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Chapter One

November 1918

Sunlight turned the valley green-gold on the
day Daisy’s father came home. Her room still held a trace of the
sun’s warmth when she slipped into bed that night, a freshly washed
pillowcase smooth and crisp against her skin. She drifted off to
the murmur of voices through the wall, her father’s deep tones
blending with her mother’s higher pitch to make the loveliest of
music. When the first daylight crept through a chink in her
curtains, Daisy woke to the glorious knowledge that was better than
any dream could be: her father was home, and the war was over.

The three of them did the morning milking
together; breakfasted together; walked to the horse paddock and
cart shed together. Daisy watched her father heft the load of milk
onto the spring cart, each of the tall metal cans that she and her
mother could barely shift between them lifted as easily as if it
were empty. She stood at her mother’s side as they waved him off
down the farm track, reluctant to let him out of their sight even
for his trip to the dairy factory.

The factory visit took less time than Daisy
had expected. A batch of scones was still cooling on a rack when
they heard the rattle of the cart again, its rhythm telling Daisy
that the horse was going at a brisk trot. A few minutes later her
father came into the kitchen, strode over to the bench, and kissed
them both.

‘Those smell good,’ he said, reaching for a
scone.

Daisy’s mother slapped his hand away. ‘Wait
till I’ve finished buttering it, Davie! You can’t be that hungry,
not after what you ate at breakfast.’

‘Well, I am a bit. And I’ve missed your
scones.’ He cast a longing look at the laden plate as he pulled out
a chair.

Her mother slathered butter on the last few
scones, and Daisy spooned jam onto the centre of each one. They
joined him at the table, a cup of tea steaming in front of each
place setting and the plate of scones in the middle. Her father
took a scone, which disappeared in two bites. Daisy picked up one
for herself and ate it more carefully, savouring the feel of warm
butter and tart strawberry jam melting on her tongue, the scone
base soft and fluffy. Fresh baking was one of the many tasks she
and her mother had been forced to let slip while they were running
the farm on their own.

‘You weren’t long at the factory,’ her
mother said. ‘We didn’t think you’d be back for a while yet.’

‘I made sure I didn’t get talking to
anyone—just your pa, and he was keen to get home, too. Oh, that’s
right, he said to tell you your ma says we’re to go down there for
lunch.’

People generally did as Daisy’s grandmother
told them. They arrived at Grandma’s well in time for the midday
meal, and Grandma herself stood in the doorway to call them inside.
She had left her stays off that day, Daisy noticed when she was
enfolded in a soft, squishy hug.

Grandma held on to Papa for a little longer
than she did Daisy and her mother. ‘I’m glad you’re home, Dave.’
She stepped back from him and took a handkerchief from her sleeve
to dab at her eyes. ‘Now, sit down and we can get on with it before
the potatoes get cold.’

Daisy sat between her parents on the bench
that ran along one side of the table, with Benjy, Kate and Aunt
Maisie opposite them. She looked up from her plate to see Grandpa
and Grandma smiling around at them all.

‘It’s good to see a decent crowd at the
table again, eh?’ Grandpa said. His three grown-up sons were all
still on the other side of the world, waiting for a ship home from
Europe.

Grandma nodded. ‘Yes, it doesn’t seem right,
just the five of us. The place feels empty without those boys—and
I’m still cooking too much half the time.’

‘Shouldn’t be too long now till they’re on
their way back. There’s that many chaps over there, though, I
suppose they’ll need a fair few boats back and forth.’

‘Well, the sooner they’re back the better,’
Grandma said.

‘I’ll say,’ Aunt Maisie agreed.

The conversation among the adults shifted to
discussion of the dairy factory and the weather, and family news
that Daisy had already heard. She gave her attention to the roast
mutton and vegetables before her.

‘Did you hear they’ve closed the school up
for the year, Dave?’ Grandpa said, startling Daisy. ‘Mr Connor said
something about it down at the factory this morning, but I think
you’d got away by then. His boy told him when he came home
yesterday.’

‘No, I didn’t hear anything about that,’
Daisy’s father said, frowning. Daisy saw her parents exchange a
glance.

‘Are you sure, Pa?’ her mother asked. ‘It’s
only November, school shouldn’t be finishing for ages yet. Mr
Connor might’ve got it muddled somehow.’

‘No, it’s closed all right,’ Grandpa said.
‘I sent Benjy down to the school when I got back from the factory,
to see what was going on.’

‘Yes, and Miss Cameron was there on her own,
packing up all the stuff,’ Benjy said. ‘I stayed and helped her for
a bit. She told me it’s because of the flu going around—she reckons
it’s bad in the big places like Auckland, so they’re making all the
schools close early.’

‘Oh, that’s a shame, when Daisy was all set
to go back,’ Daisy’s mother said. ‘I don’t know what that’s got to
do with our school, though, just because of people being sick in
Auckland.’

Benjy shrugged. ‘Well, that’s what Miss
Cameron said. She got a letter from the people up in Auckland, and
they told her she had to close it.’

‘I don’t think Aunt Amy’s said much about
the flu up there in her letters—she might have said something about
making up baskets of food for people who were poorly, but I think
that was about it. Daisy, has Eddie mentioned anything about it to
you?’

Daisy shook her head. ‘No, except he’s been
helping with taking food to people. He hasn’t said if his school’s
been closed up, either.’ Her cousin’s last letter had been shorter
than usual, barely covering one page, and mostly concerned with
talk of the Armistice celebrations in Auckland as well as good
wishes on her father’s return.

‘Well, it can’t be too bad, then, or one of
them would’ve said about it. Don’t you think so, Davie?’

‘That’s probably right,’ Daisy’s father
said, but she noticed a thoughtful expression pass over his face at
all this talk of flu, as if he knew more about it than he was
willing to say.

Grandma piled more potatoes onto Benjy’s
plate, which Aunt Maisie had already replenished. ‘Well, I think
it’s a jolly good idea,’ she said. ‘We’re all topsy-turvy with half
the men still away and everyone busy on the farms. And it’s not as
if Benjy can go back to school, anyway, not until the other boys
are home to help your father.’

‘I think I’ve got enough, thanks, Ma,’ Benjy
said. He sent a grin in Daisy’s direction; Grandma was inclined to
worry that Benjy might somehow go hungry, despite there never being
any shortage of good food at her table. ‘As long as they’re back by
February, I’ll be all right for when school starts up again.’

His older sister Kate reached over to help
herself to the potatoes. ‘Don’t worry, Benjy, I don’t mind doing
your milking for a bit if the boys don’t get back till after school
starts. You can help with the dishes to pay me back.’ She gave his
shoulder a playful poke. ‘Not to mention peeling some of the
potatoes.’

Mama put her hand over Daisy’s and squeezed.
‘February will come round soon enough, love,’ she said quietly.

‘I know.’ Daisy managed a smile. ‘It’s all
right—it’ll be good to have the time at home with Papa.’ Which was
true enough; though it did not quite soften the sharp reminder that
even with her father home safe and sound the world could still
deliver disappointments.

 


*

 


‘I think I might go down to the school and
see if Miss Cameron’s there,’ Daisy said next morning over
breakfast. ‘I’d like to hear it from her about the school closing
and everything, just in case there’s been a mix-up.’

‘I’ll give you a ride down on my way to the
factory if you’re ready quick enough,’ her father said.

Daisy hurriedly changed into a clean dress
and brushed her hair, and by the time her father brought the cart
around she was waiting at the garden gate. He leaned over to give
her a hand up to the cart’s seat, and Daisy slid along to press
against him, her arm linked though his.

‘Looks like she’s there,’ her father said
when they drew near the school and saw the teacher’s gig; Miss
Cameron’s horse was grazing in the school’s small paddock. Papa
drew the cart to a halt, and Daisy climbed down from the seat.
‘I’ll pick you up on my way back if you’re still here then.’

Daisy crossed the patch of rough grass to
the schoolroom. Miss Cameron waved through the open window, and a
moment later appeared in the doorway.

‘Daisy, I’m so pleased to see you! You’d
better not come in just yet, though, I seem to have stirred up the
dust. Let’s sit out here while it clears.’

She came down the few steps and sat beside
Daisy on a low bench in front of the school. ‘I’d been thinking of
calling on your family this morning once I’d finished tidying up
here, but it’s taken rather longer than I expected—I must be slow
today.’ She slid her spectacles down her nose and pressed a finger
to the corner of each eye for a few moments before pushing the
spectacles back into place. Daisy noticed that her eyes were red,
and the skin around them looked swollen. She leaned back against
the wall, as if sitting upright was too much trouble.

‘So school’s really finished for the year?’
Daisy asked.

‘Yes, I’ve decided to follow the rules at
last.’ Miss Cameron smiled at what Daisy knew must be a look of
confusion on her own face. ‘I must confess that I’ve been something
of a rebel, Daisy. The instructions came from Auckland earlier this
month that all the schools were to close at once, but I took it
upon myself to leave ours open.’

‘Benjy said it’s because of the flu, but
there’s flu most years, isn’t there? I don’t think they’ve ever
closed the schools over it.’

‘No, but it’s not usually as severe as this
one seems to be. I gather you haven’t been following the news in
the papers recently?’

‘Only things about the war. We’ve been busy
on the farm, Mama and I, and… well, the war was the only thing that
seemed to matter.’

‘Of course it was. The flu’s really quite
severe in the cities, but we’ve been lucky in Ruatane so far, it
hasn’t been as bad here yet. It’s the war that’s turned our lives
upside-down—your family’s as much as anyone’s. That’s why I made
the decision to keep the school open for as long as possible, and
just hope that the Education Board in Auckland wouldn’t find out.
I’m sure the Board has better things to do than to check up on
every single school in the country. There was so little I could do
to help while the war was on, but I thought perhaps I could give
the children some stability—just a scrap of normalcy to hold on to.
Does that make any sense?’

‘Of course you make sense, Miss Cameron.
Yes, I think I see what you mean. It was good you could do
that.’

‘I’m just sorry I couldn’t keep it open long
enough for you to come back to school. I hope you’re not too
disappointed, but I don’t think I can risk my small act of defiance
any longer, or the authorities really will catch up with me.’ The
corners of her mouth turned up as she said it, but even that small
movement seemed to take an effort.

Daisy had never seen her teacher looking so
tired, and she was careful to keep any trace of disappointment or
complaint out of her own voice. ‘No, it’s all right—Papa’s back,
and that’s the main thing. February’s soon enough to start school
again.’

‘Yes, we’ll all be settled and back to
normal by then, I’m sure.’ Miss Cameron pressed her hands against
the wooden bench and got slowly to her feet. ‘I’d really better get
back to work or I’ll never get this finished.’

‘Can I help you with it?’ Daisy asked.

Miss Cameron shook her head. ‘It’s good of
you to offer, but you’d better not come inside. I’ve quite a sore
throat—it must be from the dust, and I wouldn’t want you to get one
as well.’ She paused at the foot of the steps; Daisy saw her hand
tremble a little where she gripped the rail. ‘In fact I’m not sure
that I’ll stay any longer myself. I might just gather up the most
important of the paperwork and take it with me—it’s mostly the
logbooks and rolls, I need to finish writing up the final records
for the year so I can send them off to the Board, and I can do that
just as well at home.’

She accepted Daisy’s offer to catch the
horse for her, and Daisy had it harnessed to the gig by the time
Miss Cameron came back outside with a bundle of folders and
notebooks, which she was stuffing into her leather satchel.

‘Please give my regards to your mother, and
tell Mrs Stewart I hope to call on her later in the week,’ Miss
Cameron said, tucking the satchel under the gig’s seat. She placed
a foot on the step, but made no move to hoist herself any higher.
‘It’s rather fortunate, really, that school’s finished for the
year, I feel ready for a rest. And I’ve a friend who’s just come
over from Tauranga to visit—I haven’t been a very good hostess so
far, but I’ll be better company for her now.’

Daisy helped her up to the gig with a hand
under one elbow, concerned that her teacher might be a little too
unsteady to manage on her own. ‘Have a nice holiday with your
friend, Miss Cameron. I’m glad you’re going to have a good, long
break from school.’

‘Thank you, dear.’ Miss Cameron coughed, and
grimaced. ‘It’s odd, I didn’t notice so very much dust inside, but
my throat feels quite raw. I’m looking forward to a nice hot cup of
tea when I get home, and perhaps putting my feet up.’

Daisy waved her off, and watched the gig
shrink into the distance.

There was no point waiting at the school for
her father to collect her; she had spent such a brief time with
Miss Cameron that he was probably still on his way to the factory.
Daisy turned away from the small blur that was all she could now
see of her teacher and set off in the opposite direction for
home.

It was a pleasant morning for walking, a
light breeze giving the air crispness. To her right the paddocks
were lush with spring growth, and fantails flitted in and out of
the trees on the other side of the track. Daisy’s steps took up a
steady rhythm, requiring only an occasional glance at her feet to
avoid turning an ankle on a rough patch.

She would go back to school next year, and
do her best to catch up on the work she had missed. The war was
over; school would start again; everything would be just the same
as it used to be. Daisy had the odd sensation that she was somehow
arguing against herself. She ought to feel happy; yet the time
spent with Miss Cameron had left her with a sense of unease.

On the day her father came home the world
had seemed as unbreakable as if it were made of shining metal. It
was still just as bright, but now Daisy was reminded of a glass
ornament she had once seen at her Aunt Sarah’s house in Auckland:
clear and perfect in every line, but with an air of fragility, as
if a touch might shatter it.

When she got back to the house she went into
her room to get changed. Her gaze fell on the pile of textbooks
Miss Cameron had lent her earlier in the year, when Daisy had had
to leave school to help on the farm after her father was
conscripted. It was too late to return them now; she would have to
wait till school opened again next year.

Daisy picked up the topmost item, which
happened to be a grammar text. There seemed little point now in
struggling through the schoolwork on her own, as she had been doing
over the last few months. Now that she could not finish up the
school year properly, she would have to go back into Standard Five
next year, and do the work all over again.

She replaced the book and snatched up her
other dress, eager to get out on the farm and work off the
restless, unsettled feeling that had taken hold of her. Influenza
in the cities seemed an odd reason to have shut all the schools,
even in their little valley. The thought nagged at her that perhaps
this outbreak was more serious than everyone around her seemed to
think.
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Eddie tugged the handcart along a rough
stretch of footpath, occasionally glancing over his shoulder to
check that the tall pots of soup were steady. There was a knack to
keeping up a reasonable speed so that he could get around his
assigned area in good time without overturning the cart.

He pulled a sheet of paper from his pocket
to check the list of street numbers where he was to make his
deliveries. The influenza committee’s soup kitchen organised its
team of volunteers, assigning each one a section of the city to
travel around, delivering food to those houses where people were
known to be ill and unable to fend for themselves. With so much
free time now that his school had closed, Eddie had needed no
prompting to join in the relief effort.

The next house on his list was some way up
the street. Eddie took a firmer hold on the cart’s handle and
lengthened his stride.

It was a part of Auckland unfamiliar to him.
Houses nudged up together with only a narrow gap between each one
and its neighbour. Their front doors opened directly onto the
footpath, and a thin backyard stretched out of sight behind each
building.

A small child sat on the front doorstep of
one house. Eddie smiled and nodded at her, then something about the
child made him slow his steps and halt. She sat hunched in on
herself, brown curls framing a thin face, her hands knotted in her
lap.

Eddie checked that the cart was resting
firmly on a level part of the footpath, and lowered its handle to
the ground.

‘Hello. What’s your name?’ he asked.

‘Eileen,’ the little girl whispered.

‘Where’s your mum, Eileen?’

‘She won’t get up. I made a cup of tea, but
she doesn’t want it.’ Huge blue eyes stared up at him,
unblinking.

‘Is she sick, then? Has she got the
flu?’

‘Don’t know.’

Eddie thought he saw her lower lip quiver.
‘What about your dad? Is he at work?’

She shook her head. ‘He’s gone to the
war.’

Her father must be one of the thousands of
men waiting to be sent home. Eddie gave silent thanks that his
Uncle Dave was safely back on the farm with Daisy and Aunt
Beth.

Eileen stood, and reached up for the handle
to push the door open. ‘Please, Mister, will you come and see why
Mama won’t wake up?’

She was wearing a dress that must have been
meant for a much older child, with a loose neckline that revealed
sharp collarbones. Thin arms emerged from overlarge sleeves. Eddie
wondered how the child had even managed to lift a kettle to make a
pot of tea. Two paces brought him to the doorstep; Eileen clutched
at his trouser leg, and he found himself being led into the small
parlour that opened straight off the front door.

Eddie had never seen a dead body before, but
his first sight of the figure sprawled on a mattress, a thin
blanket covering her below the shoulders, told him that this woman
was beyond waking. Not just because she lay so still, her head at
what looked an unnatural angle, but because of the color.

He had heard rumours of bodies turning black
from Spanish Influenza; this woman’s face was more of a dark,
blotched purple. It was not the colour of living flesh.

A chipped cup half-full of watery-looking
brown liquid had been placed on the floor close to the mattress. A
fly crawled around its rim; as Eddie watched, the fly lifted itself
and blundered over to settle on the still figure under the
blanket.

‘See, I made her some tea,’ Eileen said,
pointing to the cup.

The awareness of a small hand slipped into
his shook Eddie into action.

‘That’s good, Eileen, but your mum’s too
tired just now. I’ll cover her up so the light doesn’t disturb
her.’ He batted the fly away and drew the blanket over the woman’s
face.

He needed to get back to the depot and let
them know there was a body to be collected; more urgently, he
needed to find someone to look after the little girl. Most urgently
of all, he needed to fill his lungs with fresh air.

Eileen seemed content to leave her hand in
his and be taken back out to the footpath.

‘Have you got any family around here,
Eileen? Your granny, maybe, or an aunt?’

She looked at him blankly, showing no sign
of even knowing what the words meant.

Eddie forced himself to think calmly, doing
his best to drive from his thoughts the image of that hideously
discoloured face. He had a vague memory of seeing someone in a
backyard a few doors down; yes, there had been a woman hanging out
washing. He strode out in that direction, realised almost at once
that Eileen was trotting to keep up with him, and scooped her up in
his arms.

The woman was still at the washing line. The
strip of ground between her house and the next was rough and
unpaved, and obviously not meant as a path to the backyard, but
Eddie was unwilling to waste time knocking at the front door and
waiting for a response. She stood with her hands on her hips
watching him plunge through to the yard. When she saw the child in
his arms, her wary expression changed to concern.

‘Eileen? What’s the matter, dear?’

Eddie lowered the little girl to the ground.
She ran over to the woman and buried her face in her skirts.

The woman wrapped an arm around her, and
studied Eddie. She was grey-haired and had a wrinkled,
weather-beaten face, but her gaze was keen.

‘And who might you be, then?’

‘Eddie Stewart, Ma’am. I’m taking food
around to people. I saw Eileen outside her house, and she wanted me
to come and look at her mother.’

‘She’s been taken bad, has she?’

‘She’s…’ Eddie flicked a glance at Eileen,
then met the woman’s gaze again. He shook his head.

Her eyes showed that she had understood his
unspoken message. ‘I’ve been trying to keep an eye on her, but I
didn’t manage to get over there this morning. My husband’s down
with it, too, and he was bad in the night.’

‘She wasn’t on my list of people to visit. I
wouldn’t have known she was there if I hadn’t seen Eileen.’

‘Well, you must have seen those notices up
at the Post Office and Lord knows where else—they say folk are to
help themselves, and only ask the district committee for help if
they’re in dire straits.’ She looked Eddie up and down. ‘There’s
not enough of you fellows to go around. Anyway, we’re used to
looking after ourselves here. We keep an eye out for each
other.’

A child even smaller than Eileen came out of
the house and crawled backwards down the steps; a moment later
Eddie realised that the fruit box by one of the clothes props held
a sleeping baby.

The woman followed his glance. ‘My
daughter’s children.’ Her mouth seemed to wobble on the word
“daughter”. ‘I’m looking after them now.’

‘I have to get back to the depot and tell
them to send someone out to… you know… pick her up,’ Eddie said,
jerking his head in the direction of the house where the dead woman
lay. ‘Can you look after Eileen till someone comes? I’d take her
with me, but I want to get there pretty smartly.’

‘No need to rush, lad, Mrs Wilson won’t be
going anywhere. You might as well finish taking that food to the
needy folks first.’ She patted Eileen on the shoulder. ‘Yes, leave
her with me. One more won’t make much difference.’

‘She said her father’s at the war.’

‘That he is. He’s in the ground at the
Somme.’

So he was not one of those soldiers waiting
for a boat back to New Zealand. He was one of the men who would
never be coming home at all. Eddie looked down at Eileen, who was
sucking her thumb and staring from one to another of the people
speaking over her head. The thumb emerged from her mouth as she
broke into a smile. She reached out her hand toward him.

Eddie crouched to take the small hand, with
its rather damp thumb, in his. ‘Hooray then, Eileen. You’ll be all
right, this lady’s going to look after you.’

‘My name’s Mrs Parkes, in case you want to
make a note of it,’ the woman said as Eddie was turning to
leave.

‘Oh, that’s right, I think I’m supposed to
do that. Thanks.’ He found a stub of pencil in one pocket, and
carefully noted Mrs Parkes’ details, as well as Eileen’s, on the
back of his list of delivery addresses.

Eddie waved to Eileen until he gained the
footpath and she disappeared from sight. He retrieved his abandoned
cart and, taking Mrs Parkes’ advice, finished his deliveries before
returning to the depot.

He passed on the information about Eileen
and her mother, then headed for home. He was doing a lot of walking
lately; few of the trams were running these days, with so many of
the drivers off work with the flu. Eddie strode along Queen Street,
where what seemed like more than half the shops and offices had
their doors boarded up, and only a handful of people were about.
The greatest sign of activity was at the entrance to the inhalation
chamber, where people were queuing to breathe in a zinc sulphate
spray that was supposed to protect against influenza. Eddie had
already experienced the spray; Aunt Sarah had insisted that the
whole household go to the nearest chamber as soon as it opened.

He turned off Queen Street and walked past
the Technical College, which had been turned into an influenza
hospital, then picked up his speed for the short remaining distance
to his home.

His grandmother and aunt were both in the
kitchen when he got to the house. Granny and the maids were cutting
up vegetables and the cook was rolling out a huge round of pastry,
while Aunt Sarah wrote out labels and attached them to baskets.
Against one wall was a pile of folded sheets, probably fresh off
the washing line. They were regularly sending supplies to the
hostel that had been set up for children whose parents had been
taken ill and who had no one else to care for them; in addition,
they had their own small round of households where people were not
quite desperate enough to need the help of the influenza committee,
but were still struggling to get meals on the table and clean linen
on their beds.

‘You’ve been a long time today, Eddie,’
Granny said. ‘Here, I’ve made you a few sandwiches to be going on
with—you must be hungry after all that walking.’

She picked up a plate with several
sandwiches piled onto it, then paused in the act of passing it
across the table. Eddie was aware that she was studying him
closely, and he did his best to look unconcerned.

‘Let’s take these outside,’ she said. ‘I’ve
made them quite full, and you don’t want to be dropping bits on Mrs
Jenson’s nice, clean floor. I’ll come out with you, I wouldn’t mind
sitting down for a minute or so.’

They went out the kitchen door and sat at a
small table in the garden. ‘Is everything all right, dear?’ Granny
asked when the first bite of sandwich was safely down.

‘Mm.’ Eddie took another bite at once;
partly as an excuse not to say more, and partly because he had
realised he was actually quite hungry.

‘It’s just that… well, I know there are a
lot of sad cases. It’s fine work you’re doing, Eddie. You just
remember that.’ She squeezed his hand.

He wondered if she might press him to say
more, but Granny was good at letting people be quiet if they wanted
to be. She got up and strolled around the nearer part of the garden
while he ate his sandwiches, then sat beside him once more.

‘I was just thinking…’ Eddie took a last
swallow, and tried again. ‘I know you’re mainly doing plain stuff
just now, but I wondered if I could have some biscuits or
cakes—something a little kid might like.’

‘Of course you can. What about some nice
fudge? No need to bother Mrs Jenson, I’ll make it myself.’

‘That’d be really good.’ He fiddled with the
empty plate, tilting it back and forth on the table. ‘They still
haven’t got the flu bad in Ruatane.’

‘No, thank goodness. Auckland seems to have
it worse than anywhere.’

‘Do you think maybe it won’t get bad in
Ruatane at all?’

Granny paused for so long that he was not
sure if she was going to reply at all. ‘I don’t know, Eddie. I hope
not.’

 


*

 


The strawberry crop was a fine one that
year. A few days after their visit to Grandma’s, Daisy gathered
strawberries until she had filled a basket with the fruit that
escaped going straight into her mouth. She added the haul to a pile
of rhubarb stalks already in the jam pan, and her mother set it
over the heat, where the three of them took turns stirring until
the sugar dissolved.

The day was warm, and Daisy soon opened the
back door to let in the breeze. The pot bubbled away on the range,
the jam’s sweet, rich scent filling the kitchen. Daisy’s apron was
spattered with sticky red blobs, as was her mother’s, and she
noticed a small chunk of strawberry in her father’s hair.

Her mother had poured a little jam into a
saucer and placed it on the windowsill to cool; now she tipped the
saucer from side to side, and prodded at the skin that had formed
on the jam.

‘It’s ready,’ she announced. ‘Davie, you can
lick this off the saucer if you like—that should be safe enough.’
She grinned at Daisy’s father, who had already burned his tongue by
sneaking a taste of jam off the wooden spoon when he thought she
was not looking.

He swiped the saucer clean with two licks,
then lifted the heavy pan over to a cooler part of the range, close
to where empty jars were lined up on a wooden slab. He carefully
tilted the pan to the right angle and Daisy held each jar steady, a
thick cloth protecting her hands, as her mother ladled in jam.
Sunlight from the window struck the jars, turning the light
ruby-red and making patterns on the floor.

Grandpa’s tap on the door was so quiet that
Daisy only realised he was in the doorway when she saw him standing
there, one hand still raised to knock again.

‘Come in, Pa, and I’ll put the jug on,’ her
mother said, glancing up and smiling; a smile that faded almost at
once. ‘Whatever’s wrong? You look as if you’d seen a ghost.’

Daisy’s grandfather gripped the doorway for
a moment as if to steady himself, then came into the room clutching
his hat against his chest. ‘I went into town this morning to see
Richard. He was out when I got there, Maudie said she’s hardly seen
him the last couple of days, there’s that many people come down
with the flu.’

‘Sit down and tell us all about it,’ Mama
said. She took Grandpa’s arm and led him over to the table, where
she sat beside him while Daisy and her father pulled out chairs for
themselves.

‘Richard came in after a bit,’
Grandpa said. ‘He’d been around at the teacher’s—a friend she had
staying with her came to fetch him.’

‘Miss Cameron?’ Daisy said, startled. ‘Has
she got the flu? Is she all right?’

Her grandfather looked across the table at
her and shook his head slowly. ‘No, she’s not, love. She died this
morning.’

Daisy was dimly aware of her mother’s hand
stroking her arm. Shock had left her unable to move or speak.

‘What a terrible thing to happen,’ Mama
said. ‘That’s so sad, a nice lady like Miss Cameron.’

Grandpa cleared his throat. ‘I went to see
Richard because I wanted to get him out here. He’s over at our
place now.’ His hand rested on the table; Daisy saw it shaking.
‘Benjy’s sick. He’s got the flu.’

 


 



Chapter Two

Daisy’s mother drew in her breath, the noise
sharp in a room that had fallen silent. ‘Benjy? But he looked all
right—it was just the other day we saw him.’

‘Last night he said he had a bit of a
headache, and he went off to bed early,’ Grandpa said. ‘I didn’t
think anything of it. But he was in a bad way this morning—fever
and chills one after the other, and he said he’s got pains all
over. Your ma couldn’t get any food into him, either.’

‘But Richard’s there with him, he’ll know
what to do. Perhaps Benjy hasn’t got such a bad case after
all.’

‘I don’t know, love. We’ll have to wait and
see.’ Grandpa heaved himself to his feet, and Daisy and her parents
stood, too. ‘I’d better be getting back home, see how things
are.’

‘Yes, don’t wait for us,’ Daisy’s mother
said. ‘Tell Ma we’ll be over soon.’ She led Grandpa to the door and
kissed him goodbye.

‘Poor Pa, he looks so worried,’ she said
when Grandpa was out of hearing. ‘But Benjy’s a healthy boy—I know
Ma’s always thinking he’s frail, but he’s hardly had a day’s
sickness in his life. I mean, it’s very sad about Miss Cameron, but
she might have had something else wrong with her as well. It’s old
people who get the flu bad, not boys like Benjy.’

Daisy’s father tapped his fingers against
the back of a chair. ‘I don’t know about that.’

‘But I’ve heard Uncle Richard say the same
thing,’ Daisy said, finding her voice again at last. ‘He says in
the winter it’s always old people he has to worry about with flu.’
Which made it even more shocking that someone like Miss Cameron,
who was not at all old, should have died of it.

‘This Spanish flu’s different.’ He looked
from Daisy to her mother. ‘They had it in the army camp while I was
there. A lot of the blokes caught it—I didn’t, I was lucky—and a
fair few of them died. They were all fit young chaps, too. I heard
one of the doctors say stronger people get it the worst. They sort
of fight against themselves.’

Mama was staring at him. ‘You never said
anything about that.’

‘I didn’t want to worry you while I was
away. And afterwards… well, I just wanted to forget all that. And I
thought maybe we wouldn’t get the bad flu up here.’

‘I wish you’d been right.’ Her mother’s
words came out on a sigh. She crossed the few steps to the bench.
‘You get the gig out, Davie, while Daisy and I finish up here.’

They left the remaining jam in its pot,
where it would set and need to be boiled up again. Daisy placed a
lid on the pot and a clean dishcloth over the open jam jars to keep
out any insects, then gave the bench a hasty wipe, while her mother
quickly packed a small basket. They pulled off their aprons and
hung them behind the door, but did not bother changing into smarter
dresses before going outside.

The two of them waited by the garden gate
for Daisy’s father to bring the gig around, her mother jiggling
from foot to foot in her anxiousness to get going. She glanced down
at the basket she had looped over one arm, as if noticing it for
the first time, and lifted a cloth to reveal several little cakes
and half a dozen currant buns.

‘I don’t know what I was thinking of,
bringing that stuff,’ she murmured. ‘Benjy won’t be wanting
anything rich like that.’

It was a bumpy ride to Grandpa’s, with
Daisy’s father driving the gig faster than usual. When they drew up
to the house, Daisy and her mother left Papa to tether the horse
while they hurried over to the open back door.

Grandma’s kitchen was normally full of
chatter and laughter and the noise of eating, but today it was
almost silent. Kate was stirring a pot on the range, while Grandpa
sat at the table fiddling distractedly with a pea pod from the pile
in front of him.

Kate looked up when they came in, eyes red
and swollen and her face streaked with tears. ‘Benjy’s really…’ she
began, but the words at once dissolved into sobs.

Daisy’s mother put down the basket and
enfolded her in a hug, pressing Kate’s face against her shoulder
while she made soothing noises and patted her sister’s back.

No one was better at calming upset people or
animals than Mama. Daisy sat down beside her grandfather and
shelled a few peas; when her father came in a little later he sat
on Grandpa’s other side and joined in the task while they waited
for Mama to settle Kate.

The sobs gradually subsided; Kate pulled
away and rubbed her sleeve over her eyes. ‘They’re all in the
parlour with Benjy—Richard and Ma and Maisie. Pa and Richard
carried Benjy in there.’

‘Richard said we don’t want him getting cold
at nights, so we put him by the fireplace,’ Grandpa said. ‘We can
have a fire going all night for him if that’s what he needs.’ He
snapped a pod in two between his fingers, and let both halves fall
onto the table. Daisy retrieved them, scraped the peas into a
saucepan, and added the empty pod to a growing heap. ‘No use me
hanging around getting under everyone’s feet, I might as well see
if I can be any use out here.’

‘I’m making some broth, but it won’t be
ready for ages yet.’ Kate dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief
Daisy’s mother slipped into her hand, then took hold of the spoon
and began stirring once more. ‘Benjy can’t have anything heavy, but
we’ve got to get food into him. Richard said broth would be all
right.’

‘I’m sure it’ll do him good,’ Mama said.
‘We’ll go and see him, then, just for a bit.’

Daisy rose from the table, but her father
did not move from his place next to Grandpa. ‘No, I think I’ll stay
out here,’ he said, taking up another handful of pods. ‘Sounds like
there’s enough people up there already, I’d only get in the way.’
He met Mama’s eyes, and Daisy saw her nod of understanding: just
now, Grandpa needed the company of someone as solid and calm as
Daisy’s own father.

On such a fine spring morning the parlour
would have been flooded with light if the heavy drapes had not been
drawn almost closed. The furniture had been pushed back against the
walls, and when Daisy’s eyes adjusted to the dimness she made out
figures gathered around a mattress on the floor. Grandma and Aunt
Maisie were kneeling either side of it, while Uncle Richard stood
by the mantelpiece.

Benjy lay on the mattress, face flushed and
contorted in a grimace as his head tossed from side to side. His
pyjama jacket was open to reveal a chest shining with perspiration.
Aunt Maisie mopped at his brow while Grandma sponged his chest,
dipping their cloths in and out of the tin bath that had been
carried into the room.

‘You can open the windows for fresh air if
it’s a warm day, but keep the curtains closed,’ Uncle Richard was
saying. ‘Bright light would only make the headaches worse. If he
appears to be—’ A creaking floorboard caught his attention. He
glanced across the room and saw Daisy and her mother by the
doorway. ‘Daisy, I don’t think you should be here.’

Grandma had shown no sign of having heard
their arrival, but at Uncle Richard’s words she looked up at once.
‘No, you keep out, Daisy. I don’t want you getting this, too.’

A deep line was etched between Grandma’s
eyebrows, and her mouth was oddly twisted, as if Benjy’s pain was
hurting her too. Daisy stared from Grandma to the wretched figure
on the mattress until Mama gave her shoulder a nudge.

‘Off you go, Daisy,’ she said quietly. ‘I’ll
stay in here for a bit.’

Her mother’s voice wavered as she said it,
and Daisy saw tears brimming in her eyes. She also saw a determined
expression that meant, no matter what Uncle Richard or even Grandma
might say, her mother was going to have a proper look at Benjy, who
was, after all, her little brother.

Daisy did as she was told, and slipped back
into the passage. No one had actually said she had to leave the
house, only the room, so she hovered just outside the parlour
listening to the voices.

‘His fever’s high, but it could be a good
deal worse,’ Uncle Richard said. ‘You’ve done well, but you must
keep up the sponging to stop his temperature rising too much
further. The morphia will help with the pain, but don’t give it
more often than four times a day, and be careful with the dose. Is
all that quite clear? Lizzie, is that clear?’ His voice grew
sharper on the last few words.

The crack between the door and its frame
gave narrow glimpses of the parlour. Daisy peered through, and saw
her mother stroking Benjy’s cheek while Aunt Maisie wrung out a
cloth over a basin.

‘Yes, yes, I’ll give him another dose soon.’
Grandma was still sponging Benjy’s upper body, and it was clear
even from Daisy’s awkward viewpoint that all her attention was on
him, not on Uncle Richard’s instructions. ‘Maisie, we’ll need more
of that water soon, get Kate to fetch some out of the rain
barrel.’

Uncle Richard shook his head, though no one
but Daisy was looking at him. ‘No, there’s no need for another so
soon, that dose will last for several more hours yet.’ He gathered
up his stethoscope, and some other items that Daisy could not quite
see, and put them into his black leather bag. ‘Lizzie, I do have to
visit other patients now, but I’ll be back as soon as I
can—tomorrow morning, if I can manage it.’

Daisy turned away from the door and quietly
walked down the passage. Just in case her uncle really had meant
her to go some distance from the parlour, she wanted to make sure
she was back in the kitchen by the time he appeared there
himself.

Her father was still sitting at the table
with Grandpa, empty pea pods piled high in front of them. The pot
of broth simmered on the range while Kate moved around the room,
picking up the salt pot and putting it down again, rubbing at an
invisible spot on the bench, folding and unfolding dishcloths. One
cloth was resting dangerously close to the edge of the hot range;
Daisy moved it aside, and gave the broth a stir.

When Uncle Richard came into the room all
activity stopped at once. In the brighter light of the kitchen,
Daisy saw that his eyes drooped with weariness, and lines were
etched around his mouth.

‘How is he?’ Grandpa asked. His voice was
hoarse, as if it took an effort to get the words out.

‘He’s in a degree of discomfort, but the
morphia seems to be dulling that. The fever is my main concern at
the moment, especially if it should lead to delirium. I’ll leave
you some morphia, and these tablets are for treating the
fever.’

Uncle Richard placed a narrow glass tube and
a rectangular bottle on the table. During school holidays Daisy had
sometimes helped her uncle take stock of his medicines. She
recognized the tube of morphine tablets, but the name on the bottle
was new to her. ‘Aspirin,’ she read aloud from the label. ‘Is it
specially for the flu?’

‘It’s a fairly new drug, though I believe
the Germans made use of it before the war,’ Uncle Richard said.
‘Coupled with regular sponging, it’s the most effective means of
bringing down fever that I’ve ever encountered, and it seems to be
quite safe even at high doses.’

‘Will it make Benjy well again?’ Kate asked,
pleading in her eyes.

Uncle Richard grimaced. ‘If only it were
that simple, Kate. But it helps with the fever, and that’s the best
I can do. Now, can I explain the doses of aspirin and morphia to
you? I’m afraid your mother is in no state to take in the
details—and I don’t think Maisie’s much better—and of course your
father,’ here he nodded at Grandpa, ‘will have to be out on the
farm for much of the day.’

‘What will I have to do?’ Kate asked,
looking doubtful.

‘The usual aspirin dose is one tablet every
four hours, but it’s perfectly all right to give him two at a time
if the fever seems to be worsening. It’s important not to give too
much morphia, though—keep strictly to the stated dose.’

Kate’s face was already streaked with tears;
at Uncle Richard’s words they welled up again. ‘But what say I
forget when he got the last lot? I might get it wrong and make
Benjy even worse.’

‘I’m sure you’ll manage. It’s not so very
complicated, dear.’

‘But I was never much good at sums and all
that at school,’ Kate said, looking even closer to tears.

‘Shall I write it out for you?’ Daisy asked.
‘I could make a list of what times Benjy’s supposed to have each
medicine, and how much he gets when.’

‘That’s an excellent idea,’ Uncle Richard
said, and Kate smiled her thanks. ‘I’ll check it when you’re done,
but I know you’ll make a thorough job of it.’

Kate fetched notepaper and a pencil from a
drawer, and Daisy carefully copied out the details from the
medicines’ labels.

‘Please accept my sympathies on the loss of
your teacher, Daisy,’ Uncle Richard said as he watched her work.
‘Miss Cameron’s illness became severe very rapidly, a good deal
faster than any of my other patients.’

‘She didn’t look well when I saw her at the
school, but I thought she was just tired.’

‘Yes, I suspect she may have forced herself
to keep working rather than take to her bed at once.’ Uncle Richard
frowned suddenly. ‘You saw her recently, then? Did you have any
close contact?’

‘Not really—we didn’t shake hands or
anything. And I didn’t go into the school, she said it was too
dusty. We just sat outside and talked for a bit.’

‘I’m glad to hear it. This seems to be a
highly infectious disease, spread on the breath of the infected
person. Which reminds me—Kate, perhaps you could make up some cloth
masks when you have a moment. Something that can be tied over the
face whenever one of you goes in to see Benjy. I know it seems a
little late for such precautions, but it may still be useful.
Goodness knows there’s little enough we can do against the
illness.’

‘I could cut up some muslin and sew tape on
the corners to tie them at the back,’ Kate said. ‘Muslin’s thin
enough to breathe through.’

‘That’s just the thing. Boil the cloths each
morning, and then dip them into an antiseptic of some kind before
using them.’

‘Would carbolic do for antiseptic?’ Daisy
asked.

‘Yes, that would do very well. Mix a
teaspoonful into a pint of water, and make up a fresh batch each
day. In fact it would be a good idea to keep a large bowl of the
solution just outside the sickroom, so that people can wash their
hands on leaving.’

Grandpa stirred on his bench. ‘Benjy was
good as gold yesterday. I don’t know how he could get crook that
fast. He’s going to be all right, though, isn’t he? A young fellow
like him, he’ll get over it, eh?’

‘I really don’t know, Frank. I’ve given up
trying to predict anything about this disease.’ The trace of a
smile passed over Uncle Richard’s face. ‘Benjy does have at least
one thing in his favour—he couldn’t ask for more devoted
nursing.’

Kate offered to make Uncle Richard a cup of
tea before he left, and to Daisy’s eyes he was in sore need of a
short rest and something to eat, but her uncle said he really must
be off at once, as he was in a hurry to see his next patient.

While the rest of them returned to their
various tasks, Grandpa stood in the doorway, watching Uncle
Richard’s retreating figure and talking under his breath.

‘He was all right just yesterday,’ Daisy
heard him murmur. ‘It came on that sudden. I didn’t think there was
anything wrong with him. How could he get sick that fast?’ It was
the first time she had ever thought of her grandfather as an old
man.

 


*

 


Frank Kelly had never felt more useless.
While everyone else in the house threw themselves into caring for
Benjy, the best he had to offer was to carry on with the farm work
as well as he could, when he was not hovering about the kitchen
trying not to get in anyone’s way.

His son-in-law David arrived unasked at the
cowshed on the first afternoon of Benjy’s illness and quietly
helped with the milking, but Frank dried off part of the herd as
quickly as possible, getting the task down to one he could manage
on his own. It meant long hours down at the shed, but he welcomed
the weariness. At least he could tell himself he was still of some
use.

Lizzie sat with Benjy day and night, leaving
the parlour only to answer a call of nature, and reluctantly even
then. Maisie would have stayed there with her the whole time had
Lizzie not insisted every evening that she go off to the room she
shared with Kate. If Frank got up in the night to check on Lizzie
he would sometimes find her slumped in an armchair, snatching a
brief, uneasy slumber. She would not allow Frank to sit up with
her; he was busy with the farm and needed his sleep, she said
whenever he offered to share her vigil, and she was perfectly all
right there by herself. Frank’s own sleep was a restless one,
troubled as it was by his fears for Benjy and by the unfamiliar
lack of Lizzie in his bed.

When he was not out on the farm he spent
much of his time in the kitchen with Kate. Beth and Daisy brought
fresh bread each day, but Kate was having to manage cooking the
meals on her own just now. She was grateful for the small help he
could offer with peeling potatoes or drying dishes, and Frank was
grateful for her quiet company.

Kate had always been the most easily
overlooked of his eight children, Frank mused as he watched her
going about her work. As a little girl she had been constantly in
the shadow of Rosie, several years her senior and possessed of a
large share of self-confidence. Kate had lost even the small
distinction of being the youngest in the family with Benjy’s
arrival.

After the initial shock of Benjy’s illness,
her steady nature had soon reasserted itself. Now she got on with
her work quietly and without fuss, moving about a kitchen that
smelt of those endless pots of broth, occasionally cut through with
the scent of lemon drinks. Richard stressed that it was important
for Benjy to drink plenty of fluids. Kate provided a constant
supply, while Lizzie and Maisie took care of getting them into
Benjy and out again.

The current batch of broth could apparently
be safely left unattended for a time. Kate took a seat at the table
and flicked through a small pile of papers. Frank recognized them
as the most recent batch of sheet music she had asked him to order
from Auckland.

The piano stood idle while Benjy lay tossing
and turning in the parlour. Frank had bought the fine instrument
while his oldest daughter Maudie was still at school, when Lizzie
had got the idea in her head of turning Maudie into an accomplished
young lady. That was years ago, before Kate had even been born, but
Kate and Benjy were the only ones out of all the children who had
ever shown any real interest in music. Kate claimed that Benjy was
the better player, but he always insisted she was at least as good,
and would sometimes persuade her into playing duets with him.

She slid a piece from the pile, one with a
cover showing a young woman strolling through a rose garden; opened
it to lie flat, and ran a finger along the rows of incomprehensible
black marks that could somehow be turned into music. Frank heard
Kate humming under her breath as she followed the notes, and
recognized a pretty tune that she had been teaching herself in the
days before Benjy fell ill.

Several strands of hair had escaped from
their pins to lie against Kate’s cheeks; she pushed one behind an
ear, but it fell again almost at once. Frank had been vaguely aware
of discussions in recent weeks about starting to put her hair up;
unlike Rosie before her, Kate had been in no hurry to do so, and
she still seemed to be struggling to manage the task. She looked
very young under that unsteady pile of hair, tracing her way with a
finger along the sheet of music like a child learning her
letters.

‘How old are you, love?’ Frank asked.

Kate looked up from her music and gave him a
tiny smile. ‘Seventeen. I’ll be eighteen in May.’

Just a few months younger than Lizzie had
been when he married her; and Kate’s three sisters had all been
engaged or married by the same age. Perhaps he would finally manage
to have a daughter turn eighteen before giving her to a husband.
And perhaps Benjy would get well again, the flu would pass, and
Frank would still have eight children.

 


*

 


The sickly-sweet taste of carbolic was
strong on Daisy’s tongue as she breathed through her muslin mask.
It was not very pleasant, but it did mean that Grandma would let
her into the parlour to see Benjy for a few minutes. Kate was
conscientious about handing Daisy and her mother masks as soon as
they arrived at the house, although Daisy noticed she herself often
did not bother when she slipped into the room with a fresh lemon
drink or bowl of broth. Grandma refused to use one, claiming that
it would somehow get in her way.

Benjy had been ill for almost a week now.
Every day Daisy studied him anxiously for any sign that he might be
getting worse, but every day he seemed much the same. He tossed
restlessly on his mattress, always slick with perspiration despite
the constant sponging; occasionally drifting into what appeared to
be an uneasy sleep when he had been given a dose of the pills Kate
so carefully doled out according to the timetable Daisy had written
for her. Despite all the medicine, Daisy always had a strong sense
that he was in pain.

Her mother was allowed to stay on and take a
turn in the sickroom with Grandma and Aunt Maisie, but Daisy soon
found herself shooed out of the room to join Kate and Grandpa in
the kitchen. She took off the muslin mask, and the carbolic smell
was at once replaced by a mixture of broth and the more pleasant
one of the fresh-baked bread Daisy and her mother had brought over
with them.

Kate was cutting up mutton for a stew, while
Grandpa peeled potatoes. Daisy put on a borrowed apron, and had set
to work helping with the vegetables when Uncle Richard arrived for
his daily visit. He stopped in the kitchen just long enough to let
Kate take his hat before he hurried off up the passage in the
direction of the parlour.

They had a saucepan full of peeled potatoes
by the time Uncle Richard returned to the kitchen. Daisy had
thought he looked tired when Benjy first fell ill; now she wondered
if her uncle had slept at all in the days since.

‘There doesn’t seem to be any change in
Benjy’s condition since yesterday,’ he said before anyone had the
chance to ask. ‘I’ve warned Lizzie to watch particularly for any
signs of delirium—any hint of raving or delusions, or extreme
agitation. That would indicate a dangerously high fever. Judging by
the progress of some of my other patients, the illness is at the
stage where that’s a real possibility.’

‘What can we do about it if he gets that
high fever?’ Grandpa asked.

‘Bring it down by whatever means possible.
Give him higher doses of aspirin, and if that does no good you may
have to put him into a bath of cool water. Anything to get that
fever down.’

‘Would you like a cup of tea before you go,
Richard?’ Kate asked. ‘I was going to make one anyway.’ She always
offered him one, and he was always in too much of a hurry to be
able to accept.

‘Thank you, dear, but I’d better be on my
way. I’m running late as it is.’ Uncle Richard dredged up something
like a smile. ‘I’m beginning to think one of those motor cars might
be useful, as long as it could cope with the Ruatane roads.’

Grandpa shifted in his chair. ‘I wish I
could get Lizzie to take a rest and let the girls look after Benjy
for a bit. I’m just about as worried for her as I am for him if
this is going to keep up much longer.’

‘I don’t think it will, if that’s any
comfort. Cases don’t seem to last much more than a week—two at
most.’

‘So we’ll know pretty soon,’ Grandpa said.
‘One way or the other,’ he added under his breath.

 


*

 


Frank woke to a cold bed, and out of long
habit reached for the warm body that should have been close by. The
realisation of Lizzie’s absence brought him fully awake. He rolled
on to his side and drew over himself the blankets that he had
tossed off while asleep.

Rather than slipping back into sleep, he
slowly became more alert as he grew aware of the sound coming from
the parlour: a low moaning, mingled with small cries of distress
that he recognized as Lizzie’s. Frank got out of bed and pulled his
dressing gown over his nightshirt.

The parlour lamp that was kept burning all
night meant his bedroom was dim rather than in its usual full
darkness. He found his way by its light, across the passage and
into the parlour.

Lizzie was kneeling by the mattress, one arm
curled around Benjy’s head while she held a glass in her other
hand. Sweat ran along his forehead and down his cheeks, small pools
of it forming in the hollows of his collarbone. His head jerked
from side to side, despite Lizzie’s attempts to hold it steady, and
all the while he kept up that moaning sound, like an animal in
pain.

Frank saw the fear in Lizzie’s face when she
looked up at him. ‘I think he’s worse,’ she said, her voice
strained taut. ‘I was going to come and get you, but I didn’t want
to leave him thrashing about like this. He seems hotter than he
was, and I can’t keep him still long enough to get the medicine
into him.’

Was this the delirium Richard had warned of?
Frank left the thought unspoken. He dropped to a crouch at Lizzie’s
side, placed a hand on Benjy’s forehead, and felt heat searing his
palm.

‘We’ve got to get him cooled down.’ He
glanced behind him at the tin bath of water that Lizzie had been
using to sponge Benjy. ‘Let’s get him in the bath.’

Lizzie undressed Benjy, and Frank gathered
him in his arms. Benjy had lost so much weight that his body was no
great burden. Frank lowered him carefully into the small bath,
letting his arms and legs sprawl over the edge, until the water
came halfway up Benjy’s chest. He cupped Benjy’s head in his hands,
keeping it away from the hard metal ridge of the bath, while Lizzie
scooped up cool water and poured it on Benjy’s upper body, over and
over again.

After what felt like hours, Benjy seemed a
little easier. Frank held his head still while Lizzie put several
of the aspirin tablets that Richard had said would help reduce
fever into his mouth and poured in just enough water to make him
swallow them. She held a water-wrinkled hand to his cheek. ‘He’s a
lot cooler,’ she said.

Frank lifted him from the bath, and noticed
that Benjy was able to take a little of his own weight. They
wrapped him in damp towels and laid him on the mattress with a
sheet covering him.

Even by the low light of the lamp he could
see that Benjy’s face was a less angry shade of red. And he was
breathing more easily, without the groaning effort at the top of
each breath. His eyelids fluttered open, and Frank thought he saw
the briefest hint of a smile as Benjy looked up at Lizzie.

‘He knows me,’ Lizzie murmured. ‘For a while
there I thought he didn’t.’

Frank managed to persuade her to sit on the
sofa rather than the floor, curled into the crook of his arm and
with her head resting on his shoulder. After a time he knew from
her breathing that she had actually nodded off to sleep, perhaps
her first real sleep since Benjy’s illness. He sat very still,
careful not to disturb her.

Lizzie woke soon after the first daylight
made its way through a gap in the curtains. Benjy was dozing, still
breathing easily, and with his colour close to normal. She felt his
forehead, then looked up at Frank and smiled, her eyes brimming
with unshed tears.

Frank walked back and forth across the room,
easing the stiffness in his legs, while Lizzie sat by Benjy. After
a few minutes they heard the creak of a bedroom door, followed a
moment later by footsteps coming up the passage.

Maisie entered the room, already dressed,
with Kate in her wake, still in her nightgown. Maisie’s face lit up
at the sight of Benjy lying so comfortably. She hurried over to the
mattress; Benjy, roused by the noise, smiled at them all; and for a
few moments everything was a confused delight of tears and
hugs.

Kate was hanging back, Frank realised from
his vantage point by the piano. She stood close to the door with
one hand on the back of a chair.

‘Come over here, Kate,’ Maisie said. ‘Come
and see how well he looks.’

‘I think I might need to go back to bed.’
Kate’s voice was faint, as if coming from a long way off. ‘I don’t
feel very…’

She swayed, and Frank, crossing the room at
a dash, was there just in time to catch her as she fell.

 



Chapter Three

Even to Daisy, who was only allowed to see
her for a few minutes at a time, it was obvious almost from the
beginning that Kate was more seriously ill than Benjy had been. She
was racked with coughing, and her throat was too raw for her to
swallow more than a sip or two at a time, making it difficult to
get any medicine into her to lower the fever or even ease her
discomfort. She was barely able to keep water or an occasional
lemon drink down, usually vomiting up anything more substantial
with a violence that left her weak and sobbing, with her stabbing
headache made even worse. On Uncle Richard’s visits, when he looked
grimmer and more tired than ever, he sometimes injected her with
morphine, a more powerful treatment than the tablets that were no
longer having much effect.

Benjy had been moved back to his own room,
still weak but able to sit up against his pillows and to manage
light food like junket, while Kate had taken his place in the
parlour. During Daisy’s daily visits she spent much of her time
with Benjy, fetching him snacks and fresh drinks or simply keeping
him company, while her mother stayed in the parlour doing what
little she could to help Grandma and Aunt Maisie tend to Kate.
Feeding the rest of the household was not a problem; the other
families in the valley, various uncles and aunts and cousins to
Daisy, were over the worst of their own share of flu cases, and
they all took turns sending meals to Grandpa’s house. It was
Daisy’s job now to make the lemon drinks, and to mix up the day’s
solution of carbolic.

One morning Benjy did not greet Daisy with
his usual question as to how she thought Kate looked that day.
Daisy would have struggled to answer; Grandma had sent her out of
the parlour even more abruptly than usual.

‘She was bad in the night,’ Benjy said.
‘Calling out like she was scared of something, and it sounded as if
they were having to stop her trying to get out of bed.’ He looked
away from Daisy, as if his far wall had suddenly become of great
interest. ‘I think she might be getting worse.’

‘Uncle Richard should be out soon,’ Daisy
said, grasping for any scrap of news to lift Benjy’s mood. ‘He can
give her another injection for the pain, that might help her settle
a bit.’ She did not add that the injection of morphine wore off
after a few hours, and her uncle could not manage to visit the
valley more than once a day; she knew Benjy was just as aware of
that as she was.

She fetched Benjy a bowl of junket, then sat
watching him eat, grateful for the noise his spoon made against the
bowl. It made it easier to pretend not to hear the sounds coming
through the wall from the parlour.

Her mother’s silence as the two of them rode
home together told Daisy she shared her sense of foreboding. Their
return to Grandpa’s the following morning was another quiet ride.
They entered the kitchen, found it empty, and went through the door
to the passage.

Daisy had dreaded hearing Kate’s cries and
ravings, but all she heard from the direction of the parlour were
muffled voices. Her mother’s pace grew more rapid, and Daisy
quickened her own to match. As they passed his room, Benjy called
out, wanting to know what was happening, but they ignored him and
pressed on.

Grandpa, Grandma and Aunt Maisie were all in
the parlour. On the mattress Kate lay, still and silent and with
her face turned blue-black.

 


*

 


Carrying his own child to the grave was not
a burden Frank had ever thought he might be called upon to bear.
His three grown sons had survived a war, but this illness had
struck down his daughter in her own home, where he should have been
able to keep her safe.

He shared the weight of the casket with his
three sons-in-law. Its wood was plain and unadorned; the carpenter
who made Ruatane’s coffins had struggled to finish them quickly
enough in recent weeks, and had no time for anything more
elaborate. There was a whole row of fresh graves in a cemetery that
in normal times might see only one or two burials in a month.

None of Kate’s four brothers were there to
see her buried. The three older boys were still in England, among
the thousands waiting to come home from the war, and Benjy was not
yet strong enough to leave the house. Daisy was looking after him
while they were at the funeral; there were few people Lizzie would
entrust Benjy to, but Daisy was a sensible girl.

They lowered the casket into the ground and
joined the small knot of women. There were no children here, and
few enough adults. New cases of influenza were slowing down, but
large gatherings were still best avoided, especially by those most
at risk. That included expectant mothers, Richard said. Rosie, who
was carrying her third child, had reluctantly stayed away, even
though her pregnancy was not yet showing, but her three sisters and
Maisie were there, surrounding Lizzie.

The girls made a space for Frank to take his
place by Lizzie’s side. He slipped her arm through his, and felt
her hand clutch at him so tightly that he wondered if she might
have been about to fall. Her mouth wobbled, but for the moment she
seemed drained of tears. She kept her hold on his arm, her gaze
turned on that gaping hole in the ground.

A shuffling of feet told Frank that people
were readying themselves to move away. The minister must have said
the final prayers; Frank had been too concerned with Lizzie to do
more than murmur an “Amen” along with everyone else. The women
kissed; the men shook hands. Richard took Maudie away to rejoin
their children, and Bernard set off towards his own home, where
Rosie waited.

David and Beth rode with Lizzie, Frank and
Maisie; there was ample room in a buggy that had often been crammed
to overflowing when the family were all still at home. Back then it
had meant smaller children sitting on the laps of the older ones to
fit everyone in for outings noisy with the high-pitched laughter of
little ones. Today’s was a much quieter journey. The others kept
their voices low, and Lizzie barely spoke at all.

Frank knew she blamed herself for not seeing
Kate’s illness earlier, even though Richard had done his best to
assure her this was a disease that could come on with no warning.
Kate herself might not have known she was unwell until the morning
she had collapsed in the parlour.

Or perhaps Kate had not wanted to worry her
family when they were so frantic over Benjy. The thought was one
Frank was sure nagged even more sharply at Lizzie than it did at
him.

When they got to the farm David offered to
look after the horses and put the buggy away, allowing Frank to
take Lizzie straight up to the house; a house that no longer held
their youngest daughter.

‘How’s Benjy?’ Lizzie asked when she saw
Daisy in the kitchen doorway waiting to meet them.

‘He’s good—he had a little sleep, but he’s
mostly been sitting in the parlour. Uncle Richard said it was all
right, as long as I made sure he was warm and didn’t get
overtired,’ Daisy added in response to Lizzie’s doubtful
expression. ‘Can you come up there now? He wants to show you
something.’

The parlour had been aired, and its
furniture moved back to the usual places. There was no mattress on
the floor now. Frank had expected to see Benjy on the sofa, but
instead he was on the piano stool, in his pyjamas and dressing-gown
and with a blanket over his shoulders.

Frank and the other adults sat around the
room, while Daisy went over to stand by Benjy, one hand ready to
turn the pages of the music for him.

Benjy started picking out a melody, slowly
but with each note clear and true. After a few moments Frank
realised why it sounded familiar: it was the piece Kate had been
practising so short a time ago. Benjy began singing very softly in
a voice still to recover its strength, and Daisy joined in more
hesitantly, her words coming a fraction after Benjy’s.

With his eyes half closed, Frank could
picture Kate sitting on that very same piano stool, Benjy at her
side as they played a duet. Older memories surfaced, of back when
Kate must have been seven or eight and just beginning piano lessons
with her Aunt Lily. Benjy had been too young then for proper
lessons, but Frank recalled Kate had sometimes lifted him onto the
stool next to her when she was practising. She would guide his
chubby little fingers to the proper keys, and join in his delighted
giggles at the sounds he made.

Frank looked over at Lizzie, and saw the
trace of a smile hovering on her lips. She remembered, too.

The two voices rose in the chorus:

 


‘After the roses have
faded away,

After their splendour has gone,

After a night filled with mocking joy,

After the silent dawn.

 


‘After the birds fly away
to the south,

With their song of a summer’s day,

Wherever you are, you’re my guiding
star,

When the roses have faded away.’

 


*

 


The sickness that had come hard on the heels
of four years of war lasted only a matter of weeks. Early December
saw the final new cases in Ruatane, and by Christmas Daisy’s Uncle
Richard had no seriously ill patients, though many still had
several weeks of recovery ahead of them.

Christmas of 1918 was the quietest Daisy had
ever known, even more subdued than the wartime Christmases. No one
felt like making a fuss or celebrating, and the season was made all
the duller when, for the first time in Daisy’s life, Granny and
Eddie were unable to come. The coastal shipping was settling down
at last, but Aunt Sarah had turned her drawing room into a small
convalescent home, and Granny was busy helping look after their
patients, while Eddie was needed for running messages and
delivering food parcels to people recovering at home.

For a time Daisy thought she might not see
Eddie at all that summer, but he and Granny managed a hurried visit
in the new year, when all of the convalescents had gone home except
a few family members of Aunt Sarah’s staff who could easily be
cared for by the maids. They could only stay for a week; the
influenza outbreak had led to matriculation examinations being
postponed till the third week of January, and Eddie would need to
be back in Auckland in time for them. He grumbled over having to
spend his summer holidays studying for exams, but only a very
little. This was not a time for grumbling over small things.

Granny mostly wanted to spend time with
Grandma, sitting quietly with her and letting her talk about Kate.
Eddie and Daisy went down with her one morning so that Eddie could
see Benjy, who was now able to sit out on the verandah and even
take short walks, but for the rest of Eddie’s visit they stayed
close to the farm, making the most of their time together.

On a particularly warm afternoon they sat on
the creek bank where it was shaded by manuka trees, dangling their
feet in the cool water.

‘Only a couple of days before we have to go
home,’ Eddie said. ‘It feels like we just got here—mind you, we
haven’t had long this time.’

‘It always goes fast in the holidays, even
when you can stay the whole summer,’ Daisy said. ‘It’s a shame Aunt
Sarah couldn’t come, though.’

‘She said it wasn’t worth sailing all this
way just for a week. But Granny wanted to—I think she’d have come
even if it was only for a day. She felt bad we couldn’t be down
here for Kate’s funeral, but it wasn’t safe to be travelling
then.’

Daisy studied Eddie. His large hands rested
on his thighs, the fingers of one toying with a twig, and his
sleeves were rolled up above the elbows, revealing arms that
pressed tightly against the shirt’s seams. A stray gleam of
sunlight through the leaves caught his hair, as if a flame had been
set there. He was so full of life that the very air seemed warmer
around him.

Just the sort of strong, healthy person the
flu had attacked most viciously. Thankfulness for Eddie’s safety
made her reach out and brush against his arm for a moment,
reassuring herself of his solid presence. Eddie looked up and gave
her a startled smile.

‘I wonder why some people caught it and not
others,’ Daisy said. ‘There didn’t seem any sense to it—I heard
about families with everyone catching flu except one, but sometimes
only one or two got it.’

‘Maybe you can find out all that stuff when
you’re a doctor,’ Eddie said, grinning at her. ‘No, I mean it,’ he
added when she aimed a half-hearted slap at his shoulder. ‘You’re
going to be a doctor, all right. You’ll be a good one.’

Daisy turned the slap into a quick, grateful
squeeze. Eddie was the only person in the world who knew her dream
of becoming a doctor. She trusted him to keep the secret; and
trusted him to make it feel possible that the dream could actually
come true some day.

‘I might ask Uncle Richard about it—later, I
mean. It doesn’t seem right asking a lot of questions just now,
with Kate and everything.’ A small shudder ran through her at the
memories of that dreadful time. ‘It was awful, seeing how bad she
was with it. And when she died… did you know people sometimes
turned black?’

Eddie was silent for a few moments. ‘Yes, I
did. I saw one once—when I was taking food around to people, there
was a lady in one of the houses. There was a little kid, too—she
didn’t understand about her mother being dead. It was like you
said, the lady had turned black. Hey, don’t let on about that to
anyone, eh? I didn’t tell Granny about me seeing someone dead, I
didn’t want to go worrying her.’

‘I won’t,’ Daisy said. Eddie could trust her
with his secrets, too.

 


*

 


A few days after Eddie and Granny left, a
telegram arrived from England, telling the family that Grandpa’s
big boys were on their way home at last. They had managed to get
themselves all on the same ship; with two older brothers to help
him get about on his wooden foot, Uncle Danny would not have to
wait for one of the special sailings of men who had lost limbs.
They would not be home before March, but Grandma seemed just a
little brighter at the news.

When term began in February it would mean a
new teacher for the valley school; an odd notion for Daisy, who had
never known any teacher but Miss Cameron. The teacher was a man,
making it all the stranger. Grandpa had been chairman of the school
committee for many years, so he could tell Daisy and her parents
something of Mr Fawcett before his arrival.

‘He’s getting on a bit, I think,’ Grandpa
said. ‘He probably would’ve been thinking about retiring, but with
a lot of the teachers going off to the war I expect they talked
some of the older fellows into staying on.’

With the war over and the teachers returning
home—those who had survived, at any rate—Mr Fawcett had apparently
decided to settle in a quiet part of the country for his final year
or so before retirement. He was a bachelor, and would be staying at
a boarding house in the town.

Daisy was down at the school in plenty of
time for the first day of term, not wanting to risk being late when
meeting her new teacher. His gig was already there, and soon after
Daisy had let her horse into the school’s paddock Benjy arrived;
not on horseback, but sitting beside Grandpa on the spring
cart.

‘Ma said Pa has to take me to school and
fetch me home again—for the first week of term, anyway,’ Benjy said
when they had waved Grandpa off. ‘I think she was worried I might
be taken poorly and fall off the horse if I came on my own.’

He smiled it off; Daisy would have been
self-conscious at the fuss, but Benjy never seemed to suffer from
embarrassment.

There had been some doubt over whether he
would be coming back to school at all, and not just because his
brothers were yet to return. Grandma had not been easily convinced
that he was strong enough. But as she was adamantly certain he
would not be fit to work on the farm for some time, and in any case
Grandpa was now used to managing on his own, Benjy had managed to
persuade Grandma that no harm would come to him from sitting in
class all day.

He did seem quite healthy again, but not
quite the same old Benjy. His face had lost its softness, with his
cheekbones noticeable despite Grandma’s best attempts at feeding
him up. His hair had come out in clumps after his illness; it had
begun growing back, and Grandma had cut the remaining hair much
shorter than usual, but in patches his scalp still showed through.
And even when he smiled, there was something solemn about his
eyes.

Mr Fawcett appeared in the doorway, swinging
the school bell, and Daisy had her first sight of their new
teacher. He was tall and thin, and somewhat stooped in the
shoulders. His suit looked to be black where the dust of the road
had not turned it as grey as his thinning hair.

The children lined up with the youngest in
front; she and Benjy were now the two oldest, Daisy realised. There
were no little ones coming to school for the first time, which
struck her as a good thing; Mr Fawcett did not have the sort of
face that would put a small child at ease.
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