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Part One

Chapter One

Waituhi Valley, 1899

When Tom Leith’s father died, the farm was left to his older sons. To Tom and George, the children of Jack’s second marriage, he bequeathed five hundred pounds, along with an understanding that they would take care of their mother. The money was left equally to the two boys; responsibility for their mother Tom took entirely upon his own shoulders.

“Pa said he wanted me to look after you,” Tom had told his mother in the course of a fraught family gathering to discuss Jack’s will. “So I’m going to.”

There was no question of staying on the farm, of course, although George had made a fuss over it at first. Their mother wanted to leave, and that meant they had to leave, too. She was their guardian now, and would be until they came of age; even without the promise he had made to their father, which Tom saw as binding even if George was inclined to argue the point, she had the right to say where the boys were to live.

Their two grown-up brothers—half-brothers, although Tom could not recall that distinction ever being raised by John or Harry until their father’s death had forced it upon them—had made it clear that Tom and George would have been more than welcome to continue living on the farm, and John’s own sense of duty meant he would probably have offered his stepmother a home there as well, had she chosen to ask for one; a situation that would have made neither party happy. She and her sons would be leaving the farm as soon as possible, she announced.

For all their mother’s eagerness to be gone, it had taken some weeks before she heard of a suitable house to rent, and another fortnight after that until it became available. When not in the cowshed for the twice-daily milking, Tom and George spent much of their time during those weeks roaming the farm, their older brothers encouraging them to make the most of their freedom.

“We’ll be managing without you two soon enough,” Harry remarked with a rueful grin. “Might as well get used to it, eh?”

The boys wandered across paddocks and pushed through straggling undergrowth into the cool reaches of the bush, gazing up at tree ferns and tall saplings. They picked their way over stony streams, leaping the smaller ones, and waded barefoot in the creek, trousers rolled up to their knees. One brilliantly fine afternoon they trekked to the top of a ridge and gazed down the valley to the blue edge of the world, shading their eyes against the sun’s brightness.

Tom turned slowly on the spot, studying the view from every direction. There was no need to commit this sight of the farm to memory; not when knowledge of every paddock, every stream—almost every tree, it felt like—was so deeply embedded in the very core of him. He had been born on the farm, as had George, and he had lived here for the whole of his seventeen years.

George broke the shared silence. “I’ll miss this place.”

“Me too,” Tom said. “I’ll miss it a lot.”

*

The day before they were to leave the farm, Tom decided they should pay a farewell visit to their sister. Amy lived on the neighbouring farm, and no longer having her so near at hand was bound up in the larger regret associated with leaving.

Amy was fourteen years older than Tom, and she had been a part of his life from its beginning. His mother had suffered from various ailments over the years, never specified but demanding much lying down in a darkened room, and in Tom’s earliest memories it was Amy’s face that came most clearly to mind. She had been the one to pick him up after childish stumbles, kissing away imagined injuries and tending any real ones. She had held his hand along rough ground and lifted him over fences; always gentle, always encouraging. She had been the cause of his first sorrow, too, when she went away from home; a sorrow that loomed large at the time, but now with distance seemed foolish, as she had only moved next door.

George looked dubious at the suggestion. “I’d like to see Amy, but I could do without having to talk to the old fellow.”

Amy’s husband, with his habitually grim stare and readiness to take offence, was not a favourite with either boy. But Amy most definitely was. George let himself be persuaded, and that afternoon they strode across the few paddocks that separated the farmhouses.

Their sister opened the back door to Tom’s knock and ushered them into the kitchen.

“It’s lovely to see you both,” she said. “I thought you’d be too busy helping your mother pack to come and visit.”

“We’ve managed to stay out of that,” George said. “She probably thinks we’d wreck her stuff.”

“Anyway, we wanted to say goodbye before we go,” Tom said. His voice sounded foolishly solemn in his own ears, and Amy’s face betrayed her amusement.

“It’s not so far away as all that, Tommy. I expect I’ll see you again in hardly any time at all, then you’ll be able to tell me about the new house and everything. But I’m glad you’ve come, I could do with the company.”

While she spoke, she led them to the battered old kitchen table, and the boys soon found themselves seated before glasses of milk and plates waiting to be filled.

“Your Uncle Charlie’s gone into town,” Amy said, opening several cake tins and piling a variety of biscuits on their plates. Tom and George had been small boys, not yet old enough for school, when Amy had married Charlie Stewart, who was well into middle age even then, and although he was their brother-in-law they had always called him “Uncle” rather than “Charlie”.

So there had been no need for George’s reluctance after all. The boys exchanged glances; Amy made no comment, but Tom thought he detected a small smile at their obvious relief. 

“Davie won’t be back from school for a while yet, he’ll be sorry he missed you,” Amy said. “And Mal’s gone off somewhere.” Her face clouded as she mentioned her older son, who was not much younger than George; Tom was vaguely aware of talk that Malcolm might be mixing with a bad crowd of some sort. Amy cast a quick look around the kitchen as if in hope that Malcolm might have somehow materialised, then took a seat across the table from the boys.

“I’ll miss having my little brothers just next door,” she said. “Little” from Amy always made Tom smile. She was tiny; he and George had been taller than her before they even reached their teens. “But I’m sure it’ll be interesting for you being right in town.”

George pulled a face. “Dunno about that,” he muttered. “There won’t be anything to do, not like on the farm.”

“Of course there will,” Amy said, patting his hand. “All those shops, and people to talk to and everything.” She received only a grunt in acknowledgement, but persevered. “And there’s the wharf, too—you won’t be very far from that, there’s always something going on there.”

“I suppose that’s right,” George said, brightening visibly. “We could wander over and keep an eye on the boats, see what’s coming and going.”

Amy smiled fondly at him. “You’ve always been interested in boats, haven’t you, Georgie? Right from when you were a little boy.”

Tom, however, had never seen boats as anything more than an unpleasant mode of travel, to be avoided except when the need came up to go any great distance. He and George had gone by boat to Auckland with their mother two years earlier, when her own father had died. The first hint of choppy seas had set his insides churning uncomfortably, a weakness he shared with his mother, while the rougher the trip became the more delighted George was.

While George talked with growing animation about the types of boat that generally called into Ruatāne, Amy moved between bench and table, insisting on making them each a sandwich even before they had finished their biscuits. “Boys are always hungry,” she often claimed. Although lunch was a fairly recent memory, Tom found he actually was somewhat peckish; certainly enough to do justice to the thick slices of bread filled with cold meat and a tasty chutney. He caught himself wondering if there would be chutney in town, and silently berated his own foolishness. Whatever adjustments might be demanded from him, an absence of chutney was unlikely to be among them.

He finished his sandwich and followed it with a small icing-covered biscuit, then nudged George and rose to his feet.

“We’d better get a move on,” Tom said. “They’ll be thinking about getting the cows in by the time we get back.”

The last afternoon milking; and next morning would be the last milking of all. The last night sleeping under the farmhouse roof. A day full of last things. It was difficult to meet Amy’s smile with one of his own.

At the foot of the steps he enfolded her in a farewell hug, and she stood on tiptoe to bring her mouth closer to his ear. “Pa would be so proud of you, Tommy, taking care of your mother like you are,” she murmured. She gave him a squeeze. “You’ll be all right, darling. I’m sure you will.”

*

Tom and George helped John load the buggy, their mother issuing instructions as to where the various trunks and boxes should be stowed. The boys clambered into the back, while John handed their mother up to the front seat and took his place beside her, ready to take the reins.

Only a small knot of family members stood by the garden gate to wave a farewell. John’s wife Sophie had said her goodbyes in the kitchen, as she found it uncomfortable to stand for any length of time. She was expecting a baby, and Tom had gained the impression from milking-shed talk that its arrival was not far off now. All but the youngest of the children were at school, and would no doubt hear the buggy rattling past the schoolhouse in a few minutes. One of the bolder of them (probably one of Harry’s boys) might even risk sneaking a look through the nearest window, although he would need to avoid being seen by the teacher. Miss Metcalf did not take breaches of the rules lightly.

Harry’s Jane was there, her two youngest girls clutching at her skirts, with Harry himself at her side. Tom had noticed Harry giving Tom’s mother a curt nod as she swept past, receiving a small inclination of the head in return. Even so slight an acknowledgment was unusual between those two. For as far back as Tom’s memory stretched, they had exchanged not a single word; apparently the result of some long-ago disagreement. Tom had no idea what they had fallen out over, and questions on the subject had always received a brusque rebuff, but it must have been something serious to have been kept up for so long. It had taken as solemn an occasion as her final departure from the farm for Harry to relent, albeit in such a small measure; even so, Jane had probably made him do it.

John gave the reins a shake, and the buggy lurched into motion. Tom craned his neck to look back, watching as the house, its surrounding trees, and finally the farm itself faded from view.

 


Chapter Two

There were times during his first few weeks of living in town when Tom felt it could not have seemed stranger had Ruatāne been a thousand miles from the farm instead of barely seven. Much of the town was familiar enough, of course; he had regularly visited the general store, and gone to church on Sundays, and when he and George were small boys they had sometimes been dragged into the milliner’s. But those had been brief absences from home (although his mother could spend a startling amount of time with the milliner), the bustle and ever-present knots of people soon left behind, the memory of them shrugged off as easily as the uncomfortable clothes their mother had always insisted he and George wore when venturing beyond the valley. Now the farm was no longer home, and the strangeness of his surroundings pressed close around him like the over-starched collar of a shirt that was a little too tight.

The rented house was smaller than his old home, but with only the three of them rather than the nine who had been squeezed into the farmhouse there was ample room indoors, and the bedroom he shared with George was, if anything, somewhat larger than their old one on the farm. But there were houses on either side of them, and if he stepped out the back door it was quite possible to see people he barely knew, perhaps calling a greeting over the low hedge which was all that separated the properties. 

From the front yard he was even more likely to see a stranger. They were not far from the town’s centre, which meant all the shops were within easy walking distance; a decided advantage, as they had no carriage, but it meant hardly an hour of daylight passed without someone strolling by on foot, or driving a cart or buggy.

He was used to broad vistas, and to seeing only familiar faces. It would have been difficult to say which he missed more, so bound up were people and place in his memories. Only with an effort of will, one renewed each day, did he manage to shake off the sense of being trapped.

He would get used to this new life; of course he would. People got used to much harder things than that. Complaining would not make him feel any better; it would only make matters worse. George would become even more discontented, their mother more irritable, and the fights between the two of them more frequent. The only sensible course was to keep his thoughts to himself and make the best of it.

*

George did grumble a lot, especially in those first few weeks. But eventually he tired of it, even the satisfaction of having their mother rise to the bait not enough to make up for the effort of repeating the same complaints.

The truce between those two was a brittle one, easily shattered. Tom could not recall many such disagreements in the past, but now the three of them were thrust into one another’s company to an unfamiliar degree. On the farm, the boys had been outside much of the day with their father and brothers, and even when indoors there were constant distractions, with lively children and conversations back and forth between the adults.

George resented having to leave the farm; that was obvious enough. And of course he was sad about their father. Tom had no need of any deep discussions with his brother to know that, even if it had been the sort of thing you talked about with other chaps. It was easier to keep their shared reminiscences light: “Pa would have enjoyed that”, might be said after a particularly tasty pudding; “Pa would’ve laughed at that one,” over some amusing snippet from the newspaper. It was safe to speak of those things, but not of the hot, burning pain that started at the back of your eyes when you were holding tears in check, and then scored a trail of rawness down your throat until it settled somewhere in your chest. He was no longer a child, and neither was George. There would be no more tears—or at least not when anyone else was there to see—and no talk of how much it hurt to realise afresh each morning that his father was no longer in the world. 

His mother’s feelings were harder to judge. That in itself was no surprise; nothing about his mother had ever been easy. She was strict in her observance of mourning, careful to remind Tom and George to wear their armbands when leaving the house, while she dressed in heavy black gowns that only gradually became less plain as she allowed herself some modest adornments. She looked every inch the grieving widow, but Tom found himself unable to decide just how much her feelings matched her appearance.

It was even more difficult to know just what he wanted those feelings to be. It was his job to look after her, and his father would not have wished her to be miserable, but surely he would have wanted to be missed? Or perhaps his father had been only too aware that however much he might be mourned by those who had loved him, his wife would not be among those plunged into deep sorrow. Amy would probably have said she could not help it; that it was just how she was made.

One afternoon soon after their move into town, Tom came into the parlour and found his mother standing before the mantelpiece fingering the frame of a photograph that had been taken at his father’s sixtieth birthday five years before, showing the whole family in the front garden of the farmhouse. He was almost convinced that he caught a hint of brimming eyes before she turned away. Tom felt a rush of something close to relief at seeing what might have been a sign of genuine sadness, followed almost at once by self-reproach. If she was indeed upset, he had no business being pleased about it.

His conscience was not strained in the same way again, for that was the only time he ever saw such an indication. As the weeks passed, Tom came to accept that his mother was content—more than content. He saw an emotion in her that was quite unfamiliar: she was happy.

She still had her moods, of course; she would hardly have been recognisable as his mother without those. Some days nothing he or George did could meet with her satisfaction. But there were parts of this new life of theirs in which she actively delighted; perhaps most of all in the ritual of entertaining a stream of visitors.

These were invariably female, and generally no more than vaguely familiar by sight to Tom. His mother seemed to know them from church, or just from frequenting the same shops in town. They arrived singly or in groups of two or three, and were ushered through to the small parlour to be served tea and cake and to talk about whatever women did talk about when no men were there to hear. 

Tom and George kept well out of the way during these gatherings, retreating to the back garden if the weather allowed or lurking in the kitchen if rain kept them indoors, and speculating on the contents of the cloth-covered plate carried into the parlour by the latest visitors. Sometimes they brought nothing more than a few dainty biscuits, which the women finished off between themselves, but occasionally one might bring an entire cake, or a heavy fruit loaf, much of which often survived for the boys to sample later.

The attention of having been paid such visits always left their mother looking pleased with herself; just how pleased varied with the status of the visitor. On one memorable occasion the wife of the town’s Resident Magistrate called, and for the remainder of the day she could talk of little else.

“I must be sure to pay a visit to Mrs Warrington as soon as it’s proper,” she said after that lady’s departure. “That should certainly be the first of my calls.”

“Proper” related to how far through the period of mourning they were, Tom gathered. It seemed there was some set of rules around just what behaviour was allowed and when; as complex as whatever milestone made his mother add a row of jet beads to her bodice, and as impenetrable. She would not be returning any calls until some important date had passed; or so he had thought.

“Of course we don’t need to be old-fashioned about it,” she said one day. “It’s not as if people in a little place like Ruatāne can be expected to know the finer points of these matters”; a remark that presumably excluded Mrs Warrington. “I remember some of my mother’s acquaintances used to take such things to extremes, all but shutting themselves away from the daylight for months on end. There’s no need for that sort of thing. Really, one must try to fit in.”

You never tried to fit in on the farm. Tom managed to leave the thought unspoken. Now that those days were in the past, without constant familiarity blurring the details, he was growing ever more aware of how steadfastly his mother had held herself aloof from daily life in the farmhouse. In conversations around the kitchen table, or in the parlour of an evening, he could recall her voice only in complaints over whatever had most annoyed her that day. The most peaceful evenings had been when she was absorbed in stitching at some piece of fancywork, or in poring over a fashion magazine from the city, ignoring them all and ignored in her turn.

It was an uncomfortable view to take of his own mother, and (his conscience suggested) perhaps an uncharitable one. But she had never made the least attempt to hide her dissatisfaction with life on the farm, and that had not added to the comfort of those who had to live with her.

He reflected on those gatherings around the kitchen table, cheerfully noisy with the high-pitched voices of children cutting through the low rumbles of the menfolk. The only other woman living there was John’s wife Sophie, who while invariably good-tempered never had a lot to say; certainly nothing about the latest fashions, as far as he could tell. The kitchen might be a woman’s domain, but somehow… 

Tom struggled with a concept just beyond the reach of settled thought, doing his best to put a shape to something he had always taken for granted. It was as if the farm came into the kitchen. Not just in solid form, as unnoticed lumps of mud or worse brought inside on work trousers to slide to the floor or stick to a chair; a carelessness that could rouse his mother to near-hysteria while Sophie patiently cleaned up the mess. The men’s talk was centered around the farm and the dairy factory; the crops and the animals. The house’s only reason to exist was to serve the farm, and the men who worked it.

His mother now had other women to talk to, but he was dimly aware it was more than that. His father had never been overbearing, and Tom could not recall ever actually hearing him tell his wife to do anything, but nevertheless the very structure of life on the farm meant things ran in a certain routine, with his mother having little say in any part of it.

Now she could decide what to do with her days. She had chosen this house; she could choose which visitors to encourage, and whose calls to return. She decided when the household ate, when she put the lamp out of an evening to go to bed, and when she got up in the morning. She was in charge of herself, maybe for the first time in her life. Perhaps it was not so surprising that she sometimes looked happy these days.

*

If the farm had been a man’s domain, this house was an inescapably female one. His mother had lost little time in putting her own mark on every part of it except the boys’ room, which was left mercifully plain and unadorned. 

While she had indulged in bitter remarks about being sent away from the farm with little more than the clothes in which she stood, generally accompanied by an assertion that she would not have taken a single thing even if offered, she seemed to have brought all the very frilliest bits and pieces from the farmhouse with her, to be squeezed into this smaller space. Every bare surface had to be covered with a lace-edged cloth, or a crocheted length in shades of pink. The parlour was worst of all, so crammed with ornaments and embroidery and dainty covers, the whole smelling strongly of lavender water, that Tom felt as out of place as if he had been a rough old block of wood shoved on the mantelpiece between two china shepherdesses.

In those first months he and George kept to the early hours they were used to, going off to bed while their mother was still engaged in her latest piece of fancywork, and rising well before she did. In the mornings they soon got into the habit of sawing off a few slices of bread for themselves, which when eaten thickly coated with butter and jam could ward off hunger until she finally emerged.

The summer months gave them an hour or more of daylight before breakfast, which the boys sometimes spent working in the garden. Getting the vegetable garden dug over and planted had been one of their first tasks. There was ample space to raise vegetables for the three of them, especially since they did not have to grow potatoes. Soon after they settled in, John had arrived with the spring cart one day and unloaded a sack of them, promising to bring another load whenever they liked.

“Good old John, eh?” George said as their brother drove away. “I won’t miss digging the spuds, that’s for sure.”

“He expects me to be grateful for a few potatoes,” their mother said, lips pursed. “That’s the least he could do, with what’s owed to you boys.” Tom and George exchanged a glance, and pretended not to hear.

What was supposedly owed to her sons was one of the more frequent subjects of their mother’s complaints. With not the least encouragement or hint of agreement from the boys themselves, she insisted that they had been treated unfairly when it came to the division of the farm. According to her view of the matter, they had been fobbed off with a few pounds while John and Harry now had the farm to themselves.

She was quite wrong, of course. Their father had done his very best by them all, as he had tried to explain to Tom when the two of them were alone one day some months before Jack’s death. It would not have been fair to split the property evenly between his four sons, not when John and Harry were so much older, and had been working the farm for almost twenty years before Tom and George were even born, let alone big enough to make themselves useful. In any case, the place would never have supported four families when the boys came to marry and have children of their own.

So Jack had instead left his younger sons a sum of money that everyone except his wife would have agreed was a fair—even a generous—portion. It had meant a debt against the farm that John and Harry would be paying off for years, although neither of them had ever uttered a resentful word over that. 

Tom was fairly sure that deep down his mother knew perfectly well she had no real grounds for complaint. He had seen her working out the household accounts, and knew she had a reasonable understanding of financial matters. He and George would receive their inheritance when they came of age; in the meantime, the bank paid over the interest on the money to their mother in regular installments. She also had the annuity left her by their father (another charge upon the farm that John and Harry had to find the money for), all of which meant she must have ample to cover their rent and other expenses; she certainly had enough left over to order what she called “appropriate” mourning clothes, garments that she studied with obvious satisfaction. 

This claim of their having been wronged; of being denied what was their due; had no real basis in fact. It was likely enough a sign of some long-held bitterness she had brought with her from the farm, dating back years and with a source Tom had little hope of understanding. That, and a reliable subject to brood upon when she was in one of her moods.

*

Those moods of hers meant it was sometimes a relief to hear a rap at the door heralding the arrival of one of her lady friends, even the least favoured of whom would provide a welcome distraction, and a fair guarantee of better temper in the wake of her visit. “I could almost think I was back in Auckland, seeing such a variety of people,” she might remark after such calls.

A parlour full of ladies, though, tended to make the boys feel even more out of place in this neat little house. It was during one such visit that George first made the suggestion they quietly remove themselves from the property for an hour or so.

They walked along Ruatāne’s main street, which held little to catch their interest, then paused at the end of a row of shops. It was much too soon to go back to the house; the ladies would still be in the throes of conversation, and there was no chance of dinner for some time yet.

“Let’s go down to the river,” Tom suggested. 

George cast a disparaging glance at a window displaying bolts of fabric. “Mm, better than looking at a load of boring old shops.”

They turned down a side street, then crossed a stretch of what appeared to be wasteland until they reached the riverbank. 

The water was dark green under a dull sky, its flow disturbed by eddies and small whirlpools around the shallow points. A neighbour had warned them of snags, and of deceptively swift currents in places. Not that Tom would have been tempted to try his luck; the farm creek had been more suited to splashing about than anything else, and neither he nor George was a great swimmer. But the water was restful to eyes grown tired of small rooms and neatly fenced yards.

Willows edged the far bank, and beyond that was farmland, an occasional farmhouse visible through the trees. Their old home was in that direction, miles away and far out of sight.

They turned to follow the river downstream along a rough track of beaten earth, broken here and there where the river had cut into its bank, obliging the boys to take something between a large step and a small jump across the gap. It was a path that demanded concentration, and they spoke little as they walked. 

The noise of the carts and buggies that seemed to rattle along the streets of Ruatāne all day long did not reach them here. An occasional bird let out a cry as it flew overhead, perhaps calling to a distant mate, and once a dog barked a warning at them from behind a fence, but there was little other sound beyond the thud of boots against hard earth. It was perhaps the most sustained period of quiet Tom had enjoyed since they had left the farm.

They rounded a bend in the river and were brought to a halt by a large tree branch that had fallen across the path. Smaller branches jutted out from it at odd angles, their sharp, snapped-off edges ready to snag the clothes of any careless passer-by. It was not worth the fuss their mother would make over a torn jacket or trouser leg; especially since the track degenerated into a series of muddy puddles on the far side of the log.

They picked their way up from the river through straggly grass to a small road lined with houses, then on to the slightly larger road that would take them home. A few minutes’ walk brought them to a side road; one that led to the wharf.

George came to a halt. “What do you reckon we go down there for a bit?”

“I suppose we could,” Tom said. “It’s still pretty early.”

George was walking briskly in that direction before Tom had finished speaking. He quickened his pace to match his brother’s.

They had been to the wharf several times over the years, but this was their first visit since moving into town. The coastal steamer was not expected until the following day, and the wharf was not particularly busy, but there was always some activity here. Men were stacking bundles in the large shed; George went over to speak to them, and came back to report that it was a load of flax that would be shipped north on the steamer. Two small boys dangled fishing lines from an out-of-the-way corner, homemade affairs of string wound around lengths of stick. When Tom asked how they were getting on, they admitted they had caught nothing that day so far, but one claimed his older brother had hooked a kingfish there recently; “a huge one” by his account, delivered with hands spread wide to illustrate.

Tom and George strolled the length of the wharf, then stood by the edge and gazed around, taking in the view.

The two rivers that surrounded Ruatāne met here, and merged into a single channel that flowed out towards the ocean. The sandbar that, depending on the tide, sometimes made the wharf inaccessible to larger vessels was visible as a line of surf in the distance. Low-lying meadows that must surely be flood-prone spread either side of the channel, rushes growing thickly at the water’s edge.

Tom was studying a mob of cattle grazing in the meadow to his left, trying to gauge their condition, when George spoke suddenly.

“Do you ever think you’d like to go off somewhere?”

“Eh?” Tom dragged his attention away from the cows and turned to his brother. “Go off where?”

George shrugged. “I don’t know, somewhere different from here, anyway.”

“No, I don’t really mind it in Ruatāne.” It would be no use for Tom to raise the impossible notion of moving back to the farm, the only place in the world he was pulled towards. “Anyway, she seems to like it all right, she doesn’t talk about going to Auckland like she used to years ago.”

George gave no sign of having heard him. He was shading his eyes and staring out towards the sea, his gaze fixed on the far distance. “Just get on a boat and see where you ended up,” he said, as if talking to himself.

“That’s all very well for you, you don’t get seasick like I do.” Tom placed a hand lightly on his brother’s shoulder, and when there was no response he gave it a small shake. “Come on,” he said. “Time we were heading back.”


Chapter Three

The two boys took to going for walks most days, whenever their mother had her lady visitors and occasionally on mild evenings after their meal. No matter which direction they set off, somehow they always seemed to end up at the wharf. It was George who nudged their steps that way, and Tom had no particular objection. While he did not share his brother’s interest in boats and the sea, the wide skies and the views over open countryside made a welcome change from closely set houses.

His father’s injunction to look after their mother might have given Tom a pang of conscience at so often leaving her alone, had it not been so evident she was in no danger of feeling lonely; not with that constant stream of visitors.

None of those visitors were from among their family. John occasionally dropped off a load of potatoes or cabbages, or whatever other crop had produced to excess, but he would stay only long enough to carry the produce onto the back porch. “I’d better be getting on,” he would say in response to a half-hearted offer of a cup of tea. He had left Sophie at the store, and she was eager to get the baby back home, or there was some task on the farm that required his attention. No one else from the family ever called at all, which did not surprise Tom. When they saw other family members at church or at the general store the few words his mother exchanged with them were, while not actually impolite, noticeably cool. Vague references to perhaps seeing one or other of them some afternoon could not quite be called invitations, and were answered with equal vagueness. Tom strongly suspected his mother would have been startled if any of those she spoke to had turned up at her door.

They all gradually settled into a routine, their mother’s largely consisting of household tasks, shopping, and her round of visits. The boys worked in the garden, and went on their walks. One of their first tasks most mornings was to go down to the bakery to collect loaves of bread still warm from the oven, and so fresh that they could not resist pulling off a hunk each to munch on the way home. Sophie had always made the bread back on the farm, and the bakery’s was not as good as hers, but still perfectly acceptable.

They could have had the bread delivered later in the morning when the baker’s boy made his rounds, but the town was quiet at such an early hour, and that was almost as welcome as the freshness of the bread. All the shops seemed to deliver goods right to the doorstep if the customer wished. “It’s so convenient, just like when I was a girl in Auckland,” their mother remarked one day when the butcher’s cart drew up to the gate and a boy came up the path with her meat order, a squishy parcel wrapped in paper and securely tied with string. The mail, too, was brought to their letterbox by a uniformed postman rather than being collected from the post office. Writing and receiving letters was another of their mother’s regular activities. She kept up a correspondence with her own mother and sister in Auckland, writing to each of them once a week on black-edged notepaper that she had bought soon after their father’s death. Tom could not imagine there was much variety in these letters; not when every week was so much like the last.

After their first month or so of living in town their mother got the idea into her head of going to the earlier church service on Sunday mornings, as that was the one several of her friends attended. The conversations standing around outside the church after their usual service were the best opportunity Tom and George had of spending any time with the rest of the family, and the thought of losing that was not a welcome one. When George suggested the two of them should continue attending the later service instead, Tom was sorely tempted. But the pricking of his conscience told him that leaving their mother to go along on her own would not be in the spirit of taking proper care of her. She loved those Sunday outings, walking to and from the church with the three of them all in their Sunday best. If one of the other churchgoers happened to remark on “What fine sons you have, Mrs Leith,” his mother would glow with satisfaction. He could not take that from her.

George grumbled, but allowed Tom to dissuade him from rebelling over it. Neither of them suggested going to both services; much as they enjoyed seeing the others, it was not quite worth sitting through two sermons on those hard pews. Fortunately even their mother’s desire to see her friends did not overcome her dislike of getting up early, and it was not long before they drifted back into the old habit of going to the later service most Sundays.

The lawns surrounding the house were kept tidy with a mower that Tom and George took turns pushing around once a week. An area at the back of the property was separated from the main part by a fence lined with a row of bushes, and there the ground was somewhat rougher, with lank clumps of grass and flowering weeds. The boys had found a neglected fowl house slumped drunkenly by the fence, and when one of their mother’s friends offered her a few hens Tom and George took on the task of putting it in repair.

They bought a roll of wire netting at the general store, and an obliging neighbour lent them a few tools as well as supplying some unwanted lengths of timber from his shed. After several days of digging and sawing and hammering, they had a sturdy-looking hen house ready. The hens were duly installed, and along with giving fresh eggs they provided a useful way of getting rid of the household scraps, which Tom and George had until then been burying in the garden.

It was a satisfying project, reminding Tom of the occasional building tasks they had helped their father and brothers with on the farm. At the end of it they had a functional hen house. They also once again had rather too much time on their hands.

*

In the interests of not getting on each others’ nerves they could all have done with being a little busier, Tom sometimes reflected. One small yard did not demand much effort to be kept tidy, although he and George managed to spend a portion of most days on it. Within weeks of the move into town their mother had engaged a woman who was recommended as reliable by one of her lady visitors to do what she referred to as “the rough work” around the house. Even if it did mean having less to keep her occupied it was no doubt for the best, Tom decided; there would be no living with her if she had to scrub her own floors, and there was no Sophie to do it instead.

When she was in one of her more difficult moods their mother had a way of pouncing on the sort of trivial matter that on better days she would not trouble herself to notice.

“Look what you’ve done, treading that in,” she scolded George one rainy morning when he returned to the kitchen from a visit to the privy. She was waving her arm at what to Tom appeared to be an all but invisible speck on the floor. “Bringing in mud and goodness knows what else.”

It was always worst on days like this, when the weather meant they were all trapped in the house with no chance of either outings or visitors. Tom caught his brother’s attention and shook his head, sending a wordless message for George to resist snapping back.

George scraped at the spot with a sock-covered foot. “I took my boots off,” he muttered. “Don’t see what else I can do.”

“Yes, took them off right in the doorway, without even bothering to wipe your feet on the mat first.” She took up a dustpan and brush, pushed George to one side and swept up the tiny trace of mud with far more force than necessary. “I really don’t know how I’m expected to keep the house decent with you boys tracking filth inside.”

It was not entirely George’s fault that he had stood in the doorway to remove his boots (although their mother did have a point about using the doormat first), as the tiny alcove outside the back door barely had room for a person to stand, let alone balance awkwardly on one foot while pulling off the other boot. Tom had mulled over the idea of putting up a proper porch, but had decided against suggesting it. The materials would probably cost a fair amount, and that would almost certainly lead to renewed complaints over their father’s bequests.

George had taken his seat at the table, and was chewing a scone while pretending not to hear their mother.

“I don’t want you bringing a lot of dirty habits from the farm,” she said, glaring over her shoulder at the pair of them. She looked down at the supposed spot, clicking her tongue. “This floor was just washed yesterday, and now it’s going to need another good scrubbing. And what have you got to say for yourself, George?”

For a brief moment Tom clung to the hope that his brother might keep silent, but this was too much to ask.

“Anyone would think you had to do it yourself, the fuss you make,” George said, glowering at her.

She drew in her breath. “And I suppose you expect me to do everything by myself? I don’t see why anyone should grudge me a little help, after all I’ve had to put up with over the years. To hear such a thing from my own son! Why, you’re as bad as—”

“The hens are laying well,” Tom cut in. It was the first thing that sprang to mind, and, ridiculous as it sounded, it had the desired effect of distracting his mother.

“What? Oh, yes, I suppose they are. I must tell Mrs Fleming how well they’re doing next time I see her, I’m sure she’ll be pleased. She doesn’t give her hens to just anyone, you know.”

A self-satisfied smile replaced the flashing anger of a moment before, and Tom let out his breath in relief. As bad as your father. He was quite certain those would have been the next words she uttered, and he was equally certain George would have risen to the bait. More worryingly, so would he.

*

They had been living in town for a little over two months by the time the new year came in. It was a new century, a fact Tom was reminded of every time he glanced at the calendar from the general store that was now pinned to the kitchen wall, with “1900” looking so strange in place of the familiar eighteen-something. The newspapers were reporting on a war in South Africa. New Zealand soldiers were fighting there, but some conflict half a world away seemed to have little to do with Ruatāne. They had their own small wars to fight right here in this house.

A fortnight into the new year his mother came home from the shops one afternoon just as Tom and George were wondering about their afternoon tea. She was in a good mood that day; as a Christmas gift her sister in Auckland had sent her a brooch that as well as being very fashionable was apparently quite suitable for a widow of four months to wear, and for some reason the new brooch meant she needed to order a new hat. Something in her demeanour as she let herself in suggested she had news to impart.

She disappeared into her bedroom to take off her hat and change her dress, and emerged rather more quickly than Tom had expected. 

“I happened to run into Mrs Warrington at the milliner’s,” she said, filling the kettle as she spoke. “I thought I’d ask her opinion, since she knows all the best people.”

She was obviously hoping for a show of interest, and Tom made an effort to oblige.

“What were you talking about?” he asked.

His mother lifted cups and saucers from a shelf and carried them to the table. “We were discussing careers for you boys,” she said, the cups jingling as if to emphasise her point as she set them down. “Mrs Warrington quite agrees with me that it’s high time you were established in some suitable position.”

Tom exchanged a wary glance with George across the table.

“I’d prefer it if you were to enter one of the professions, of course,” she said, taking her own seat. “But you would have needed a proper start in life, and it’s far too late for that now. Your father was never interested in such matters.”

Tom let out a sigh and George rolled his eyes, neither of which their mother appeared to notice, fortunately. She occasionally came out with some nonsense about these “professions”; doctors and lawyers and the like, and how she had always thought her sons might pursue such a thing. Those jobs were for chaps who went to high school—the right sort of high school at that, and Ruatāne did not have one at all. For George and him high school would have meant going away from home, and their father would probably have had to pay a lot of money for whatever else it took to train for one of those jobs.

He recalled an argument between his parents over this very suggestion years ago, back when he and George were still going to the little school in the valley. His mother had wanted to send them up to Auckland to live with her own parents while attending a high school there; the same one her brother had gone to. Of course his father had said no, but his mother had kept up the quarrel for some time, both voices raised enough for Tom and George to make out many of their words from the next room. There had been talk of their Uncle James, and for some reason of Amy, though just what she had to do with the whole business was beyond either boy. Amy herself had scolded them when they admitted to having listened with ears pressed against the wall, and refused to let them elaborate even when they mentioned having heard her name amongst the other angry words. Being scolded by Amy was rare enough to have fixed itself in Tom’s memory almost as firmly as the argument itself.

“A position in an office would be perfectly respectable, though,” their mother said. “You’d be mixing with the right sort of people in such a place. Mrs Warrington said her husband was speaking to the bank manager recently, and Mr Callaghan mentioned that one of his staff has left—I believe he’s transferred to another branch. So there’s a position vacant, which would be just the thing for—”

“I’m not doing it,” George cut in. “I don’t want to work in a bank.”

Her eyes glittered dangerously, the self-satisfied anticipation abruptly wiped from her face. “Is that the thanks I get for all I’ve done for you? Do you expect me to keep you forever on the pittance your father left?”

“I’ll please myself what I do. I’m not going to be stuck in some old office.”

“You certainly won’t be doing labouring work with a lot of rough men. I won’t allow that.”

“You can’t stop me if I want to.”

Their voices had been rising steadily, and Tom knew they were on the verge of actual shouting. As his mother paused to draw breath he spoke quickly, forestalling whatever had been coming next.

“I’ll do it,” he said. “I’ll go and work there.”

They both turned to look at him, George with his mouth still open from the argument, his mother startled out of her anger.

“Well, I’m glad one of you has some proper feeling,” she said. “I’ll go down there tomorrow morning to see about getting you an interview.” She allowed herself a small smile. “I expect Mr Callaghan will be only too glad to take you on. Though I say it myself, I don’t think there are many young men in Ruatāne who could make such a good impression as my sons.”

*

George had the sense to say nothing more about jobs, and Tom did not feel much like speaking, so they left the talking to their mother over afternoon tea. When plates and teacups had been emptied, the boys headed off for a walk.

They trudged along in silence until safely clear of the house and any chance of being overheard, then George turned to Tom, a frown knitting his brows.

“You don’t really want to work in a bank, do you?” he asked.

Tom shrugged. “I’ve got to do something, haven’t I? I suppose a bank’s no worse than anywhere else.”

“Well, she needn’t think I’m going to do anything like that.”

“You can’t just hang around here all day, you know. Pa wouldn’t have wanted that—he’d have wanted us to pull our weight, help her out a bit with the money.”

George pulled a face at “help her out”, but Tom could see that the reference to their father’s wishes had struck home. “I suppose so,” he muttered. “I get a bit sick of having nothing much to do, anyway. But I don’t care what she says, I’m not going to be stuck in an office all day.”

Like I will be. Tom did not voice the thought, and he let George shift the conversation to whatever boat was expected at the wharf that day, a subject he was quite capable of carrying on without input from anyone else.

The moment his mother had mentioned the bank, a sense as of something inevitable had settled over Tom. Bank, or Post and Telegraph, or some other office; it didn’t really matter which. They were probably all much the same. Wherever it was, it would not be the farm.

Tom Leith, Jack Leith’s son. Tom Leith the farm boy. It was who he was; who he had always been; all he had ever wanted to be. That was what Tom Leith meant. Now he had to find a new Tom to be. Someone who worked inside every day; someone who wasn’t a farm boy. Someone who was a stranger.

 


Chapter Four

On the morning of his interview, Tom’s mother set out a clean shirt for him and brushed his suit with exaggerated care.

“And give your shoes a good polish,” she said. “It’s important to make a good first impression.”

Tom was dressed and ready to go well ahead of time. It was only when his mother remarked that she “must just quickly” put on her own smart clothes that he realised she intended to come as well. He had his doubts over how good a first impression he might make by having his mother accompany him, but it was not worth starting an argument over. And it was not as if he had any experience of job interviews, anyway. Unlikely though it seemed, for all he knew it might be perfectly normal to take one’s mother along on such occasions.

Past experience had taught him that “just quickly” was not a phrase that would accurately describe his mother’s preparations for an outing. He set himself to wait as patiently as possible, perched on the plainest of the parlour’s chairs while resisting the urge to tug at his stiff collar. George sat opposite, supposedly keeping him company but spending much of his time staring out the window, and uncharacteristically quiet. He had never been good at hiding what he was thinking, and Tom saw awkwardness, defiance, and a trace of guilt flitting in turn over his brother’s face. Despite having the advantage over Tom in wearing his everyday clothes, George looked decidedly uncomfortable.

Their mother emerged from her room at last, wearing what Tom assumed was her smartest mourning gown, her outfit completed by a feather-trimmed black velvet hat. 

“It’s time we left, Thomas,” she said after a glance at the mantel clock. “Yes, you look very neat and tidy,” she added, regarding him with obvious satisfaction.

This was a sufficiently important occasion for the front door to be used. George came out onto the verandah to see them off, and called what sounded a half-hearted “Good luck,” to Tom as he set off down the path at their mother’s side.

Tom found himself the recipient of a succession of last-minute instructions during the short time it took them to walk to the bank. “Sit up straight”, “speak clearly”, “don’t shuffle your feet”; it was like being back at school.

The building that housed the Bank of New Zealand was one of the largest in Ruatāne, looming over the small shops alongside it. Tom had occasionally been into the bank with his father over the years, and he remembered a time when the building had seemed immense. In his early memories the steps to the entrance had been daunting, and he had clutched at his father’s hand for reassurance; now he could easily have mounted two at a stride had he not been constrained to match his mother’s stately glide.

Once in the cool interior of the building, with its tiled floor and lofty ceiling, a small, balding man emerged from behind the counter and conducted them down a short passage to the manager’s office.

Mr Callaghan rose to greet them. His face did not betray any surprise at the appearance of Tom’s mother just ahead of Tom himself; without comment he fetched a chair that was pushed against one wall and moved it close to the single one already across the desk from his own. Tom helped his mother to the more comfortable-looking of the chairs, and cast a glance around the room as he took his own seat.

The manager’s office had tall windows along one wall, edged with heavy drapes of dark green velvet. The ceiling was pressed tin painted pale green and embossed in a geometric pattern, and the walls were panelled in dark wood. It was all rather grand, and more than a little intimidating.

His mother was talking with Mr Callaghan; inconsequential remarks about the weather, the state of the footpaths, and the number of carts passing along the main street, leaving Tom for the moment quite unregarded. He stared down at the carpet with its swirls of brown and green. A shaft of sunlight slanted across the room, picking out flecks of gold amid the duller shades. It was a nice day out there beyond the dark wood and heavy furniture. The grass must be lush on the farm by now, and the calves that had been born the previous spring should be thriving. Only a few months since calving season, when his father had still been alive and the world had seemed as if it would go on just the same forever.

“Is that the case, Thomas?”

Tom jerked his head upright at the sound of Mr Callaghan’s voice.

“Ah… I suppose…” He trailed off, mentally scrambling for an appropriately noncommittal response to whatever he had just missed.

“Speak up, dear.” His mother reached over to pat his arm, taking the opportunity to give him a sharp pinch as she did so. “That’s correct, Mr Callaghan, Thomas turned seventeen in August.”

Tom felt his face grow hot. He must seem like a simpleton to Mr Callaghan if he had appeared vague about his own age! Without even looking at his mother, he was keenly aware of the steely gaze she was directing at him.

He resisted the urge to rub at the tender spot on his arm and sat up straighter, doing his best to look alert. He should probably say something, but his mother had answered for him, and echoing her words might make him seem even more stupid.

Mr Callaghan came to his rescue by posing another question. “And how long is it since you left school?”

“Um, it’s…” Tom made a quick calculation. “Four years. I’ve been working on the farm since then, helping Pa and the others.”

“We did consider sending Thomas to high school,” his mother put in. “Perhaps to one of the better schools in Auckland. But it would have meant his being away from home for so much of the year, and his father and I would have missed him terribly.”

She gave a little laugh that somehow managed to combine a sort of apology for being so sentimental, gentle amusement at her own foolishness, and a hint of wistfulness at the mention of Tom’s father. This was his mother at her most charming, Tom realised, and she was really rather good at it. He darted a glance at Mr Callaghan, and saw him nodding sympathetically.

“Thomas was a great help to his father,” she went on. “Such a head for figures he has! Of course I always left matters of business to my husband, but he often remarked that he would have struggled over keeping his accounts in order without Thomas’s assistance.”

This really was stretching the facts to their limits. He had always done fairly well at arithmetic at school, and it was true that he had sometimes helped his father when he complained that the sums in his account book were refusing to add up, but none of that seemed worth making such a fuss over. While he had a grudging admiration for his mother’s ability to make it sound as if he had spent his days on the farm sitting indoors adding up columns of figures rather than engaged in what she called “rough, dirty work”, embarrassment made him drop his gaze back to the floor and the complicated pattern of its carpet.

“And now you’re interested in taking a position at the bank?” Mr Callaghan asked.

Tom realised that he was not just staring at the floor; he was shuffling his feet, just as his mother had warned him against doing. She did not risk another pinch, but it felt as if her eyes were boring holes in him.

He pressed his feet against the floor to keep them still, and raised his gaze to meet Mr Callaghan’s. He was uncomfortable at the thought of telling an outright lie, and he could not have truly claimed that the idea of working in a bank was interesting. But perhaps it would not quite count as a lie, even if not completely true. He did want this job. Well, he needed to find a job, and as he had told George, a bank would be no worse than anywhere else his mother was likely to find acceptable.

“Yes, I am,” he said, aware that his voice lacked enthusiasm. “I’d like to work here, if you think I could do the job all right.”

“Now, I should say that I’d usually prefer a candidate with two years of high school, or else a young fellow who’d come to the bank straight from primary school and worked his way up,” Mr Callaghan said. “But the bank allows managers a certain degree of flexibility when it comes to smaller towns like Ruatāne. I take it you completed the sixth standard at primary school? I couldn’t really consider any candidate without that at least.”

“Yes, I’ve brought my certificate,” Tom said, feeling himself on firmer ground now that they were speaking of facts. He took the piece of thin card from his jacket pocket and passed it over the desk.

If the choice had been his, Tom would have left school the day he turned thirteen, but his mother thought differently—and the talk of going to high school in Auckland had been far more fraught than she had suggested to Mr Callaghan. Their father had put his foot down over that ridiculous notion, but he had allowed her to insist that the boys stay at the little valley school long enough to take the Standard Six examinations. He had probably only agreed to that for the sake of a little peace at home; a motive Tom understood all too well. Tom had not bothered arguing the point, and had applied himself enough to pass the examinations fairly comfortably. When George’s turn came the following year he had complained bitterly every single day he was obliged to keep going to school, and seemed to take his own failure at the examinations as a sort of perverse victory. He had succeeded in annoying their mother over it, anyway; not that that was ever a difficult task.

Mr Callaghan scanned the certificate and passed it back. “Yes, that’s quite satisfactory. Your arithmetic is obviously sound enough to be going on with.”

“He was top of his class in the subject,” Tom’s mother put in. Tom considered that nothing to boast about, given that there had only been two other pupils in Standard Six. But Mr Callaghan nodded his approval, and out of the corner of his eye Tom caught a quick, satisfied smile from his mother.

The manager explained what being a bank clerk, as the job was called, meant. They were the men who stood at the counter taking in or handing over money. They also had to write up ledgers, and make sure everything balanced. Good character and trustworthiness were of the utmost importance, Mr Callaghan said, as well as the ability to represent the bank in the proper light, and Tom’s mother embarrassed him further by saying what a responsible boy he had always been.

Tom made what he hoped were appropriate sounds of agreement, nodding at what seemed the right moments and trying to look a good deal more interested than he actually was. In his efforts to sit up straight he had slid forward a little on the chair, and its hard edge was digging into his thighs. He did his best to shift into a more comfortable position without any noticeable wriggling. 

It was a relief when Mr Callaghan shuffled some papers on his desk then rose, signalling that the interview was at an end.

“Well, I think that’s all we need for the moment,” the manager said. “Applications will be open for a little longer, but I’ll let you know my decision as soon as possible.” He paused for a moment, then his eyes creased in a smile. “Of course the due formalities must be observed, but I rather think we may be seeing you again here at the bank before too long, Thomas.”

He came around from behind his desk to usher them out, then paused by the open door. “I was very sorry to hear of your husband’s death, Mrs Leith. I’d known Mr Leith for many years, and held him in high regard.” Tom’s mother inclined her head graciously, and murmured her thanks.

Mr Callaghan turned to Tom and reached out a hand to shake his. “Please accept my condolences, Thomas. Your father was a fine man, and he must be a great loss to you.”

The words were conventional enough, but Tom heard genuine sympathy in them. As he met Mr Callaghan’s eyes he was startled by how much this man reminded him of his father. Not for any physical resemblance, for the two men could hardly have been less alike. Mr Callaghan was tall and rather thin, with light brown hair threaded with grey. The hand that Tom now gripped in his own had the smooth, pale skin of a man unused to outdoor work, and his eyes were a light blue, rather than the warm brown so familiar to Tom. But in those eyes he recognised kindness, and a fundamental decency.

He shook the hand with its knuckly fingers and felt his mood lift, just a little. He could do far worse than work for a man like this.

*

“I was quite sure you’d be offered the position, of course,” their mother said. George had lost count of how many times he had heard a variation on this sentiment ever since Tom had received the letter informing him that the position of junior clerk was now his. That had been two weeks ago, and today Tom was to start his new job.

It was an important enough occasion in their mother’s eyes for her to have got up earlier than usual and cooked them a proper breakfast. George did justice to his large plate of bacon and eggs, ignoring the sound of her voice as best he could. She was talking a lot of rot about how impressed the bank manager must have been to have offered Tom the job, and what an opportunity it was to better himself. Their mother made it sound as if men had been lining up for the job, but Tom himself had in private told George that he would not be surprised if no one else had even applied for it. Working in a bank did not seem worth making any sort of fuss over; Tom was certainly doing no such thing.

How smart he looked in his suit, their mother was saying. He would be able to dress nicely every day now, with a job that did not mean getting dirty. It was just the sort of position she had wanted for her sons.

That sort of talk meant she was likely to start on with her nonsense about finding George a job like Tom’s. Lately she had been going on about making him into a law clerk, which sounded just as bad as working in a bank.

His mother’s nagging would be even more irritating than usual without Tom there to distract her, or at the very least to take a share of it. George swallowed down the last chunk of bacon, pushed his chair back from the table and rose to his feet.

“I’ll go with you as far as the bank,” he told Tom, who was putting on his hat ready to set out. “I could do with an airing.”

A few minutes’ walk brought them to the Bank of New Zealand, where they parted ways. George watched his brother disappear into the imposing building, then strolled on along the main street.

It was strange to think that from now on he would be spending his weekdays without his older brother, after barely having been apart during the whole sixteen years of George’s existence. Of course everything had been strange since his father died and they moved away from the farm. He would get used to it soon enough, he supposed. But one thing he had no intention of getting used to was spending any more time than he had to with his mother. It was all very well for Tom to talk about looking after her, and even keeping her company when she did not have a houseful of chattering women. Tom didn’t mind doing that sort of thing. George did.

An uncomfortable prompting of conscience suggested that perhaps it was not strictly true to say Tom did not mind it, or even that he did not mind going to work in a bank; it was just that he did those things anyway. But Tom was the one who was always saying George should try not to fight with her, and they would fight all the more if he had to spend all day at the house, or if he let her talk him into some boring job. Tom sometimes said he thought George enjoyed arguing with their mother, and there was a certain amount of satisfaction in feeling himself to be in the right during such disagreements, but being annoyed all the time got wearing.

Anger had become a familiar companion in the months since his father’s death; at first a hot, bitter flow of it carrying him through the shock of those early weeks when he had blamed everyone, even his father, for turning his world upside down. Anger so entangled with his grief that it was impossible to tell where one ended and the other began. It had cooled and settled since, until all that remained was a discomfort he was never quite free of, like a small chip of stone in one’s shoe that stubbornly refused to be found. A sense of being in the wrong place, without knowing where the right place might be.

He had been walking with no clear aim other than keeping his distance from the house, but his steps naturally led him to the wharf. The cattle ramp at the far end was not in use today, and the area around it was quiet. George found a cast-iron mooring post large enough to sit on close to the ramp and settled in there, surveying his surroundings.

The dark green of the water was soothing to the eyes. It lapped against the wharf piles in a gentle rise and fall, setting the small boats moored there bobbing, and giving George the sensation that he was rising and falling with the flow, too. He closed his eyes, enjoying the sun on his back and the small sounds of water on wood.

The trouble with sitting and doing nothing was that it set his mind free to wander. His rambling thoughts delivered up an image of Tom trapped within the high walls of the bank, and the quiet pleasure of idleness drained away. George had argued against leaving the farm, accepting only with great reluctance that it had been their father’s wish he and Tom look after their mother. But he knew perfectly well Tom was right when he said their father would not have wanted the two of them to laze about all day.

His buttocks were growing increasingly numb, thanks to his rigid metal perch. In any case, he had had enough of his own company for the moment. He rose to his feet and ambled over towards the shed, where there were signs of activity.

George knew better than to barge in and get underfoot when men were dismantling piles of freight and tossing around heavy-looking bundles. Instead he joined a knot of men gathered just inside the large doors that stood open to the breeze.

While a few of them were chaps who, like himself, had nothing better to do that morning than stand about watching other people work, most were there to collect freight that had recently arrived, George found. They fiddled with their pipes and talked about politics and the weather and local gossip while they waited for their packages and bundles to be identified so they could begin loading them onto the carts ranged behind the shed.

“That doesn’t look too steady,” a man remarked, gesturing towards a crate that must have been knocked in passing, leaving it balanced at an awkward angle. As he spoke, a worker on the far side of the heaped freight gave the pile a shove, setting the crate rocking.

George and Tom had at an early age been set to catch calves or lambs bent on escape from whatever fate awaited them; a task that had done much to hone their reflexes. George’s neighbour called a warning; in the same moment, hardly pausing for thought, George launched himself forward. He snatched at the crate, stumbled a little as he caught his balance against the weight, then took a firmer hold and set the crate safely on the ground.

The observers let out a cheer, and one shook him by the hand; it emerged that he was the manager of the Royal Hotel and had come to collect the crate, which contained a shipment of drinking glasses. That led to back-slapping and rowdy congratulations as the men joked about having had to go without their beer at the hotel if George had not come to the rescue. A man who seemed to be in charge came over to add his thanks and a handshake of his own; George recognised him as the harbourmaster.

The hotel manager took his crate with elaborate care, and carried it out to a waiting cart. The rest of the incoming freight was picked up and carted off, until George was alone in his corner.

Standing there by himself and doing nothing was almost as boring as sitting around the house without Tom for company would be. George took advantage of a pause in the shed’s activity and went over to where the men were preparing to stack items ready for the next sailing of the coastal steamer. He placed a hand on the nearest pile and tilted his head in a questioning gesture. One of the men caught the harbourmaster’s attention; he nodded, George took hold of a bundle, and hoisted it over to where his neighbour pointed.

He spent the next few hours hauling and stacking, tossing jokes back and forth along with packs and crates. Only when the men flopped down onto some of the softer-looking bundles to open their lunch tins did George realise that his own stomach was grumbling.

He farewelled his new friends and headed for the shed doors, pausing when the harbourmaster called out to him.

“Hang on a minute,” the man said. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a few coins, and dropped them onto George’s outstretched palm. He stared down at the coins, so surprised that it took him a few moments to remember to thank him.

The harbourmaster waved his fumbling words aside. “You did good work there, lad. Come back tomorrow afternoon if you like, when the steamer’s in. We can generally do with an extra pair of hands loading her up.”

*

George strode away from the wharf, coins jingling in his trouser pocket. Two and sixpence for a morning’s work—work he had done for the company of other men rather than for the money, although he had no intention of letting that slip. And the chance of more to come.


Chapter Five

Tom slowly fitted himself into a new routine centered on the bank. It meant wearing a collar and tie every day, making sure his shoes were polished, and learning a new respect for the time shown on the kitchen clock. While a quarter of an hour either way had never meant much on the farm, turning up late for work to an institution whose business hours were adhered to with a conscientiousness bordering on reverence would be mortifying. At the other end of the day, Tom would often find himself sneaking looks at the bank’s clock while taking care not to make it obvious he was doing so.

He set off from the house at the same time every morning, came home for lunch, then returned to the bank for a few more hours’ work in the afternoon. He took in cheques and paid out cash, wrote up deposits and withdrawals, and faced the occasionally daunting task of balancing his daily transactions.

There was one other clerk, Mr Hubbard, the man who had shown Tom to Mr Callaghan’s office for his interview. He seemed ancient—certainly older than Mr Callaghan—and could not be many years away from retirement. He must have long since given up any thought of rising higher in his career, but as far as Tom could tell he appeared content as he was.

Mr Hubbard had a remarkable capacity for remaining completely unmoved by whatever was going on around him. He plodded along steadily with the task at hand, not changing his pace no matter how long the queue of people waiting to be served. At quiet times of day when there might be no customers at all, he would often stand quite still, staring into the middle distance and smiling serenely.

Tom never dared break in upon such silent contemplation with something as trivial as idle conversation, even if he could have thought of anything to say to his older colleague. But Mr Hubbard was a patient teacher as Tom learned the various duties and routines, where the different forms were kept and how they should be filled in, never showing the least hint of irritation even when Tom had to ask again for help with a task that had already been explained to him.

Apart from Mr Callaghan, the only other employee was Leonard, a boy of thirteen or fourteen who ran messages, emptied the wastepaper bins, kept the wooden slots in the customer area supplied with deposit and withdrawal slips, and did a multitude of other small tasks around the bank. He also made the tea and cleaned the little tea room.

They had tea breaks twice a day. Mr Hubbard would send Tom off for his while he continued working, then take his own later, leaving Tom to look after the counter. Mr Callaghan generally came into the tea room partway through Tom’s break. Tom would sip at his tea and chew a biscuit (the biscuits were plain ones that came from the general store, and tended to be disappointing), and do his best to give sensible answers to Mr Callaghan’s questions as to how his work was going.

George had taken to spending much of the day at the wharf, but he came home for lunch, often arriving at the bank in time for the two of them to walk back to the house together. Their mother always seemed to feel the need to ask Tom how his morning had gone, even though he could never find much to say on the subject. Sometimes, especially when she had news of her own she was eager to share, a brief “all right” was sufficient. If he saw any hint of injured feelings in her expression, however, he would rouse himself to say more, forestalling the remarks along the lines of “After all the trouble I went to, finding you such a good position” that were otherwise sure to follow.

It would not have been much of a burden to keep the peace if she had confined herself to asking about his own job, but all too often she chose to take George to task. She varied her attacks, sometimes complaining that he might be getting into what she considered bad company down at the wharf, but more often speculating aloud on what might be a “suitable” job for him. She had been lowering her sights recently, and had given up on the idea of making him into a law clerk as well as accepting that he was too old to start as a telegraph boy. After having at first stated firmly that becoming a shop assistant would not be good enough for her son, she had now reached the point of musing aloud that a respectable sort of shop such as a men’s outfitters might not be completely out of the question. 

Through it all George remained obdurate, insisting that he had no intention of taking any of the jobs she suggested and would continue to spend his days in whatever company he wished. Tom might have found room to admire his brother’s strength of will if he had not got so fed up with the pair of them. There were days when he found himself almost looking forward to going back to work, and the comparative peace of a well-ordered office.

*

George glanced up from his bowl of soup and saw his brother draw a narrow brown envelope from his jacket pocket.

“That’s my wages,” Tom said, passing the envelope across the table to their mother. He at once took up his spoon and applied himself to his own bowl.

She opened the envelope, and George caught a glimpse of florins and half-crowns as she emptied its contents into her lap to count. He was not sure exactly how much Tom was earning at the bank, but that looked like fourteen or fifteen shillings; perhaps even more.

Tom had made it sound like nothing very important, but of course she had to make a fuss. What a help the money would be, she said. Such a weight off her mind.

She extracted two and sixpence from the pile and handed it over to Tom.

“There, you keep that for yourself,” she said, as if bestowing a great favour. “I must say it’s fortunate that one of my sons has a proper sense of duty.”

George was quite sure all this was more a barb aimed at him than genuine praise for Tom. He saw a flush of what might have been embarrassment on his brother’s face, and felt his own irritation mount. She was like a thorn in the foot, the way she went on about things. For Tom’s sake, George determined not to rise to her needling.

He jiggled one leg as a distraction, and felt the hard, metal edge of something dig into his thigh. While he had taken to keeping his modest earnings from helping at the wharf in an old tin, one that had once held cocoa, tucked into the back of a drawer, the coins from the last two days were still in his pocket, stuffed under a handkerchief. George slipped his hand in and turned the coins between his fingers.

Whatever Tom had handed over was a lot of money, from what George had seen of it. And he had earned it by letting himself be stuck in that dusty old bank. Tom was right, their father would have wanted them both to pull their weight. Although unlike Tom, George was not prepared to accept that pulling his weight meant turning over his entire earnings, to be handed back a couple of shillings for his own use.

George drew out a handful of coins. “There’s a bit from me as well,” he said, plonking them beside his mother’s plate.

The untidy little pile made for a less impressive gesture than he might have wished, consisting as it did of sixpences, threepences and even a few halfpennies, with a sole shilling coin to be seen. George did not expect any sort of fuss over his own modest contribution, and by promptly returning his attention to his bowl of soup he could pretend not to see the withering look she directed at the coins and then at George himself.

“Goodness knows where these have been.” She wrinkled her nose as she poked at the nearest coin. “I shall have to scrub this table.” George had the distinct impression that if Tom’s money had spilled onto it she would not have felt a similar need. “Thank you so much, George, that will be a great help, I’m sure,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

George managed to hold his tongue, letting her words wash over him when she added her usual remarks about wasting his time hanging about at that wharf, mixing with unsuitable people. He noticed that, for all her disparaging comments about the source of his earnings, she lost little time in tucking the coins into Tom’s envelope and placing both in the old cake tin where she kept the housekeeping money.

*

There were generally two or three days a week when the wharf shed was busy enough for George to get some work, along with a shilling or two. It was a good feeling to have money in his pocket, and he was happy enough to fall back on this work when nothing better offered, but a shed full of freight was not what attracted him to the wharf. The real lure was the water, and the boats that plied it.

The Waiotahi, the coastal steamer that linked Ruatāne with Auckland via other ports along the way, was the largest vessel to tie up at the wharf, and the days when it was in port were always the busiest, with as much work for George as he could wish. The steamer was the town’s chief link with the rest of the country, taking out produce from the surrounding farms and bringing in supplies, as well as carrying passengers. Beyond the immediate area of the town itself, there was little of anything that could be called a road; “track” was overly generous for some of the routes. The sea was the most reliable way, albeit one dependent on the weather and on the state of the river bar.

George admired the steamers for their power and their utility, and appreciated the relatively steady work they offered, but he saw no real beauty in them. He had been a passenger on one of the steamers when their mother had taken the boys to Auckland some years earlier, and recalled how the thrumming of its engines and the smell of hot oil had after some hours become so familiar that he had scarcely noticed them. Even on that voyage he had been vaguely aware that the engines, with their constant assault on the senses, had created a distance between the sea and himself, muffling the sound of the ocean and overwhelming its salty tang. He remembered spending as much time as possible out on the deck, often leaning so far over the rail that his mother had roused herself from seasickness to insist he come and sit down, claiming that he would fall right in if he kept being so ridiculous. It would have been no use trying to explain that all he wanted was to feel what the ocean was really like. Even Tom would not have understood, let alone her.

George had been fascinated by boats for as far back as he could remember, although his experience of the real thing had been limited when he still lived on the farm. His mother had never approved of this as a subject for curiosity—a disapproval he had chosen to take as encouragement—while his father and brothers had been a tolerant rather than a particularly interested audience as he talked about the different sorts of boat, what they were used for, and whether they might be seen in Ruatāne.

Back then his enthusiasm had been fed by an occasional glimpse at real boats when he came into town, his only source of further knowledge being what he might read in the newspapers, or perhaps in one of the more interesting of his schoolbooks. Now he had ready access to men who could tell him all he might wish to know about their boats and how they sailed them. When the steamer’s departure was delayed one morning by the late arrival of some freight, the captain had shown George through the engine room and explained to him how the different parts worked together, which was all rather more complicated than he had realised.

Even when the steamer was not in port, there was always something going on at the wharf. A line of dinghies was generally tied up there, along with a few larger boats, while one of the smaller craft might be pulled up onto the riverbank for maintenance. George would make sure he was near at hand, ready to pass a tool or loop a rope around a mooring post. Such small tasks were not ones for which he expected payment, and he might have been insulted if any were offered; they were simple gestures of camaraderie, born out of a shared interest in the sea and in the boats that sailed on it.

He learned the knack of stepping lightly onto a boat as it bobbed at its mooring, then holding his balance against the rise and fall of the water, feeling the motion through his feet and making small movements to compensate. The first few times he stumbled, and once came close to falling in, but it soon enough became a thing that took no conscious thought.

His favourite of the vessels regularly to be found at the wharf was not the steamer, nor any of the rowing dinghies. She was a single-masted sailboat called Spray, and from the moment George first saw her he wondered how he could possibly manage to get himself invited out for a sail.

Boats were often referred to as “she”, George knew, and the Spray certainly merited more than an impersonal “it”. Rows of overlapping kauri planks made up the graceful, curved lines of her hull, and the deck had been varnished, highlighting the wood’s honeyed grain. The Spray was kept in pristine condition by her owner, with every brass fitting gleaming; even the tarpaulin stretched across a corner of the deck was clean and showed the marks of being neatly mended at times. This was a beautiful boat, and a well-loved one.

It had been several days after his first visit to the wharf before George encountered Spray’s owner. When he at last found the man at work on the boat late one afternoon, George at once introduced himself.

George knew Mr Reece, by sight and also by reputation. He was a carpenter, and along with his two sons had built a fair number of the houses in Ruatāne. Mr Reece was not as talkative as some of the other boat owners, and on that first afternoon George got barely two sentences from him. 

He determined to show himself capable of being useful without annoying the man with idle chatter. Mr Reece was wiping down various surfaces, wringing out cloths in a bucket of water; George offered to fetch a fresh bucketful from the rainwater tank behind the shed, and Mr Reece accepted with little more than a grunt.

George returned with the bucket, then stood waiting in case another load of water might be needed. After a few minutes of this, Mr Reece tilted his head to indicate one of the cloths, and George realised that he was now entrusted with helping to clean the boat.

In the course of several such afternoons, George came to understand that Mr Reece was not unfriendly, as he had at first feared. He was a man given to weighing his words before speaking, and having weighed them he frequently decided to keep his thoughts to himself. While he could never be called chatty, as he became familiar with George he grew more expansive.

When Mr Reece judged that enough work had been done on the boat for that day, he sometimes liked to sit and puff at his pipe for a half hour or so before leaving the wharf. George, who had become increasingly adept at working in companionable silence, found that his own presence was accepted at such times. One afternoon Mr Reece offered to share his tobacco pouch, and even produced a spare pipe for him to borrow when George admitted to having none of his own.

His father had sometimes let Tom and George try his pipe, and had taught them how to light it and keep it going, but their mother, while she had no authority over the grown men, had always forbidden the boys from smoking in the house. George leaned against the gunwale with his legs stretched out on the deck, the tobacco scent in his nostrils a pleasurable reminder of the old days on the farm, and the lapping of wavelets an equally pleasant reminder of the best parts of his new life.

Mr Reece could be communicative at such times. George learned that as a young man he had been a ship’s carpenter, and had spent years at sea before eventually making his way to New Zealand and ultimately to Ruatāne. While he claimed he was now quite happy to be settled on dry land, it was clear that an affection for the ocean still lingered. That affection had led to his building Spray.

His sons, both grown men themselves, were now responsible for much of the day-to-day work of the business, leaving Mr Reece with more time to devote to his boat. But he was a practical man, and would not have indulged the fancy of owning such a vessel had he not been able to turn it to practical use. He occasionally supplemented the income from his carpentry business with fishing, selling his catch from a lean-to shed built onto his house for the purpose.

While Mr Reece contrived to spend time at the wharf once or twice a week doing some sort of maintenance on the boat, his fishing expeditions were dependent on the weather, as well as on just how busy the carpentry workshop happened to be, so weeks might pass without Spray leaving her mooring. His own love of the sea did not appear to have been inherited by his sons, but one of the apprentices could sometimes be spared to go out with Mr Reece on a short fishing run if the workshop was particularly quiet.

“I suppose you catch twice as many fish when there’s two of of you,” George said, aware of a rising inflection in his voice that he hoped did not make him sound too eager.

Mr Reece removed his pipe and tapped it with his forefinger. “So you might think,” he said. “That depends on how much sense the other fellow has, lad.” The hint of a smile was just perceptible through his full beard. 

To pursue the matter further would have been too close to openly pleading, and George let the subject drop. But on days when Mr Reece was at the wharf, if George had found no paying work on offer he always made a point of ambling over to Spray and making himself useful.

George nursed a secret hope that he might happen to come across Mr Reece when he was just on the point of setting sail; or might somehow render a valuable service, and thus be considered indispensable on the Spray’s next outing. His imagination produced ever more elaborate, and ever less likely, scenarios, which saw George save Spray from certain disaster and at once be offered a share in the boat’s ownership.

George had been blessed with a native optimism that was nearly unquenchable, but as the weeks stretched on he grew almost resigned to the thought that an outing on Spray might never be more than a daydream. When the longed-for invitation came, it was so matter-of-fact that it took George a moment or two to understand just what he had heard.

“I’m taking the boat out later,” Mr Reece said one morning, just as George was thinking it must be time to head home for his lunch. “You can come along if you like.”

If he liked! Had George been a few years younger he might have felt the need to get up and run around shouting his excitement. As it was, he was careful to sound as calm as could be managed when he answered.

“Yes, I suppose that’d be all right,” he said, in the tone of one who did not much mind whether he took up the offer or not.

“Well, just make sure you’re here in good time. I’ll be heading off about eleven o’clock, and I won’t be waiting around for you,” Mr Reece said. “It should be a decent run, the moon’s right for it just now.”

Only then did George understand this was to be a night trip. He was not sure he had ever been up at such an hour as eleven o’clock. Allowing time to reach the open sea and get back to the wharf, as well as however long they spent actually fishing, it would surely be close to dawn before they returned. Getting up at dawn was a familiar enough experience from his years of milking cows; staying up until sunrise would be a whole new adventure.

George assured Mr Reece he would be back at the wharf well in time, and was halfway home before it occurred to him there might yet be an obstacle to his promised outing, in the form of his mother. His steps faltered, but only for a moment. He was not going to let her get in the way of this.

*

A glance at the clock atop the Post Office told George it was almost Tom’s lunchtime. He ambled along the main street, then hung about outside the bank until Tom emerged.

They had barely taken two steps along the footpath before George burst out with his news. Tom waited until the flow of words had subsided before asking, “So you’d be staying out all night?”

“Pretty well. We’ll want to be out there long enough to catch a decent load.”

Tom nodded thoughtfully. “Mother mightn’t be too keen on that, you know.”

“Well, she needn’t think she’s stopping me. No, don’t go looking like that, I won’t make a row over it. I just won’t tell her I’m going.” George had chewed over the idea all the way from the wharf, and had been rather proud of himself for coming up with a solution that would avoid trouble all round. 

Tom’s expression was disappointingly sceptical. “What, you think she wouldn’t notice?”

“No, she’ll probably be in bed by the time I head out. Even if she’s not… well, I could slip out the back door while she was in the parlour, or maybe climb out the bedroom window.”

“She’d hear you. And even if she didn’t,” Tom added, forestalling George’s insistence that he could move silently if he needed to, “she’d find out in the morning when you didn’t turn up for breakfast.”

“Too late for her to do anything about it by then,” George pointed out.

“Too late for her to stop you. Not too late for her to make a heck of a fuss about you sneaking off—and I’ll be the one who has to try and settle her down.” Tom glanced over at him, and heaved a sigh at what George knew must be a mutinous look on his face. “Have it your own way, then. Maybe she won’t be too bad in the morning.”

They walked on in silence, George’s reluctance to involve their mother in the matter warring with his conscience. While he had given little thought to her reaction, he was aware that he had indeed had a vague notion of Tom’s looking after all that while George himself was comfortably out of reach. After several minutes of this musing, a study of Tom’s resigned expression gave conscience the victory.

“All right, then, I’ll tell her tonight,” George said. “Tell her, mind you, not ask. I’m going, and that’s that. I don’t care what she says.”

*

“No, absolutely not,” was their mother’s reaction to George’s announcement. “I won’t allow that.”

For Tom’s sake, George had been full of good intentions about holding his temper and discussing things calmly, but this brusque dismissal was too much.

“I can please myself whether I go or not,” he said. “I’m sixteen, you know. Don’t talk to me as if I was a little kid.”

“Then stop acting like a child,” she snapped. “There are boys your age earning a proper living, not wasting time on a lot of silly nonsense. I’m not letting you stay out all night with some rough fellow you met at the wharf. Goodness knows what might happen to you.”

“You can’t stop me.” George was aware that his voice had become high-pitched; knowing it probably made him sound younger annoyed him all the more. “What, are you going to try and shut me in the house or something?”

She opened her mouth to speak, eyes flashing. For a moment George wondered if she might actually be foolish enough to make him use his superior strength, unpleasant though that would be for them both. But Tom cut in, raising his own voice to catch their attention.

“Mother, it’s Mr Reece George wants to go out with—you know, he builds houses and things, him and his sons. He’s not a rough chap, he comes into the bank sometimes.”

“What?” She turned to face Tom. “Oh, you mean the one who built the new extension on the general store? He’s quite a successful businessman, I believe.”

“I’ve heard people say he’s doing all right,” Tom said, sounding guarded; George was vaguely aware that there was some rule saying his brother was not meant to talk about how much money people had in the bank.

She now looked more thoughtful than annoyed. “He’s rather prominent, really—well, not that it takes much to be prominent in Ruatāne, but even so…”

She swung her attention back to George. “Why didn’t you say it was Mr Reece in the first place?” she demanded. “Letting me think it was some ruffian you were taking up with.”

George saw Tom direct a warning shake of the head at him, and swallowed the retort he had been about to utter. Now that Tom had somehow managed to get their mother to see sense, it would be best to leave well enough alone.

“I didn’t know you knew who he was,” he muttered.

“Well, of course I do. I’m hardly ignorant of the more important people in this town, as you well know.”

As their mother grew more expansive on the subject, listing the names of several other ladies of her acquaintance, George gathered that she had a complicated sort of connection with Mrs Reece. “We mix in the same circles,” she said at one point, by which she seemed to mean that, while they were not in the habit of visiting each other, they both visited some of the same women, and had met at their houses. He was not sure he had it quite straight, but his interest did not extend to asking for further details.

Mrs Reece was, in his mother’s opinion, a most respectable woman, and her husband’s carpentry business was equally respectable. He had the impression that selling fish might be seen as less so, but his mother avoided any difficulty there by speaking of his fishing activity as strictly a hobby.

“Some of the very best people in Auckland go boating on the weekends, and the annual regatta is quite the occasion,” she said. “I do realise Mr Reece’s boat won’t be anything so grand as the sort of thing I used to see when I was a girl, but one wouldn’t expect that in Ruatāne.”

She bestowed a gaze on George that was almost gracious.

“Very well, you have my permission,” she announced.

It took all George’s self-control not to retort that he would have gone in any case. He gave a glance at Tom, then looked down at the floor and for his brother’s sake mumbled a barely audible “Thanks”.


Chapter Six

George set out for the wharf soon after ten that evening, anxious not to arrive late and perhaps miss his outing. Tom had stayed up to keep him company. He waved George off at the kitchen door, whatever farewell he might have called smothered in a huge yawn.

It was not very far, and George was walking more briskly than usual, the moon so bright that there was little risk of a stumble; but when he arrived at the wharf Mr Reece was already there, doing something with the rigging. George stepped nimbly aboard Spray, asked what he could do to help, and was pointed at some crates and sacks.

He stowed the gear where directed, while Mr Reece finished his adjustments. There was a place for everything on Spray, in hatches on the deck or stowed along the sides. It was important to have the deck clear while they were sailing, Mr Reece said, as responding to wind and weather often made it necessary to move quickly.

“A good swimmer, are you?” Mr Reece asked, glancing over as George lowered a hatch cover.

George recalled afternoons spent splashing about in the creek with Tom, where the water had rarely come above chest height and a few yards of dog paddle or an occasional flailing stroke was as close as they had come to real swimming.

“I can swim a bit,” he said. It was not a complete lie, anyway.

Mr Reece let out a grunt. “Best not fall in, then.” His face was turned away, and George was not sure whether or not he was joking.

George unhitched the mooring line, then under Mr Reece’s instructions helped hoist the sails aloft. The canvas caught the breeze and went taut with a snick that sent a small shiver of delight through him.

The wind was light but steady, and the riverbanks were soon sliding past Spray as the wharf receded into the distance. Mr Reece adjusted their bearing from time to time, explaining to George how the sails worked. 

It was not a matter of simply presenting the widest part of the sail to the wind, as that would mean they could only travel in one set direction. But by changing the angle of the sails they could alter the boat’s heading to a degree that surprised George, sailing almost right into the wind. It had to do with the way wind and water worked together, and the boat’s keel, and the rudder, and of course the sails themselves.

George listened attentively, doing his best to commit all this to memory. He was reminded of some of his school lessons, dim memories though these now were. If only they had taught things like geometry and science in a useful way like this, he might have taken more notice.

As they crossed the bar into the open sea, leaving the shelter of the riverbanks behind them, a modest-sized wave broke against Spray’s bow and Mr Reece’s instructions became a less theoretical matter. Aiming for the intended fishing spot meant they needed to angle more closely into the wind, changing tack every few minutes. It only took one sharp knock on the head from a swinging boom to teach George to duck before scrambling across to the other side of the boat whenever Mr Reece called the instruction to “go about”.

The moon was bright as a new shilling, coating the sea with a layer of silver. Spray’s passage broke the light into glistening shards that merged again in her wake, floating on the ripples like a shining fabric wafted on a breeze. George found himself losing any clear sense of how much time was passing, but after perhaps an hour of this Mr Reece announced that they had reached the chosen spot.

George had gathered that keen fishermen tended to have favoured areas they liked to keep the knowledge of to themselves. Being taken into Mr Reece’s confidence over the location of one of his own such spots was gratifying.

They took in the sails, retrieved the fishing gear from under the seats where it had been stowed, and set up their lines. Mr Reece fastened the rudder, so that he could let Spray drift while keeping her from turning broadside on to the breeze, light though it was.

Spray bobbed about gently, wavelets brushing against her sides with a soft slap, slap. In the distance the land was a line of darkness against the stars, studded here and there with what must have been lamplight from scattered farmhouses. Where it was untouched by the moonlight, the sea was black as ink. George was aware of the water below him, fathoms deep. Only a thin layer of planks shielded him from its cold embrace, but that was enough. He felt as safe in this fragile cradle as if he had been in an armchair at home. The night was so quiet that it seemed to demand quiet in its turn; when George and Mr Reece spoke at all it was in low voices.

Mr Reece was not a man given to effusiveness, so when he remarked that it was “Not a bad night’s fishing,” George knew it must be a particularly successful one. Snapper after snapper snatched at the baited hooks, to be hauled aboard, swiftly dispatched with a sharp blow to the head, and placed in sacks. George had rarely spent a pleasanter few hours; not when doing something that was actually useful, anyway.

“I used to bring my boys out here when they were younger,” Mr Reece remarked. “Came the time they both reckoned they’d sooner have a good night’s sleep.”

George snorted. “Who’d want to be lying in bed when you could be out doing this?”

He heard a quiet chuckle from Mr Reece’s direction. “I would’ve thought the same at your age,” he said. “These days I wouldn’t care to be out at this hour too often. Just once in a while, when the night’s too good to waste.”

When Mr Reece announced they should reel in their fishing lines and prepare to head back to shore it was not because time was running short, but because they had caught so many fish that the sacks were now full.

“That’s as much as I’m likely to have any use for,” he said. “No point catching more. It won’t keep.”

George was used to farmhouse mutton that could be relied upon to keep for a week if stored in a meat safe on the cool side of the house; even if a section happened to turn green, it could be sliced off and discarded. But fish, it seemed, had to be eaten within a day or two, in summer at least.

The breeze was almost directly behind them on the trip back in, making for easy sailing. The moon was close to setting, but the eastern sky grew lighter as they travelled. When they crossed the bar into the river mouth George looked over his shoulder to where the horizon was brushed in streaks of bluish pink, telling him dawn was not far off.

Mr Reece loosened the sails in time to allow Spray to nudge gently against her mooring, and George made her fast with ropes looped over the bollards. While Mr Reece finished lowering the sails George unloaded the boat, stepping easily on and off the deck. He had always been sure-footed on land, and took pleasure in the knowledge that he now moved almost as confidently between solid ground and the less forgiving surface of a moving vessel.

Mr Reece had left a small handcart by the wharf shed. George helped him load it with the fishing gear and their catch, then offered to push the cart to Mr Reece’s house, which turned out to be not far from the wharf in the opposite direction from George’s own home.

George nudged the cart alongside Mr Reece’s lean-to, checking that it was secure from rolling away.

“Would you like a couple of fish to take home?” Mr Reece asked, just as George was preparing to make his departure.

“That’d be really good, thanks. We don’t usually have fish.”

Back on the farm, where no one could spare the time to go fishing and mutton was free for the killing, fish had never appeared on the table at all. Since their move into town their mother had bought it two or three times for what she considered special occasions, but among her numerous subjects for complaint was that her limited household budget meant it was too expensive for common use. She claimed she had been used to a fish course every day before she came to live on the farm, and George did remember enjoying such courses when she had taken Tom and him to visit her family in Auckland.

Mr Reece pulled two good-sized snapper from one of the sacks. “Know how to clean them, do you?”

“Um… I suppose I could figure it out,” George said, regarding the fish doubtfully.

Mr Reece laid both snapper on a bench in his lean-to and demonstrated the process on one of them, then produced a smaller fish for George to practise on. A good, sharp knife was the main thing, Mr Reece told him. After a false start, leaving a mangled product that Mr Reece said his cat would no doubt enjoy, George felt confident enough to clean and gut the other large snapper. 

*

George strode home in the growing daylight, the drawstring of a canvas bag containing the two snapper slung over one wrist. The weariness of a sleepless night was doing its best to gain a hold, but it had little chance against the elation that still buoyed him. When they said their goodbyes Mr Reece had all but promised George he would take him out fishing again when the chance next arose.

He swung the front gate closed, its metal catch jangling, and whistled as he walked around to the back door. Tom was already in the kitchen, sawing thick slices from a loaf of bread. 

George had barely begun telling his brother about his night’s adventure when their mother emerged from the passage, wrapped in her dressing gown and with her hair down. It was rather earlier than her usual time for getting up, and the yawn she was unsuccessfully trying to smother behind one hand showed that she had only just woken.

“Such a noise you made, stamping along and whistling like some street urchin,” she grumbled. “I expect you disturbed the neighbours.” Her eyes narrowed as she studied George more closely. “And look at the state of you! Dirty as a sweep, and dressed as if you were a common labourer.”

George glanced down at his undeniably rumpled clothes, the smear of fish blood on his cuffs and the fish scales scattered all over his trousers not improving his appearance. “Well, I wasn’t going to wear my best suit,” he pointed out. “I’ve brought some fish home,” he added, holding the bag out.

“Really, I didn’t think fishing would be such a dirty business,” she said, pursing her lips. “I hope no one we know saw you.” But she took the bag, and when she peered inside George was almost sure she was impressed, despite her best efforts to hide it.

“You needn’t think you’re sitting down at my clean table in that state,” she said. “Go outside and make yourself decent in the wash house. Thomas, you can take a change of clothes out to your brother.”

A drone of disapproving remarks on his appearance followed George as he left the room, silenced only when he shut the kitchen door behind him. He obediently took himself out to the shed that held the copper and washtubs, filled a bucket from the rain barrel, then stripped to his underclothes and scooped handfuls of water to splash over his exposed flesh. The shock of cold water sent a shiver through him, but did nothing to dampen his spirits. Even she could not spoil his mood today.

He rubbed himself vigorously with an old towel that was kept out there, then sat on the lid of the copper while he waited for Tom to arrive with fresh clothes. Drowsiness was creeping over him at last, but it was a comfortable weariness. He would go to bed as soon as he had had breakfast, no matter what tasks around the house his mother might think she had for him that morning.

The back door opened, and a moment later Tom’s footsteps sounded on the path. Wafting along from the direction of the kitchen came the mouthwatering scent of fresh fish sizzling in a pan.

*

Mr Reece was a well-respected figure around the wharf, and George found that when it became known he had been invited out on Spray his own reputation received a marked boost. Other boat owners were readier to let him aboard their crafts to lend a hand, and on days when more men happened to be around than there was paid work available, George was almost sure of being one of those chosen. Best of all, he caught the attention of Captain Hutchings, the owner of a schooner called Emerald. 

Captain Hutchings sailed from Ruatāne to Tauranga once a week or so. He went on days when the coastal steamer was not expected, and called in at some of the smaller ports along the way which were too difficult of access for the steamer to service. The Emerald could only take a handful of passengers and modest loads of freight, but it was always in demand, especially when Ruatāne’s bar prevented the steamer from coming into the harbour for any length of time.

In the course of George’s third fishing trip on Spray, Mr Reece remarked that the Emerald was currently short of a crew member, as one of her regular crew had left the district.

“I told Hutchings he could do worse than take you on,” Mr Reece said. “Have a word with him, if you’re interested.”

George lost no time in presenting himself to Captain Hutchings later that day. Mr Reece’s recommendation had obviously had the desired effect; Captain Hutchings asked if George would be available for the next sailing, and George assured him that he certainly would.

Going to Tauranga and back would take the better part of two days, and George consulted Tom before even attempting to broach the subject with their mother. Tom was good at managing her, but probably not even his skills would have been up to the task, at least not without a huge fuss first, had she not already grown somewhat accustomed to the notion of George’s going on overnight trips, thanks to his outings with Mr Reece.

It was still not entirely straightforward, of course; not with her involved. It seemed that Captain Hutchings did not use the local branch of the Bank of New Zealand, so Tom, who felt the need to be honest even with their mother, could not drop any useful hints about the health of his bank account. Complicating matters further, Hutchings was a widower, so there was no Mrs Hutchings to be part of his mother’s circle of visits and to make it easier for her to determine what level of society Captain Hutchings occupied.

Unlike her initial response to his fishing expedition, she could not possibly think he would be in any danger on a proper, more-or-less scheduled voyage; the sort she had taken herself at times. But she could pass off his outings with Mr Reece as jaunts for little more than the fun of it; the sort of thing fancy people up in Auckland did. Being taken on as crew might be a different matter.

“I’ll see what I can do,” Tom said. “How about you let me talk to her and you just keep quiet.”

George was more than willing to go along with the suggestion. While there were times when a disagreement with their mother was, in his opinion, unavoidable—and he was prepared to admit Tom might not be entirely wide of the mark when he accused George of enjoying such arguments—that was only the case for things that did not really matter. With something this important, the discussion was best left to Tom. 

Tom raised the subject in the parlour that evening, waiting until their mother was comfortably settled with a piece of fancywork, then letting her prattle on for several minutes about some new shop that was opening. He even managed to look interested. 

When that topic seemed exhausted for the moment, Tom spoke.

“Mother, George was telling me Captain Hutchings has asked him to give him a hand on his boat,” Tom said, his voice full of enthusiasm. “He wants him to help sail it over to Tauranga. He’d only be away one night—like when he goes out fishing with Mr Reece.”

Tom really was good at this, George thought as he watched his brother at work. He was content to be an observer, confining himself to nodding in agreement as Tom made the case for him. 

The first potential obstacle their mother raised, of whether or not Captain Hutchings was “a suitable person for George to mix with,” as she put it, was not too difficult for Tom. He pointed out that Captain Hutchings appeared to be running a successful business, and that while the lack of a wife to visit the other ladies of Ruatāne might make him unfortunate, it did not make him any less respectable than Mr Reece. 

“George seems to have a good name with those fellows who own boats,” Tom said. “I expect they’d only ask chaps they knew were decent sorts, ones they could trust.”

She still looked unconvinced. “You mean working on that boat, don’t you?” She directed the question at George himself, but it was Tom who answered.

“Yes, he’d get paid,” he said. “That’s right, isn’t it, George?”

The two of them had discussed this. “Say you can give her more towards the housekeeping if you get this work,” Tom had urged. “That’ll help with getting her to come round.”

George had grumbled, but had also seen the sense of it. “Yes, better than I get just helping with the freight on the wharf,” he said. “I could put in a bit more money for the food and all that.” He put a deliberate emphasis on “a bit”; he had no intention of parting with more than a modest portion of his earnings.

Her lips pursed in that familiar look of disapproval. “It’s not at all the sort of occupation I’d have chosen for one of my sons.”

But her grumbling seemed less forceful than it had been when he first started frequenting the wharf. “I think she’s just about given up on getting you into the bank like me,” Tom had said to George earlier that day, a wryness in the grin that went with his words.

Tom caught his eye, and sent a look that told him it would probably turn out all right, especially if George himself did nothing to aggravate her. The most reliable way of avoiding that was to remove himself from the scene and leave them to it.

“I’m a bit tired, I think I’ll turn in early.” He rose from his chair and made an exit before he could be engaged in further conversation.

When he heard Tom’s tread along the passage half an hour later, George sat up against his pillows and by the dim light of the turned-down lamp watched his brother enter the room.

“How did you go with her?” George asked.

Tom sat on the edge of the bed and began unbuttoning his shirt. “It’s lucky she was in a pretty good mood tonight,” he said. “She wasn’t too bad, not when I said you’re really keen on all this stuff about boats and there’s not much point trying to talk you out of it.”

“No, there’s not,” George said. “I could’ve told her that myself.”

“And you would’ve got her in a state so she’d try and stop you whether she wanted to or not,” Tom said, his voice coming muffled through the nightshirt he was pulling on. His head emerged, and he shot a grin at George. “I told her that after a couple of days on this boat, you might decide it was too much like hard work and go off the whole idea.”

George snorted, not in the least offended at having been the subject of such discussions. “Not bloody likely,” he said.

*

He learned a lot on that first trip on the Emerald, including just how important it could be to keep out of the way of people who knew what they were doing. The schooner’s rigging was a good deal more complicated than that of the single-masted Spray, and took some studying. But he watched the more experienced crew members, and did what he was told when called upon, and by the time they reached Tauranga he felt confident in the more straightforward tasks. 

They arrived in port late in the afternoon and unloaded their cargo of potatoes and maize onto the wharf, where men with carts waited to carry off the sacks. George remained on the boat that night along with most of the crew, a makeshift bed of sacks proving sufficient for what turned out to be a surprisingly sound sleep.

Next morning they took on several bags of dried fruit and some small boxes of carefully packed spices that were destined for Ruatāne’s general store, along with two passengers: a commercial traveller, and a local brewer on his way home from a visit to Auckland. An uneventful return voyage saw them back in Ruatāne well before sundown.

When George left the wharf and set out for home, it took several strides for the ground to lose its disconcerting sense of being less than solid. But that did nothing to hinder the lightness of his steps. Just before George disembarked, the Emerald’s master had told him there would be a place for him on the schooner as often as he wished.

*

Physically hard though the work on the schooner could be, George sometimes found it difficult to believe he was now actually getting paid for going sailing, an activity he would cheerfully have done for nothing.

The Emerald’s voyages took him away from Ruatāne for an overnight trip, and occasionally for two nights, most weeks. While it was obvious his mother would never be enthusiastic about his chosen work, she made no attempt to stop him, making do with pointed remarks on what she considered its unsuitability.

As autumn gave way to winter, many a sailing was made in rough weather, with only actual storms keeping the Emerald in port. George enjoyed the more exhilarating of the voyages. The sea was like a living thing, and he found fresh pleasure in all its moods.

He always slept on board, as did the rest of the crew, other than those who had family in Tauranga. There were no cabins, but he could generally find a pile of something vaguely soft to curl up on, knowing that he could catch up on any missed sleep when he was back home. While he might treat himself to a meal in Tauranga as a change from what was offered on board, most of his pay went straight into his savings. Even with the few shillings he felt obliged to hand over to his mother each week, those were growing steadily.

In those early days when they had first left the farm, George had felt himself hemmed in by their narrow plot of land and by the crowded little town itself. Now his world had expanded to encompass a large part of the whole Bay of Plenty. The coast to the west of Ruatāne had grown familiar to him, and he confidently walked the streets of Tauranga and the smaller towns where the schooner sometimes called. He had learned the best vantage points for views over the different harbours, and the vendors of hot meat pies least likely to have unpleasant after-effects.

On a brilliantly fine winter’s day, when he happened to have nothing to do until the steamer arrived in an hour or so, George sat in a sheltered corner of Ruatāne’s wharf making the most of the sunshine. The only thing that could make him even more content with his current lot, it seemed to him, would be having the opportunity to sail along the coast further east, rather than only ever travelling to the west of Ruatāne. The farm lay in that direction, and he had once gone a few miles along the beach on a school outing, but that was the furthest extent of his experience.

There were no substantial towns down that way, and in his younger days George had imagined those distant bays as something like the desert islands of storybooks, all white sand and palm trees, with not another living soul in sight. He knew that was nonsense; people lived there, the beaches were as likely to be shingle as sand, and the climate must be no different from Ruatāne’s own temperate one. But the area still had all the allure of the unknown for him, and to travel there would surely be an adventure worth having.

No vessels based out of Ruatāne made regular sailings in that direction. The only one he knew of that did was a scow named Cora that sailed from one of the ports to the west, and George did not know its owner or any of its crew.

He shifted his position to a slightly more comfortable one, and leaned back to enjoy the sun on his face. There might be no opportunity for going east just now, but one was sure to turn up eventually.


Chapter Seven

Customers at the bank tended to come in clumps, which meant sometimes Tom had a queue of them jostling in front of his counter, while at other times many minutes might pass without a single person entering the large double doors. Such quiet periods gave him a chance to catch up on any tasks left undone, and if it was late enough in the day he might even manage to make a start on his daily balance, but there was a limit to how much time you could spend tidying up the counter. In his first weeks at the bank long queues, especially ones that included several customers with complicated transactions, had left him hot in the face and with a panicked sensation low in his stomach. Those days were largely in the past now, and on the whole he preferred busyness. A lack of anything much to do made the hours drag.

Tom soon began to recognise the regular customers, and could greet them by name even without a quick glance at the bank book handed across the counter to him. Some of them were already familiar, of course; some were even members of his own family. His older brothers called in from time to time, although if it happened to be when the dairy factory had just paid out the quarterly cream cheque, which meant every farmer in Ruatāne seemed to feel the need to visit the bank, there was little chance of exchanging more than a few words with John or Harry.

He saw Amy there, too. She had her own bank account, as their father had left her a small annuity, and would sometimes come in to withdraw a little money. If the bank was quiet, and Uncle Charlie was off on some business of his own so that she did not have to hurry away almost at once, they could have a comfortable chat for a few minutes.

“I mustn’t keep you from your work,” Amy said on the first of these occasions. “I wouldn’t want to get you in trouble,” she added quietly, casting a glance in Mr Hubbard’s direction.

Tom was quick to assure her there was no risk of any such trouble. Mr Hubbard’s own sister was herself a regular visitor. Neither had ever married, and they shared a small house on the outskirts of town. On Miss Hubbard’s shopping days she always called in to see her brother, and the two of them would sometimes go over to the Masonic Hotel for lunch. The cheerful “Good morning, Mrs Stewart, I hope you’re keeping well,” Mr Hubbard called from his own counter set her at ease; even better, when Mr Callaghan emerged from his office to speak to Mr Hubbard, he greeted Amy cordially and said how pleased he was to see her.

By the tail end of winter, Amy was no longer sending furtive glances around the bank before settling in for a chat. One August morning she waited a few minutes for Tom to finish dealing with a customer, then approached his counter.

“I know your birthday’s not till tomorrow, but I won’t have a chance to see you then,” she said, smiling up at him. “So I thought I’d bring this in today. Happy birthday, Tommy.”

She passed a paper-wrapped package across the counter, and Tom opened it to reveal a slab of fudge, cut into neat squares.

“It’s just a little present, but I know you always used to like this,” she said.

“I still do! I haven’t had any for ages, though, and you make the best fudge. Thanks, Amy.”

“I didn’t manage to see George for his birthday, so you’d better share it with him, your birthdays are so close together,” Amy said, then laughed as Tom pulled a face of exaggerated disappointment. He leaned across the counter and planted a kiss on her cheek, aware of Mr Hubbard smiling as he turned aside to give them a measure of privacy.

George was home in time for dinner the following evening, after two days away on one of his trips to Tauranga, and before the meal Tom gave him the small lump of remaining fudge. In the presence of their mother George had the sense to say little about his work, beyond remarking that the trip had gone well and he would probably be going away again the following week. She did a certain amount of eye-rolling, but did not otherwise comment, for which Tom was grateful.

She had made Tom’s favourite dessert in honour of his birthday, a rich, gooey chocolate pudding on which he poured a generous dollop of cream. He and George had two helpings each, and by the time the pudding had disappeared and they were finishing up with cups of tea he felt pleasantly full.

“How about we go down to the hotel for a drink?” George said. “I’ll shout you one for your birthday.”

An evening away from the house was tempting, although Tom wondered if it would be worth the pursed lips and disapproving remarks that might follow. But when he glanced over at their mother she looked more or less unconcerned.

“Yes, you boys go and enjoy yourselves,” she said, her voice full of what was perhaps meant as patient resignation. “Don’t stay out too late, though—Thomas has his work in the morning, remember.”

“So have I,” George said. “I’ll be back at the wharf tomorrow, see if there’s anything going on there.”

Tom saw their mother roll her eyes again, but she was mercifully silent. She must be making an effort because it was his birthday, he decided.

George might have had little to say over dinner, but he made up for it once the two of them were alone. He was full of talk of his latest voyage as they walked along the road. The boat had encountered a patch of strong wind on the way to Tauranga; Tom felt his stomach clench as his brother described the vessel leaning, waves slapping against its side and once or twice crashing right across the deck. The captain had taken delivery of some sort of equipment for the boat, which George described in details that meant nothing whatsoever to Tom.

In fact he found much of George’s conversation all but incomprehensible when it came to boats. Tom was familiar with the coastal steamer, and of course he knew that some boats had sails, but all this talk of the differences between scows and schooners and ketches went straight over his head.

Not that he minded; and not that George required anything much in the way of response. It was no hardship to provide an audience to George’s pronouncements on the advantages of one sort of boat over another, and Tom took a measure of vicarious enjoyment from his younger brother’s exuberance. He was certainly not going to bore them both by talking about debits and credits and interest rates.

There might be nothing in his day-to-day life that could rouse him to George’s heights of enthusiasm, but Tom did not consider himself unhappy. There were small pleasures to be found in the most mundane of things. On evenings when George was away Tom might dawdle on the way home to take a detour along the riverbank, enjoying the sight of the last sunlight on the dark water. There were comparatively peaceful evenings when his mother was in a good mood. In his old life on the farm, he would scarcely have believed that even the quiet satisfaction of a column of figures that came to the correct total on the first attempt could be something to enjoy.

The Royal Hotel was in sight now, and George was still talking about boats. While the one he was currently working on—a schooner, he called it—was, according to George, a fine craft, he had the idea in his head that he wanted to sail on some other boat called a scow. He had yet to do so, but he had great hopes that he soon would. Tom smiled to himself; George always had hopes.

George’s flow of words only came to a halt when they actually reached the hotel’s doorstep. Tom pushed open the heavy doors and they entered the bar room, its warmth a welcome escape from the winter night and the drizzle that had just started.

The place was not crowded on this mid-week evening, but a fair number of customers sat around the room in small clusters. Tom and George exchanged nods with the men, several of whom Tom knew by sight.

They took their seats on tall stools at one end of the bar, and George ordered mugs of beer. Tom’s attention was caught by his own hands as he took hold of his mug. They had grown much softer; almost unrecognisable as those of the farm boy whose hands had borne the signs of what seemed a thousand small injuries from knocking against fences or catching on machinery; burned brown in summer and chilblained in winter. He glanced over at George, firmly gripping the handle of his own mug. With all that hefting loads of freight and tugging on ropes, working in all weathers and with salt spray everywhere, his brother’s hands were, if anything, even rougher than in the old days.

The sounds of amiable conversation in a variety of low-pitched voices, coupled with the smell of tobacco and of male bodies growing increasingly warm, reminded Tom of the farm. He saw George’s meditative smile and was sure his thoughts were running along similar lines. 

Tom had brought a few coins of his own, and he insisted on paying for the next two mugs of beer. A couple of men at a nearby table beckoned the boys to join them; they turned out to be from a farm a few miles outside town, and Tom remembered meeting them once or twice at the dairy factory. They talked of the farming prospects for the months ahead; of the weather, and (the conversation led in that direction by George) the boats that were currently sailing out of Ruatāne.

The other men had some distance to return home, and when they had finished their own beers they made their departure. Neither Tom nor George was in any particular hurry to leave; the drizzle had not seemed likely to last any great time, so they might as well allow it to take its course before going out onto the street again.

Despite the hardness of the chair, Tom felt himself sinking into a comfortable mellowness as he sipped at his beer. They both drank slowly, making it last as long as they could, but eventually the mugs contained nothing but a small amount of froth.

“Want another one?” Tom asked, fingering the coins in his pocket; a quick piece of mental arithmetic told him he had enough for one more beer each. 

“Too right I do,” George said, nudging his mug against Tom’s with a soft clink. “I’ll pay, though. I know she doesn’t leave you with much to throw around.”

George reached into a pocket, which Tom knew was a good deal better filled than his own. His brother had been paid on his return from Tauranga, and for tonight’s outing he had added something to that from his savings. These had now grown large enough for him to have replaced the old cocoa tin with a lockable metal box, which he kept under his bed. 

He went off to the bar, and was back soon afterwards, but not with mugs. Instead he carried two squat glasses, each holding a measure of golden-brown liquid.

“Thought you might fancy a drop of whisky,” he said, placing one glass in front of Tom.

“Thanks,” Tom said, mildly startled. “That must’ve cost you a few bob.”

George shrugged as he resumed his seat. “I’m not doing too bad lately, getting plenty of work. Anyway, it’s your birthday, we should have something a bit special.”

Tom took up the glass and swirled its contents, watching how the liquid caught the light. Back on the farm, whisky had only made an appearance on special occasions such as their father’s or older brothers’ birthdays. Their father had sometimes, in the face of pursed-lip disapproval from their mother, given George and him a sip from his own glass, and in the last year of his life had deemed the boys old enough to have a modest portion poured out for them, but this was the first time Tom had had a whole measure to himself.

He took a gulp, and his mouth was suddenly full of something at once earthy and spicy, overlaid with smokiness, its sharpness biting at his taste-buds before easing to a warmth that traced its way down his throat. It was an interesting sensation, if not an unalloyed pleasure.

George’s talk of boats and their occasional mishaps had for some reason become much more entertaining than usual; more than once, Tom had to stifle a laugh that threatened to turn into a raucous giggle. He found his own store of wittiness bubbling to the surface, too, recounting little incidents from work. When he spoke of the day a bird had got inside the bank and set one of the town’s more stately matrons waving her arms around shrieking that it was going to attack her hat, which was piled so high with artificial flowers and fruit and tall feathers that Tom had thought it quite possible the confused bird had been unsure whether to eat it, fight with it, or mate it, George laughed so heartily that he was convulsed in a coughing fit until Tom thumped him on the back.

The urge to giggle subsided into a general feeling of goodwill towards the world at large. They sat on, both smiling at nothing in particular and neither in any great hurry to go home.

George’s smile abruptly broadened. “Hey, I’ve got an idea,” he said. “How about we go upstairs?”

The fog that had seeped into Tom’s head meant it took him a few moments to puzzle out George’s meaning. “You mean… where the women are?” he said slowly.

“That’s right. I reckon that’d be just the thing.”

Tom could not remember just when he had first heard rumours of what went on upstairs at the Royal Hotel. It had been so long ago that for years he had had only the vaguest notion of what anyone meant when referring to the place. Of course he knew now, though only by rumour rather than any direct experience.

On another night he might have said no; but on another night he might not have had the sensation of the very blood in his veins flowing more strongly than usual, giving him an unaccustomed feeling of well-being and the conviction that all was right with the world. A brain that was definitely working more slowly than usual was still struggling to muster arguments against the idea as he stood and followed George to the bar room’s back door.

The hotel’s main staircase might have been a more direct route, but “around the back and upstairs” was so regularly attached to any mention of their destination that their feet automatically took them in that direction. It also had the advantage of being shielded from any prying eyes in the main part of the building.

A narrow alley ran between the hotel and its neighbour, a saddler’s shop that was dark and deserted at this time of night. Their boots thudded dully against the well-trodden earth as they made their way, staying close to the nearer wall to avoid the worst of the chilly wind.

“A couple of chaps on the boat were talking about this place the other day,” George said. “They reckon the girls up there give a bloke a fine old time.”

“Sounds good,” Tom said. He felt his mouth curve into a foolish grin.

“Especially one called Sally. She’s supposed to be about the best of all.”

“Why?”

“Um… I dunno,” George admitted. “It’s just what they said. But they’re all pretty good, I heard.”

The sound of their footsteps turned hollow as they mounted the bare wooden steps. At the top was a door under a small awning, a lantern mounted to one side of it casting a yellowish glow.

George grasped the door’s knocker and gave two sharp raps. A sliver of light appeared as the door opened a crack for someone on the inside to peer through, then it swung wide open so the two boys could enter. Tom found himself being ushered into a small vestibule, the door pushed closed against the night as soon as they were inside.

The woman who had let them in moved to stand with her back to the door. Her face was an unsettling mix of chalky white base with a circle of red neatly painted on each cheek, making it difficult to guess how old she might be. Her gown, made of some sort of shiny stuff that was either dark blue or green, was an elaborate one, although it had seen better days, with some of its many flounces wanting the attention of needle and thread.

“And what can I do for you fine young gentlemen?” she asked. She had a rich, treacly sort of voice with more than a hint of amusement in it, although her expression was level. “Were you thinking you’d like to meet some ladies tonight?”

“That’s right,” George said, his voice full of a confidence Tom envied. “That’s just what we want to do.”

“You haven’t been here before, have you?” she said. “You don’t look familiar.”

“No, it’s our first time—first time coming here, I mean,” George added hurriedly.

“I see.” The amusement had now spread from her voice to her eyes. “Well, I must say it’s always nice to have young fellows come here for the first time,” she said, laying a careful emphasis on the word. “Five shillings each,” she added briskly.

George’s face fell. Tom might have found his brother’s expression comical, had the whole business not become mortifying. To be subjected to this woman’s penetrating gaze, exposed as too foolish to have brought enough money with them! Tom could interpret the thought behind George’s eyes as clearly as if his brother had spoken aloud: he should not have bought those whiskies.

“Um… I haven’t got that much,” George confessed. “I didn’t think it would… I mean…” He trailed off, then abruptly burst out, “It’s my brother’s birthday, see, and I wanted to give him a treat. But I suppose we’d better go.”

Tom had dropped his gaze to the floor, uncomfortably reminded of being scolded at school for making a mistake in his lessons. There was no point offering to add to whatever money George still had; after the two beers Tom had paid for, his own pockets contained no more than a few pence. “Sorry to have bothered you,” he said, his voice feeble in his own ears.
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