at me as if she wanted something from me, and half the time I was worried she might be going to make a scene, like she did when I was on the farm. She and Charlotte took an instant dislike to one another, then they spent the rest of the time pretending to be fond of each other and making cutting remarks, in that way women have. Well, Charlotte did, anyway,’ he amended. ‘Susannah didn’t say much at all. And Charlotte was hanging about the whole time, so there was no chance to try and draw Susannah out.’
He turned to Amy and smiled. ‘I’d almost given up on ever hearing anything about you again, and then last night you suddenly appeared, just like magic. I used to say you were a bit magic, remember? I’d actually been thinking about you earlier in the evening—about that funny little dance we went to at the schoolhouse, and how pretty you were in your blue dress. And I looked across the room and saw you—I could hardly believe my eyes. You were even wearing a dress that looked much the same.’
‘It’s the same dress,’ Amy murmured.
‘Really? But it’s been more than twenty years!’
Amy shrugged. ‘I had to make it last. I couldn’t go getting new silk dresses every year.’
‘Oh.’ He absorbed this revelation in silence for a moment. ‘You said you’d wear it to our wedding, remember? Back when we were telling ourselves we’d be able to get married.’
‘Yes. And I did get married in it. Just not to you.’
‘Who did you marry, Amy? I don’t remember meeting anyone called Stewart in Ruatane.’
‘Oh, you met him. I doubt if you had much of a conversation, though. He wasn’t much for talking. I didn’t go far from home when I got married, only next door. I married Charlie.’
She saw his puzzled expression gradually replaced by one of disbelief. ‘Charlie?’ he echoed. ‘You can’t mean that bad-tempered old fellow who was always staring at you?’
‘I don’t suppose he was all that much older than you are now. He seemed old to me then, though. When I was fifteen and I said I’d marry him.’
‘But I remember you saying you were frightened of him!’
‘Yes, I was. I learned to be a lot more frightened after I married him.’
‘But… but why, Amy? Why marry a man like that?’
‘Because he asked for me. Because Pa was so happy at the idea of me getting married, and I’d hurt him so much. Because Susannah told me no one else would want a bad girl like me, and if I cared about Pa or the others I should marry Charlie.’
‘Susannah!’ Jimmy snatched at the word. ‘She made you do it. My little Amy! The thought of a girl like you being given to a man like that—it makes me feel quite ill. What was Susannah thinking of?’
Amy waited for his self-righteous tirade to run its course before speaking again. ‘Susannah didn’t get me with child, Jimmy. That’s the reason I ended up with Charlie. Anyway, I don’t think Susannah really knew what it would be like with him. She never liked me, and she wanted me out of the way, but she didn’t think there was much difference between one farmer and another.’
‘You were meant for better things than that. Well, how did it turn out? What sort of father did he make for my child?’
‘He didn’t. He wanted me, but he didn’t want another man’s child. That was part of the bargain.’
‘Wh-what?’ Jimmy’s brow furrowed. ‘But… what about the child? What happened to it?’
One thought was uppermost in Amy’s mind: she had to protect Sarah. She had to do her utmost to prevent Jimmy from finding out just who Sarah was. She would not lie, not even to the man who had betrayed her; but she would do her best to keep the truth from him. ‘I gave it away,’ she said, her voice flat. ‘Susannah found a woman who arranged adoptions, and she took the baby.’
‘You gave my child to strangers?’ Jimmy said, clearly shocked.
‘I gave my child to strangers. You hadn’t shown any interest in it.’
‘How could you do that, Amy? What were you thinking of?’
‘Don’t you dare tell me what I should or shouldn’t have done,’ Amy said fiercely. ‘You went off and left me! I had to decide what was best for everyone—I had to decide it on my own. If I’d kept the baby, everyone would have been miserable. People would have called it a bastard. I wanted it to have a good home, with people who’d love it. They told me—Susannah and the adoption lady—they said it was best for the baby, and I thought it was the best for Pa and the boys, too. I wanted to keep it. I didn’t want to marry Charlie. But I had to think of everyone else. I couldn’t be selfish.’
‘But weren’t you worried? Didn’t you wonder what had become of it?’
‘Of course I did. I fretted and wondered every single day.’ She glanced at him to see if he had noticed that she had put her fears in the past tense. ‘I found out a little bit years later,’ she said carefully. ‘Lizzie helped me. I found out the baby had gone to very good people. I didn’t know their name or where they lived, but enough to stop worrying so much.’
‘I suppose that’s something,’ Jimmy said doubtfully. ‘Amy, I’ll admit I didn’t really think about my child for quite some time after we parted. I often thought of you, of course, but not of the child. And then when I married, naturally I assumed Charlotte would give me children. I never expected to be let down in that way. Charlotte’s barren.’
‘I’m sorry for her,’ Amy said with all sincerity.
‘Oh, she’s probably not that bothered. Childbearing would get in the way of all her outings, and she wouldn’t be able to wear her fanciest gowns.’
‘I don’t believe it. No woman would be pleased about that.’
‘Well, she has made an awful fuss over it at times,’ Jimmy admitted. ‘She used to get in floods of tears, years ago. And she must have spent a fortune on quacks and their remedies, after the doctors told her they couldn’t do anything. She’s even had the cheek to suggest it might be my fault,’ he said indignantly. ‘As if I’ve ever shown any lack in that area. There’ve been times I’ve almost been tempted to tell her just how I know there’s nothing wrong with me.’
He glanced at Amy and pulled a face. ‘Ridiculous, isn’t it? I lost you because you were just a little too fruitful—you got with child too quickly. And then I go and marry a woman who’s barren.’
‘What do you mean, you lost me? You make me sound like a parcel you left somewhere. You knew where I was. I didn’t go anywhere.’
‘Amy, I don’t need to be told that I married the wrong woman,’ Jimmy said, full of self-pity. ‘I realised that many years ago.’
‘Well, you did marry her. And it’s not right for you to complain about her to other people—least of all to me. I won’t listen to any more of it.’
‘It’s not a subject that gives me any pleasure to dwell on. I’d much rather think about you.’ He leaned a little closer to Amy, studying her face. ‘Do you know, I thought I knew every inch of you—by feel if not by sight.’ His smile became close to a leer, and Amy kept her own gaze resolutely aloof. ‘But there’s a tiny scar on your lip. Now, how did I come to miss that? I certainly saw your lips close up often enough.’
‘It wasn’t there when you knew me. It’s from having a fist split my lip open.’ Her discomfort and irritation abruptly overflowed into words. ‘Do you want to see anything else? You can look in my mouth if you like, and see where I had teeth knocked out. I’ve got some good scars, too, especially the one where I had a cracked rib. I can’t show you those, though.’
Jimmy was staring at her in horror. ‘He did that to you?’
Amy nodded. ‘Among other things.’
‘Just how bad was it? If you can bear to tell me.’
‘It was as bad as… no, that’s wrong,’ Amy stopped herself. ‘I was going to say as bad as you could imagine, but you can’t imagine it. It’s different when you’re a man, and you’re so much bigger and stronger. Did you marry in a church?’
‘Of course. In Melbourne Cathedral—quite the social highlight, and with Melbourne’s finest citizens in attendance.’
‘So you promised to love your wife. Do you?’
His face hardened. ‘Charlotte doesn’t choose to make herself very lovable.’
‘Well, I hope you’re kind to her. I hope you don’t hit her.’
‘Oh, one doesn’t take liberties with Charlotte,’ Jimmy said bitterly. ‘There’ve been times I’ve wanted nothing more than to give her a good slap. But her dear papa would be sure to hear about it, and there’d be no end of trouble. He soon made it clear to me that as far as he was concerned my only role in life was to make his precious Charlotte happy. Just the odd slap, though,’ he added hastily. ‘Not the sort of thing you’ve suffered—and I can’t believe you ever deserved it. He used his fists on you?’
‘Yes. And he beat me with a stick sometimes, when he thought I’d been specially bad. I’ve been beaten and kicked and…’ She bit back the last word.
‘And what?’ Jimmy prompted. ‘Tell me the worst of it.’
‘Yes, it was the worst,’ Amy said pensively. ‘Even worse than being beaten.’ She lifted her gaze to look him straight in the eyes. ‘Raped.’
Jimmy gave a start, then his mouth tightened. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Amy. A man can’t rape his own wife. I think you’ll find the law supports that fact.’
‘I used to think that, too. I thought a man could do whatever he wanted with his wife, short of killing her. But it’s not true. A man doesn’t own a woman just because he marries her. A wife has rights of her own.’
‘Goodness, you’re quite the little suffragist, aren’t you?’ Jimmy said, his voice full of condescension.
‘I’ve voted every election since women got the vote.’
‘Really?’ It was clear that he did not find the topic at all interesting. ‘I’ve no idea whether Charlotte does or not. Perhaps she does, just to make sure she cancels out my vote. That would be just like her. Amy, there’s a young woman looking at us—do you know her?’
Amy looked in the direction he was indicating, and recognised Alice, who was walking briskly across the grass, taking the shortest route on her way to Sarah’s house. ‘Good afternoon, Mrs Stewart,’ Alice called cheerfully, but she made no move to stop.
‘It’s one of Sarah’s maids,’ Amy said, trying to keep her agitation out of her voice. There was a chance that Alice might mention having seen her, and she would prefer Sarah not to hear of this meeting.
‘Ah, the lovely Miss Millish. And how do you come to be her guest? She’s not someone I’d have expected you to be acquainted with.’
Amy chose her words with care. ‘It was through Lily. Oh, you wouldn’t have met Lily, she was after your time. She was the schoolteacher, and she married my cousin Bill. Well, Sarah’s Lily’s cousin, and she came to visit. I met her, and she invited me to Auckland.’
The explanation seemed to satisfy him. ‘How gracious of her. You must feel quite honoured.’
‘She’s been very kind. She thought I needed a holiday, and her and Davie talked me into it.’ She smiled at the memory.
‘Davie?’ Jimmy prompted. ‘Who’s that?’
‘My son,’ Amy said proudly. Seeing his sudden eager expression, she added, ‘Mine and Charlie’s.’
‘Oh.’ Disappointment was clear in his face. ‘You only had the one child to him, then? He was rather elderly, of course.’
‘I bore him three children born alive, and I don’t know how many miscarriages,’ Amy snapped. ‘I lost count of them. He wasn’t as old as all that, you know. Not when we were first married.’
‘I just assumed… what happened to the other children, then? You only mentioned the one.’
‘Alexander was born much too early. He only lived a few hours. And Mal…’ Her eyes drifted to the statue of the soldier, just visible through the trees. ‘Mal went off to the War. He died there.’
‘I’m sorry,’ said Jimmy. ‘That must have been very difficult.’
‘Especially for Charlie. It was an awful blow to him.’
‘I can understand that. I know what it is to lose a child.’
Amy looked at his self-pitying expression with distaste. ‘It’s a different matter for someone who actually took an interest in the child in question.’ She sighed. ‘Charlie never got over losing Mal. He just about turned into an old man overnight.’
‘You speak of him very kindly for someone who treated you so abominably. The man was a brute! I hate the very thought of—’
‘Then don’t think about it,’ Amy interrupted in rising irritation. ‘It was between me and Charlie, and I forgave him long ago.’
‘That’s remarkably charitable of you.’
‘It’s not so hard to forgive people when you know they’re sorry for what they’ve done to you.’ She was already regretting having let Jimmy provoke her into saying as much as she had. Charlie was the frail old man who had clung to her for comfort; the harsh memories of those bad times should have been left where she had buried them. ‘Anyway, it’s none of your business, and I don’t want to talk about it any more.’ She looked around, noticing how low the sun was. ‘I should go.’
‘No! Not just yet. Please, Amy—hear me out.’
It was becoming increasingly difficult for her to remain calm in his presence. ‘What do you want from me, Jimmy? I don’t think we’ve anything useful to say to each other.’
‘Oh, but we do. Seeing you again has made me remember what it was like with you. It’s made me realise what I’ve missed. Amy, I’ve something to offer you. Would you like to stay on in Auckland?’
‘What are you talking about?’
‘Live here permanently, I mean. I could do that for you. I could find somewhere for you to live, and then we’d be able to see each other as often as we wanted—well, as often as I could get away, anyway. We wouldn’t be able to appear together in public, of course, but there’d be ways around that.’
‘What are you suggesting?’ Amy asked, unwilling to believe what his words seemed to imply.
‘You’ve no idea how lonely it can be, living with a woman like Charlotte. I’ve thought for some time about trying to arrange a more pleasant companion. Seeing you again and remembering what it was like being with you—oh, Amy.’
His hungry expression reminded her of the early years with Charlie. Her disgust was so strong she could taste it like bile in her mouth.
‘You want me to be your whore? You think I’d do that?’
‘Whore’s an ugly word,’ he protested. ‘I want you to be my mistress.’
‘That sounds like a fancy name for the same thing.’ She felt her heart pounding. It took all her self-control not to scream at him. ‘I’ve been called whore before, Jimmy, but I don’t think anyone’s ever meant it as much as you seem to.’
‘You’d be my wife in all but name. And perhaps… you don’t seem very old. Do you think you could still have a child? Just the one, Amy. I just want a child of my own. That’s not much to ask, is it? I need an heir—the business isn’t going so very well right now, but it’s sure to pick up soon. And with a child of my own that I could look forward to passing it on to, it would all be so much more worthwhile. I’d acknowledge it, you wouldn’t need to worry about that. The child would have my name. I wouldn’t even mind if it was a girl. We could take up where we left off. It would be perfect.’
Amy got unsteadily to her feet. Jimmy stood and made to take her arm, but she slapped his hand away. ‘Don’t,’ she said, managing to get the word out with difficulty. ‘Don’t touch me. No, don’t talk to me. I don’t want to hear another word. I’m going.’
‘Just think it over. Perhaps I raised it too abruptly, but don’t dismiss the idea out of hand. I’ll let you go now, but we must meet again—soon, too. In a day or two.’
‘No,’ Amy said, her voice low. ‘I don’t want to ever see you again.’
‘Oh, come now, Amy, don’t be foolish. Think it over, and I believe you’ll see what a fine thing it would be for us both. I’ll give you a few days, then I’ll contact you. I know how to find you.’
Amy turned on him. ‘Don’t you dare! Don’t you come near Sarah’s!’
‘I’ll be discreet, don’t worry about that.’ He peered at her in sudden concern. ‘You look a little unwell. Shall I walk you to Miss Millish’s? Here, take my arm.’
She found herself unable to get another word out. She shook her head emphatically, turned, and walked away as briskly as she could. When she risked a backwards glance, she was somewhat relieved to see that Jimmy was not following her.
*
Alice came into the passage as Amy was opening the front door. ‘Miss Sarah’s home, Mrs Stewart. She’s in her study.’
For the moment, Amy felt incapable of putting on the calm face she wanted to show Sarah. ‘Thank you, Alice. Would you tell her I’m going to have a lie-down before dinner? Oh, and could I have some hot water in my room, please?’
‘Of course, ma’am. I’ll get right on to it.’
Amy went up the stairs, half stumbling in her haste to get out of sight. The churn of her emotions seemed echoed by a churning in her belly; before she had reached her bedroom she changed directions and made a rush for the bathroom.
Vomiting brought some relief. She left the bathroom and almost walked into Alice, who was standing in the passage holding the jug she had used to carry hot water to Amy’s room. It was clear from the concern in her face that Alice had heard her.
‘Are you all right, Mrs Stewart?’ the maid asked. ‘Should I fetch Miss Sarah?’
‘No, please don’t bother her,’ Amy said quickly. ‘I’ll be all right after I’ve had a lie-down.’
‘Well, if you’re sure.’ Alice sounded doubtful. ‘You just ring the bell if you need anything.’ She moved towards the stairs, casting an anxious glance over her shoulder at Amy as she went.
Amy turned from the sight of Alice’s kind, honest face and entered her room, closing the door behind her. The room was immaculate, as always. Everything in Sarah’s house was well-ordered. Everyone went about their business quietly and efficiently; everything was clean and neat and proper. The way Jimmy had looked at her and spoken to her, the easy way in which he had assumed she would be willing to become his mistress, had left Amy feeling sullied. She suddenly felt out of place in this house, as if she were tainting it by her presence.
She poured some of the water Alice had brought her into a bowl; stripped, took soap and a cloth, and began washing herself. The water was hot enough for the cloth to be painful against her bare skin, but Amy ignored the discomfort. By the time she had rinsed herself with clean water her skin was red and tingling.
She put on a dressing gown, the silk blessedly cool and smooth. She carefully hung her walking costume in the wardrobe, but her chemise and drawers she flung into the washing hamper. She wanted clean undergarments, not the ones she had worn while listening to Jimmy.
Amy closed the drapes and lay on her bed in the dim room, staring at the ceiling. Her stomach still felt unsettled, and her head had begun to ache. The thought that Jimmy might come to this house! That he might confront Sarah; might learn who Sarah was. And it would be her fault. Her fault for letting herself be persuaded to come to Auckland. Her fault for failing to think of the possibility that in so vast a metropolis as Auckland her path might cross Jimmy’s.
When the bell rang for dinner, Amy got up and dressed herself. She splashed her face with cold water, and hoped that her agitation would not be visible.
Sarah was already in the dining room when Amy went downstairs. She looked up, smiling, then her expression changed to concern.
‘Goodness, Amy, you don’t look at all well. How pale you are! You shouldn’t have got up.’
‘I’m all right,’ Amy said, trying to sound reassuring. ‘I’ve got a bit of a headache, that’s all.’
‘I kept you out too late last night, didn’t I, when we’d been out the night before as well? I’m so sorry—I should remember you’re not used to the hours I keep.’
Amy was relieved to have Sarah assume such an innocuous reason for her quietness over dinner. She showed as much interest as she could muster in Sarah’s account of her own doings that afternoon, contributing little more than an occasional word or two.
By the time they had gone through to the drawing room, where Alice brought their tea things on a tray, her head was pounding. She wondered how soon she could make her excuses and go upstairs without worrying Sarah.
Sarah poured tea into their cups and handed one to Amy. ‘Oh, I almost forgot,’ she said, her eyes twinkling. ‘I’ve caught you in some mischief.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Don’t look so anxious!’ Sarah said with a smile. ‘I’m only teasing. Alice said she saw you in the park today. And she told me you were sitting with a gentleman. I think you’d better tell me just who the fortunate gentleman was.’ Amy hesitated, and Sarah’s smile faded slightly. ‘You did know the man, I hope,’ she said carefully. ‘Amy, you do realise that politeness doesn’t oblige you to talk to complete strangers if they accost you?’
‘I knew him,’ Amy admitted.
‘And who was it?’ Sarah prompted, still looking amused.
There was no avoiding it. ‘It was that man we were talking to last night. Mr Taylor.’
Sarah pulled a face. ‘Ugh. What bad luck for you, running into him. He didn’t make himself too unpleasant, did he?’ When Amy did not respond, Sarah frowned. ‘Amy, has something happened? Did that awful man upset you?’
‘It doesn’t matter,’ Amy said, wishing she sounded more convincing. ‘It was nothing, really. I’d rather not have talked to him, that’s all. And I’d rather not talk about it now,’ she added, but the firm set of Sarah’s mouth told her there was little chance of the subject’s being allowed to lapse.
‘Really, you ought to be able to walk in the park without having to worry about the impertinence of a man like that. What was he doing there at that time of day, anyway? He should have been working, not hanging about the park making a nuisance of himself to ladies. Goodness knows his business could do with having some attention paid it, from what I hear. Did he have any excuse for being there?’
‘He…’ Amy could think of no safe answer that would not be a lie. ‘He wanted to talk to me.’
‘What?’ Sarah frowned in confusion. ‘But how did he know you’d be there?’
Amy was aware of a growing feeling of dread. ‘He asked me last night. He said he wanted to meet me, and I thought of the park. We just talked for a little while, then I came back here. Please don’t worry about it, Sarah. I won’t see him again.’
Sarah studied her with obvious unease. ‘Amy,’ she said slowly, ‘did you not think how inappropriate it was for you to agree to such a meeting with a man you barely know? A married man, at that. I’m aware he’s Mrs Leith’s brother, and no doubt he played on that association, but the fact remains that he’s almost a stranger to you. I realise you don’t know his reputation, but even so… it wasn’t quite sensible of you, darling.’
‘No, I see that. I’m sorry, Sarah. It was just that… it was all so sudden, last night. I thought he was going to make a fuss in front of everyone—people were starting to stare. I thought if I could just see him for a few minutes he’d leave me alone. I hope he will now.’
‘I’m afraid you probably encouraged him. You really will have to be more careful, Amy. I hate to think of your exposing yourself to the conduct of such a man. Frankly, there’s very little I’d put past him. I could tell you stories about Mr Taylor that would curl your hair even more than it is.’
‘Please don’t talk about him any more,’ Amy said, dimly aware of a renewed feeling of nausea.
Sarah continued to look uneasy. ‘No, I think I had better tell you a few things about him—you need to be on your guard. I’m not in the habit of listening to idle gossip, but one can’t move in Auckland’s business circles without hearing rumours—nor in its social circles without hearing worse ones.’
She paused, and for a moment Amy dared hope that she would let the subject rest with her vague warnings. But Sarah was only mustering her thoughts.
‘His business is not at all sound. His father was a competent businessman by all accounts, and as far as I know he had a fair reputation. But the current Mr Taylor has a name for cutting corners, and for sharp practice when he can get away with it. It’s well known that small tradesmen—the sort of hardworking men Father always insisted must be paid before anyone else—struggle to get their money out of Taylor. Many of them refuse to have anything to do with him now. And he’s reaping the results of his behaviour. It’s common knowledge that his wife’s money subsidises the business—it would be running down even faster than it is without that prop. His personal expenses, too—he struts about as if he thinks himself quite the gentleman, but I’ve heard it said more than once that those fine suits of his are bought out of the allowance his wife pays him.’
‘That’s not really any of my business, Sarah.’
‘Perhaps not, but I want you to know as much as possible about the man. I think he’s capable of creating a better impression of himself than is justified on closer acquaintance.’ Again, Sarah paused; and again, Amy hoped that the subject might be allowed to drop. Hoped in vain.
‘I’m only telling you these things so you’ll understand how flimsy his façade as a successful man of business is. His business dealings would be enough on their own to mark him as a man to have as little to do with as possible. But as for his personal life—’
‘Sarah, no,’ Amy pleaded. ‘Please don’t say any more.’
‘I’d be quite ready to respect the man’s privacy if he hadn’t bullied you into meeting him like that. I want you to be properly armed. Let me finish, Amy, then we won’t need to speak of him again. Believe me, I take no pleasure in it. You must prepare yourself to hear some rather distasteful things.’
Sarah took a sip of tea before going on. ‘I spend much of my time with men, at the meetings that drag me away from you. There’s a certain advantage to that—men sometimes forget for a short time that there’s a woman in their presence, and they talk as freely as they might among themselves. I’ve picked up many an interesting piece of information in that way, along with a good deal of gossip. Never let anyone tell you that it’s only women who gossip.
‘Some of the sillier fellows I’ve encountered seem to have a sneaking admiration for the likes of Mr Taylor, but I’ve found that more steady men have little time for him. Especially the ones with daughters to worry about—or perhaps wives that they suspect are not entirely trustworthy. One of the great injustices of our society, Amy, is that a woman’s reputation is far more fragile than a man’s.’
‘I know,’ Amy whispered.
‘And men like Mr Taylor seem to have no compunction about damaging that reputation. I gather that there have been… incidents. There was one in particular last year that apparently came close to landing a foolish woman in the divorce courts. Fortunately for all parties, Mr Taylor had been just cautious enough, and nothing could be proved. He’s also known to frequent a certain type of establishment—’
‘Stop it, Sarah,’ Amy interrupted. ‘You mustn’t talk like this. It’s not right.’
‘I’m not going to pretend ignorance, Amy. I would have thought I could talk to you without any such pretence. Why in the world shouldn’t I tell you what I know about him? Well?’
Amy’s head was pounding harder than ever. It was difficult for her to think straight, but Sarah seemed to want an answer. ‘You shouldn’t talk about him like that. It’s not right. It’s not respectful.’ The moment the word was out, she knew that she could hardly have chosen a worse one.
‘Respectful?’ Sarah said in disbelief. ‘Are you telling me I should show respect to that man? Why? Because he’s older than I am? Heaven forbid you think I should because he’s a man and I’m only a woman. I believe respect is something to be earned, and I’m not aware of anything that man has done to earn mine. He’s at best a buffoon, and at worst a scoundrel. Can you give me one good reason I should show him respect? No? In that case I’ll tell you—’
‘He’s your father,’ Amy cried, the word tearing from her like a scream. Silence flooded the room, so heavy that she could barely breathe through it. ‘He’s your father,’ she whispered.
Sarah was staring wide-eyed at her. ‘My father?’ Her mouth twisted in disgust, as if the very word left a foul taste. ‘Him? Good God, Amy, was that the best you could do? I credited you with more intelligence—more refinement—more basic decency than that. How could you have—’
She turned aside, biting off whatever she had been going to add, but she had said enough. No one else would have had the power to wound Amy so bitterly.
‘I’d better go home,’ Amy said quietly. Sarah said nothing. ‘I’ll go and see about a passage tomorrow. I’ll leave as soon as I can.’
‘Yes, perhaps you’d better,’ Sarah said, almost spitting the words. She glanced at Amy for a moment, then turned away again.
Amy got up and left the room. She did not say goodnight; still less did she attempt to kiss Sarah.
The flight of stairs had never seemed so steep. Mounting each step meant a deliberate effort to push one foot up to the next level, then drag the other after it. When she had at last reached the top, she walked slowly to her room and closed the door behind her.
She undressed, put on her nightgown and hung the dress in her wardrobe, her limbs leaden. She stood in front of the wardrobe for some time, looking at the beautiful gowns Sarah had bought for her. She would leave them there, Amy decided. There was no point in taking them to Ruatane, where she would have no occasion for such finery. She would return to wearing the mourning she had only set aside for Sarah’s sake. If Sarah did not give them away, the dresses would stay here, shut up in the wardrobe and slowly fading. Just like Amy’s memories of these precious months she had spent with Sarah.
She was lucky, she told herself. She had never allowed herself to hope that she would ever have so much as a glimpse of her daughter again; beyond hope, she had spent this time living in Sarah’s house and seeing her every day. She had a treasure of memories to hoard. She must content herself with them, knowing that after she caught the boat home to Ruatane she would never see Sarah again.
It was too much to expect that Sarah might have understood something of how it had been. How could she? Sarah’s life had been spent surrounded by people whose chief care was her comfort and security. A man like Jimmy would never have been allowed to come near her. Even if he had, Sarah would not have been beguiled by soft words and the assurance that she was special. The people who loved her had been telling her such things all her life.
Amy halted her train of thought, aware that she was coming close to blaming Sarah for having reacted with such disgust. The innocence that had produced Sarah’s response was something to be thankful for, not resent. And in the whole untidy muddle, Sarah was the one person who was blameless.
She sat down in front of the dressing table and picked up her hairbrush, then put it back. Even running a brush through her hair demanded more energy than she could muster at the moment. Her head throbbed, and she felt bone-achingly weary.
In the morning she would have to brave the commotion of the Auckland wharves. She had no idea where in that confusion of ships and cargoes and sailors and wharf labourers she might find the ticket booking office, but she would have to look for a helpful face among the strangers and ask her way. She hoped there would be a boat leaving soon; her last days with Sarah seemed destined to be an awkward period of trying to keep out of each other’s sight. Best to get it over with. She wondered if Sarah would bother saying goodbye to her.
There was a soft knock on the door, and it opened a crack.
‘Amy?’ came Sarah’s voice. ‘May I come in?’
Without waiting for a response, Sarah entered the room and walked slowly over to the dressing table. She picked up Amy’s discarded hairbrush and turned it to and fro, then walked around the room, still clutching the hairbrush.
‘You know,’ she said, apparently addressing the far wall, ‘Mother very rarely punished me. I suppose that explains a lot. But once or twice when I was small, I managed to exhaust even her patience. Then she used the hairbrush on me.’ She crossed to Amy, knelt down and placed the hairbrush in her lap. ‘Feel free,’ she said in a low voice. ‘I’ve never deserved it more.’
Amy raised her eyes to look into Sarah’s, and saw tears brimming there. ‘I’m sorry,’ Sarah whispered. ‘Can you forgive me?’
Amy held out her arms and Sarah sank into them, resting her head in Amy’s lap. ‘You only said what was true. There’s nothing to forgive.’
Sarah raised her head. ‘Oh yes, there is. I had no right to speak to you like that. When I think of the abuse you’ve had to put up with over the years on my account, and now you hear the same sort of language from me! I’m thoroughly ashamed of myself. Please, Amy. Please say you forgive me. I need to hear the words.’
‘If there was anything to forgive, it’s forgiven. I know you must have got a shock, hearing it like that.’
Sarah got up from the floor and pulled a stool over close to Amy’s chair so that she could sit beside her. ‘It’s ridiculous of me—logically I knew it couldn’t have been a man of honour. If my father had been a hero tragically killed saving a hundred people from a shipwreck the week before you were to be married, you’d have told me the moment you found out who I was. Since you were silent on the subject, I knew he must be no one to be proud of.’ She smiled ruefully. ‘But I find there’s a large difference between a conveniently faceless rogue and one who’s all too substantial.’
She stroked Amy’s cheek. ‘Does your head still hurt?’
‘A bit,’ Amy admitted. ‘It doesn’t matter.’ Nothing mattered, now that she knew Sarah still loved her.
Sarah fetched a pillow and slipped it down the back of Amy’s chair. ‘Lean back. I used to do this for Mother when she had headaches.’ She took a bottle of lavender water from the dressing table, dabbed some on her fingers and gently massaged Amy’s temples. ‘Is this all right?’
‘Mmm. It’s lovely.’ Amy closed her eyes and gave herself over to the comfort of Sarah’s closeness. The scent of lavender and the soft touch of Sarah’s hands drove a wave of contentment through her. The pain in her head became no more than a dull ache, powerless to spoil the moment.
‘Amy?’ Sarah said quietly. ‘Do you feel able to tell me a little of how I came to be? I’ll understand if you don’t want to, but I must confess that I’m curious now. I’m sure he must have been very different back then, to win you over the way he did.’
Amy considered her answer carefully. Sarah had the right to know, however uncomfortable Amy might find recalling those days. ‘No, I don’t think he was so very different. Not in the ways that really matter. He was much younger, of course. I thought he was very handsome. And he was less… oh, I don’t know the right word for it. Less hard, somehow.’
‘Cynical?’ Sarah suggested.
‘Yes, perhaps that’s it. He was a lot more cheerful then, too—everyone liked him. Well, everyone except Lizzie. She never did trust him.’
‘How wise Mrs Kelly is,’ Sarah murmured. She wiped her fingers on a handkerchief to remove the traces of lavender water, took up the hairbrush and began brushing Amy’s hair. ‘But whatever was he doing in Ruatane?’
‘It was because of Susannah. He asked if he could come and visit her.’
‘Mrs Leith? Of course, he’s her brother. Good Lord, she’s my aunt!’ The brush stopped moving.
Amy studied Sarah’s face. It was twisted oddly, as if she were fighting back tears. Sarah let out a strangled little sound, somewhere between a sob and a laugh, then laughter won out. ‘Oh, Amy!’ she said when she had caught her breath, ‘if these new relations you’ve given me don’t cure me of vanity, nothing will!’
Amy smiled at the sight of Sarah’s mirth. She waited patiently till Sarah calmed herself, content to watch that merry face.
‘So he decided to try farm life?’ Sarah asked at last.
‘I think there might have been some trouble up here. He got his mother to write and ask if he could come, and Pa said he could. He was… I don’t know if I can explain properly. You know how I wanted to be a teacher? I had such grand ideas—I’d get a job in Auckland, and I’d be able to study things. I thought I’d buy lots of books, and go and see plays. I wanted that as far back as I can remember.
‘I had to stop working at the school because I couldn’t get all my work done at home. Then when Susannah came, Miss Evans—she was my old teacher—thought maybe I could start again. But Susannah said I wasn’t allowed.’
‘That doesn’t surprise me,’ Sarah murmured.
‘Well, Pa was never very keen on the idea, anyway. That summer I was fifteen. Susannah was miserable, and she made Pa miserable, too. Her and I would fight, and that’d make Pa even more unhappy. All there seemed to be was cooking and cleaning and helping look after the babies, and everyone seemed to think all I should want was to get married and carry on doing that in a house of my own.’
‘And then he arrived.’
‘Yes. He was nice to me, Sarah. I don’t mean everyone else was horrible, but… he made me feel as if I was special. He’d talk to me about books and plays and things. He’d tell me I was pretty, and clever. He bought me nice things.’ She hesitated before adding, ‘He gave me that brooch.’
‘This?’ Sarah touched the gold brooch she wore. A brief look of distaste passed over her face, rapidly replaced by a determined expression. ‘Well, I’ve always thought of it as coming from you, and I’ve valued it for that reason. I’ll continue to do so.’
‘It was my Christmas present. I had to keep it secret from everyone else, though. Everything had to be secret.’ It was becoming more difficult to go on, knowing what she would soon have to speak of, but Amy made herself continue.
‘He told me he loved me. I thought he meant it. And he asked me to marry him—I thought we were engaged, Sarah. When… when it happened. I thought we were going to get married. He told me he’d bring me to Auckland as soon as we were married, and he talked about how he’d buy me fancy clothes, and take me to the park, and to the theatre.’ She smiled at Sarah. ‘All the things you’ve done for me instead. But he said it had to be a secret engagement, just for a while. I was stupid enough to believe him.’
‘You were fifteen,’ Sarah said quietly. ‘You had a trusting nature, and you fell into the hands of a rogue.’
‘I still should have known better. I knew it was wrong, but… well, I kept thinking it would be all right as soon as we got married. He said he’d ask Pa, then he said he’d better write and ask his father first. And somehow it all took so long.’
She fell silent, thinking back to that time, then sighed and went on. ‘And then I realised there was going to be a baby. If I’d had any sense I would have known things weren’t right from the way he acted then. He’d managed to put off asking Pa or writing to his father for months, but after I told him you were on the way, he was on the boat and out of Ruatane in under a week.’ And having indulged himself with a passionate farewell from Amy. That was one detail she would never share with Sarah. ‘He told me he’d ask his father and come back soon, and I should keep it secret till then. So I did. I waited and waited. Then after he’d been gone a few weeks, Susannah had a letter from her mother saying he’d gone to Australia. That’s when I knew he wasn’t coming back. That’s when I knew he’d been lying to me.’
Sarah’s voice shook a little when she spoke. ‘Such men should be flogged through the streets, then put in stocks in front of the courthouse. Instead, we allow them to be respected members of society.’ She was silent for a few moments, then continued more calmly. ‘Thank you for telling me that, Amy. But why did that man want to see you again today? I don’t suppose it was to beg forgiveness.’
Amy smiled faintly. ‘No. Mostly he wanted to ask me what had happened to the baby—I didn’t tell him about you, Sarah. I didn’t even say if it was a girl or a boy. I just told him I gave the baby away, and I knew it had gone to good people.’
‘And why the sudden interest on his part after all these years?’
‘I suppose it was because of seeing me again. But he’s got some idea in his head about wanting an heir.’
‘An heir? To that business? Ha!’ Sarah said in derision. ‘I’m glad you gave him no satisfaction.’ She was too observant to have missed a single detail. ‘You said it was “mostly” to ask about me. What else did he want?’
‘It doesn’t matter.’
‘It does matter, Amy. Whatever he said had you in quite a state this evening. What was it?’
‘I’d rather not say. I don’t want to talk about it.’
‘I’m afraid you don’t have a choice in the matter, my darling. You’re going to have to tell me exactly what he said to you. Because, you see, I won’t leave you in peace until you have told me, and I’m quite prepared to sit here all night repeating the question if necessary. I need to know it all. How can I protect you properly if I don’t know the complete story?’
‘Protect me?’ Amy said in confusion. ‘What do you mean?’
‘He’s clearly upset you, and I don’t intend to let it happen again. Now, tell me what he said. It can’t be any worse than what you’ve already told me tonight.’
Amy had come to know the futility of arguing with Sarah when her mouth had that particular set to it. ‘All right, then, if you must hear it. He… he wanted me to stay on in Auckland. So that he could…’ She looked down at her hands. ‘He wanted me to be his mistress.’ She glanced at Sarah to see whether she had understood the word; the anger on Sarah’s face answered her. ‘I think he thought I’d be pleased to be asked. Grateful, even. He thinks I’m no better than… a bad sort of woman. He even… he even thought I might want to have another child for him,’ she finished in a whisper. ‘To give him an heir.’
They sat in silence for some moments, then Sarah said, ‘Well, I was wrong. I’d believed I couldn’t possibly think any worse of that man. I’m sorry, Amy.’
‘What for?’
‘For almost letting him come between us. For almost driving you out of my house.’
Amy took Sarah’s hand between both of hers, then voiced the thought that was nagging at her. ‘I think perhaps I had better go home, Sarah. I’m worried he could cause trouble for you.’
‘How could he do that?’
‘He said he wants to see me again. He knows I’m staying here, and he might come here after me.’
‘Don’t you worry about that. If he calls, we won’t be at home. No, I don’t mean we’ll stay out all day,’ Sarah said, seeing Amy’s puzzled expression. ‘We simply won’t be “at home” to Mr Taylor. I’ll instruct the maids accordingly. If he sends you any notes or letters, we’ll return them unopened—though I doubt if he’d do that,’ she added thoughtfully. ‘He wouldn’t want to risk such a thing falling into his wife’s hands. I don’t think you should go out alone any more, though. I don’t want him accosting you again. I’ll start going with you on some of those walks of yours.’
‘I’d like that—if you’re not too busy.’
‘When I can’t get away, you can take one of the maids. And if they’re both busy, you could always take young Walter. I’m sure he’d be only too pleased to get out of working in the garden to squire you around town.’
‘I don’t want—’ Amy began, but Sarah held up a warning hand.
‘Let there be no talk of being a nuisance. The function of my staff is to keep the household running smoothly, and to make my life comfortable. I won’t be comfortable unless you’re happy. So by looking after you they’re only doing their job.
‘You’ll be safe enough at public events, like the theatre,’ she went on. ‘I’ll be sure not to leave you alone at such functions.’ She smiled at Amy. ‘If I’m to make good his promises, I believe I owe you a few outings yet. As for private functions like dinner parties, I’ll ask for a guest list before we accept.’
‘Can you do that?’ Amy asked in surprise.
‘Oh, yes. It’s not something I’ve made a habit of, but I believe I do have the social status to make such a request. Don’t look so shocked, dear.’
‘It just doesn’t seem quite… polite.’
Sarah gripped her hand. ‘Believe me, Amy, when it comes to protecting you I’m prepared to take measures a good deal more drastic than requiring a guest list.’
*
David went out to meet Beth when she arrived at the farm on the day they had agreed must be their deadline. One look at her face told him there had been no last-minute release. ‘We’d better go and tell them, then,’ he said.
‘Now?’ Beth said nervously.
‘We said we’d do it today. No sense putting it off, Beth. We’ll only get more worried if we sit around thinking about it. Come on, let’s go right now.’
‘Couldn’t we have a cup of tea first?’ She rested a hand on his arm and looked up into his face, a plea in her eyes. ‘I think I’d feel more up to it if we did.’
‘Well… all right, then,’ David relented. ‘Just a quick one, though. Let’s just tether Jess here, that’ll save time later.’
They walked towards the house, arms around each other’s waists. ‘I’m glad of the excuse to put it off, myself,’ David said. ‘I can’t say I’m in a rush to tell Uncle Frank about all this.’
‘It’s all right for you, Pa never gets wild about anything. But Ma’ll… well, I don’t know what she’ll do. But I know it’ll be awful.’
‘I don’t know, he might get a bit wild,’ David said doubtfully, but Beth shook her head.
‘No, I’m sure he won’t. You don’t need to worry about that.’
The tea was made and drunk rather more quickly than Beth had hoped, and they set off down the road, riding side by side. She would have preferred to keep their horses to a walk, but David insisted on cantering much of the way. All too soon, they had drawn up to the fence in front of the house.
They dismounted, and tethered their horses. ‘Pa’ll be looking at the new calves,’ Beth said. ‘Yes, there he is over by that shed.’ She pointed out the direction. ‘I suppose I’ve got to go and see Ma, then.’
Shielded from view by the horses’ bodies, they squeezed hands briefly, then went their separate ways.
Beth found Maisie alone in the kitchen. Directed by her, she went through to her parents’ room. Her mother had just dressed Benjy, and was encouraging the little boy to take a few steps, holding tightly to his chubby hands so that there was no risk of a fall.
Lizzie looked up at Beth in surprise. ‘What are you doing back so soon, love? Did you forget something?’
Beth took a deep breath. ‘No. I need to talk to you, Ma.’
‘Mmm? What about?’ Lizzie scooped Benjy up on to her hip and looked questioningly at Beth.
‘I…’ Beth looked down at the floor, then around the room. Her father had left one of his belts lying across the back of a chair. Beth’s eyes fell on it; she looked away quickly. David was right: best to get it over with.
‘It’s… it was… I—we—didn’t mean to, it just sort of happened…’
‘Whatever are you on about, girl?’ her mother said, halfway between amusement and irritation. ‘What’s happened? Did you break something of Aunt Amy’s? Is that it?’
‘No… I…’ Beth gulped down the sob that was tightening her throat. ‘I haven’t had my bleeding for ages now—I’ve missed two times. It hasn’t come since Dave and I started… I’m really, really sorry, Ma. I think… I think I’m going to have a baby.’
Her mother’s mouth dropped open. For a moment she stared at Beth in shock, lost for words. Beth had expected that, and she fully expected to see the shock rapidly succeeded by anger. She cringed, waiting to see what form her mother’s wrath would take, and wondering just how painful it would be.
Lizzie reached out blindly, and grasped at the bedpost. She sat down heavily on the bed, easing Benjy onto her lap as she did. She gave her head a small shake, as if to clear her thoughts.
‘Well,’ she said at last, ‘I never thought of that happening. I see now I should have, now it’s staring me in the face. Ah well, no sense going on about it. We’d better see how quickly we can get you two married.’ She looked at Beth in surprise. ‘What are you doing, standing there with your mouth open? Of course you’re getting married!’
‘I know, we really want to. It’s just…’ Beth hesitated, studying her mother’s expression to assure herself of the astonishing fact that she seemed in no danger of being punished. ‘Aren’t you wild or anything? I thought you’d give me a hiding.’
‘Where’s the sense in that? It’s not as if it’d make any difference now. Anyway, we need to take things carefully with you having a baby on the way. I’m not saying I wouldn’t have given you a good one, mind you, if I’d caught on before things had gone that far. No, it’s my fault as much as anyone’s, leaving you two alone all that time and never thinking anything of it. I thought you and Dave were like brother and sister.’ She frowned. ‘Hmm, you’re cousins, come to that. Still, that can’t be helped now. And it’s only second cousins, that doesn’t really count.
‘Now,’ she went on briskly, ‘Don’t you breathe a word about this to your father. I’ll need to go carefully there, it’s going to take him a bit of getting used to. I’ll have a think about the best way to tell him.’
‘Dave’s telling him now. He came down with me.’
Lizzie gave a start. ‘What? Telling him on his own? You silly girl! What were you thinking of?’ She rose and hurried from the room, down the passage and through the kitchen (stopping only to thrust Benjy into the arms of a startled Maisie), and out of the house, Beth following in her wake.
*
‘Dave! Nice to see you here,’ Frank said when he saw David approaching. ‘How’s calving going at your place?’
‘Pretty good. I’m getting quite a few heifers. Beth’s been helping me decide which ones to keep.’
‘Well, you couldn’t have anyone better—I tell her she knows more about calves than I do. She’s got a real way with animals. You want to have a look at this lot?’ He waved a hand to indicate the calves in the paddock.
‘Um, maybe a bit later. Uncle Frank, can I have a talk with you?’
There was something in his tone that made Frank look more closely at him. He saw David cast an uncomfortable look around at the boys, who were watching with mild curiosity. So it was something David wanted to speak to him about in private.
Frank was touched that David should come to him for advice, and glad to try and help, if something was troubling him. It was quite a responsibility for a boy of eighteen to be running a farm on his own. And with Charlie as his father, Frank knew that David had not had the easiest of childhoods.
‘Let’s take a stroll up there,’ Frank suggested, pointing to a paddock just above the house. ‘I’ve got a few calves in there, too. No need for you boys to come,’ he added. ‘I’ll just show the calves to Dave, then it’ll be just about morning tea time.
‘Now,’ he said when they were far enough away from the boys to be sure of some privacy, ‘what’s on your mind, Dave?’
‘I… I want to…’ David began, then trailed off. He looked at Frank, and quickly looked away.
Something really must be troubling the poor lad, Frank thought. Whatever it was, David was embarrassed about it. ‘Is it anything to do with money?’ Frank prompted. ‘I know it’s not always easy keeping that sort of thing straight. I don’t mind telling you I got in a muddle that way myself once—when I was a fair bit older than you are, too, so I had a lot less excuse.’
‘No, it’s nothing like that,’ David said, still looking at the ground.
‘No? What is it, then? Come on, Dave, don’t be shy about asking. We’re family, right? If it’s anything I can help you with, I’m only too happy to.’
David raised his eyes, and Frank thought he looked a little less anxious. ‘I do want to ask you for something, Uncle Frank. Something really big.’
He looked so earnest that Frank had to make an effort not to smile. ‘Really big, eh? Well, we’ll see what we can do. What is it, then?’
He saw David take a deep breath before speaking. ‘I want to marry Beth.’
It was all Frank could do not to laugh out loud. He managed to turn his snort of amusement into a cough. ‘I can’t say I expected that!’ he said, unable to keep the smile out of his voice.
‘Now, Dave,’ he went on, trying to give the appearance of taking the outrageous suggestion seriously, ‘I suppose it’s not so surprising, with you spending all this time together lately, and her more or less keeping house for you. And the two of you have always been good mates, right from when you were little kids. But you’re both much too young to be thinking about getting married—you especially.’
‘We really want to get married,’ David said, looking more earnest than ever.
‘Well, I’ll tell you what,’ Frank said easily, ‘maybe in two or three years, if you still think that’s what you want, we might have a talk about it then.’ It was a painless enough offer to make. David and Beth had been playing house together, and that had put this silly notion into their heads. Frank was quite sure they would have all but forgotten it long before two years had passed. And in the meantime, he would see what he could do to help David improve that farm of his, so that when the boy was at a reasonable age to think about getting married, he might be in a position to ask a girl and hope to be accepted. Frank was fond of David, and he hoped it would be a nice girl, who would make him happy. But it would not be one of Frank’s daughters. He was comfortably sure of that.
‘No!’ David said, startling Frank out of his reverie. ‘No, Uncle Frank, we need to get married right now—really soon, anyway. You have to let me marry Beth. You have to.’
All amusement drained out of Frank as he looked at David’s wild-eyed stare. His eyes narrowed. ‘What do you mean, I have to let you?’ he said slowly. ‘You got something to tell me, boy? What’s been going on? Eh?’
‘I’m really, really sorry.’ David looked on the verge of tears, but there was no room in Frank for sympathy. Not with the rage that was flooding through him.
‘What have you done to my daughter?’ he growled.
‘She’s… Beth’s going to have a baby.’
Almost before he knew what he was doing, Frank had launched himself at David. He grabbed him by the shirt and swung his fist.
If they had not been on sloping ground, with David standing somewhat below him, Frank would have had little chance of reaching higher than David’s chest. But the punch slammed into his face, knocking his head to one side. When Frank let go of his shirt front he took a step backwards, and raised his hands in a feeble effort to defend himself, but Frank’s next punch got through as easily as the first. Blood began running from David’s nose. He made no attempt to fight back or to escape. ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry,’ he said helplessly, then closed his eyes against the sight of the fist once again coming at his face.
Frank heard Lizzie’s voice, loud enough to carry easily. ‘Frank!’ she called. ‘Don’t you kill that boy, he’s got to marry Beth!’
He turned aside from David to see Lizzie hurrying towards him, moving faster than she had in years. ‘He’s bloody not!’ he shouted back.
‘Davie!’ Beth screamed at the sight of blood trickling down his face. She made to rush at him, but Lizzie caught her by the arm and took a firm hold.
Frank saw David take a step towards Beth. ‘You stay away from her! You get off my farm right now, and don’t you ever set foot on it again. If I see you coming here trying to hang around my daughter, I’ll knock your bloody head off. Go on, get out.’
David cast a helpless look in Beth’s direction and walked slowly to where he had left his horse tethered, looking over his shoulder as he went. ‘Stay here,’ Lizzie told Beth. She lifted her skirts and scurried off after David.
‘Lizzie!’ Frank called. ‘Don’t you go near him!’ Lizzie ignored him. ‘Lizzie!’ he shouted. ‘Are you listening to me?’
‘I’ll just be a minute,’ Lizzie called back. She reached David and talked rapidly for a few moments, while Frank fumed. After a quick glance at Beth, who was sobbing, he could not bring himself to meet her eyes. Instead he glared at the back of Lizzie’s head, which seemed to him to have a particularly defiant tilt to it.
Beth stood where her mother had left her. She watched Lizzie talking to David, then allowed herself to be led back towards the house. ‘Davie’s got blood all over his face!’ she wailed.
‘He’ll be all right,’ Lizzie said briskly. ‘It’s just a bleeding nose. I’m sure he got a lot worse from his father.’
‘But who’ll look after him now? Who’ll get his dinner on and everything?’
‘He’ll have to look after himself for a bit. That won’t kill him. Oh, don’t get in such a state over it, girl! He can go to his Uncle John’s for meals. Anyway, it won’t be for long, only a week or so. I told him to write to his ma and tell her to come home. I’ll write to her myself as well, to make sure she does. I might need her help to sort this out.’
Beth looked over her shoulder at her father, who was staring grimly at David’s retreating form. She had never seen such an expression on his face. ‘Y-you always said,’ she choked out, gulping back a sob, ‘you always said if we were really bad Pa would get wild at us. But he never did. Maudie told me you were just saying it to make us behave. I thought that was right. I thought I’d never see Pa get wild. But now he has. And it’s because of me.’
She dissolved into fresh sobs. Lizzie stopped in her tracks, took Beth by the shoulders and shook her; not roughly, but effectively. She waited for Beth to calm herself enough to pay attention. ‘Of course he’s wild,’ said Lizzie. ‘The one thing that could get him in a state like this is if he thinks someone’s done wrong by one of you kids. And that’s why you should have left it up to me to tell him about all this, not let Dave go blundering in saying Lord knows what. I’m going to have a beggar of a job with him now.’
*
Frank’s sons were not the most perceptive of boys, but they soon caught on that something was up. They had not witnessed the fight, but had seen how abruptly David had left, and they noticed their father’s silence and his uncharacteristically grim expression. They had the sense to keep quiet themselves; there were some jobs on the farm that were a good deal less pleasant than others, and none of them wanted to find himself assigned to digging out drains for the next few days.
Beth was not in the kitchen when Frank and the boys went in for an unusually quiet morning tea. When they had had their tea and biscuits, and Maisie had slipped away to take a cup through to Beth, Frank sent the boys off ahead of him and paused in the doorway. ‘I know what you’re going to say,’ he said before Lizzie had a chance to speak. ‘And you’ll be wasting your breath. I’m not letting him marry her, and that’s that.’
Lizzie opened her mouth, closed it again, then contented herself with, ‘We’ll see’. Frank went out without waiting to hear if she had anything to add.
For the rest of the day he had no private conversation with Lizzie. He did not see Beth until dinner time, when she sat pale and silent, toying with her food, but he was sure that Lizzie had spent much of the day talking to her.
Only when he and Lizzie were alone in the darkness of their room did she raise the subject again, keeping her voice low so that they could not be heard through the wall. ‘Frank, we need to talk about this.’
‘She’s not marrying him.’
‘Frank—’
‘No, my mind’s made up. He might have thought he could get her by doing that to her, but he’s wrong. He’s lucky I’m not getting the law on him.’
‘Eh? What for?’
‘For raping her, of course!’ Frank said fiercely.
‘Don’t talk rot. From what she’s told me, she was as keen on it as he was.’
There were things Lizzie could say that Frank would not have permitted from anyone else in the world. This was one of them. That did not mean he wanted to believe it. ‘I don’t know how you can talk like that about your own daughter.’
‘And I don’t know how you can talk such nonsense. Of course he didn’t rape her! If he’d tried forcing her, she’d have told me straight away. And she certainly wouldn’t have wanted to keep going back there.’
Much as he would have liked to dispute it, Frank had to admit the sense in Lizzie’s argument. ‘Well… if she did go along with it, that’s only because she didn’t know what she was doing.’
‘And what makes you think he did?’
‘Because he’s older than her! He’s a grown man, and she’s just a little girl.’
‘He’s only eighteen, Frank. And I don’t seem to remember you knowing all that much about it when you were a good few years older than he is. No one fooled anyone, and no one forced anyone. They want to get married, and the best we can do is let them.’
‘No.’
He felt Lizzie roll onto her side, facing him. ‘Frank, I’m not saying this is how I’d have wanted things to turn out, any more than you would. Especially with Beth being so young—I’d’ve rather had her wait till she was eighteen to get married. But it’s not so bad. Beth’s got all her funny little ways, wanting to look after birds and kittens and all that, and happier out on the farm with you than inside helping me. She’s said herself enough times that she’d never want to go and live in town like Maudie did. There’s not all that many men would suit a girl like her. But Dave’s almost as funny as she is. He’s just right for her.’
‘No, he’s not. He’s not right at all.’
‘Why not?’
‘Isn’t it flaming obvious? He’s Charlie’s son. My daughter’s not going to marry Charlie Stewart’s son.’
‘Frank! Are you blaming the boy for who his father was?’
‘It’s nothing to do with blaming. I’m just trying to look after my daughter.’
‘Of course you are, but have a bit of sense. What are we going to do when the baby arrives? What do you think that’ll be like for Beth? Sixteen—no, she’ll be seventeen by then—with a baby and no husband. That’s not much of a life, is it? Is that what you want for her?’
The baby was an uncomfortable fact Frank would rather have ignored. ‘We’ll have to make the best of it. We’ll… I don’t know, we’ll probably tell people it’s ours. No one’d think twice about you having another one. As long as Dave keeps his mouth shut, no one outside the family’ll find out.’
‘And how are you going to make him do that? Hit him?’
‘If I have to.’
‘Humph! You know perfectly well he let you thump him today. If he’d raised a hand to you, you’d’ve been flat on your back before you knew what had hit you.’ Only the fact that this was undeniably true stopped Frank from arguing the point.
‘And what about Beth?’ Lizzie went on. ‘Do you think she’d go along with pretending it’s not her baby? Because I don’t. You can stop her from marrying Dave, but you can’t stop her wanting to see him. What happens when the baby’s born, and she wants to take it over to see its father? Will you tell her she can’t?’
Frank tried to keep the distaste he felt for such a task out of his voice. ‘I’ll just have to. She’s too young to know her own mind. That’s why I have to decide these things myself.’
‘Well, you’re going to have to watch her every minute. Because I’m not going to tell her she can’t take her own baby to see its father.’
‘Shut up about it!’ Frank said, a good deal more sharply than he had meant to. ‘I’ll do whatever I have to, if it means keeping Beth safe.’
Lizzie somehow contrived a silence that was as eloquent as if she had spoken. Frank rolled over and pretended to go to sleep.
He was on the point of genuinely falling asleep when Lizzie spoke again, dragging him back into consciousness. ‘So you’d shut her up in the house?’ She sounded annoyingly alert.
‘Eh?’ Frank said groggily.
‘Beth. Is that what you’d do to keep her away from Dave? Keep her shut up in the house?’
‘It won’t come to that.’
‘I don’t see why it wouldn’t. She’s going to want to see him, and you say she’s not allowed to. So you’ll make her ask your permission every time she wants to leave the farm? And you’ll say no if you don’t like where she’s going? You’ll treat her like a child, even when she’s got a baby of her own?’ Frank was still fumbling for a response when Lizzie went on. ‘That’s just what Charlie used to do to Amy. I never thought that was right, myself. I didn’t think you did, either.’
‘That’s different.’
‘Is it?’
There was another long silence; again Frank was on the point of sleep. ‘Well, we’ll leave it for now,’ Lizzie said.
‘We’ll leave it for good.’ Frank lay awake for a long time, waiting for Lizzie to say aloud what he knew she was thinking.
*
For much of the following day, Frank saw only glimpses of Beth. She sat with the family for meals, able to disappear in the noise and bustle of ten people at the dinner table, but at other times of the day, if Frank came into a room she would slip quietly out of it. After dinner, she sat in the parlour only long enough after Rosie and Kate had been sent to bed for her to be sure the little girls were asleep. As Maisie, who Frank was sure had been told what was going on, went off to bed with her, and Lizzie seemed not to have much to say during the evening, the parlour was unusually dull.
The little he saw of Beth was enough to show him how unhappy she was. His inability to do anything to help her did not improve his mood.
‘Now, about Beth and Dave,’ Lizzie began as soon as she had put out the lamp and joined him in bed.
‘There’s nothing more to say about it—and there’s no use going on with the same stuff.’
‘Yes, there is. I have to keep on about it, because you won’t see what’s staring you in the face. You know Beth’s miserable, don’t you?’
‘I’m not blind, Lizzie.’
‘Well, the only way you’re going to see her happy again is if you let her marry Dave.’
‘No. We’ll just have to do our best for her here.’
Lizzie’s hair tickled his face as she shook her head. ‘It can’t be done, Frank. We can’t make her happy, not with a baby on the way. The only one who can do that is Dave.’
‘He could make her pretty miserable, too. He could give her the sort of life his father gave Amy.’
‘No, he couldn’t—because he’s not his father. Dave hasn’t got it in him to be cruel.’
Frank made a noise of disgust. ‘I don’t see why not. He’s Charlie Stewart’s son.’
‘He’s Amy’s son. There’s much more of her than Charlie in him.’
‘I don’t know about that.’
‘Well, I do.’
Frank made no answer beyond another disbelieving snort.
Lizzie had a knack of waiting just long enough to catch him on the edge of sleep. ‘I don’t know why you’re so set against it,’ she said. ‘You’ve always been fond of Dave.’
‘That was before he did this to Beth. I see what he’s like now. He’s as bad as that Jimmy, taking advantage of a girl and getting her in this state.’
‘Of course he’s not! Jimmy had his fun then ran off. Dave wants to marry Beth. He wants to do right by her. You’re the only one stopping him.’
Her accusation stung all the more for Frank’s awareness of the truth behind it. ‘He can’t do right by her,’ he said, uncomfortably aware of the shallowness of his argument. ‘That dump of a place, and his mongrel cows. He’s no business thinking of getting married at all, let alone to one of my daughters.’
There was a long pause, as if Lizzie could hardly believe what she had heard. ‘And do you think you were such a wonderful catch when we first got married? What about when you got in that muddle over Ben’s money? No, I don’t want to drag up old things,’ she went on, too quickly for Frank to protest. ‘But it seems pretty mean to say Dave’s got no right to marry Beth just because he hasn’t got enough money. Frank, you came jolly close to losing the farm back then. But I never for a moment thought I shouldn’t have married you because money was tight. I just knuckled down and made ends meet, and did my best to help you through it. Just having you and the kids, that was enough for me. And now you think Dave’s not good enough for one of our girls? I never thought you’d turn into a snob.’
‘It’s not the same thing at all,’ Frank said, scrabbling desperately at the moral high ground as he felt it slipping away from him. ‘This place was much better than his dump.’
‘Is it Dave’s fault you had a better father than he did?’
She had no business being so irritatingly right. ‘Well… he should have had a go at smartening it up before he thought about getting married. He should have waited a few years.’
He heard Lizzie sigh. ‘Frank, I might even agree with you if it wasn’t for the baby. He’s too young—they both are. But there’s no sense thinking like that, not now.’
‘And there’s no sense going on about this, either. Now, can I get some sleep?’
*
Sleep was fast becoming an elusive memory. Lizzie contented herself with reproachful looks during the daytime, but she renewed her assault the next night.
‘Beth’s making herself ill over this, you know,’ she began. ‘She’s hardly eaten a thing these last couple of days. I made her have some dinner, but she sicked it up later.’
‘Well, that’s just morning sickness, isn’t it? You used to get a bit of that.’
‘No, it isn’t. I think I know more about that than you do. No, it’s just from being so miserable. Maisie told me Beth’s been crying half the night—crying till she’s sick. I’m starting to wonder…’
She trailed off; the uneasiness in her voice gave Frank a jolt. ‘You really think she’s crook, Lizzie?’
‘Yes, I do. I just about wonder if she might lose the baby.’
‘That wouldn’t be such a bad thing.’ Frank said it under his breath, but Lizzie heard him.
‘Frank! What an awful thing to say about your own grandchild!’
‘Charlie Stewart’s grandchild,’ Frank muttered.
‘Yes, Charlie’s grandchild. And my grandchild. And Amy’s—the only one she’s ever likely to have, if you get your way.’
Frank grunted. ‘I don’t know about that. He’ll get hold of some other girl.’
‘No, he won’t. There’s only Beth for him now—I’m quite sure of that.’
‘How do you know?’
‘Because I can see he’s like you, of course. You’d have been just the same.’
Outrage left Frank speechless for several moments. ‘What do you mean by that?’ he said at last.
‘If things had turned out for us like they have for Beth and Dave, you wouldn’t have gone off with some other girl even if Pa had said we couldn’t get married.’
‘That’s just talking rot. I wouldn’t have carried on like he has.’
‘Are you going to try and tell me you wouldn’t have done just the same if I’d let you?’
‘Of course I wouldn’t!’
Even in the dark, and without saying a word, Lizzie managed to fill the air between them with scepticism.
‘Give it up, Lizzie. I’m not changing my mind.’
Lizzie was silent, but Frank knew that would not last. She was simply waiting long enough to be sure of waking him up when she next spoke.
*
Every night was the same.
‘Lizzie, how long are you going to keep this up?’ Frank groaned.
‘As long at it takes you to see sense.’
‘Till I agree with you, you mean. Not this time, Lizzie.’
They seemed to be covering the same ground over and over, and he repeated the same answers over and over: No. I want what’s best for her. He’s not having her. Not Charlie Stewart’s son. The words came without any conscious thought, till he almost felt as if he were talking in his sleep. He wondered how Lizzie could keep it up, since her nights were as broken as his.
That particular mystery was solved one afternoon, when he found her curled up in bed with Benjy in her arms, the two of them fast asleep. Even faced with such evidence that Lizzie was not playing fair, he could not bring himself to disturb her.
Every night he fell asleep to the sound of Lizzie’s voice, and woke to the same sound. There was a respite in the daytime, but with the knowledge that it would start again that evening. And all the while as Lizzie repeated her arguments, he would see in his mind’s eye the shadowy figure of Beth, who if she was given the chance would slip out of any room he entered.
He missed her. Beth was a quiet girl, especially compared to Lizzie and Maudie, but she had always been the most affectionate of his children. She was the one whose face would light up whenever she saw him; the one he would find curled up in his lap and have no memory of how she had come to be there. He had felt her absence while she had been spending so much time at David’s, but even with all the tasks she had had at both houses she had often managed to join him in the late afternoon. She would slip her hand into his as he walked around the herd, giving her opinion on the new calves and giving him the sweetness of her company. That had not happened since her confession and his outburst.
He only wanted her to be happy. He wanted the best for her. The trouble was, it was becoming increasingly difficult to decide just what that might mean.
*
‘Here’s the mail, Miss Sarah,’ said Nellie. She placed a silver tray with a small pile of envelopes beside Sarah’s plate.
‘Thank you, Nellie.’ Sarah flipped through the envelopes, and removed two. ‘These are for you, Amy,’ she said, handing them across the table.
‘One from Lizzie, and this one’s from Dave,’ Amy said. ‘I had one just the other day, it’s nice to get another one so soon.’
She picked up the envelope that bore David’s writing and slit it with Sarah’s letter opener. The letter was so short that it took only a few moments to read, and left her frowning in thought.
‘Dave wants me to come home.’
‘Well, he’ll just have to wait,’ said Sarah. ‘We agreed you’d stay four months, and that won’t be up for weeks yet.’
‘He sounds worried about something. I think I might have to go back.’
‘What’s he so worried about?’
‘He doesn’t say.’ Amy studied the letter as if it might have some hidden meaning to be teased out of its few lines. ‘But I can tell there’s something.’
‘Oh, nonsense! If he won’t even take the trouble to write a sensible letter, he needn’t think I’m going to let you rush home to him. What does the letter actually say?’
Amy scanned the single sheet. ‘He says, “Please can you come home, Ma. We need you to help sort everything out. Aunt Lizzie says to tell you to come as soon as you can.” ’
‘That’s not exactly helpful. It’s probably nothing at all, Amy. Perhaps Beth made him a pudding he didn’t like, and that’s put his nose out of joint. He wants you to fuss over him.’
‘No,’ Amy said, shaking her head. ‘Dave wouldn’t have asked if it wasn’t important.’ She braced herself for the argument she knew was looming. ‘I’ll have to go home.’
‘No! You’re not going to be at his beck and call. I won’t allow it.’
‘Davie needs me, Sarah. I have to go.’
‘I need you.’
Amy gave a startled laugh. ‘No, you don’t! You don’t need anyone.’ Seeing Sarah’s hurt expression, Amy reached across the corner of the table to take her hand. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it to sound like that. But you’re so strong, and you’re so sure about things. You never have to ask anyone what you should do, and you never seem to be frightened that you’ll do the wrong thing.’
‘That doesn’t mean I don’t need you,’ Sarah said, a hint of reproach in her expression.
‘I think it does, Sarah,’ Amy said gently. She squeezed Sarah’s hand. ‘I’m so very grateful that you want me to be with you. These last few months have been like a dream for me. And I do want to come up here and stay with you again. But just now I have to go back to the farm. I have to see Davie.’
Sarah continued to look obstinate. ‘I won’t allow it till he gives a proper account of himself. I’m not buying your ticket before then.’ She cast a triumphant look at Amy.
‘Then I’ll buy it myself. I’ve got my own money.’
‘What?’ Sarah said, clearly startled. ‘Enough for a passage?’
Amy nodded. ‘It’s in the bank, but I’ve got my bank book, and Tom gave me a letter I can show them at the bank up here and get some money out.’
‘You have your own bank account?’ Sarah looked more astonished than ever.
‘Yes. Pa left me an annuity, so I’d always have some money of my own.’
‘That was remarkably enlightened of him. More so than I would have expected. Well, since you’re so set on it, we’ll go into town this afternoon and book a passage for you. I’ll pay for it, of course—it was my idea to bring you up here, after all. And just what do you think he’s supposedly so anxious about?’
‘It’s something he doesn’t want to put in a letter. I’ll see if Lizzie says anything about it.’
‘Hmm. I’d be a little more inclined to take all this seriously if Mrs Kelly thinks it’s important.’ Sarah drummed her fingers on the table while Amy opened Lizzie’s envelope and quickly read the letter it contained.
Lizzie’s letter was almost as short as David’s. ‘She says more or less the same as Dave,’ said Amy. ‘Apart from a bit about Benjy getting a new tooth, she just says, “We need you to come back home. Things are in a bit of a muddle.” I wonder if it’s to do with money,’ she said thoughtfully.
‘What do you mean, Amy?’
‘Well, it’s something Dave’s embarrassed about, I think. That’s why he doesn’t want to put it in a letter. And Lizzie always leaves things to do with money up to Frank, so she wouldn’t know the ins and outs of it. If Dave’s got into a muddle to do with the farm owing money, or something like that, he’d need me to come and look at things.’
‘But couldn’t someone down there help him, if he’s in difficulties of that sort?’
‘Yes, Frank would always help him out, he’d be only too glad to. But if there’s anything that needs signing, I’d need to be there, because Dave’s under age. Charlie left the farm to him, but he made me Davie’s guardian, and I’m the…’ she struggled to remember the word, ‘the trustee of the farm. So I’m the only one who can sign things.’
Sarah raised her eyebrows. ‘In the space of an hour, I learn that my grandfather was enlightened enough to leave you an income of your own, and that husband of yours showed more sense than I’d have thought he was capable of. Next you’ll tell me something decent Mr Taylor’s done, and my view of the world will be turned completely on its head.’
Amy sometimes found Sarah’s sense of humour disconcerting, but she smiled and shook her head. ‘I can’t think of anything just now.’
*
They booked a passage for later in the week, which gave Amy two days for her packing, a visit to a studio to have her photograph taken with Sarah, and some last-minute shopping.
‘I want to buy something for Alice and Nellie,’ she told Sarah. ‘They’ve been so nice, running around after me.’
‘Well, it is what I pay them for,’ said Sarah.
‘I know. I still want to give them something, to say thank you.’
Sarah smiled indulgently. She waited while Amy bought two pairs of gloves for the maids, then took her to a tearoom for afternoon tea.
‘I’ve still got some money left from what I brought up,’ Amy said, counting her few shillings carefully. ‘I’d like to get something for Beth. I couldn’t really have stayed so long if she hadn’t been looking after Dave for me all this time. I wonder if I’ve got enough for a bracelet, or something like that.’
‘I expect you have,’ said Sarah. ‘I know just the place.’
When they had finished their tea, she took Amy to a brightly-lit jeweller’s store, with displays of rings, bracelets and watches that dazzled her. Amy looked at a tray of gold bangles, then reluctantly turned away from them when she saw that the cheapest cost several shillings more than her purse held.
‘What about this?’ Sarah asked, pointing to a brooch on display under glass. She nodded to an assistant, who got it out and passed it to her for inspection.
Amy studied the brooch as it lay on Sarah’s palm. It was a lovely thing; filigree gold twisted into the shapes of leaves and flowers, the petals of the flowers made of tiny gems. And it was clearly well beyond her means. ‘It’s beautiful, but—’
‘But it’s not going to be from you alone. I’m as grateful to Beth as you are for making this visit possible, Amy. So you must allow me to contribute to her gift.’ Sarah handed the brooch across the counter to the assistant. ‘We’ll take this,’ she told the young man. ‘You may put it on my account.’
While they waited for the brooch to be put back into its box and wrapped, Amy held out the contents of her purse. Sarah took two shillings, and contrived to finish the transaction without allowing Amy to see what the brooch had actually cost.
On the night before her departure, long after Sarah thought she had gone to bed, Amy sat in her room stitching at the dressing table set she had been embroidering for Sarah over the last few months, giving thanks as she worked for the electric light that was so much better for the task than candlelight. It was almost midnight before she put in the last few stitches, then slipped gratefully into the wondrously soft bed.
She gave Sarah the set over breakfast the next morning, and was gratified by her delighted response. Sarah insisted on taking the cloths upstairs then and there, and placing them on her table.
‘Though you’re not to think of it as a farewell gift,’ Sarah told her. ‘Because you’re coming back, you see. But I’ll treasure these in the meantime, and think of you every time I see them.’
They both managed to fight back tears when they said goodbye just before the Waitangi sailed, though Amy could see that Sarah’s eyes were suspiciously bright. ‘It won’t be for long,’ Sarah insisted. ‘I fully expect you back here in a few months. I’ll come and fetch you myself if necessary.’
*
Amy stood on the deck, straining her eyes for the first glimpse of a familiar figure on Ruatane’s wharf. As soon as the boat was close enough it was easy to pick out David, towering above everyone around him. When he came onto the boat she rushed to him, put her arms around his waist and hugged him. Then she took a step back to study his face and assure herself that he was well.
He looked healthy enough, but she could see the signs of strain in his face, and guessed that he had not been sleeping soundly. Whatever had made him ask her to come home was clearly preying on his mind.
She tilted her face up for a kiss; after a moment’s hesitation, he lowered his head and gave her a peck on the cheek. His uncharacteristic reserve surprised her, but she put it down to shyness with so many people about.
There was no chance of any real conversation while they were busy retrieving Amy’s baggage and getting it slowed in the gig. When Amy had made a quick visit to the Post and Telegraph Office to send a cable assuring Sarah of her safe arrival, she settled in beside David and leaned her head against his arm as he coaxed the horse into a trot.
‘It’s lovely to see you again, Davie.’ She sat upright and slipped her arm through his. ‘Now, tell me what’s worrying you.’
David looked around nervously. ‘I don’t want to talk about it here.’
After the bustle of Auckland, the streets of Ruatane seemed almost deserted to Amy. But she did not press David; there was no need to embarrass him. ‘Is everyone well? Uncle John and Uncle Harry and everyone next door?’
‘Mmm, they’re all good.’
‘I’m looking forward to seeing Beth again, so I can thank her for everything. How is she?’
‘I don’t know,’ David said in a low voice. ‘I haven’t seen her since last week.’
For a moment, Amy had the foolish thought that perhaps David and Beth had indeed argued over an unsatisfactory pudding. ‘Why not?’ she asked when she had recovered herself.
David looked over his shoulder again. ‘I’ll tell you later,’ he said, leaving Amy more puzzled than ever.
‘But… who’s been getting your meals on and everything?’
‘I’ve been going over to Uncle John’s for lunch and dinner. I’ve just had bread and stuff for breakfast. Aunt Sophie’s been giving me cakes and things, too, and she did my washing on Monday.’
‘I suppose that’s all right, then,’ Amy said doubtfully.
She waited till they had left the town and were on the beach, out of sight of any prying eyes. ‘There’s no one to hear us now. What is it? What’s happened?’ When he still did not speak, she squeezed his arm encouragingly. ‘Come on, Davie, it can’t be as bad as all that. Whatever it is, I’ll help you sort it out.’
David looked at his hands where they held the reins. She heard him take a deep breath. ‘Beth and me… we want to get married.’
‘Davie!’ Amy said, startled. She had always known, in an abstract sort of way, that David would one day marry, but it had seemed so far off in the distant future that it was as if it concerned someone else, not her little boy. ‘You’re much too young to get married! In a few years, maybe it’ll be time to start thinking about that sort of thing, but—’
‘We can’t wait, Ma,’ David interrupted. ‘We need to get married right now. We have to.’ He turned to look at her; she saw him wince at the dawning awareness he must have seen in her face before he quickly turned away again. ‘Beth’s going to have a baby.’
Beth was a year older than Amy had been when the same thing had happened to her, and David was two years older again. It was foolish to be so astonished. More than that, it was futile. ‘Well, it looks like you weren’t too young after all,’ she said when she could trust her voice to sound calm. ‘I expect Uncle Frank’s not too happy about it?’
‘No, he was really wild. He said we can’t get married.’
Amy nodded thoughtfully. ‘Did he hit you very hard?’
David shot her a quick glance. ‘Not really.’ There was no need to ask if David had fought back; she knew her son too well for that.
‘He thinks I’m a real ratbag,’ David said bleakly. ‘That’s why he doesn’t want me to marry Beth. S’pose you think I’m awful, too.’
‘Of course I don’t! I’d never think you were awful, Davie. We all do wrong things—goodness knows I’ve done my share.’ David looked at her doubtfully, and she smiled at him. ‘But you want to put things right. That’s because you’re a good boy, really. You’re not just going to leave Beth on her own to make the best of it.’
‘No, I don’t want to do that. I want to look after her, Ma. I want to marry her. I would anyway, even without the baby. But we can’t unless Uncle Frank lets us.’
Amy patted his arm. ‘Well, we’ll just have to see about changing his mind. I expect your Aunt Lizzie’s been doing some work on that already. I’ll go and see them tomorrow morning.’
‘I can only take you as far as the gate. Uncle Frank says I’m not allowed at his place any more.’
‘And we’d better do what he says. That’s all right, I don’t mind walking that little way.’
For the remainder of the journey she coaxed small pieces of news from him, in an attempt to lighten his mood. He told her how things were on the farm, what the weather had been like, and how her brothers’ families were, but it was clear that his thoughts were elsewhere. As they passed Frank’s farm she saw David staring intently towards the house, obviously hoping to catch a glimpse of Beth. But no one was in sight.
When they drew up to the cottage, David helped her from the gig and lifted down her bags. As well as the case borrowed from Frank, she had a smart new one Sarah had insisted on buying for her.
‘I thought you’d have a lot more bags than this,’ David said, rousing himself to a show of interest as he carried her baggage up the steps. ‘You talked a lot about dresses and stuff in your letters.’
‘Oh, I left most of those fancy things at Sarah’s—it’s not as if I’ve got anywhere to wear them in Ruatane.’ She smiled at the memory. ‘Sarah says she’s holding them hostage, so I’ll have to go and stay with her again.’ She had only brought one of her three new evening gowns with her: the black satin dress, which lay at the bottom of her new suitcase carefully wrapped in tissue. Beautiful though it was, it could pass as a mourning gown, and now she hoped to wear it at David’s wedding.
While David went back out to see to the horse and gig, Amy changed into a work dress and made afternoon tea for the two of them. The room was tidier than she had expected, given that David had had the house to himself for several days. She found some biscuits in one of the tins, and by the time David came back she had a pot of tea ready.
‘I’ve been so lazy all the time I’ve been away,’ she said. ‘I haven’t done any cooking or anything. I’m quite looking forward to baking again—I’ll make a nice lot of biscuits tomorrow and fill up the tins.’
When they had finished their afternoon tea, Amy used what was left of the hot water to wash their tea things and the dishes from David’s breakfast. She was startled when he picked up a towel and begin drying the dishes.
‘What are you doing, Dave?’
‘Eh? Just helping you.’
‘Why?’ Amy asked, bewildered.
David looked thoughtful. ‘I suppose I didn’t use to. Well, Beth’s been helping me on the farm, especially with the new calves. Then it was hard for her to get everything done inside before she had to go home, so I’ve been helping her a bit, too.’
‘Well, you’ve no need to help me, Davie. It’s just as fast for me to do it on my own and let you get on with your work.’ She retrieved the towel from him and finished doing the dishes.
When David was on his way out soon afterwards to do the milking, Amy took the opportunity to claim another kiss. Again, there was that strange hesitation; and again, he kissed her on the cheek rather than on the mouth. Had he not been so clearly relieved to have her back home, Amy might almost have wondered if she had annoyed him in some way.
She put the puzzle to the back of her mind while she went through the cottage to see what needed doing. The parlour only had to have its fireplace swept out and a new fire laid in the grate; the dust she stirred up could wait another day.
The clothes Sophie had laundered for David were piled on a chair in his room. His bed, with its sheets twisted and blankets flung every which way, had obviously not been made for days. Amy began to make it, then it occurred to her that the bed might have got into such a rumpled state while Beth was still visiting the house every day. These two had not had to make do with furtive couplings in sunlit clearings. She hurriedly stripped the bed and made it up with clean sheets.
The mechanical task of folding David’s clothes and putting them away left Amy free to mull over all that had happened since her return. She had been fondly thinking of David as still her little boy; had pictured Beth keeping house for him almost as two children playing together, the way she had seen the two of them playing since the time Beth could first walk. They had shown themselves to have grown up all too quickly. When Amy had set off for Auckland, she had said farewell to a boy who would readily give his mother a child’s kiss, full on the lips. Now she would have to make do with the careful kisses of a grown son.
Amy hung up the last shirt and closed the wardrobe door. It was a good thing she already loved Beth, she reflected; because from now on she was going to have to share David. And she was the one who would be taking second place in his life.
She had made her way back to the kitchen and begun getting dinner ready before the wondrous realisation struck her: she was going to have a grandchild. That would go a long way towards making up for having to share David’s affections. And it was another reason to do her very best to help coax Frank into allowing this marriage.
After dinner, Amy and David sat talking in the parlour till late. Amy had picked up the habit of keeping later hours from Sarah, and David wanted company. She offered him what encouragement she could, though she could tell from David’s account that Frank had set himself firmly against the marriage. Amy took quiet comfort in the knowledge that whenever Frank and Lizzie had disagreed in the past, Lizzie’s will had always prevailed.
David kept returning to what was clearly his main concern: Beth’s welfare. ‘I hope she’s all right,’ he said, for what seemed at least the dozenth time.
‘I’m sure she is. Aunt Lizzie will be looking after her.’
‘She was really scared about telling Aunt Lizzie.’
‘Well, she’s got that over with now. I expect it wasn’t as bad as she thought it would be. Aunt Lizzie’s not one for making a fuss when it’s no use.’
‘I wish I could see her, just to see if she’s all right.’
‘I’ll see her tomorrow, and I’ll be able to tell you how she is.’ She studied David’s anxious expression. ‘I expect she’s just as worried about you.’
‘Me?’ David said, startled. ‘She doesn’t need to worry about me! She’s the one with… you know, the baby and all.’
‘I know. That won’t stop her worrying about you, though.’
David yawned, and Amy felt the weariness of her long journey beginning to catch up with her. ‘Time we both went to bed,’ she said, careful to sound cheerful. ‘I’ve got an important job to do tomorrow.’
She leaned over to kiss him goodnight, and let her hand rest on his arm. ‘It’ll be all right, Davie. We’ll work it out somehow.’
There was a chilly wind the next morning. It blew stinging rain into Amy’s face as she made her way up the track to Frank’s house. It was a relief to find herself being ushered into the warm kitchen, where she was given the seat nearest the range and a pot of tea was soon set brewing. Beth was nowhere to be seen.
‘Did you walk over here in this rain?’ Lizzie demanded.
‘No, only from your gate. Dave brought me that far.’ She saw Lizzie cast a meaning look in Frank’s direction; he refused to meet her gaze.
Lizzie looked rather tired, but Frank looked exhausted. He managed to rouse himself to give Amy a brief, tired smile before his mouth drooped again. She could see that he could barely keep his eyes open. ‘Sorry you had to walk, Amy,’ he said.
‘That’s all right, Frank. The exercise will do me good, with all the sitting around I’ve done lately.’
They managed a stilted conversation over their cups of tea, with Lizzie asking questions about Auckland that Amy knew she was not particularly interested in the answers to. As soon as they had finished, Frank sent the boys outside, telling them to tidy out some of the sheds while the rain lasted.
‘Can I see Beth?’ Amy asked.
‘Of course you can,’ said Lizzie. ‘Maisie, go and get her.’
‘She won’t want to come out here,’ Maisie said, glancing at Frank as she spoke.
‘Never mind that—you tell her I said she’s to come. Hurry up, girl.’
Frank watched as Maisie left the room. ‘I don’t blame you for this, Amy,’ he said.
Amy knew he meant well, but she found it difficult not to jump to her boy’s defence. ‘Perhaps you should, Frank,’ she said carefully. ‘I brought him up, after all. So I suppose it’s partly my fault.’
‘That’s just what I’ve been saying about Beth,’ Lizzie said with more than a hint of satisfaction. ‘I think I’m as much to blame as anyone. I’m the one who let my daughter spend all day with a boy, with no one to keep an eye on them.’
‘All right,’ Frank said testily. ‘There’s no need to go on about blaming.’
‘Well, that’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,’ said Lizzie. Frank scowled at her; she stared back, unabashed.
Amy looked up at a slight noise, and saw Beth in the doorway, with Maisie standing close behind. Beth looked as if she had just splashed water on her face, but it was still blotched with red, and her eyes were swollen. She came a few steps into the room, then stood as if afraid to come any closer. Amy’s heart went out to her. She got up from the table, crossed to Beth, and took the girl in her arms.
Beth clung to her, sobbing. Through the incoherent gulps, Amy could make out ‘I’m sorry,’ but little else. ‘Shh, shh,’ she soothed. ‘It’s all right, Beth. It’ll be all right.’ It was all she could do to keep from weeping in sympathy.
Beth calmed herself enough to murmur, ‘Is Davie all right?’
‘Yes, except for being so worried about you,’ Amy answered softly. ‘We sat up late last night talking about it all. I’ll be able to tell him I’ve seen you, so that’s good.’
‘Tell him I miss him,’ Beth whispered.
‘I will.’ Amy disengaged herself, took Beth by the hand and led her to the table. ‘Come and see what I’ve got for you,’ she said, as if promising a tearful child a treat. ‘I brought you something from Auckland.’
She took the small box from her drawstring pouch and handed it to Beth. ‘It’s to say thank you for…’ Amy stopped herself just in time; “Looking after Dave” would be tactless in front of Frank. ‘For looking after the house and everything. It’s from Sarah as well—she helped me get it.’
Beth sniffed, wiped a hand across her eyes, and took the box. She opened it, saw the brooch, and gasped. ‘Oh, Aunt Amy, it’s lovely! Thank you.’ For a moment she seemed on the verge of smiling, but instead she dissolved into fresh tears.
Lizzie pulled a handkerchief from her sleeve and handed it to Beth. ‘Blow your nose, girl, we don’t want to hear you sniffing like that. Now, let’s see this on you.’ She took the brooch and pinned it to the front of Beth’s dress. ‘Doesn’t that look nice?’
Beth looked at Amy, Maisie and Lizzie all smiling encouragingly at her, and again she seemed on the point of smiling herself. Then she caught her father’s eye, and looked away quickly. ‘Thank you for the lovely present, Aunt Amy.’ She turned a pleading face to her mother. ‘Can I go now, Ma?’
Lizzie made a noise of irritation. ‘All right. Go and do some tidying up in the parlour, I’ll call you in a bit to come and help me get lunch on. Maisie, you go with her, I want to talk to Aunt Amy.’
Frank watched the girls go. ‘She can’t stand the sight of me,’ he said morosely.
‘It’s not that,’ said Amy. ‘She thinks you can’t bear the sight of her. No, I know that’s not true,’ she said, forestalling the protest she saw on his lips. ‘But it’s how Beth feels. Don’t forget, I know a bit about what this is like for a girl.’
‘I’m only thinking of her, you know,’ Frank said, the pain clear in his voice. ‘I just want the best for her.’
‘Of course you do. We all want the best for them.’ Amy could see that Frank was about to go outside; she quickly gathered her thoughts and spoke again. ‘Frank, I know Dave’s not the sort of boy you were thinking of for Beth. He hasn’t got a lot of money, and our place isn’t very flash—it’s not nearly as nice as yours.’
‘I’m not too worried about that,’ Frank said unconvincingly.
‘I’m sure you could have found someone better off than Dave, especially for a lovely girl like Beth. But I don’t think you’d ever have found anyone who cares more about her than he does. He loves her, Frank. That counts for something, doesn’t it?’
Frank opened his mouth to reply, but closed it again without speaking. He gave a helpless shrug, and went outside.
*
Frank had not had a good night’s sleep for what felt like months, and there was no sign that he was to be allowed one in the near future. His daughter was wretchedly unhappy, and this had somehow become his fault. His sons were increasingly wary of him. He had found himself shouting at Danny for knocking over a bag of oats; the boys were not used to hearing their father’s voice raised in anger even when they had done something to deserve it, let alone for a simple accident. Whenever he was unwise enough to let Lizzie catch his eye, her expression ranged between reproachful and exasperated.
He sat in the kitchen, listening to the hum of conversation around him and trying to rouse the energy to decide what to do next. Even putting his thoughts in order seemed to take a huge effort.
Amy was there, as she had been every morning since she had come home. She would share morning tea with the family, then stay on for a short time afterwards, talking with Lizzie. Frank was not part of those discussions, but it was not hard to guess their main subject.
‘You going to be here a while yet, Amy?’ he asked when there was a lull in the conversation.
Amy looked over at him and smiled. Hers was the only reliably friendly face there seemed to have been in his house since this whole business had started. Before she had the chance to speak, Lizzie answered for her.
‘Yes, she is. We might do a spot of baking before she goes home.’
‘That’s good,’ said Frank. ‘I just wondered, because I’m going out for a bit. I’ll give you a lift home after that if you don’t mind waiting.’
He saw a knowing look exchanged between the two women. ‘Thank you, Frank,’ said Amy. ‘I don’t mind waiting.’
*
Frank tethered his horse to the fence and walked up to David’s back door, to see David himself standing in the entrance, a half-eaten biscuit clutched in one hand. He filled the entire doorway, even having to stoop slightly to avoid hitting his head.
‘Hello, Uncle Frank.’ He eyed Frank in evident surprise.
They stood looking at one another for a moment, then Frank said, ‘Can I come in, then?’
‘Yes,’ David said cautiously. He stepped back into the kitchen, making space for Frank to enter.
‘Do you want a cup of tea?’ he asked when the silence had lasted long enough to become awkward.
‘No thanks.’ Frank studied David, towering over him in the small room. What had possessed him to take on this young giant? He was uncomfortably aware that he had only emerged unscathed from the encounter because David had made no attempt to defend himself. Lizzie claimed she had seen David bend down to make it easier for Frank to reach him, but Frank felt that was going too far.
‘How much do you make off this place, Dave?’ he asked abruptly.
‘Um… I’ve been writing up accounts,’ David said, a tiny spark of pride in the accomplishment discernible in his voice. ‘You want to see them?’
‘All right,’ Frank said, impressed despite himself. A guilty memory nudged at him, reminding him that he had been close to ten years older than David was before he had started keeping proper accounts.
David shoved what remained of his biscuit into his mouth and went through to the parlour, and from there to his room. Frank followed without being invited. He looked around at the stark little parlour while he waited for David to return.
The walls and floor were bare wood, a faded rag rug the most colourful thing in the room. There was an ancient sofa and two mismatched chairs that he suspected might have been in the cottage even before Charlie had moved into it. An upturned wooden crate served as a side table. The room was spotlessly clean, and crocheted covers disguised some of the places where stuffing showed through the arms of the furniture, but there was little of comfort and nothing of luxury here.
‘You ever think about doing this place up?’ Frank asked when David emerged from his room with a large accounts book.
David looked startled at the notion. No,’ he said simply. He carried the accounts book through to the kitchen and spread it out on the table for Frank’s inspection.
Frank took the chair David held out for him. He flicked back a few pages to the beginning of the book while David sat down beside him. The early entries were in a neat writing that looked to be a woman’s.
‘Ma showed me how to write them up,’ David said. ‘She used to help Grandpa with his.’
Amy’s writing was soon replaced by a clumsier hand that was clearly David’s. Frank scanned the columns and found the entries for David’s cream cheques. The figures he had so painstakingly entered were pathetically low.
Another hand had written in the last few columns. David saw Frank’s eyes go to them. ‘Beth did those. I was having trouble getting it all to add up properly, but we figured it out together.’ He turned to the back of the book, where a different set of columns had been ruled. ‘She showed me how to write all this stuff about the cows, too, see? I’ve been writing it all down, what cow had which calf and all. Beth says maybe I can improve the herd. And you said… you said I could borrow your bull this year.’
‘I suppose I did,’ Frank said, mildly surprised. It could only have been a few months since he had made the offer, but it felt like something from the distant past, when life had been a good deal simpler.
David chewed at his lip, obviously working up the courage to say something. ‘How’s Beth?’ he asked.
‘Miserable,’ Frank said. ‘She cries all the time, as far as I can tell. Not that I see much of her.’ He studied David’s anxious face, and felt himself torn between resentment and dimly remembered fondness for the boy. Resentment was currently the stronger emotion, but stronger still was the memory of Beth’s unhappy face. He shook his head, trying unsuccessfully to clear his thoughts. If only he weren’t so desperately tired, perhaps he would be able to think straight.
‘Listen, Dave. You came barging in the other day, telling me I had to let you marry Beth. A man doesn’t like to be told what he has to do with his own daughter. How about you come down tomorrow afternoon and ask me properly—ask, I said, mind—and then… well, we’ll see.’
He saw David’s eyes light up. The boy leaned forward eagerly, hands resting on his knees. Large, strong hands they were. The thought of those hands daring to touch his daughter sent a fresh wave of resentment through Frank. He lifted his gaze back to David’s face and was struck by how much it resembled his mother’s. Instead of reassuring him, the sweetness of David’s expression irritated Frank. The boy had no business sitting there looking as if butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth; not after what he had done. The soft, dark curls that brushed against his cheeks seemed the height of impudence.
‘Get your ma to give you a haircut first,’ Frank snapped. ‘A good, short one.’
David flinched. ‘I don’t need—’
‘I haven’t said yes, boy,’ Frank interrupted. ‘I’ve only said you can come and ask me. You needn’t bother asking if you turn up looking like that.’
*
Amy was grateful to Frank for taking her home, but by the time the short ride had ended, she was almost wishing she had walked. Frank had barely said a word to her, and she had quickly run out of banal remarks to fill the silence.
The awkward trip at least had the advantage of getting her home more quickly. She said a hurried goodbye and rushed into the house to find David.
‘What happened?’ she asked breathlessly. ‘Did Uncle Frank come and see you? What did he say?’
David turned a troubled face to her. ‘He said I can come and ask him properly tomorrow. I’m allowed to go to his place and ask to marry Beth.’
‘That’s good! I’m sure he must mean to say yes, he wouldn’t tease you about an important thing like this.’ She looked at David’s gloomy expression in surprise. ‘What have you got such a long face for?’
‘He said I have to have a haircut first.’
Amy laughed. ‘Is that all? Oh, I’m sorry, Davie, I know you hate having your hair cut. But it’s not so much to ask, is it? Not if it means you’re going to be allowed to marry Beth.’
‘I suppose not.’ David did not sound completely convinced.
As soon as they had had their lunch, Amy fetched her scissors and draped an old towel around David’s shoulders. She snipped off the first few curls, doing her best to judge when he was about to give a sudden, nervous twitch.
‘You’d better…’ David began, then trailed off.
Amy paused in her snipping. ‘I’d better what?’
David looked down at the floor. ‘He said to make it good and short,’ he said miserably.
‘Then I will.’ She moved the scissors closer to his scalp, and halted as he flinched again. ‘Davie, if I’m going to cut it short you’ll have to try and keep still. Or I really might nick your ear.’
David looked grim and determined, clenched his fists where they lay on his thighs, and managed to keep more or less still.
The scissors sliced off long locks, leaving a pile of hair spread in an arc on the floor and leaving David looking somehow small and vulnerable. When Amy had finished, she brushed the last few loose strands away from his face and stepped back to check her work. ‘There. You won’t need another one for ages now. I think I might get Beth to do it from now on, she must be used to cutting boys’ hair.’ She put her arms around his neck and kissed him on the cheek. ‘It’ll be all right, Davie. You’ll see.’
*
Frank managed with difficulty to avoid satisfying Lizzie’s curiosity as to his errand until that evening. Then there was no escape.
‘I saw Dave. And he’s coming down tomorrow afternoon to ask me.’
Lizzie’s expression showed how ridiculous she considered this. ‘Why didn’t you just tell him then and there? What have you got to have him running around here for?’
‘Because I want to be asked properly. And now I want a good night’s sleep. I want to be thinking straight tomorrow. I’ve got some business at the factory in the morning, and then I’ve got him coming in the afternoon.’
Whether Lizzie would have allowed him to sleep undisturbed remained unanswered, because soon after she had put out the lamp Benjy broke the silence. Frank had to admit that Benjy was normally a good sleeper, but tonight he was fretful and hard to settle. ‘It’s that new tooth he’s getting,’ Lizzie said as she paced the floor with him. ‘That, and he’s sick of you being so grumpy all the time.’
Benjy did not want to be fed, and he did not need his napkin changed. His wails subsided to a fitful sobbing as Lizzie walked with him, but they began anew when she tried to put him back in his cradle. Lizzie gave in readily enough, and took him into bed with her. Snuggled between his parents, Benjy soon returned to his usual cheerful mood, though not to being sleepy. There was a good deal of tickling and giggling that seemed to last for hours. Had he not been so tired, Frank would have liked to join in.
*
Maisie was the first to see David and Amy walking up the path the following afternoon.
‘He’s coming,’ she announced, turning wide-eyed from the kitchen window. ‘Dave is!’
‘Yes, we knew he was coming over today,’ Lizzie said briskly. ‘You can talk to him in the parlour, Frank, I’ll get Maisie to take your tea through there.’
But Frank had no intention of talking to David in a place where Lizzie could so easily eavesdrop. ‘No, I’ll see him outside,’ he said, going out to the porch to meet the visitors and to avoid further discussion with Lizzie.
Amy went on inside, and Frank led David away from the house. He was quite certain they were being watched from the kitchen; he chose to disappoint their audience by making sure they were shielded from view by one of the sheds before he halted.
He could not fault the shortness of David’s hair. It had left the boy looking younger than ever, staring at Frank with large, anxious eyes. ‘Well?’ Frank demanded. ‘What have you got to say for yourself?’
He saw David frowning in concentration, clearly going through words in his head. Frank suspected he had been practising this speech with his mother.
‘I want to ask your permission,’ David said carefully, ‘to marry Beth.’ He paused, waiting for a response; when none came, he ploughed on. ‘I know I haven’t got as much money as you, and my place isn’t very flash. But I want to look after Beth, and I think I can. I’ll try my hardest to.’ When there was still no reply, he added, ‘And there’s the baby. It’d be better if we were married when the baby comes.’
David had clearly exhausted his arguments. He stood and waited for Frank to speak.
‘I only want what’s best for her,’ Frank said at last. ‘I want her to be happy. That’s why I’ve been trying to figure out what’s the right thing to do. It seems to me there isn’t a right thing any more, not with what you’ve done. So I’ve got to pick the best choice of what’s left to me.’ He paused, putting his thoughts in some kind of order. ‘Beth thinks she wants to marry you. Maybe that’s the best choice. I don’t know. But what with the baby and all, it doesn’t seem like I’ve got a lot of options.’ He shook his head in defeat. ‘I’ll let you have a go at making her happy. It’s beyond me.’
David took hold of Frank’s hand and pumped it vigorously. ‘Thank you, Uncle Frank! I will, I’ll really look after her.’
Frank let his hand be shaken briefly, then retrieved it and pointed a warning finger at David. ‘I’ll tell you this right from the start, boy—if you ever raise a hand to Beth, I’ll fetch her straight back home, husband or no husband. And you’ll never get near her again.’
David looked completely bewildered. Frank saw realisation gradually dawn. ‘You think I’d hit Beth? I’d never do that! I’d never want to hurt her.’ His expression grew wounded. ‘It’s because of Pa, isn’t it? Pa used to knock Ma around, so you think I’d do the same to Beth.’
‘I didn’t say that,’ Frank said, fully aware it was exactly what he had been thinking. ‘I just want my daughter properly looked after. I’d say the same to anyone who came asking for her.’
David looked away. ‘I bet you didn’t say that to Richard,’ he said in a low voice.
Frank found himself unable to answer. They walked back to the house in an uncomfortable silence.
*
Beth had joined Lizzie, Maisie and Amy in the kitchen when Frank walked in followed by David. Her eyes went straight to David’s, clearly trying to guess what had happened from what she read there, but it was Frank who spoke first.
‘Well, I’ve said yes.’
He was promptly rewarded when Beth rushed at him. She wrapped her arms around his waist and buried her face against his chest. ‘Thank you, Pa.’ She raised her face to show eyes bright with happiness and unshed tears. Lizzie beamed at him, and Amy smiled her gratitude as she slipped her arm through David’s. For a brief few moments, Frank basked in the warmth of their approval.
‘We’d better get on with sorting out this wedding, then,’ said Lizzie. ‘We’ll have to see how soon we can have it.’ She glanced at David, and at the sight of his serious expression her smile slipped. ‘Cheer up, Dave!’ she said, stabbing at his arm with her finger to punctuate her remark. ‘Anyone would think we were planning your funeral, not your wedding!’
‘Sorry,’ David muttered.
‘How about you two go out on the verandah for a bit while we decide what needs doing?’ Lizzie said. ‘Now you’re properly engaged and all, you’ll want to see more of each other.’
Beth and David went readily enough, leaving Amy and Lizzie to talk of licences and banns and such matters, while Frank sat and listened. They had only been gone a few minutes when the back door opened and Rosie and Kate erupted into the room, eager to talk about their day at school and demanding cuddles from anyone who looked likely to sit still for a few minutes.
Lizzie let them prattle away while they had their milk and biscuits, then she shooed them from the room. ‘Get changed out of your school clothes, then you’ve got jobs to do. There’s the parlour to dust—and you’ve got piano practice, Rosie. Aunt Lily’s coming down tomorrow.’
Rosie pulled a face. ‘Where’s Beth?’ she asked, obviously trying to put off both work and piano practice.
‘Out on the verandah with Dave. They’re having a talk. And don’t you go—Rosie!’ Lizzie called after the retreating child.
‘I just want to say hello to Dave,’ Rosie called back.
Frank was not surprised when Beth and David came back into the kitchen a few moments later; Rosie’s noisy presence must have quickly put a stop to any tender moments. David still looked serious, and was as reluctant to meet Frank’s gaze as Frank was his.
But Beth looked straight at her father. The fear and unhappiness he had become used to seeing in her face had gone, replaced by stern reproach. It was clear that David had reported Frank’s words to her, with their implied slur against David’s character, and equally clear Beth did not approve of what her father had said. Frank had never seen Beth look so much like her mother.
It was no use for Lizzie and Amy to attempt to carry on a serious conversation with Rosie and Kate running out to the kitchen whenever they could think of an excuse. Amy rose to leave soon after David had come back into the room. There was an awkward moment when David seemed about to offer to shake hands with Frank, then pulled back.
Amy kissed Beth goodbye, and Beth turned to David. She paused for a moment, then stood on tiptoe, pulled his face down to hers and kissed him on the lips.
‘Beth!’ Lizzie said, visibly shocked. ‘You don’t go doing that in front of everyone! You can just keep that sort of thing for when you’re in private.’
‘I just wanted to say goodbye to my fiancé,’ Beth said, unabashed, though David was blushing and Amy was trying in vain to hide a smile.
Rosie and Kate, who had managed to be in the kitchen in time to witness the kiss, were staring wide-eyed at Beth when the door closed behind Amy and David. ‘Well, you two, we’ve got a bit of news,’ Lizzie told the little girls. ‘We’re going to have a wedding. Beth and Dave are getting married, and you can be bridesmaids again.’
‘Can I have a new dress?’ Rosie asked promptly.
‘No, you can’t,’ said Lizzie. ‘We’ll use the ones from Maudie’s wedding, and we’ll cut Beth’s down for you. Kate can have your old one, and Maisie can wear the same dress she did last time.’
If they were going to start on about dresses, Frank thought, it was time to make himself scarce. He remembered all too well the months leading up to Maudie’s wedding, when the house had seemed full of pink satin and tempers had been strained. He glanced over at Lizzie, and saw her eyes light up as a thought struck her.
‘You can wear my old wedding dress,’ she told Beth.
Frank recalled Maudie’s response to the same suggestion. Before Beth had a chance to answer, he spoke.
‘She can have a new dress for it—she can have all the same stuff Maudie had. I won’t have anyone saying I did more for Maudie than I will for Beth.’
‘Frank, that’s all very well,’ said Lizzie. ‘But we won’t have as much time as we had for Maudie’s. We can’t be sending away to Auckland and all that.’
‘It’s all right, Ma,’ Beth said. ‘I’d rather wear your dress than have a new one. It’s like you’re saying you’re happy that I’m going to marry Dave.’
‘Of course I’m happy about it. There’s no reason I wouldn’t be.’ Lizzie and Beth both turned to Frank and gave him a look that spoke volumes.
My darling Sarah, Amy wrote. At last I have some proper news I can tell you. There’s to be a wedding! Dave and Beth are getting married. It’s all been quite a surprise to everyone, but with the two of them spending so much time together while I was staying with you, they got to thinking they’d like to be married. That’s why Davie wrote wanting me to come home, because there was so much to be done in a hurry. They wanted to get married straight away once it was decided.
It’s only going to be a very small wedding, because they’re neither of them ones for a big fuss. Just family and special friends, so of course you’re invited. I’ll understand if you can’t come, I know you’ve a lot on with your business and everything. But I thought I’d write as soon as it was settled, because I knew you’d want to know about everything that’s happened.
As much of what had happened as Amy felt able to put in a letter, at any rate. She tucked the invitation, written in Lizzie’s most careful handwriting, into the envelope with her letter, ready to be sent off when she next went into town.
Sarah’s reply came the following week, and included a note addressed to David. David opened it with a certain amount of trepidation when Amy passed it to him.
‘I suppose she’s telling me off.’
‘I shouldn’t think so,’ Amy said, smiling at his expression. ‘What does she say?’ she prompted when she had given him a few moments to read the note.
‘ “Dear Dave,” ’ he read aloud, ‘ “Marriage seems a rather extreme step to have taken in order to get Amy away from me.” See? I told you she’d tell me off.’
‘She’s just teasing, Davie.’
‘Maybe,’ David said, clearly unconvinced. He looked back at the letter. ‘ “But I wish you every happiness, and congratulate you on your excellent choice of bride. I’m sorry that I won’t be able to attend your wedding.” ’
Another piece of paper was tucked into Sarah’s note; Amy watched as David unfolded it. He stared at it in puzzlement, then his eyes widened. ‘She’s sent me some money. Ma, she’s sent me fifty pounds!’
‘Fifty pounds!’ Amy echoed. ‘That’s nice, isn’t it? That’ll be a real help to you.’
David held the cheque out in front of him, looking as if he were afraid it might bite at his fingers. ‘I don’t know if I can take this. I mean, I don’t really know her that well, and it’s a heck of a lot of money. It doesn’t seem right to take it off her.’
Amy studied his anxious face. David, she knew, could have little idea of the life Sarah led in Auckland, or the funds she had at her disposal. ‘I think you should. I think Sarah would be quite hurt if you sent it back.’
‘But fifty pounds? I wouldn’t want her to go short from giving it to me.’
‘I know it’s a lot to you and me, but it’s different for Sarah. Honestly it is, Davie. If you’d seen her house and everything you’d know.’
‘Why’s she sent me that much? It’s not as if she’s family or anything.’
How much simpler it would have been if she could tell him the truth. And how much more complicated. ‘Sarah’s a good friend, and she’s been very good to me. She wants to do something nice for you—she likes you really, you know.’ She placed a hand on David’s arm. ‘You’d be able to buy some nice things for Beth with the money.’
‘I suppose I would,’ David said thoughtfully, and Amy could see that the matter was settled.
*
Susannah had not been enthusiastic when Thomas had first suggested they get a house cow. It was only after he had assured her that he would take entire responsibility for looking after the animal that she had reluctantly agreed. Frank had given him a Jersey who was past her most productive years, a steady old matron who had adapted to her new home with every appearance of contentment. Thomas had fenced off part of their long backyard, and had built Blossom a byre.
The twice-daily milkings were the happiest part of Thomas’s day. For a brief few minutes he would crouch on a stool in the shelter of the byre, leaning his head against Blossom’s warm flank; his nostrils full of the scent of cow, his hands working at the task he had been familiar with almost since he could walk, hearing the swish of milk into the bucket and Blossom chewing her cud. If he closed his eyes, he could imagine himself back on the farm; could almost believe that he might open them to see his father smiling over at him.
And then if it were morning he would go inside and put on a suit, and a shirt with a stiff, uncomfortable collar, and prepare himself for another day spent within the brick walls of the bank; or if it were evening, he would go in for his dinner, and hope to find his mother in one of her easier moods.
September had brought mild days, but a chill came with the evenings. Thomas was relieved to enter the kitchen and feel the warmth of the stove. When his mother had dished up their meal and taken her seat, Thomas noticed an open envelope beside her plate, a sheet of pink notepaper jutting from it.
‘Who’s that from?’ he asked idly.
‘Your Aunt Constance. She says our mother’s ill. Constance doesn’t expect her to recover.’ She said it without any great show of concern, but Thomas knew she was sometimes inclined to pretend an indifference she did not feel. On another occasion, she might appear far more agitated than she actually was. Reading his mother’s moods was never a simple matter, for all the care he took over it.
‘Are you going up to see her?’ Thomas asked.
‘Of course not. How could I possibly leave you?’
‘I’ll be all right if you have to—I could have my meals at the hotel.’
‘No, it’s simply not to be thought of—not when I’ve no idea how long I might have to stay there. My place is here, looking after you.’
It was clear to Thomas that, for whatever reason, his mother had no desire to go to Auckland and see her family. He did not mind being used as her excuse. ‘Well, if you need to go up later—you know, if she does pass away—I can take my holiday and go up with you, if it’s not for too long.’
She gave him a smile of genuine warmth. ‘Thank you, Thomas. I’d be far easier in my mind if you were to come with me.’ She frowned as a thought struck her. ‘Though if it’s before the wedding, we can’t possibly go. It would be rude of me not to attend Beth’s wedding, especially with your being best man for David.’
‘I suppose not.’ Thomas smiled pensively. ‘Funny to think of Dave getting married. I keep thinking he’s still a little kid.’
‘Well, he is very young to be married,’ said Susannah. Neither of them said aloud what Thomas was sure they were both thinking: David was five years younger than Thomas. ‘Though he does have his own farm, which puts a different complexion on things.’ Her lips compressed for a moment. ‘Of course, you should have had your own farm, too, or at least a fair share of it, if your father had done the right—’
‘Don’t start that, Mother,’ Thomas interrupted. ‘Pa did the best he could. He did right by us all.’ Not allowing any criticism of his father was the one thing Thomas was prepared to be firm with his mother over, and she had learned to respect his feelings on the matter.
‘I’m only thinking of you, I’m sure. Though I must say I’m glad to have got you and George away from that place. Of course George had to go and find himself an even dirtier job than being a farmer, working with all that nasty cargo the way he does.’
‘George is doing all right.’ Thomas was unsure if their mother had any inkling of George’s living arrangements, which had yet to involve marriage, but even without that detail George’s situation was another subject that could become tedious. He changed it. ‘I didn’t really think of Dave asking me to be his best man. Nice that he did, though.’
‘And who else should he ask?’ Susannah said, gazing proudly at him. ‘You’re almost his closest relation. I’m so pleased you’re to be part of it—it should be a most pleasant occasion. I’ve ordered a new dress specially.’ She looked away, and spoke in a carefully casual tone. ‘They’re both very young, but people on farms seem to marry at that sort of age. There’s no need for someone in your position to rush into things.’
‘I’m not rushing into anything,’ said Thomas. There was not much risk of his doing so. It would mean finding a girl who not only wanted to marry him, but was also willing to share a household with his mother. If such a girl existed, he had yet to meet her.
*
Using the bridesmaids’ dresses from Maudie’s wedding had seemed a good way to save time, but altering two of them to fit Rosie and Kate had turned out to be more difficult than expected. Lizzie announced that Rosie had grown suddenly. She made it sound as if Rosie had done it on purpose; Rosie took it as a personal insult, and hard words had been said. Maudie suspected that her mother had cut more off Beth’s old dress than she should have when cutting it down, and was reluctant to admit her mistake. However it had happened, the dress altered for Rosie had dangerously narrow seams, and she had been sternly warned not to grow any more before the wedding. Kate paid the price by having to wear a dress that had been so cautiously altered as to be baggy on her; the five-year-old might not have noticed, but Rosie had helpfully pointed out the dress’s shortcomings.
So tempers were frayed as the female members of the household crammed into the kitchen, pink satin dresses draped across every available surface. Maudie watched the proceedings, wavering between amused tolerance and aloof superiority. Really, the very idea of trying to organise a wedding in a few weeks! She remembered with satisfaction the months that had gone into preparing for her own day of triumph. Of course that had been completely different. Hers had been a proper wedding.
She flicked a crumb from Lucy’s pretty dress, newly arrived in a package ordered from Auckland. ‘Lucy’s talking ever so well. She’s very forward for her age.’
‘Maisie, see if you can do something about the hem on Kate’s dress,’ said Lizzie. ‘It’s sagging down in the middle. Yes, Lucy’s coming on all right,’ she added absently. ‘Up a bit more, Maisie.’
‘She’s saying whole words one after another,’ Maudie said more loudly. ‘Show Grandma, Lucy. Say, “I want a bikkie”.’
Lucy obliged with a burst of sound that to Maudie was clear proof. ‘See?’ she said triumphantly. ‘A whole sentence, just like that.’
‘All kids do that,’ said Lizzie. ‘You were just the same at her age. I probably thought it was talking, too. I know it seems a marvel to you, but it’s just noises. Pass me those pins, Beth.’
‘It’s not just noises! It’s proper talking. Richard agrees with me.’
‘Richard can’t be bothered arguing over it.’ Lizzie paused in her work to hand Lucy a biscuit and plant a kiss on the top of her head. ‘She’s a good little thing, and she’ll talk soon enough. Now, just keep her out of the way so we can get on with this stuff. You know we haven’t got time to waste with a lot of nonsense.’
Maudie drew herself up stiffly. ‘Well, I’m sure I don’t know why everyone’s making such a fuss about this wedding. It’s not as if things are as they should be.’
Rosie, always alert for signs of strife, looked up at once. ‘What’s she mean, Ma?’
‘Never you mind what she means,’ said Lizzie. ‘Little girls should mind their own business. And so should some big girls,’ she added with a dark look at Maudie. ‘That hem’s good enough, Maisie—no one’ll be taking much notice of Kate, anyway. Rosie, get your old clothes on and you and Kate can go and tell your father to come up for afternoon tea.’
She watched as the little girls slipped out of the pink dresses, pulled on their everyday ones and went outside. ‘Beth, you can… now, where did she go?’
‘She went up the passage,’ Maisie said, casting an accusing look at Maudie. ‘She’s probably gone off to have a cry.’
Lizzie glared at Maudie. ‘Oh, thank you very much. We’ve just got her to stop bawling all the time, and now you set her off.’
‘What’s she bawling for?’ Maudie asked in surprise. ‘She’s getting married!’
‘Yes, now that I’ve finally talked your father round. The poor girl’s been that miserable worrying if she’d be allowed or not, she’s been making herself ill with it.’
‘She was crying till she was sick some nights,’ Maisie put in.
‘And now you come in all high and mighty, with your “things aren’t as they should be”,’ said Lizzie.
‘Well, they’re not,’ Maudie said, struggling to maintain her sense of moral superiority. ‘Richard and I didn’t—’
‘Richard and you weren’t out of my sight long enough to get up to any mischief,’ Lizzie cut in. ‘And don’t you go telling me you wouldn’t have, given the chance,’ she said before Maudie could express her outrage. ‘If I’d kept a proper eye on Beth like I did on you, this wouldn’t have happened either. But it did happen, and we’re trying to make the best we can of it. She’s not going to have a flash wedding like we gave you, what with us having to do everything in such a rush. And there won’t be any nonsense with engagement rings or honeymoons, either. Dave can’t afford that sort of thing. But it’s still the girl’s wedding, and she doesn’t need you trying to spoil it for her.’
‘I didn’t know she’d been miserable about it,’ Maudie said.
‘Should I go and see if she’s all right?’ Maisie asked.
‘No, leave her in peace for a bit,’ said Lizzie. ‘Take her a cup of tea when it’s ready, she can have it in there.’
Maudie sat quietly, mulling over what her mother had said. The idea that she might have been responsible for marring Beth’s pleasure in so wonderful an event as her own wedding, even the small and plain one this was to be, was too heavy a burden of guilt to bear.
When the rest of the family had come in, she placed Lucy on Frank’s lap, took Beth’s cup from Maisie and went through to her old room.
Beth was sitting on the edge of the bed she had once shared with Maudie, their mother’s old veil on her lap and a needle and thread in one hand. She looked up when the door opened; on seeing who it was, she bent lower over the veil and appeared to be giving all her attention to the rent she was mending. But Maudie had seen the telltale red blotches on her face.
Maudie placed the cup and saucer on the dressing table and sat down beside her. ‘Ma’s veil’s a bit ratty,’ she said, fingering the net gingerly. ‘You’re going to have an awful job trying to mend all those ripped bits.’
‘It doesn’t matter. No one’s going to worry what I look like.’
‘Of course it matters!’ Maudie hesitated for a moment, then said, ‘Would you like to borrow my veil? You’d look really nice in it.’
Beth looked up, startled. ‘I didn’t think you’d want me wearing anything of yours.’
‘Why wouldn’t I?’ Maudie took Beth’s hand in hers and squeezed it. ‘Sorry.’ After a moment she felt a matching movement of Beth’s hand that told her she was forgiven. ‘It’s good your baby and Lucy will be so close together, isn’t it?’
‘I hadn’t thought of that,’ Beth said. ‘I suppose I haven’t really thought much about the baby. Just about… you know. All the fuss and everything.’
‘You’ll have more time to think about it once the wedding’s over. I hope you have a girl, too. Girls are best.’
*
The day of the wedding dawned grey, with a heavy, lowering sky that threatened rain.
‘We’ll have to squeeze everyone into the parlour if it pours,’ Lizzie said, peering anxiously through the bedroom window. ‘I want to put the food out on the verandah.’
Frank grunted. The weather was the least of his worries on this day when he had to allow Beth to go to David.
The leaden sky kept up its threat all morning, without ever delivering more than a few spots of rain. Lizzie had decided to risk the weather, and as the guests arrived they were shown to a mixed assortment of chairs in front of the verandah. Beth and the other girls had disappeared to their room some time before, with Lizzie dividing her time between supervising their preparations and keeping the boys busy and away from the food.
Maudie had had Richard bring her out the previous evening, and had somehow squeezed herself and Lucy into the girls’ room for the night. She and her mother, united in the cause of making Beth’s wedding a success, were getting on remarkably well.
Only a small number of guests had been invited. Beth had made it clear she had no desire for a large wedding, and given how short a time there was to organise the affair, Lizzie had agreed readily enough.
Amy and David arrived some time before the guests. Amy set to helping Lizzie, while David and Frank found themselves forced into an uneasy association. It seemed a long time to Frank before he was called into the house and David was told to take his place on the verandah, Thomas at his side.
Beth emerged from her room. She and Frank stood silent, staring at each other. It was the first time he had ever seen Beth with her hair up, and certainly the first time she had worn such an elaborate gown. Her small figure was almost lost in the pale pink satin, all gathers and ruffles. She and Lizzie had discarded the bustle as hopelessly old-fashioned, which made the dress even longer for her than it already was. She looked far too young to be wearing such a gown, but Frank thought she looked beautiful. To see her in Lizzie’s wedding dress made his heart leap, until he recalled whom she was to marry. It should not have been like this, not for his little Beth.
‘Are you two going to stand there all day?’ said Lizzie. ‘I need to get out there ahead of you.’
Beth took the simple bunch of flowers, picked from the garden that morning, that Maudie was holding for her. Lucy clung to her mother’s skirts, looking like a tiny image of the bridesmaids in the little pink dress Maudie had made for her out of Kate’s old one. ‘I’m ready, Ma,’ Beth said, and Lizzie walked off, casting a glance at Frank as she did. Frank held out his arm for Beth to slip hers through.
It was the first time she had touched him since the day a few weeks before when he had given his consent to her marriage. He had had a brief, grateful embrace from her that day, but when she and David had returned from their conversation on the verandah Beth had turned a disapproving glare on her father, and she had been distant ever since. She clearly believed he had been unfair in thinking David might behave in any way like his father. Frank fervently hoped she was right.
‘You look really good, love,’ he said, squeezing her hand.
‘Thank you.’ The pretty brooch that had been a gift from Amy and Sarah was pinned to the front of Beth’s dress; she gave it a brief touch, as if for luck. Frank had hoped to raise a smile from her, though he could not produce one himself; instead she sent him a piercing look, in which he recognised a plea. If the plea was for him to be happy about her marriage, he found himself unable to grant it.
Maisie and the little girls clustered behind them. Maudie drew the veil over Beth’s face before stepping quickly off in her mother’s wake, Lucy on one hip. Frank led Beth out to the verandah.
David’s eyes lit up when he saw her, and a small answering smile warmed Beth’s face briefly. But they both looked serious as they faced the minister. Frank thought he felt Beth’s hand tremble when he was asked “Who giveth this Woman to be married to this Man?”; almost, he thought, as if she feared he might refuse to do so. He felt Lizzie’s eyes boring into the back of his head, and realised that he had hesitated for a moment. ‘I do,’ he said quietly, sensing Beth’s relief as the words were uttered. He relinquished her hand and took his seat beside Lizzie for the remainder of the short service.
‘I pronounce that they be man and wife together,’ the minister said. David and Beth turned to face their guests, and Frank heard a murmur of approval that he felt no urge to join in.
‘I hope to God I’ve done the right thing,’ he muttered under his breath.
‘Of course you have,’ said Lizzie, as sharp-eared as if he had been one of her children. ‘Now shut up about it before anyone else hears you.’
After the ceremony there were photographs to be taken. Old Mr Hatfield, who had served as Ruatane’s photographer for many years, had become too tottery to haul his heavy equipment about, and had sold it to an energetic young man who had recently moved into the district. Young Mr Hart rushed about cheerfully, attempting to coax a matching enthusiasm from his subjects.
‘Come along, there’s no need to look so solemn!’ he said. ‘I’m sure you can all manage a smile for the camera on such a happy occasion.’
Frank knew he must look as sombre as he felt. He saw Lizzie and Amy smiling brightly, while Rosie was clearly revelling in the attention, and seemed to be cajoling Mr Hart into taking more photographs of her than were strictly necessary, but Beth and David stayed resolutely solemn. Frank might have thought Beth was already regretting her marriage, had he not seen her slip her hand into David’s whenever she thought no one was looking at them.
‘Ugh! Whatever is that animal doing?’ Frank heard Susannah say. She gave a small squeal and moved away from the wedding party, but Beth laughed aloud.
‘Look what Pip’s got!’
Frank followed her gaze and saw the little black kitten walking towards Beth, stiff-legged and tail quivering with pride, a mouse clamped firmly in its jaws. It dropped the thoroughly dead mouse at her feet and looked up, clearly expecting praise.
Beth thrust her bouquet at Maisie and scooped up the kitten. ‘What a clever boy.’ She kissed the kitten on the top of its head. ‘He’s given us a wedding present, Davie!’
David fussed over the kitten with her, the two of them smiling and talking quietly. Beth looked happy and at ease for the first time all day. She persuaded Mr Hart to take a photograph of herself and David with the kitten, then insisted on taking the kitten up to the verandah and placing it on her lap when they were called for the meal.
The wedding was small, but some formalities could not be avoided. Frank made a brief speech, thanking the guests for coming and wishing the bride and groom every happiness. When David rose to make his own speech, Frank saw his hands shaking slightly as he gripped the edge of the table. Frank recalled how terrifying he had once found it to speak in front of a group of people, even one such as this, where everyone was known to him. Despite himself, he felt a tiny trace of sympathy for David.
David thanked everyone for their good wishes, then looked over at Frank. ‘And thanks, Uncle Frank, for letting me marry Beth,’ he finished in a rush. He sat down in evident relief, to a ripple of laughter from the guests.
After lunch Arthur and Edie remained sitting enthroned in the two most comfortable chairs, and Lily spent much of the time in the parlour playing the piano, but the other guests milled about, chatting to each other and to the wedding party.
‘They grow up fast, eh?’
Frank turned to find Bill at his elbow. ‘Yes, they do. Too fast.’
‘Must be hard giving one of your girls away. I’m not looking forward to it with Emma.’
‘It’s harder some times than others,’ Frank said in a low voice. Bill cast a quizzical look at him, but Frank did not elaborate. He suspected Lizzie had entrusted Lily with the knowledge of Beth’s pregnancy, and it seemed likely enough that Lily would have told her husband, but this marriage was not something he wanted to discuss, even with Bill. He mumbled an excuse and moved away.
Lizzie saw him standing by himself, and brought a mug of beer over to him. Frank glanced around at the guests; his mood darkened when he saw David clutching a full mug.
‘He’s getting through that drink pretty fast,’ he muttered to Lizzie. ‘I saw him downing one a couple of minutes ago.’
‘Well, it’s not going to do him much harm drinking lemonade, is it? And we’ve got plenty of it.’
‘Lemonade?’ Frank echoed. ‘You sure it’s not beer?’
‘Of course it’s not. Dave doesn’t drink.’
‘Doesn’t he?’ said Frank, startled. ‘I didn’t know that.’
‘You would if you took any notice of things. No, he promised his ma years and years ago that he’d never drink, and he’s kept to it, even when he was away working at that mine place. He saw how his father got when he had too much, and Dave didn’t want to turn out the same.’
‘Humph,’ Frank said, unable to find anything to counter this unexpected piece of information. ‘Well, I suppose that’s something.’
‘He’s not his father, you know.’
‘I never said he was.’
Lizzie pursed her lips at him, but let the subject drop. ‘They’ll be wanting to get away soon. Make sure you catch Dave first and tell him you’ll do his milking for him tomorrow morning.’
‘I don’t know about that,’ Frank said, aware that he was embarking on an argument he was likely to lose. ‘I don’t know if it suits me to. We’ll be milking till lunchtime if we have to do his as well.’
‘It won’t be that late, don’t talk rot. Anyway, that wouldn’t hurt you, just this once. You don’t begrudge the boy a lie-in, do you? He’ll have to milk this afternoon, you know.’
‘That’s his look-out. It’s a silly time of year to get married.’
‘Well, he didn’t have a lot of choice, did he?’
‘Yes, he did,’ Frank said grimly. ‘I don’t see why I should do his milking. It’s not as if he deserves it, the way he’s carried on.’
He belatedly noticed how close to him Amy was passing, just as Lizzie gave him a sharp dig in the ribs. Amy’s serene countenance showed no sign that she had heard, but Frank felt an uncomfortable stab of guilt to go with the after-effects of Lizzie’s jab. ‘Oh, all right, then, I’ll do it for him.’
David looked at him warily when he approached. ‘No need to worry about your milking in the morning,’ Frank said.
‘No, there isn’t. Uncle John said they’d do it for me.’
‘Oh,’ Frank was taken aback. ‘Well, that’s all right then. You’re sorted out.’
David sought Beth’s eyes, then looked back at Frank. ‘We thought we might get going about now.’
‘Did you?’ Frank said, unable to think of anything more useful to say.
He found Lizzie at his elbow. ‘Are you two off? You’d better give me a kiss then, Dave, now you’re my son-in-law.’
David obliged readily enough, and Beth embraced her mother and Amy. Tears welled in her eyes as the emotion of the day threatened to overwhelm her. ‘Come on, don’t be silly,’ Lizzie said, but she gave Beth another hug, produced one of the extra handkerchiefs she always had about her person, and wiped the tears away quite gently. ‘You’ll be all right,’ she said, tucking the handkerchief up Beth’s sleeve.
Beth turned to her father, hesitated, then allowed herself to be enfolded in his arms. He thought he felt a suppressed sob, and held her more tightly, but after a few moments Beth pulled away.
Aware of Lizzie’s eyes on him, he shook hands with David. ‘You look after her,’ Frank said, his voice made rough by the tightening in his throat.
‘I will, Uncle Frank.’
The gig was brought around by Joe, with Mickey and Danny coming along behind leading three cows. Along with her kitten, a small bundle of clothes and an old pharmacopoeia that Richard had given Frank, but which had immediately been taken over by Beth as inspiration for her various animal remedies, Beth was leaving home taking with her the cows that Frank insisted were hers: Jewel, the once-sickly calf she had reared into a fine creature, and Jewel’s two heifer offspring. The cows wore halters, and were tethered to the gig on long leashes. It would mean a slow walk to David’s farm, but the distance was short.
David helped Beth into the gig. He climbed in after her, and they set off.
*
Amy waved as the gig pulled away, the young couple’s attempt at leaving quietly thwarted by the hoots and yells of Beth’s younger brothers. She was glad to see things settled for David, but mingled with her happiness was an awareness that her house would be a very different place from now on.
A voice interrupted her thoughts. ‘Your dress is quite lovely, Amy,’ Susannah, said, admiring the black satin gown. ‘Really, you look very nice indeed.’
‘Thank you,’ Amy said, startled by a compliment from such an unexpected source.
‘You surely didn’t get that made in Ruatane?’
‘No, it’s from Auckland. Sarah’s dressmaker made it for me.’ There seemed no need to tell Susannah just how many other dresses had been ordered at the same time.
‘Really?’ Amy was quite sure Susannah was wondering how Amy could have afforded such a gown, and perhaps speculating on whether Sarah had paid for it. ‘You were very fortunate to be able to stay with Miss Millish.’
‘Yes, I was. Sarah’s been very kind to me.’
There was a brief, awkward silence, which was broken by Susannah. ‘I think it’s very nice that your son should be marrying Lizzie’s daughter, with the two of you always being such friends,’ she said, her manner stiff, but her sentiments genuine as far as Amy could tell. ‘You must be pleased to have him marrying so well. And… and I’m glad things are easier for you these days,’ she finished in something of a rush.
And I’m glad for Tom’s sake that you’re in such a good mood, was the thought that came to Amy, but she contented herself with a simple, ‘Thank you. It’s good of you to say so.’
Susannah inclined her head and moved away, and Amy looked around at the remains of the meal. There were no servants here to pick up after her, even if she was wearing one of her Auckland gowns. She gathered up some empty plates and carried them to the kitchen.
It would be strange for her to spend the night in Lizzie’s house, and to share a bed in the girls’ room. And it would be a good deal stranger for her to share her own house with Beth.
*
It was indeed strange, and not something Amy found as easy to accept as she had hoped. She did love Beth, and loved her all the more for how much she clearly cared for David, but Amy could not watch her own special place in David’s life evaporate without feeling a pang of loss. Beth came first with him now.
It had to be so, Amy knew; it should be so, even if it never had been between Charlie and her. She had no right to feel resentment.
But it was not easy to consider things sensibly; especially when she had not had a good night’s sleep since Beth’s arrival. The noise those two made! Beth was such a quietly-spoken girl most of the time that Amy would not have expected to hear her through the wall. And had the bed really creaked so loudly during the years she had shared it with Charlie? She could not remember; but speculating on reasons it might be so much noisier under David than under his father led to thoughts Amy was not comfortable thinking about her own son. It was even worse when the bed head started banging against the wall. The rhythmic thump-thump-thump could not be ignored, even when Amy resorted to putting her head under the covers. When the noise stopped for a time, she lay awake waiting, knowing it would soon start again. David and Beth had sent off for a new bed with some of their wedding present money from Sarah; Amy could only hope that it would be a quieter one.
In the daytime David often looked more asleep than awake. Beth was almost as bad, but Amy found that concerned her less.
A few weeks after the wedding, she watched as David yawned hugely, rose from the breakfast table and made his way somewhat unsteadily towards the door. He almost missed his footing on the steps, she noted anxiously. A sensible voice inside her head told her that David was quite capable of looking after himself; she ignored it.
‘Dave’s looking very tired.’
Beth smothered a yawn with her hand. ‘Yes, he is,’ she said, not quite managing to hide a small, contented smile.
At the sight of that smile, Amy felt her own mouth tighten. ‘Dave works hard, you know,’ she said, more sharply than she had intended. ‘It’s all very well, this being just married, but he needs to have a proper night’s sleep sometimes.’
Her words sounded prim in her own ears; she was not surprised when Beth looked hurt.
‘I think he’s all right. He’s not complaining, anyway.’
‘Well, no, he wouldn’t,’ Amy said, increasingly uncomfortable. ‘It’s up to you to look after him. And you should be careful, you know. You need to think about the baby.’
Beth looked startled. ‘Could it hurt the baby?’
‘I don’t know for sure. I’m just saying you need to be careful, that’s all.’ Amy felt a pang of guilt at Beth’s anxious expression; she remembered David’s weary face, and resisted the urge to take back her words.
Beth was quiet as the two of them worked in the kitchen. It was barely half an hour before morning tea time when she said, ‘I thought I might go and see Ma this morning. Is that all right?’
‘Of course it is, Beth,’ Amy said, still feeling somewhat guilty. ‘You don’t need to ask me whether you can go out or not.’ She felt even more guilty over her secret delight at the thought of having David to herself over morning tea.
When she judged he must be on his way to the house she set the table for the two of them, and had the tea things and a plate of scones ready by the time he came inside.
‘Where’s Beth?’ were his first words on entering the room.
‘She’s gone to see Aunt Lizzie. It’s just the two of us.’ Amy saw disappointment flit across his face, and had to fight down a rush of resentment. ‘Just like it used to be, Davie,’ she said, trying to make her voice light.
‘I suppose it is.’
David turned his full attention on the fresh scones until the plate was empty. Afterwards he talked readily enough to his mother about his morning’s work, but Amy noticed how often his gaze flicked across the table, unconsciously seeking the absent Beth. Whenever he realised once again that she was not there, that disappointed look would return.
The house was less bright without Beth, Amy had to admit, if only for the effect her absence had on David. He was lingering longer than usual, no doubt hoping Beth would come back before he had to go outside again. Beth usually went out on the farm with him after morning tea; she and Amy agreed there was not enough work for two women in so small a household as theirs, while Beth delighted in helping David with the animals.
David went off at last, and Amy cleared away their tea things. It occurred to her that this time after morning tea, when she had the house to herself, was the dullest part of her day. Beth, for all her quiet ways, was good company. Amy had grown used to having her about the place; a willing helper and a cheerful companion. Beth, she realised, had become part of them.
For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and shall be joined unto his wife; and they two shall be one flesh. The words from the marriage service came to her. David and Beth had certainly become one flesh, but it was more than that: they were like two halves of the same person. It was hard for Amy to imagine that she was needed here. Perhaps, she reflected, it was time David’s mother thought about leaving him.
Sarah had the habit of ending every letter by asking when Amy was coming back to her. In the last letter Amy had received, the familiar question was missing; in fact Amy had had the impression Sarah was preoccupied with a problem of some sort. But there was no sense worrying about that; Sarah was sure be more than a match for whatever (or perhaps whoever) was causing her difficulty. It was here on the farm that it was up to Amy to make things right. Sarah would soon enough be pressing her to come to Auckland again. And Amy rather thought she should accept the invitation.
*
Beth found her mother in the kitchen, holding Benjy’s hands as the little boy took tentative steps. Maisie was putting a tray of biscuits into the range. Beth kissed them all, took a seat at the table, then quietly asked her mother if they could talk in private.
Lizzie picked Benjy up and whisked Beth off to the bedroom. ‘Something about the baby, is it?’ she asked as she plumped herself down on the bed. ‘Everything all right?’
Beth took a chair near the window. ‘I think so. I just wondered…’ Now that it came to the point, she found her question was not easy to ask. ‘Ma, can it hurt the baby if you… you know. If you do it a lot.’
‘Eh? What are you on about, girl?’
Beth looked away, feeling her colour rise. ‘You know. With your husband.’
‘Oh,’ Lizzie said, sounding startled. Beth darted a glance at her mother; she looked thoughtful. ‘It can’t do,’ Lizzie announced. ‘You lot all turned out healthy. You’ll find it can’t be done when you get to be a real size, but that’s a fair way off yet. You might as well enjoy yourselves for now.’
Relief flooded through Beth. ‘Thanks, Ma.’
‘You can ask your Aunt Amy things about the baby, you know. She hasn’t had as many babies as me, but she can tell you what you need to know.’
Beth looked away again. ‘I don’t want to ask her things.’
‘Why not?’ Lizzie asked sharply. ‘Aren’t you getting on with her?’
‘I thought I was. But now she thinks I’m not looking after Davie properly, and I am. She said I—’
‘Now, don’t you go carrying tales,’ Lizzie interrupted. ‘I don’t want to hear a word of it. You just be a good girl for your Aunt Amy. She hasn’t had things easy, you know.’
‘I know she hasn’t,’ Beth said, resigned to losing the argument before it had begun.
Her mother was silent for several moments. ‘You know she hasn’t, do you?’ she said at last. ‘I’m not so sure about that. What’s Dave told you about his ma and pa?’
‘A little bit. He hasn’t said much, but I know Uncle Charlie used to hit Aunt Amy sometimes. That’s why P—’ She stopped herself just in time. Her father’s insinuation that David might be capable of hitting Beth was a detail she had chosen not to share with her mother. Annoyed as she still was with him over what he had said to David, she was not quite annoyed enough to get him into that amount of trouble. ‘I know he doesn’t like talking about it, though.’
‘No, and he’s quite right not to. The man was his father, after all. That’s all very well, but I think perhaps it’s time I told you a thing or two.’
Benjy wriggled on her lap. Lizzie opened her bodice and put him to her breast.
‘He did used to hit her,’ she said when the baby was suckling contentedly. ‘Right from when they were first married. I’d see bruises on her, for all she’d try and cover them up.’
‘Bruises?’ Beth echoed. ‘I thought—’
‘You thought it was just the odd slap,’ her mother finished for her. ‘Lots of men think it’s all right to treat their wives like that—not your father, I might add—and the law says they can do it. I don’t think many of them are as bad as your Uncle Charlie was, though. You were only about Benjy’s age when he did the worst of it, so Dave must have only been three or so. He mightn’t even remember it.’
‘I think he might,’ Beth murmured. Some of David’s vaguer remarks, quickly stifled, were now making more sense to her.
‘She’d never talk about how he was carrying on. It was only that I popped in to see her not long after it happened.’ Her mother fell silent again for a time. ‘Her face. It was that cut and swollen you wouldn’t have known it was her. He’d taken his fists to her as if he was fighting another man. Not just her face, either—she could hardly stand up, let alone walk. It’s my belief he kicked…’ She left the sentence unfinished. ‘I think he jolly near killed her that time.’
‘I didn’t know,’ Beth whispered.
‘No, of course you didn’t. It’s not something to gossip about—and don’t you go telling anyone else this stuff, either. Not Maudie or anyone. I’m only telling you because you need to understand a few things.’
‘I won’t tell anyone, Ma.’
‘She told me he never laid a hand on her after that, but he still used to talk nasty to her all the time. And he’d have kept her locked up in the house if he could—she had to ask him every time she so much as wanted to go next door, and as often as not he’d say no, just to be contrary. That’s the sort of thing she had to put up with all those years. I don’t know how she stayed as bright as she did. She had her boys of course, but… well, I don’t want to speak ill of Mal, but he was a trial to her, getting into bad company and all. And then she had the upset of him going off and dying like that, and your Uncle Charlie getting worse than ever. The only one she had for company was Dave. Do you understand what I’m saying, girl?’
‘I know Aunt Amy’s very fond of Dave—he is of her, too.’
‘He was the one that kept her going, it seemed to me. When he went off to Waihi, I was worried she might go funny in the head. But we got him back in the end. He’s been a good son to her, and you can’t expect her to dance a jig about having to share him with someone else, even when it’s you. I expect the two of you go off to bed early?’
‘A bit early,’ Beth admitted.
‘And she’s left sitting up on her own, when she’s been used to having Dave for company. And when the three of you are together, he wants to talk to you as often as not—probably more than he does to his ma. Now, I’m not saying you’re doing anything wrong,’ Lizzie said; Beth realised her sense of guilt must be showing on her face. ‘It’s natural the two of you want to spend all the time together you can. I’m just saying you need to think about what it’s like for your Aunt Amy.’
‘What should I do, Ma?’ Beth asked, still reeling from her mother’s revelations. ‘I want us all to get on and everything.’
‘Just be patient. Things’ll sort themselves out soon enough, especially once the baby arrives. She’ll be that pleased—and you and Dave will settle down more, too, when you’ve got a baby to think about.’
Benjy had lost interest in feeding; Lizzie buttoned her bodice and held him against her shoulder. ‘You’ll be all right. Your Aunt Amy’s very fond of you, she always has been.’
‘I’m fond of her, too,’ said Beth. ‘I really am.’
*
Beth rode back to David’s farm, so lost in her thoughts that the horse found its own way with little guidance. She entered the kitchen determined to say something to make up for any hurt she might have caused her aunt, but before she could utter a word Amy had crossed the room and placed a kiss on her cheek.
‘I’m glad you’re back,’ Amy said. ‘It’s been too quiet without you.’
‘Has it?’ Beth said, mildly stunned at the warmth of her reception. She was still struggling to find the right words when Amy spoke again.
‘Beth, I’m sure everything’ll be all right with the baby. You wouldn’t do anything that’d hurt it. And I think you’re making a good job of looking after Dave.’ She reached out and touched Beth’s arm. ‘I hope you know I’m very happy about you and Dave being married.’
Beth flung her arms around Amy’s waist and felt herself enfolded in a hug. ‘Thank you, Aunt Amy. And I do want to look after Davie—and the baby—and I like living here with you.’
Amy kissed her again, then extricated herself. ‘I can finish getting lunch on. I think you should go and find Dave—he missed you at morning tea.’ She smiled at Beth. ‘He’s a lot happier when you’re here.’
A week after the wedding, Susannah had a cable from her sister to tell her their mother was considered to be in her last hours. Thomas could not detect any signs of grief as she calmly made arrangements for the two of them to travel to Auckland; not even when a further cable the morning before they were to sail told her that her mother had died. ‘We’ll be there in time for the funeral,’ she said, as if that were the only thing to be concerned about.
Thomas had not seen George for some weeks; though his brother had, of course, been invited to the wedding, he had not felt it necessary to interrupt his sailing schedule in order to attend. Thomas knew that George would not be particularly interested in their grandmother’s death, but he left a message for him at Ruatane’s wharf in case his brother should call in while they were out of town and wonder where they were.
They arrived in Auckland the evening before the funeral was to take place, and were driven to his Uncle Henry’s. To Thomas, the house seemed huge. The drawing room (as he was promptly informed it was called when he mistakenly referred to it as “the parlour”) was sombre, its mantelpiece draped in black crepe while the house was in mourning. A constant stream of visitors seemed to call during the day to express their condolences. Many of them said they remembered Thomas from the previous time his mother had taken him to Auckland, nine years before when his grandfather had died; one or two ancient-looking women even claimed to remember seeing him on an earlier trip, one Thomas had only vague memories of, though he did recall that Amy had been with them on that journey. Thomas was not used to meeting so many unfamiliar people at once, and when at last he was able to go to bed he soon fell into an exhausted sleep.
At the funeral, his main concern was his mother. Although she continued to appear calm, Thomas wondered if the occasion might prove too much for her. But she remained serene and composed. Her only display of emotion was her surprise and evident pleasure when George arrived at the church while they were waiting to go in.
‘I got Tom’s note, and we were bringing the boat up anyway, so I thought I’d see if I could get here in time,’ George said cheerfully. He looked more smartly turned out than Thomas had seen him in years, wearing a suit that appeared freshly pressed.
He and Thomas escorted their mother into the church, and sat either side of her during the service. On such a solemn occasion Susannah would not allow herself anything more than the hint of a smile, but Thomas was sure she was delighted at having the presence of both her sons. He suspected she was equally delighted that George took himself off soon after the funeral, staying just long enough for Susannah to display the two of them, but not long enough for any of the other mourners to start asking awkward questions about George’s somewhat irregular private life.
*
Henry Kendall considered himself a fortunate man. He was successful in his profession; he had a wife who made his house a comfortable place to live, was a good hostess, and was for the most part sensible; and he had five fine children. It was hardly Constance’s fault that her brother had so little to recommend him. Henry tolerated Jimmy’s presence when obliged to, but he took no pleasure in it.
A family gathering at his house on an evening soon after the funeral of his mother-in-law was an occasion for the exercise of such tolerance. Of Henry’s children, only Laura was present. His sons had returned to Wellington, where they both had positions in the public service, the day after the funeral, and his older daughters were at home with their own families. But Susannah and Thomas were still staying with the Kendalls, and Jimmy and Charlotte had been invited to dinner.
Jimmy seemed in no hurry to return to his own home after the meal, and Henry was treated to the sight of Jimmy helping himself to the best port. There was little chance of Henry’s drawing Thomas into the men’s conversation with Jimmy there. Jimmy’s main topic of discourse was one that he appeared to find endlessly interesting: himself. After a modest amount of port he was merely boring; given long enough in the vicinity of the decanter, Henry knew he was quite capable of becoming offensive. It was a relief to be able to use the excuse of the ladies waiting in the drawing room to persuade Jimmy to bid the port a reluctant farewell.
Henry saw Susannah’s face light up at the sight of Thomas when the men entered the room,. She indicated the space she had been saving for him, and Thomas took a seat on the sofa at her side.
Constance was looking more her naturally lively self this evening than she had in some time, Henry noted with pleasure. She and her mother had been close, and old Mrs Taylor had lived with the Kendalls for the last few years. Her mother’s long illness had been a strain on Constance. Henry had engaged a nurse as soon as it became apparent that his mother-in-law needed a level of care he considered too much to ask of Constance, but she had still spent much of each day with her mother, and had watched her decline with mounting distress. Mrs Taylor had ceased to show any awareness of those around her some weeks before she finally slipped away. Henry was sure that mingled with Constance’s genuine grief at her mother’s passing was a sense of a burden having been lifted from her.
Laura was at the piano, playing a rather wistful piece that Henry thought might have been by Schumann. She looked up from her music and smiled at her father, then returned her full attention to her playing.
Laura had been a great support to Constance during this time, Henry knew. She had insisted on sharing the duty of sitting at her grandmother’s bedside, so that her mother should not feel obliged to spend all her free moments there. Laura would read to the old lady, or occasionally sing one of her grandmother’s favourite songs.
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