

[image: ]



Then the smile again. Dazzling. Delicious. She looked at each and every one of them as if they were precious to her, and all was forgiven in that moment – the waiting, the bullying, and the hunger. They would have died for her.

After this, she read out the lists of who was to go where. Lizzie was assigned to Ward Five, a mixed ward where Miss Nightingale explained that men with war wounds would be mixed in with men with diseases such as cholera and typhoid. Catherine prayed she would be sent to the same place.

‘Ward Four,’ announced Miss Nightingale, ‘Sister Ignatius, Emma Fagg, Catherine Carreg, and Sister Patricia. You’ll be working with Dr Perrett, Dr Stephenson and Dr Cavendish. Get your bonnets and cloaks and go down immediately. May God be with you.’
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Prologue
WALES 1844

‘When I say “Charge,” ’ said Deio, ‘Charge!’

She hesitated for a moment. The sea was high and her pony already excited. She leant forward.

‘Wait! Wait! Wait!’ he bellowed against the wind. ‘Not ’til I say.’

The flounces on her pantaloons were streaked with mud and the dark stains from her stirrup leathers would not wash out. Mair would be so angry.

‘Now,’ he said. ‘Go!’

It was always the same, the split second between the order and its execution, the moment when she saw it all: her pony red-eyed, iron-mouthed, out of control. The shock of falling, the crunch of her bones. Mother and Father, Eliza and Mair, trudging behind her small coffin. Mother’s one red rose hurled into the raw earth.

‘I am coming,’ she shouted into the snarling wind. ‘For Wales, for glory.’

Now that they were galloping, the wet sand made a thrumming sound under Plover’s feet and the waves crashed like falling buildings.

‘I am flying,’ she thought. ‘I am God and I am flying.’ Ahead, in a cloud of sand, was Deio’s pony and beyond him the waves and the cliff.

They were turning now, jumping the swirling eddies, jumping through air, round the curve of the beach, faster and faster. When he wrestled his pony to a halt near the rock pools his face was wet with wind tears.

‘Oh Deio,’ she said, ‘she flew. I could hardly hold her.’

His pony, a mad little black thing scarcely broken, snatched at its bit and showed the whites of its eyes.

‘Again,’ she said. ‘Come on.’

‘No.’

‘Why not, peasant? You are not the boss of everything.’

‘Don’t call me that. The charge is over. We won. You don’t keep doing a thing once you’ve done it.’

She watched him pull an old fob watch from his buckskin breeches. Almost everything he did had magic for her. He was twelve years old, with jet black hair and dark green eyes. A cast in his right eye, more pronounced when he was being perverse or was tired, gave him a certain air of the gypsy.

‘Oh God-damn and blind it. ’Tis half past one,’ he said.

‘Please Deio, don’t tease, don’t. If I’m late, I’ll get a lathering.’

‘Caw, Caw, Caw,’ he cried at a group of seagulls flying above his head. He leant over his pony’s shoulder and flicked her with the length of elder he used as a crop. It hurt a bit, but she wouldn’t tell-tale-tit any more than she would about the other tests.

‘I am going with Da to the blacksmiths.’ His father was a drover, he always had interesting things to do.

Now they were climbing up the narrow sheep path which led to the bad stretch of cliff that they called Giant’s Mouth and the wind was tugging at her hair with a ferocity that pleased her. They loved this place, forbidden to all local children ever since Ceris Jones, a fisherman’s daughter from Abersoch, had gone over the edge during a picnic and been carried home stone-cold dead on a sheep hurdle.

Up here the air was pure and earthy, with the boom of the sea below and waves bashing and bubbling like great gobs of spit between the black teeth of the rocks, and you could hardly breathe for fear that your foot would catch a loose stone or a piece of wet grass and you’d go plunging and cartwheeling down through space, down and down and down for ever.

They got off their ponies and stared towards the horizon. It was clear enough to see Bardsey Island. Without looking at her and with no change of expression he put his arm around her.

‘There’s an apple tree in the Dinas Field,’ he said. ‘We’ll get some tomorrow. I’ll hold you up to the branches.’

They cantered to the top of the track where it joined the main road to Aberdaron. He was always in flight and she was always half glad. At the top he made a comrade’s clenched fist. His house, Pantyporthman, the Drover’s hollow, was two miles to the left, up a track gouged with cattle hooves.

After she caught up with him and they’d said good-bye, there was a pain in her chest as she watched him canter back down the road. His words – bugger bastard – but she needed them now and it was a bugger wanting to go back with him and wanting to go home too. ‘I’ll hold you up to the branches,’ she whispered.

Now she stood with her back to the sea and looked down on the green blur of hills dotted with whitewashed cottages. The Lleyn Peninsular. Deio, who had ridden to London on a drove and who knew, said this was the end of Wales.

Then Mair ran up the lane shrieking. Mair was their maid, fat and with wild, red, frizzy hair.

‘Are you insane completely Catherine Carreg?’ she shouted. ‘Your poor mother’s frantic. Where have you been?’

‘Down to Whistling Sands. I’m allowed.’

‘Only a few times when your Mam was ill and don’t you ever dare tell her I said you could.’

‘More like fifty, a hundred, two hundred times, when Mama was ill,’ thought Catherine giving back a crafty look.

‘And what sort of state is that to come home in with your auntie coming for lunch? Did ye fall in the cow muck?’

From her pony, she could see inside Mair’s mouth, the place on her lower jaw where she had lost two teeth and the spittle ballooned.

‘Eliza is washed and dressed already and looking a perfect picture, and look at you!’ She wondered how fast he was riding home and if he would jump the fallen log near the gate. Another test. If he’d get her a horseshoe from the blacksmiths so she could hang it in the tack room at home. If she could see him tomorrow and the day after that and was it a sin to hope Mama would carry on having rests in the afternoon?

‘Oh Mair.’ She put her maid’s hand on the pony’s sopping neck. ‘I went so fast.’

Their eyes locked for a moment in perfect complicity. They were both in their own way trapped.

‘Don’t give me fast, Madam,’ said Mair with a spiteful look. ‘One day you’ll go down there and the Water Horse will get you, it happened to another little girl I knew.’

Catherine shivered. ‘Don’t Mair, please!’

‘He’ll come out of the water, all beautiful and wet, and you’ll want to ride him, and you will, and then he’ll bite your neck with his big teeth and then he’ll drown you.’

‘No he won’t,’ shouted Catherine. ‘He knows where I am and he doesn’t come. He likes me.’

‘Oh, well he will,’ said Mair in a mysterious voice. ‘He’ll come.’

‘Don’t Mair, please stop. You’re frightening me.’ She put her hand into the maid’s rough red one and gave it a squeeze. ‘And keep my secret. My great big magic secret.’

‘You silly little girl.’ Mair’s eyes were unsmiling as she bounced down the hill towards Carreg Plâs. ‘It won’t last long.’



PART ONE



Chapter 1

She so wanted her mother to be happy but she never really was, and for the four years that her mother had suffered from the variety of illnesses, the headaches and bad backs and bouts of insomnia that were really all a kind of anguish, it had suited her parents to drop her next door and Pantyporthman had become her second home.

There she met Deio. He was a few years older than she and, at first, tried hard to ignore her. Then, because the drovers were always busy, he’d let her tag along. She’d backed ponies, gone fishing, learned to stalk, to make a fire out of nothing and, in between, they’d taken the tests: the breakneck gallops down the steepest paths, the sickening jumps, hair flying above her head, from the cliffs into the sea. He taught her to swear and told her matter-of-factly one day while they were out on the horses what men did with women. He brought her a piece of amber from London when his dad took him there on a drove. He’d carved her a lapwing out of driftwood which she wore round her neck. She shivered when she looked at him, at his careless grace on a horse, his dark hair against the sky. Nothing at home made her feel so alive, so free.

And then, a few months after her sixteenth birthday, it all stopped.

The gossip began when Catherine, who had wild tawny hair and a spirited, mobile face, grew, it seemed overnight, from a curious-looking child into a beauty. Local opinion thought it ‘a bit whats-name,’ to see her still riding out with Deio Jones, who frequently travelled to London and who was known to be wild. Eventually it fell to the vicar, the Reverend Hughes, to saddle up his skinny horse and ride the eight miles from Sarn to Aberdaron in order to have ‘a little ahem talk’ with her father, ‘in a private place so to speak.’

It was glorious that early spring morning; the air smelt of salt and wildflowers and the Reverend, who lived on his own in a dark damp cottage, enjoyed the chance to get out and to observe the Carreg family at closer quarters. They were a curious tribe; Huw Carreg, Catherine’s father, came from a family who had lost a great deal of money in lavish improvements to a series of houses and at the gambling table. Either way the money had gone. Huw, had he not then married Felicia, might have been allowed to re-invent himself in the community as a hard-working farmer which was all he ever wanted to be. But Felicia, Catherine’s mother, had sealed his fate. She was beautiful and strange and, once he had got her home, she confused him and them and made him, forever, not exactly foreign, but never really local.

The house he rode towards, Carreg Plâs – the name in Welsh meant place of stones – had been Catherine’s home for as long as she’d been alive. It was the last remnant of her grandparents’ once flourishing estate, a no-nonsense L-shaped farmhouse, built of brick and stone, with slate walls on the Atlantic side to withstand the worst of the winter gales. In the twelfth century, it had been the home of the Abbots of Bardsey Island, where thousands of saints were said to be buried. And so thousands of pilgrims had come here, their last resting place before they took the boat to Bardsey. They’d washed their bruised feet under the pump in the herb garden, for them a place of joy or relief, for her mother a prison.

Hidden by trees, the house, dark and with higgledy-piggledy rooms was designed to endure rather than impress, but upstairs from its different windows you saw wonderful things – the foothills of Snowdon, the Atlantic Ocean, Cardigan Bay – lit up with the hard sparkle of diamonds on this spring morning. The Reverend had been having trouble with his false teeth. A dentist from Rhyl had come in his horse and trap, given him a whiff of chloroform and filed down the roots and affixed the new teeth, but they still seemed to wobble slightly as he sucked them in now, for duw, how the place had run down over the last ten years. He frowned at the tangle of bramble near the gate, the slummocky circle of grass at the end of the drive, the two stone greyhounds on either side of the front door with their heads half eaten away.

Later, over a drop of Bristol in the parlour, the Reverend – a stoop shouldered man with a perpetual dewdrop at the end of his nose, and a manner both snobbish and servile – talked about the great harvest that year, and the high prices cattle were fetching in Caernarfon; the lower classes seemed to be getting a taste for meat. Then, seeing Mr Carreg look wistfully towards the door, he grasped the nettle. There was talk in the village that Catherine, a fine girl, had been riding out with the Jones’s boy. Now, as far as he knew, he was a fine boy, too – although he’d have to take this on hearsay as the family were not regular attenders of the church. He had thought hard about coming up, he said. After all, if the tongue told all the bosom knew, none would be neighbours, but in a small community like this, and with the Carregs being such a fine old family, the best candle surely, was prudence?

Father, who had a gentleman’s disdain for gossip, could not bring himself to confide in this man any details of his wife’s illness or the chain of circumstances which had led his family into such an intimate relationship with his neighbours. He thanked him for his visit. He showed him the door.

Shortly after the Reverend Hughes had gone, Father had a sharp and urgent discussion with his wife, then called Catherine and her sister Eliza into the parlour. One look at his face made Catherine’s heart thump.

‘Catherine,’ he said, ‘I expect you had a nice day today did you?’

‘Yes Father,’ she said, ‘I think so.’

He put his cheek closer to her, he’d shaved for this and his skin smelt of witch hazel. Then he said, in the same dull voice, he was glad she had had a nice day because he was working hard on the farm all day, and now that Mother was much better and she was growing up, it was time for her to spend more time at home, helping. At this, Eliza her sister, always the peacemaker, had made gentle encouraging, noises.

‘And of course,’ Mother gave a pleading look to her husband, ‘we’ll have some fun too. It has been quiet for you girls and you have been so patient, so good.’

‘Patience be damned!’ Father’s shout made them all jump. ‘I should have put a stop to it years ago; we’ve let her run wild. Riding around with Deio like a larrikin.’ He opened his legs, a surprisingly coarse gesture meant to mimic a girl riding astride.

‘I hardly ever go now Father,’ she said boldly. ‘He is away all the time.’

The sharp cuff he gave her behind the ear made Eliza cry out, and her feel like a dog sent clattering across the floor when it had done its necessaries inside.

‘Don’t do that Father,’ she’d said, determined not to cry, ‘I am too old for that.’

He gave her the look she feared most, as if all the words in the world would not be able to contain his rage and disappointment.

‘Do not be too sure of that Missie,’ he said. ‘I’ll do what I damn well please in my own house and what I want is for you to stop seeing that boy and the rest of them.’

‘Stop seeing them?’ she whispered. ‘How can I? They are my friends, and he is hardly ever home now.’

This was true. That week, he was away in Ludlow at a horse fair, but they’d arranged a ride for when he got back.

‘It’s not right,’ her Father repeated. ‘It sits all wrong, does it not Felicia?’ Mother’s face, so bad at lies, flickered with distress. She was afraid of the drovers, linking them with her times of greatest unhappiness, but on her own she would never have forbidden it.

‘Well Huw, they have indeed been kind but we. I . . .’

‘We what Father? Say it? Do not need them any more?’

‘Catherine,’ he balled his big red hands, ‘that is quite unnecessary.’

‘If it is, I am sorry Father but . . .’

Eliza’s round blue eyes were pleading with her to stop now and say the gentle, womanly things that would end this horror.

‘You are deliberately missing the point,’ he hammered out.

‘Those men are capital men and I will continue to do everything we can to help them, but your time with them is over. Do you understand that?’

‘I do Father.’ And wish to God I had been born a man. For one moment she imagined herself looking down at him from a horse and knocking him down without a word.

She had to tell them the very next day. Pale with shock, she took the shortcut to Pantyporthman, across the two fields and down by the river. In her basket was a jar of Mair’s elderberry jam and some pickled onions. In Meg Jones’s kitchen she put the basket on the table.

Meg had Deio’s wide-set green eyes; she wore bangles on her strong brown arms. ‘Well, there’s kind.’ Meg took a cake out of the oven and put it beside the jam on the table.

‘Now give me your cloak, set down there tidy, and have a piece of this.’

‘The preserves are from Mother,’ Catherine lied. She didn’t want her mother to be blamed for this. ‘With her most cordial good wishes.’

If Meg was surprised by this formality she did not show it. She shooed a cat away from the bench and told her to sit down and eat and stop dithering like an old sheep.

‘No thank you.’ She felt tears rising. ‘I am expected at home.’

‘You alright love?’ Meg looked at her sharply, and said, ‘Deio’s away this week with his father. There’s a sale on Ludlow way. He’s got a grand new horse, I expect he’ll show you.’

‘How is he?’

Meg lit a pipe and looked at her. ‘He misses you. He never says so but he always does. You met each other too young.’

‘Too young for what?’ She put her head in her hands.

‘Don’t! Don’t love.’ Meg looked shocked at her distress. ‘There’s always time,’ she said, ‘but he’s like his father, he needs to live a bit first.’

‘But we do live.’ She sobbed, ‘We do. I would never stop him doing that.’ She could do nothing now to stop the tears.

‘I know you do love, I know you do, but this sort of love at your age – it does hurt so.’

‘Why does it have to hurt?’ she almost shouted.

‘It’s too much and I should shut my trap.’ Meg knocked out her pipe and stood up, now almost as pale as Catherine, ‘Deio would tell me to shut it.’

‘Finish what you were saying.’ Catherine felt in this moment she hated Meg.

‘There’s nothing to finish love. All I was trying to say is he’d hate a life too settled.’

‘And do you think I want that?’

‘No, but it’s what you will have.’

‘I don’t think I will.’ Catherine stood up and put on her cloak, ‘But you have no need to trouble yourself with this anymore.’ This was coming out so wrong, but she pressed on. ‘You won’t see me here again. I won’t be coming back.’

‘Love, calm down.’ Meg took her hand and, for a moment, she grabbed it like a lifeline. ‘All I was saying was be patient, give it time.’

‘I won’t be coming back. I can’t.’ It was Meg’s turn to look confused.

‘So where are you going love? Somewhere exciting?’

‘I don’t know. Nowhere,’ she stammered. ‘Mother is much better you see and now I can’t come back. But thank you very much anyway.’

‘I see.’ The penny was starting to drop. She could see it in the stiff way Meg took her cake away from the table and placed it on the shelf. ‘I thought you’d come for something else.’ Later, she’d led her to the door and, in a polite voice Catherine had never heard before, thanked her for coming.

Running home along the river bank, Catherine, her empty basket in her hand, felt shocked and unreal. She cursed herself for her abrupt treatment of Meg, wished she had had the courage to at least sit and eat the cake and explain things more fully. She imagined a scandalised Meg explaining the scene to Deio and Lewis in the English accent she often teased her in.

‘Stuck up little Madam, comes in and says, “sorry we won’t be needing yew anymore thank yew,” ’ and cringed to imagine their response. Lewis, who had started with nothing and worked his way up by selling hunters to the gentry, was a proud and prickly man, even more so now he had real power in the community. Deio was his father’s son. She would not be forgiven, she knew that. But what was so unfair, what made her pant with agitation as she ran, was that Father would stay friends with Lewis, maybe even with Deio. The big world of men’s work would go on. They’d dip each other’s sheep, meet in the tavern, lean over gates together and smoke pipes as if nothing of any importance had happened and they were all still brothers under one skin.

A catastrophe for her, nothing to them. Her world suddenly shrunk to the kitchen, the dairy, the parlour: the whole world of footling tasks that made up being a woman. And there, barring a miracle, she would stay.



Chapter 2

Poor Mother looked excited when Catherine got home. She had left the door to the parlour slightly ajar so that she could hear her coming. A fire crackled in the grate, the beaded lamp was lit. She had the Caernarfon and Denbigh Herald on her lap.

‘I’ve been making a list of all the things we can do now I’m feeling better,’ she said.

Her face, pretty and flushed, had taken on the rose and amber colours of the lamp beads. ‘Look!’ she handed over the newspaper. ‘There is sea bathing in South Wales. Sea bathing! We can take the coach from Caernarfon at . . .’ she peered at the advertisement, ‘. . . at the Uxbridge Arms. It leaves at seven o’clock in the morning. We really could swim and eat ice-creams and walk along the beach and be back on the following day. I’m also determined on you and Eliza having a new dress each,’ she prattled on gaily, ‘something in satin I fancy – Father’s hay crop was so good he will not object – you are old enough now for puff sleeves, at least I think you are.’

She looked over the newspaper for Catherine’s reaction.

‘Oh my darling.’ She held out her arms. ‘Oh my God, I’m so sorry. It’s all my fault.’

‘It is not,’ wept Catherine. ‘I am glad you are so much better and we will have fun.’

‘I should have gone and explained myself.’

‘But you do not know them like I do.’

‘Did you say how extremely grateful we have all been, how highly we esteem them as neighbours. I should not have left it all to you. I shall write to them myself.’

‘She can’t read in English,’ said Catherine forlornly, ‘so there is no point.’

‘Oh Weddy Bloodstairs!’ Weddy Bloodstairs was Mother’s all-purpose Welsh swear word. Usually it made her laugh, for Father was very solemn about them learning Welsh and it was deliciously sacrilegious but, today, at this precise moment, the memory of Mother half-heartedly toying with her Welsh lessons like a child forced to eat its greens annoyed Catherine.

‘It is too difficult,’ Mother would protest, after her teacher, the small and bossy Miss Davies, had left the house. ‘The sounds are awful, like a cat about to be sick.’ Father had been humourless about it, but he was right. You could not live in a place and ignore its language – or you could, but you could expect to be, as Mother had been, lonely. ‘Well, it is done now and I don’t want to think about it.’ Catherine tried to sound cheerful. ‘I’ll draw the curtains; we can have tea by the fire.’

And so their lives took on a new routine. In the mornings, she and Mother and Eliza helped Mair in the kitchen with household tasks: they made butter, washed dishes, waxed, bottled, and cooked. Eliza, dear Eliza, so gentle and blonde and loveable, performed these tasks with a grave absorption which sometimes wrung Catherine’s heart. Eliza wanted nothing more from life than to be a farmer’s wife and to have as many healthy children as possible. Why was she so different? Why, in the middle of polishing silver or podding peas, did she feel at times a wild surge of outrage that life, after all, was nothing more than a series of endlessly circulating, footling tasks that made you feel like a donkey tied to a wheel.

And what about mother? Once long ago, when father had talked and laughed, he’d described his moment of magic: seeing Mother, aged nineteen, in the moonlight on the verandah of his parents’ house in the foothills of Snowdonia. He’d remembered what she’d worn: a long silver dress with a row of pearl buttons down the front. It was a summer ball; there was money for such things in those days. She was the daughter of a friend of his father’s, a land agent. Her name was Felicia. She’d come from London. And Catherine, forever after, had imagined her sitting there in the moonlight under the dark of the mountains, a transplanted creature like a mermaid.

Now, she watched her mother’s long dreamy fingers patting butter in the dairy, or folding up the umpteenth sheet on washing days. How did she stand it, and how did Mair? Mair, who believed that the fairies would come if you left your kitchen clean. You could hear her at six o’clock in the morning singing as she cleaned out the hearth. Did she never want to throw her brush down and shriek at the top of her lungs, ‘I need more.’

In the afternoons, Father took them on short outings – somehow the longer trips had not materialised. Catherine, who was still angry with him, suspected that the trips were really only for him. He was helplessly in love with Juno, his dark bay cob, and the spanking little governess cart he kept in the cowshed which, with its brasses and gleaming mahogany sides, was a relic of grander days. He almost smiled at Catherine as he brought the horse to a halt, knowing that normally she would have shared this moment of pure pleasure at the perfection of the horse. The carriage jingled faintly as her mother put her foot on the step. She tried to smile back but already felt the claustrophobia of a family outing. The sun was out, the waves danced in the distance; just the kind of day to gallop full pelt down the beach at Whistling Sands.

While the carriage made its way through the high hedgerows she glanced at her father’s back and wondered what had happened to them. Father, with his red whiskers and faint smell of tobacco, had once been the rock her life was built on: a permanent statement of power and intent like the sea, like Snowdon. He had lifted her onto her first pony, plucked her from the apple tree when she’d got stuck, walloped her one afterwards and cheered her up later with a peace offering of a barley sugar. He kept them in a tin in his smoking cabinet, and distributed them to his children with a grave impartiality so much more thrilling than mother’s nervous, open-handed generosity.

Catherine had loved him once, and hoped to love him again in spite of the cold draught of dislike she sometimes now felt as she watched him chewing or sitting reading Farmer’s Almanac by the fire or talking – or usually not talking – to mother. Now you had to watch him as carefully as you might watch an aggressive dog or a stallion too free with its heels, or perhaps it had always been so but she was only starting to notice. Now when he walked into the house, you had to watch his heels: laugh at his jokes, pick up on his few-and-far-between remarks, not forget his strictures about closing doors or leaving dogs out or not coming to the table with dirty hands, or else the reaction would be swift and sure and Mother would get sad and pale and sometimes have to go to bed for the afternoon.

Father dropped them down in the small seaside town of Pwllheli. The plan was a short walk to a shop where they were to search for bonnet trimmings. At Siop Sion’s, the haberdashers, they had not got the precise shade, ‘almost a robin’s egg blue,’ as Mother said to an assistant whose head was shaking almost as the words came out. ‘Thank you anyway,’ said Mother. The jangling bell at the door of the shop seemed to mock them as they left. Mother and Eliza seemed quite content as they swung arm-in-arm down the cobbled street which led to the harbour, but Catherine felt quite dizzy with futility. How could it be right that some doodle on a hat should take up the entire morning for three grown women?

Father was irritable with them as they drove home. The beautiful day had not lasted and a faint mizzling rain was making him anxious about the haymaking planned for next day. When the door of the governess cart was shut behind them and the green rug settled over their knees, he set off towards home without a word. A mist had rolled in off the water, blurring the point where sea met sky and making the occasional farm, glimpsed through a wet hedge, look dreamlike; nothing seemed real except the small enclosed world of their cart and the clip-clop of Juno’s heels. The sound was soporific, and Catherine, leaving her parents to their awkward communications, dozed for a while. When she woke, they had reached the main road to Aberdaron. The countryside had darkened around them, and in one or two of the houses up on the hill lights flickered uncertainly like fireflies.

Catherine’s spirits were so low that she missed the sound that made Juno’s ears prick and Father sit up straighter. Then she heard it, ‘Hip Hop Tro,’ at first faintly, then louder, ‘Hip, Hop Trooooh!’ Then a burst of singing, and the metallic clatter of horse’s hooves.

Out of the mist came the shapes of two dozen or so Welsh Blacks, then two men on horseback, whose song came to a ragged halt. Deio’s father, Lewis Jones, tipped his hat briefly towards her and Mother. Deio’s brother, Rob, pointed an imaginary gun at Father in a joking, oddly debonair gesture.

‘Off tomorrow lads is it?’ said Father, smiling and talking to them in Welsh. ‘Not a bad life eh? Where to?’

‘Gloucester, Northleach, Redland, Thame, Hampstead, Pentonville, Smithfield,’ Lewis recited.

‘Don’t drink all your money on the way home then,’ said Father.

‘What about you, neighbour?’ said Rob. ‘Watching your weeds grow?’

‘I’ll be here,’ said Father, with a patient shrug that made Catherine recoil.

Then Deio rode out of the mist, and came alongside her. He did not look at her but sat loose-limbed on his horse, a damp wind playing with his hair. He was close enough to touch and Mother saw the look that passed between them. ‘My dear,’ she said to her husband, ‘I’m feeling rather tired, could we . . .’

She could have jumped on his horse from where she sat.

‘Aye aye.’ Father dragged himself back into the world of tiresome women and afternoon teas. ‘We’ll go home and have tea by the fire.’ He was gentle with his daughter who had grown quite pale. He could afford to be now he’d won that battle. She did not hear him; once again her eyes had locked with Deio’s. ‘Take me away,’ they said.

The year passed. She heard through the grapevine that the drovers were much in demand and away most of the time. It was easier when they were gone. She also preferred the winter months when the wind blew off the Atlantic and bent the trees on the Lleyn like little old men and it got dark an hour or so after lunch and there was no possibility of going anywhere. Then the light died, first in the wet trees outside their windows, then in the distant peaks of the mountains beyond. They’d build up a fire in the parlour, and close the shutters, and Mair would bring them tea and toast sprinkled with cinnamon and sugar. Mother seemed so happy. Sometimes, her eyes would fill with tears and she would look at them as if for the first time and say, ‘I have wonderful daughters. I have done nothing to deserve them.’

At other times, after tea, she would make them laugh by dragging out what she called her Road To Hell box, a small carved box full of spools of cotton and tangled skeins of silk and her pile of unfinished projects: a tray cloth that only needed a handful of stitches to be finished; the tapestry for a footstool that had waited for three years to be mounted. Sometimes she would hold up these items and attempt a serious lecture on the importance of finishing things, but her nature was too fluid and subtle for sermons and she often ended up making them hoot with laughter. It was something about the disparaging way her long fingers held up the trolley cloth and the beaded tray, the way her voice tailed off as she tried to work up enthusiasm for the idea that God was up there, waiting impatiently for the beaded tray.

What they most looked forward to was the moment when Mother’s needle dithered over the canvas and she began to tell stories. One afternoon when it was pelting with rain and the mountains just a grey blur in the distance, she told them, Catherine was never to forget it, in a voice steely with self control about her own mother who had died of tuberculosis. She was seven years old. She’d been in trouble the day before, she’d torn her dress and been whipped severely, three times on each hand. Mother held out both her hands, and such was her power as a storyteller that both Eliza and Catherine leaned forward, mingling their red and fair hairs in the lamplight, sure the marks would still be there. Mother had been naughty, she’d been attempting to fly with an umbrella over the hen house and she was sure it was her fault when, a few days later, the sanatoria’s grey cabriole arrived at their door. She remembered everything: the coachman’s umbrella swooping down like a terrible bird. The sound of rain on the tarpaulin. The flutter of her mother’s hand as she drove away. The look on Mother’s face as she told this story, pierced Catherine to the heart. Normally, Mother tried so hard to make her stories have happy endings and to tell them only about nice things. Sometimes, when they were young, this had ludicrous consequences. ‘Don’t look my loves,’ Mother would say if they passed a squashed squirrel or a rabbit on the road. ‘It’s sleeping, it was going to a party and it is having a sleep.’ And Mair, if she was with them, would look at her in astonishment and say, ‘That ain’t asleep Mrs Carreg, that’s dead as mutton.’

Silly as these attempts were, her determination not to inflict her own sufferings on her children was heroic. For her spirits were either very high or unfathomably low. She swung on a seesaw which seemed to get higher and lower as the years progressed, and later she was quite unreachable in her sadness, sometimes for months on end. There were one or two terrible ‘cures,’ many afternoons in darkened rooms, and yet Catherine, when young, had had very little understanding of her mother’s nerves which, to say the least, were permanently strained.

Later, Catherine wished she had known more about the bad things. About pain, and loss and sorrow. If she had, she would have been more prepared for what happened next.



Chapter 3

The night when her world started to unravel was innocently beautiful. The spring sky glowed with stars and, outside in the fields, ten new lambs born that day were suckling on their mothers. It was two days before her eighteenth birthday. Earlier in the day she and Eliza had walked along the cliff path to watch the fishing boats setting out for their evening’s work. As they walked back arm-in-arm, sunset turned their faces and the sea behind them into liquid gold.

There wasn’t enough to do to fill an evening so she’d gone to bed early, but had woken a few hours later with a feeling of intense foreboding. Hearing a faint scrabbling sound on the landing outside, she’d gone, half asleep, to see what it was, and found Mother on the floor. She was on her knees beside an oak trunk carved with acorns, sifting in a wild, muddled way through what Catherine, moving closer, could see were heaps of baby clothes: tams, woollen boots, jackets smelling of damp and camphor. Clothes she had been saving for her grandchildren.

‘Mama?’ The candle in Mother’s hand was close to a flannel nightshirt. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Can’t you see?’ There were huge circles underneath her Mother’s eyes.

‘Mama!’ Catherine snatched the candle. ‘Be careful with that. Can’t I help you tomorrow?’

‘I have no time,’ Mother said. She looked utterly bewildered. ‘

Why not?’

‘The wretched thing is coming in August.’

‘What thing?’

‘A baby.’

‘What?’

‘A baby.’

‘A baby! No!’

And then, Mother had bared her teeth and let out a howl, an awful sound in which fury and pain and supplication were all mixed up.

Pregnant. Expecting. With child. In the Lleyn in those days, it was considered a little bit ‘you know . . . not nice,’ even to say these words in polite company. You could say, ‘I hear Ceris Davies (she was the local midwife) has been up to see the so and so’s,’ or ‘the whatevers will have another mouth to feed,’ or ‘someone should pass the box on to Mrs X soon.’ The box belonged to the parish, and was full of old baby clothes that were passed from house to house. But the Carregs weren’t box people. They lived outside of the village and were considered practically gentry, or had been once. So how was Catherine supposed to find out about how such a thing could have happened to Mother? You could never ask Father. Although he was a farmer, he hated any hint of indelicacy in his women and, besides, he was up now night and day with the lambing and looking almost as wild-eyed as she.

She’d asked Mair, who’d said, ‘Good Lord, what a thing to ask me,’ and her little curranty eyes had rolled back and she’d smirked and said something about Father and long winter nights. Eliza was worse than useless, prattling on gaily about taking the little pet for rides in the pram and giving it bottles, until Catherine had felt a strong impulse to slap her.

‘Eliza,’ she said, ‘it is not like playing dollies. Mother is too old for this, and she is so unhappy.’

‘Well, Ceris Davies,’ Eliza had replied, turning pink and coming as close as she ever did towards being cross, ‘says that sometimes these late babies – she called them “the last of the golden chicks” – well I thought it was sweet anyway, can be a great and unexpected blessing, and that God does not send us anything we can’t manage. She said that once Mother’s confinement is on her she will feel as proud as a dog with her puppies.’

‘Chickens! Puppies! Oh don’t be such a fool,’ Catherine had shouted, finally losing her patience. ‘What does Ceris Davies know about a woman like Mother?’

‘Are you a snob Catherine?’

‘Yes,’ she’d said, breathing heavily, ‘I expect I am – as well as everything else.’

Afterwards, Catherine had brooded on the word ‘confinement’ and looked it up in the dictionary. Confinement: imprisonment, restrictions, limitation, to keep indoors or in bed. She thought of the way Mother had begun now to walk in the afternoons with a kind of painful energy in a circle in the garden. My God, who in their right mind would be born a woman?

And then, because she was eighteen and the most pressing thing on her mind was herself, and because everybody else seemed so keen to forget about it, she put it to the back of her mind, hoping that August would never come. But it had, earlier than expected.

On the day her Mother died, she woke early feeling cheerful. It was dark outside. Under her eiderdown, patterned with red and green cabbage roses, she lay flexing her limbs and listening for the slap and swish of the threshing machine outside and for her father, who lay with her mother in the next room, to stand on the creaking floorboard and yawn, or sometimes, yawn and break wind simultaneously. (Her modest ear only allowed one of these sounds.)

She was excited. Today was market day, held once a month at Sarn, and she had faint, though unacknowledged, hopes of seeing Deio there. He’d been away again and come back. Mair told her all the girls were in love with him now. He had grown so handsome with his remarkable wide-set green eyes and long, slightly bandy legs. The calves of his boots were always blackened and dented with the sweat and shape of horses. She still had dreams about him. Silly dreams. Herself, wind and rain-swept on the back of his horse, galloping off into the mist and over the mountains to somewhere far from here.

The house that morning felt satisfyingly empty. Mair, who normally slept in a small room underneath the eaves in the top of the house, had been given her weekly wage of five shillings and left early to walk to market. Eliza was in Caernarfon visiting their grandmother. Two others had made a brief appearance in this house: one born dead, the other dead of diphtheria before his fourth birthday. In one month’s time there would be another. Catherine, twisting in bed, could not bear to think of this. Today was Mother’s last trip to market before she began to really show. A gift from God of course, but also horrible and wrong: a door slamming shut on her Mother at a time when she seemed so much better. Now Mother rose heavily from the table after breakfast, walked slowly upstairs and opened up the oak trunk carved with acorns. Nightgowns, woollen boots, jackets, tams. That for the wash, that to throw away, that for a stitch, that for when the sewing lady came. She tried to sing sometimes to show she was all right but her voice sounded cracked and funny. Strangled.

Catherine got up quickly. This was supposed to be a happy day. Mother had persuaded Father to give them some money to go to Sarn and buy taffeta or silk for her first grown-up ball in Caernarfon. Father, grumbling but only a bit, had given in to his wife’s entreaties that the girls must begin a social life before it was too late. He thrust his big red hand into a leather pouch hidden behind the flour jar on the dresser, drew out five shillings and said to Mother with a shy look, ‘You girls bleed me dry.’ Or maybe he gave in because Mother had sighed and flapped the air as though she had limited breath for an argument.

Walking barefoot towards her wardrobe, Catherine was half at the ball already and half walking across the square at Sarn with Deio’s eyes on her. She wondered what he saw when he looked at her: the little girl he’d re-enacted Llewellyn’s last stand with – she’d been good at that, swiping with her sword and making gurgling cries as she’d galloped off – or the child who had loved playing hospitals with him, bandaging their obliging cat and putting it to bed, and telling him it may not last the night. She hoped he might forget that now and see her as she was: a woman, or very nearly one.

She selected the smartest of the three dresses she owned (white cambric with a broderie anglaise trim and a bodice pintucked into thirty narrow pleats). She hung the dress on the front of the cupboard then poured water into a pretty china basin with a lily-of-the-valley motif and a faint crack down the centre. As she washed under her nightgown what Mair, who could be coarse, referred to as ‘nooks and crannies,’ a sudden burst of sun sent patterns of light over her skin and made her shiver with pleasure.

She went down to the kitchen, a narrow room on the northern side of the house and always dark. She took a taper to the kitchen fire and lit an oil lamp over the table. It cast a warm glow on familiar objects: the dresser with its green and white china, the hearth with its hooks and pans, and beside it the still shocking thing: a baby-chair covered in green velvet, its carved footrest scuffed from generations of kicking babies.

Since it was Mair’s day off and they had no other help now, Catherine went into the creamery, another narrow room, behind the kitchen to draw off a pint of milk from one of four blue basins. Stepping into a patch of sunlight outside the creamery door, a yellowhammer sang its little-bit-of-bread-and-no-cheese song, and she stood for a moment, jug in hand, listening and smiling. A pretty young woman to whom nothing really bad had ever happened. Then, turning, she saw her Father standing at the kitchen window looking agitated. He beckoned her urgently inside, and his mouth was moving. She thought she must have done something wrong: worn her best dress outside; left her candle lit; not got his breakfast quickly enough.

‘Catherine,’ he said, when she stood before him dry-mouthed, ‘go upstairs straight away to your Mother, something’s happening to her.’

‘What is it Father?’

His tone frightened her, reminding her of the blank spots in her childhood: the slammed doors, Mother’s long rests in the afternoon. But now, Father was waving his hands in jerky circles, and telling her to take a po with her and seemed incapable of naming the thing.

She dashed down the path to the necessary, the shed where pos were stacked in a cupboard to the left of the privy. She ran back into the house and up the stairs, frightened to open the door that led into Mother’s room. When she did, she saw her mother, half undressed in her bed, her hair undone. Her skin gleamed with sweat. Her favourite grey dress was all undone like a burst doll’s. Her bosom and corsets were showing. Whatever was happening?

‘Mother,’ said Catherine, cold with horror. ‘What is it?’

Mother gave her a distant wave as though saying goodbye to an acquaintance.

‘Go away please,’ she said, ‘I want Mair.’

‘She’s not here.’

Mother, remembering, started to moan about the market and a green dress before she doubled up with pain.

‘Oh Mama!’ Catherine was crying with fear. ‘What shall I do?’

‘Catherine,’ Mama’s hands were wet to hold as she sat up and tried to smile. ‘Don’t be frightened darling, but a silly and awkward thing has happened: the baby has come early. You must’ – Mother’s calm voice turned into a sharp yelp of pain – ‘help me!’

Her hand pulled back the sheet. Her dress, her drawers, and the sheet were part of a widening circle of crimson.

Weak and giddy with panic, the girl ran at first from one window to another. She could see her father, a stick figure in the yard, feeding calves, with their two labourers, Alun and Twm. She struggled with the window, but the frame was soft and old and the catch sunk into the wood.

‘Wait for me,’ she gasped as she left her mother. She ran downstairs and through the yard until she found him. He was standing near to Juno, half-harnessed for the ride to Sarn. Alun was polishing the governess cart and telling Father they didn’t make them like that any more.

‘Well, good oh, Alun,’ Father was saying, ‘and now I’d better get my women to the fair else I won’t be very popular will I. Not a bit popular eh?’ Father’s shyness often took the form of an awkward heartiness, particularly when he talked to other men about his women.

‘Father,’ Catherine started to say, ‘We can’t go anywhere.’

He took her arm suddenly and pulled her roughly away from Alun and into a nearby feed room.

‘Don’t talk about it in front of him,’ he hissed. ‘It’s our business.’

‘Father,’ she said, her mouth so stiff with fear it was difficult to make words. ‘The baby is coming and I don’t know what to do. Help me for God’s sake.’

‘I can’t help her,’ he said. All the red had gone out of his face and he looked shrunken and papery.

‘Do as I say and listen. I can’t help her, it would kill her.’

‘Shall I put the cart on now, Sir?’ Alun was asking through the crack in the door.

‘Not for now thank you, Alun,’ said Father in a flat calm voice, ‘go home and have your breakfast until I send for you.’

‘Right, Sir.’ Alun sounded surprised.

His footsteps receded. Father thought for a moment and then said to Catherine, with some echo of his old authority, ‘I’ll go into Sarn and find Ceris Davies. You stay here and try not to worry. There are often false alarms. That’s why it is better the men stay out of it, I’ll not be long.’ He tried to take her hand. ‘You’re a good girl. It’s better I go and get help.’

She looked at him in appalled disbelief. He was a coward, and he seemed to be pleading with her to understand.

‘It’s better I go.’ He repeated stubbornly.

‘Why is it better?’ For the first time in her life she was shouting at him. ‘You have done lambing.’

‘Don’t you shout at me, else you will weep for it,’ he’d shouted back, turning red again. ‘You go back into that house. Boil some water, tear up some sheets. I’ll get Ceris Davies.’

Catherine grabbed him by both sleeves of his smock and shook him. ‘But I don’t know what to do. Even Alun would know more,’ she cried, still shouting.

He’d raised his hand to smack her face then thumped her on the arm. ‘Stop that and get inside,’ he shouted back. ‘You’ll soon understand.’



Chapter 4

Catherine stood outside the front door and watched her father leave. Fear made her feel numb and slow, as though she were wading against a strong tide, and it seemed a great effort to turn and go back into the house which, with her father gone, seemed charged with menace. In the kitchen, the clock ticked, the breakfast things lay where they had been left. Mother or Mair would have had them cleared away by now and the floor would have been swept clean.

Unwilling to go upstairs, Catherine ate the half-rasher of cold bacon Father had left on his plate and immediately felt sick. She thought about Mair, who could be brisk and short tempered but who was kind to her when she felt sick.

‘Come home soon Mair,’ she prayed. ‘Help us.’ She prayed that Ceris, the midwife, the small bossy woman who she normally disliked, would be in when Father called. ‘It’s not fair,’ she thought, for her prayers had made her feel weak and tearful, ‘I shouldn’t have to do this on my own.’

Filling a cup of water, she went upstairs. The sky through the landing window looked blue and empty. The door to Mother’s room was closed. She hesitated outside then put her cup of water down and pushed hard, for the door was inclined to stick.

‘Mother,’ she said. ‘Mama?’

Inside the bedroom, the curtains were closed and the room, normally fragrant with mother’s lavenders and rose-water, smelt bad. She opened the curtains, and turned to the bed where Mother lay, quite still and very pale, her eyes fixed and open.

‘Mother . . . oh please!’

As she flew towards the bed, she stumbled over something soft: Mother’s dress – her favourite dove-grey barrege – stood up on its own, supported by its hoop petticoats as if it led a separate life, its violet trim now saturated with blood. She lifted the dress and threw it into the corner of the room. Mother cleared her throat.

Catherine wanted to cry. She knelt beside the bed and took her mother’s hand, covering it in kisses.

‘It’s all right darling,’ she whispered with more confidence than she felt. ‘Dada will be back soon. You can tell me what you want.’

Her mother tried to speak, but a spasm of pain came so strongly it flung the peach satin of her quilt from her. Catherine put it back, trying not to look.

‘Mama,’ she yelped, ‘What am I to do?’ For the first time in her life she hated herself: her dithering gestures, her cry of weakness and self-pity.

The pain seemed to come in waves which took Mother to terrible peaks of suffering, then to recede into a false calm which left her tousled and apologetic on the pillow and saying, ‘what a to do,’ and trying to tell her that having her had been one of the best days of her life. During a quiet phase, she told Catherine that babies arrived on a cord from down here. She waved vaguely towards the middle of the quilt. If her baby came, Catherine was to take the big sewing scissors, not the little ones, from the green sewing bag with the pink geraniums in the chest near the window, and be very brave and cut the cord. It wouldn’t hurt Mama, it would help her.

Catherine turned away almost sick at the thought. ‘Please God, please Ceris, come,’ and, turning back, smiled as if Mother’s request was the most natural one in the world. A shrill song started up inside her head: ‘The big scissors not the little ones I see. I see.’ She got down on her knees and put her head next to her mother’s. Her forehead was waxy now and white and she was breathing through her mouth. She put her hand gently on her mother’s face. She wanted more than anything in the world to save her from pain and ugliness, but ten minutes later, Mama, groaning and panting, began grimacing and pushing her away.

Mother started to scream. ‘Help me Catherine, help me.’ Her mouth was square and purple, her face unrecognisable. ‘Help me!’

This cry would stay with Catherine forever. She dashed towards the windows and then back towards the bed, shouting, ‘Tell me what to do!’

Mother was grabbing violently at the quilt again. When she drew it back, Catherine saw her legs were bloody and that the thing lay at the end of a quivering cord. It was hideously ugly, its skin red and flopping, its skull soft and dented like a bad plum.

Catherine took the big scissors from the sewing bag and, shuddering with revulsion, cut the cord and put the baby in the oak cradle at the foot of the bed where it lay without moving. She spewed in the po underneath the bed and stayed there for a while, hunched and listening with painful concentration for her mother’s breath. When she sprang up she hit her head so hard on the iron bed she almost knocked herself out.

Pulling herself together, she put her head on her mother’s breast and their red hairs mingled. At last she heard it, the faintest gasp from a face so pale the lips looked like glass. She took a brush and did her mother’s hair, hearing her own voice making mad sounds. She got up and ran to the window again. The sky looked thicker and darker than before with rain clouds gathering over Castelleodo and Port Iago, and the hills blanked out. ‘I feel like a pie in the sky,’ a silly voice inside her sang. She took a cloth and tried to rub some of the mud and blood from her hands and her pretty white dress. ‘It’s no good,’ she thought. ‘It will never come out.’



Chapter 5

Towards the end of the afternoon, it rained suddenly for half an hour and then the sun came out again, a brilliant, unreliable sort of sun, streaming through the windows and lighting up a huge cobweb Mother had missed. Catherine pushed her fingers through the cobweb, feeling just as weightless and insubstantial. When Mother groaned she held her head up and gave her a sip of water. When a line of greyish dribble fell from her mouth, she wiped it away, past grief, past disgust, locked now into a small world of action and reaction.

‘They’ll be home soon,’ she whispered, without much hope. ‘Home soon: Daddy and Eliza and Mair. Home for Mama.’

Mother licked her lips and stared blankly ahead of her.

Catherine lit a candle, and got into bed on the other side of her mother, nearly suffocating now from the bad, sweet, smell in the room, and fell into an uneasy sleep. Later, when the sky was black above the line of trees, she heard the rumble of a cart in the yard outside. She flew downstairs and, standing there like another kind of dream, was Deio. There was rain on his hair, and his sleeves were rolled up and the muscles and skin of his arms gleamed. Before she had time to think, she flung her arms around him. He felt so strong, so alive. She clung to him, sobbing and trying to explain all that had happened. They had never touched each other like this before, but she was too far gone to feel the strangeness of it.

He took both her shoulders between his hands and stroked them, murmuring, ‘Ty Du. Ty Du . . . It’s all right. It’s all right.’ He smoothed her hair and held it in a bunch as he gently explained that he’d found her father by the roadside, fallen from his horse but all right; he would be in shortly with Ceris the midwife.

When her father walked into the kitchen, Deio and Catherine sprang apart. Father had torn his clothes and looked ashen with fatigue. She was shocked at the wave of pure dislike she felt at the sight of him. Behind Father, at the kitchen door, was Ceris, carrying a scuffed portmanteau in her hand. She looked curiously at the handsome young couple – she’d heard the gossip too. Father, sensitive even in these circumstances to that look, bundled Deio out the back door, forgetting to thank him.

When Catherine led them into Mother’s room, the stench was overpowering and Father, smelling it and understanding, groaned and put his head in his hands. Ceris threw off her shawl and went straight to the window, forcing it open, tut-tutting, and working her mouth significantly as she did so.

Ceris, the Lleyn’s only midwife for fifteen years, had delivered babies in damp sheds behind haystacks, in bedrooms occupied by five people, in the poor house sanitoria, and, once, to a screaming girl with snow on her lips on the Bardsey to Aberdaron ferry. She took out of her bag a jar that contained a mixture of goose fat, fresh butter and hen’s fat.

‘Right now Mr Carreg,’ she said, walking towards the bed, ‘I must take a closer look-see . . . so if you don’t mind.’

When Father had closed the door behind him, she lined up her pair of scissors, her dirty towel, a dark jar and a vial of laudanum on the bedside table, then drew back the sheets. Felicia made feeble movements with her hands to push Ceris away.

‘Come on now, there there.’ Ceris told Catherine to hold her mother’s hands on either side of her. ‘Come on,’ she said sharply, ‘I don’t like doing this either but I must you know.’

Catherine watched the midwife lubricate her two fingers with the grey coloured lard from the jar. When her Mother screamed, she joined in. ‘Leave her alone now, it’s no good, I know it isn’t.’

Ceris looked at her quietly, her two glistening fingers in the air, sad for this pretty girl in her stained white dress, but detached. She saw women every day in a parlous state: some with their pelvises distorted by rickets; others prematurely aged by desperate poverty or heavy physical work; most robbed of any sexual attraction by repeated childbirth. She was as gentle to Felicia as her skill and training allowed, but in her heart she resented her. This Englishwoman, with her pretty pearl earrings, lying under her satin quilt had had a better life than most of them. Far better.

After the scream there was a timid knock at the door. Eliza, white as a sheet, stood on the landing, Father sitting crumpled in a chair behind her.

With her arms folded, Ceris stood at the door and addressed them. ‘She’s bad as I don’t have to tell you, with the Pueral Sepsis as you may not know.’

She closed her eyes for a moment while this sank in.

‘All you can do is to keep her nice and tidy with this.’ She gave Catherine a vial of dark liquid, the same liquor of opium that Mother took for her headaches. ‘If she should by any chance start to come round’ – the midwife looked at them straight to show how faint a possibility that was – ‘beef tea and some of this.’

She cast around again in her untidy portmanteau and brought out a small bag of sago and one of arrowroot. ‘I’ll have to make you . . . um . . . you know . . . for this – times being hard,’ she said.

Father gazed stupidly at her outstretched hand, then reached into his pocket for money and paid her.

‘Half a crown for the visit,’ she said. ‘Extra for the sago.’

‘Let them pay,’ thought Ceris, ‘they can afford it.’

She pocketed the money and went downstairs, gazing curiously as she did so at Felicia’s pretty arrangement of pictures and at the one or two good pieces of furniture, fixing them in her mind so she could entertain her friends later to a full description of the house, and the look she had seen pass between the drover’s boy and Catherine.

When she’d left, they stood in the kitchen together, surrounded by the devastation of the day. The breakfast plates were still unwashed, Father’s bags had been dumped by the door. Deio had forgotten his coat, which lay over the chair by the range. Eliza, taking Catherine in her arms, saw the look in her eyes of someone too young to have seen so much. She smoothed back her sister’s wild hair and hugged her tight.

‘Poor darling Catty,’ she said, ‘poor love. You were so brave.’

‘No.’ Catherine looked straight ahead of her, her mouth struggling. ‘I was hopeless. I didn’t know what to do.’

The pain in her eyes was so terrible that Eliza, determined not to cry, said in her grown-up voice, ‘I’m sure you did, cheer up, we’ll get her better.’

She looked so forlorn that, in spite of themselves, they both gave strange grimacing laughs, and then hugged again. ‘How did people live without sisters?’ Catherine thought, not for the first time.

‘Are you hungry Catherine?’ Eliza was trying in a muddled way to clear the table.

‘No,’ said Catherine. ‘But I want to change my clothes. Leave that to Mair, she’ll tidy up.’ Her shoulders were very
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