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Prologue


 


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.’
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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.
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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.
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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.
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