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February 1885

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘A talk? What about?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘How can I do that?’ Amy asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 


*

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

 


*

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Her eyes swung back to Charlie. That wasn’t
hunger for food she could see in his gaze. A hard knot formed in
the pit of Amy’s stomach as memories of the terrifying night
flooded back. How long would he let her sit in the parlour before
he ordered her into that bedroom?
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February 1885

Frank rode down the road from Lizzie’s house
feeling warm and content. Another good meal, another pleasant few
hours with the Leiths, and a rewarding little stroll with Lizzie
along the banks of the creek to walk off some of the food. He felt
part of the family already. Arthur had long ago got over his
inexplicable grumpiness, and as far as Frank could tell his
soon-to-be father-in-law treated him with the same rough affection
as he did his own sons. Even when he had caught Frank and Lizzie
having a farewell kiss in the porch he had laughed and given Frank
a wink.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘I’ve got a bit of news, Ben.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘What’s wrong with my chops?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Will she do as she’s told?’

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

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

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

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

‘What are you talking about, Ben?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Huh!’ Ben grunted. ‘Too bloody late. A
woman around the place!’ He cut himself another slice of bread and
stabbed at the slab of butter. ‘She’d better not try telling me
what to do.’

 


*

 


Charlie rose from the breakfast table and
went out, leaving Amy with the sense of relief his absence already,
after only two days of marriage, gave her. When she had washed the
dishes she looked around her kitchen in frustration. There really
was nothing in it to make anything very tasty with. Charlie had
told her he would go into town for supplies the next day, but in
the meantime she couldn’t even make something as simple as scones
without so much as a bit of baking powder. And she was tired of
stale shop bread, but she couldn’t make bread without yeast. There
was only one thing for it: she would have to borrow a few things
from Susannah. She loosened her hair on one side and pulled a lock
forward to cover the bruise Charlie’s back-hander had left, then
set out.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Do you want anything else?’ Susannah
asked.

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

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

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

‘Come and see what, Tommy?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Where you going, Amy?’ Thomas asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘I won’t.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Are you making bread?’ he asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Thank you. I’ll try and be quick.’

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

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

 


*

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘What for?’

‘To hang the clothes on.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Hello, Amy, you keeping well?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Why? Don’t you like him?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘We’ll see,’ said Charlie.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 


*

 


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

 


*

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Why?’ Lizzie asked.

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

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

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

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

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

‘I like talking with you.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Bruises?’ Frank echoed in alarm.

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

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

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

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

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

‘Will we?’

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

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

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

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

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

‘No, I meant sort of… where on her?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘That’s the general idea, yes.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘I suppose so,’ Frank said doubtfully.

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

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

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

If only he could be sure it would come
naturally.

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

‘Of course,’ Frank echoed.

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

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

 


*

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Why not?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Please yourself, Ben.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 


*

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Lovely. Just lovely,’ Amy agreed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Is he treating you all right?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 


*

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 


*

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘What? Why not?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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