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Preface 
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This story began as an idea about growing up on the land in the sixties, seventies and eighties — about childhood, family, friendships, and the kind of life that shaped so many of us across those years.

In my early notes, I had it as a story about a boy and a girl growing up, but once the writing started, it quickly became clear the story belonged to Tilly.

From the beginning, she stood strong on her own. Through her, I wanted to show a world that was simple in some ways and tough in others — especially when you had to stand your ground or fight to make a point. 

It was a time when kids grew up quickly, most of the time because they had to. They learned by watching, then acting, and found their place through experience rather than being told where they belonged.

Tilly represents a kind of quiet strength. She is tough when she needs to be, gentle when it matters, and steady in what she believes is right. She was never chasing fame or wanting to be seen as a hero — this is simply who she is: fearless, grounded, and always in control. 

Her story reflects the idea that strength doesn’t always come from fighting — often it comes from confidence, loyalty, and knowing when to stand your ground.

More than anything, this book is about growing up, standing up for yourself, and finding your place among family, friends, and community. I hope you enjoy Tilly’s journey as much as I did bringing her story to life. This is only the beginning.
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Introduction 
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Tilly was born and grew up on the land she loved, surrounded by hard work, family, and the quiet lessons that come from observing the world closely.

From an early age, she noticed things other kids often missed. She listened carefully, thought deeply, and learned quickly how to stand on her own two feet.

She was smart, she was fearless, but most of all she was a loving, beautiful girl who would do anything for the ones she cared about.

This first book follows her early years — a time shaped by schooldays she absolutely hated, friendships, family life, and the steady rhythm of country living.

It’s about learning confidence, finding her voice, and understanding where she fits in a world that doesn’t always move at the same pace she does.

At the heart of this story is a strong young girl growing into herself. Tilly isn’t perfect, and she isn’t meant to be.

She’s loyal, instinctive, protective of those she loves, and never afraid to stand up for what she believes is right. Around her are the people who shape her world — family, friends, a teacher, and a community that quietly has no idea how to handle a girl like Tilly, or who she is becoming.

This is a story about resilience, kindness, loyalty, and courage in its simplest form. If there’s anything to carry into these pages, it’s this: courage doesn’t always mean you have to fight — sometimes it simply means standing steady in who you are.
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Chapter 1 


Born in Woonarkie 

[image: ]


Tilly grew up in a family that, in her infant years, didn’t always have much in the way of money or material things, yet they always seemed to manage and kept food on the table, raised by parents who loved her deeply.

Her mum, Iris, and dad, Bill, always wanted Tilly to be a nice, delicate little girl, like a princess, being the only girl out of three children and also the youngest. Tilly had other ideas. She hated dresses and dolls and always wanted to be outside playing with the animals, rolling around in the mud or fighting with her older brothers, who were two and a half and five years older than her.

Her most favourite thing was being with the animals, especially milking the cows. Even though her mum always tried to keep her nice and clean, Tilly wasn’t one for that. Working with the animals always felt right to Tilly, and if that meant getting dirty, then that was even better.

The day Tilly arrived in the world, life up to that point had been pretty tough for a few years for not only her parents, but all the folk who lived in the area. Tilly’s parents worked the land and milked cows for a living. Every year it seemed there was either a drought, followed by a bloody flood the next year, so after the two boys had been born, they had decided on having no more children.

They had John, the eldest boy, named after Iris’s father, John — or Jack, as he was known as — and Max, named after Bill’s father. Thinking two children would be sufficient (even though Iris dearly wanted a little girl), and that maybe if some of the seasons and years went with them, they might be able to afford for their two boys to go to university when they were older. Or, on the flip side, if they had some really good years, they might be able to go to boarding school.

Then something happened they hadn’t planned for, when Iris became pregnant with a third child. Iris was actually thrilled to become pregnant again, as she had always wanted a little girl, so she could spoil and do all those girly things with. Bill was also quite happy about another baby, but already he was beginning to worry about whether they would have enough money in the years to come for all three children. It’s funny how Bill thought about money instead of thinking about the next child.

If only they had known then that this precious little girl who was going to come into the world would need no help from anyone, and she would be able to out-shoot, out-run, out-work, and out-fight anyone who disrespected her or tried to lay a hand on her, her family  — her teacher, and especially most of all her two best friends Margie and Val. 

This little girl was going to be a lot different to the one her beautiful Mama Iris was thinking of. For that’s who Iris was — a very beautiful and attractive woman. When Iris and Bill got together, there were quite a few jealous boys at the time, and they always thought Bill was batting way above his average when he won Iris’s heart. But to Bill, this was the girl he loved, and he would have done anything to win her heart — and he did, in front of a lot of other admirers.

When Iris realised that Bill was interested in her, she also knew that Bill was a good, honest, loving, and caring young man, and she thought Bill would be a good catch as a husband and father to the children she would have one day, not to mention he was pretty bloody hot as well.

So when Bill came a-courting, she was more than willing to go out with him. Iris still remembers the first time she went home and asked her mum if she could go to the general store for a Coke with Bill. She wasn’t thrilled with the idea, that’s for sure.

“Oh, Iris, do you think that boy would be good enough for you?” she said. “Look, I know he’s a well-mannered boy, but his family always seems to struggle. It looks like poor Ivy and Max haven’t had new clothes in years and years.”

Iris was a girl who was very independent and would speak her mind on most occasions. She always shot back at her mother and said, well maybe they do not waste money on new clothes and things, thinking they are someone in society like you do, Mama. Her mama would gasp and say, “Oh dear me, you are just like your father, the way you have to get the last word in all the time.” 

But Iris had already made up her mind. She was going to court Bill, and if he was as nice as she knew he was, she was sure he was the one.

Bill was always there for Iris, and he loved his wife very much. There was nary an argument between them, and once she told him about the pregnancy, even though he was a little worried about the future, he thought if they had a daughter half as beautiful as Iris, they would be truly blessed.

It didn’t take long for the gossip to spread around the Woonarkie district that Iris was having a third child. Iris had no idea where it had come from, as the only one she had told was her husband, Bill, and he hadn’t muttered a word to anyone. So apart from Bill, the only ones who knew were the local GP, Dr Sylvia Marsh. 

Then it hit her — she knew where the gossip had started, and that would be the nosy receptionist, Claudia Mugg. Oh wow, didn’t she know everyone’s business in Woonarkie, usually before it had actually happened.

Iris thought to herself, I don’t give a bugger what they say. I am happy and proud to be pregnant and having another baby, and whether it’s a girl or a boy, it will get the same amount of love I have for Bill and our two boys. In saying that, she was kinda hoping for that sweet, beautiful little girl. She was very excited at the thought of doing doll dress-ups and taking her little girl to the local show every year. She just knew if her girl were in it, she would win the most beautiful baby contest.

So sitting talking about the future with Bill, she knew that everything financially would work out, otherwise she would not have gotten pregnant. They had had their fair share of bad years on the farm, but she also knew in life the wheel had to turn back in their favour, and maybe this was going to be the year. 

That was maybe another reason she had gotten pregnant — they only needed one good year to turn everything around and back into the black for a good outcome for them and their small family.

Bill, a couple of times, had to ask his parents for a little help with money. It wasn’t that much, even though it embarrassed him to ask, but Max and Ivy were only too happy to help Bill and Iris.

Bill had been the only one to stay on the family farm and take it over, share-farming at first and then gradually buying it from his parents. His sisters, Gertrude and Nancy, had both been academically gifted and went to pretty good schools and then universities. But Bill — he hated school, and plus Iris lived in Woonarkie, so he was going nowhere.

As the nine months rolled around, the locals of Woonarkie were now used to seeing Iris and her big belly, and the gossip had subsided from when she first became pregnant. Every day she was glowing even more at being blessed with another child.

Bill and Iris were not religious people, although Iris’s mother was very religious, her Dad not so much. Her family was Catholic, while Bill’s parents were Church of England.

Bill had always said, “I can talk to God no matter where I am. I could be down the paddock or in the milking shed. I have no need to go to a church and listen to someone talk crap about doing the right thing or I may-be severely punished.”

So it became Bill and Iris’s belief very early in their courting day and marriage that if you were a good, kind, and loving person, then life would be ok. 

They stood by that belief, and while the other locals trudged off — almost begrudgingly — to their respective churches week after week, Bill and Iris didn’t follow. To them, too many people were simply too scared, stupid or too conditioned, to trust themselves and what they truly felt, rather than letting the churches fill their heads with complete nonsense.

The fear of being talked about for not attending church was just too much for most of those parishioners. They wanted to be seen doing the right thing and following the rules of what they were told to, but for Bill and Iris, all they wanted was love and kindness, not any gossip or innuendo. They were not that sort of people.

“Bill, I think you better go get the car!” yelled Iris.
“Uh, what did you say, honey?”
“Bill, I think the baby is coming, so can you go get the car!” Iris yelled back, just about screaming by now.
“What did you say?” Bill began yelling back again before rushing down to see if Iris was ok, trying to dry himself as he had just stepped out of the bath.
As he rushed into the kitchen and found Iris half bent over the bench, taking deep breaths, he was about to say, what in the name of Mother Mary and Joseph is going on? But instinctively, he knew something was wrong.

“Iris, are you ok?”
“Bill, for the tenth time, the baby is coming. We need to get to the hospital.”
“Oh shit, what now?”
“Yes, now, my darling. Can you please go and get the car and get me to the hospital?”
Woonarkie was only about six minutes away, but the local nurse who lived there was away on holidays, so they would have to make a bit of a dash to the next town of Bedishire, where there was a bush hospital and doctors in the town — only two, but two more than Woonarkie.

Bill pulled on a T-shirt and some duds and raced out to get the car, parking at the front door before racing back inside to gather Iris. When he got back in, he found Iris on the phone to the Bedishire hospital, telling them they were just about to leave and would be there in twenty minutes or so. It was usually a nice thirty-minute drive, but somehow Iris knew Bill would be putting the foot down and getting to the hospital a bit quicker.

Bill felt so extremely proud of his wife. Even with the pain she was in, she had made the call to the hospital to tell them they were just about to leave, and she also told them that she wouldn’t be surprised if the baby had arrived before they got there.

As Bill swept up Iris and carried her to the car, banging the door behind him and bundling his wife into the back seat, he ran around and put the car in first gear tearing up the lawn as he was taking off leaving the biggest divots as he sped out the gateway and down the dirt road onto the main highway. Bill thought to himself, geez if there are any coppers around tonight they will need to get out of my way — I’m on a mission to get to the hospital.

Bill left no room for the imagination as he roared down the road, and then a thought hit him. Oh shit, Iris, what about the boys — Johnny and Max? Where are the boys? Iris gave a laugh in her state and said, “Darling, your mum came and picked them up tonight for a sleepover. I just hadn’t gotten around to telling you.”

Phew, thought Bill. I was thinking I might have to go back.
“Bill, go quicker, ok? I do not think this little one is far off coming out,” and she let out a big roar. “Aghhhhhhhhhhhhhhh — quicker, darling, quicker,” as the contractions got closer and closer by the second.
With the speed Bill was going, he was just about to break all records for the fastest man on four wheels. Bill and Iris’s EH Holden car was just on nine years old, but you would have thought it was a Grand Prix racing car the way Bill was driving. Bill glanced at his watch. “Maybe five more minutes, darling,” he said. “Hang tight, my love, not long to go now,” as he tried to get an extra mile per hour out of the car.
“Oh my... quicker if you can, Bill,” as Iris let out another almighty “aghhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh.”
“Bill!” Iris screamed. “I think the baby is coming!”
“Wait, wait — try to wait, Iris. Just another two minutes,” as Bill sped past the police station, then took the left-hand turn into Morris street just about on two wheels, screaming up the road.
He could see the lights of the local hospital as he came screeching to nearly a stop to get into the skinny driveway, then sped right up to the front of the emergency department. Iris gave one almighty scream as their little baby girl came into the world, slipping onto the floor in the back of Bill and Iris’s car.

Being a country boy, the first thing that Bill did before running around the back door to help his wife? He looked at his watch and thought, 8.03 pm — not bad, Billy boy. Seventeen minutes to get to the hospital. That’s a record, he thought, smiling to himself.

Bill raced around to the back door, yelling as he went, I’m coming Iris, wrenching it open and looking at his newborn on the floor of his car, not yet knowing if it was a girl or a boy, as the doctor and the nurses came racing out, pushing Bill aside and telling him to get out of the way.

“Quick, girls,” Dr Sylvia yelled out, “get some water, towels, and whatever else I need. We have a little girl on the floor that we need to get cleaned up.”

Bill looked back at Iris with tears in his eyes.
“Darling, it’s a girl.”
“Yes Bill,” Iris said, nodding her head, letting her tears flow freely down her face.
“Our little princess.”

“Is she ok?” Iris asked the doctor.

“Well, looking at her before we can examine her properly, she looks mighty fine — and a bit of a fighter as well, being born on the back floor of a car.”

The doctor performed the cord cutting in the back seat before they took the newborn into the hospital, while the nurses helped Iris out of the back seat as Bill moved in and held her hand.

“Thank you, Iris. Just thank you so much darling as he looked at her with the biggest smile, You are one in a million, I love you so damn much.

Iris, you go with the nurses. I’ll come in a few minutes. I’ll move the car and come in after I clean up the back floor,” he laughed. “You go and get yourself cleaned and tidied up honey.”

As the cold night air bit into Bill, he stood still, breathing in deeply and meaningfully, watching the nurses take Iris into the hospital to be settled down for the night. He looked at his wife from behind with so much admiration, truth, and the deepest love. If ever there was an earth angel, then my wife would be one he thought.

Bill entered the hospital after he had finished cleaning the car, as the nurse took him by the arm, leading him down to where Iris and the new baby were now resting peacefully.

“She’s a beautiful little girl, your newborn is, Bill.”
“Oh, thank you for saying that,” Bill replied. Babies can be a little skewiff when they are born, and he thought the nurse was just being nice. But as she led him into the ward to where his beautiful wife and daughter were, he could see why the nurse had said what she said. 
Their little girl was just so, so damn gorgeous and cute. Wow, he thought. He knew he was a bit biased, but she was a little stunner.

“Is everything ok, Bill?” Iris asked.
“Yes, of course, darling. Why wouldn’t it be?”
“What do you think of our little girl?”
As Bill’s eyes filled up with tears, he said, “Oh honey, she is adorable. I know I said it when the boys were born, how handsome they were, but she is next level.”

Iris laughed at Bill and kissed him at the same time. Bill looked at Iris.

“Honey, do we need to give her a name now?” or do you need time to think? 
“Ok, Bill, what do you think we should call her?”
Bill looked at his wife and said to her, “I want you to name her, honey. But promise me one thing — you will call her Iris as the second name. I do not want you to use our parents’ first names. I want it to be your name, Iris.”

She looked at Bill with tears in her eyes and said, “What do you think of this, Bill?”

Tilly Iris Waterson.

Bill looked at her and said, “Honey, I love it. How did you come up with Tilly?”
Iris replied, “I was looking into our little girl’s eyes only moments before you walked back in, and she was looking straight at me and said to me, my name is Tilly.”
Iris continued, “I know it sounds a bit crazy, Bill, but it was like she told me what her name was. When the name Tilly popped into my head, it was like she was telling me. So I thought to myself, this is perfect — just a simple, no-nonsense name, just like our daughter already is, being born on the back floor of the car.”

Bill sat in the armchair beside Iris’s bed as the nurse placed little Tilly in his outstretched arms. Looking at his beautiful daughter with tears streaming down his face, it was a sight to behold — a dad and his precious daughter. The love that exuded from Bill was so beautiful. He sat there just gazing into Tilly’s beautiful blue eyes, one of Bill’s finest and proudest moments in life.

After a while, it was time for Tilly to be breast fed, so Bill excused himself and went out to the pay phone to call his parents and Iris’s parents to tell them the good news about the arrival of little Tilly.

Bill’s parents were simply over the moon to have their first granddaughter, and they absolutely loved the name.
“Omg,” Ivy stated, “that name, Tilly — I just love it.”
“Mum,” Bill said, “we named her second name after Iris. I hope you are ok with that?”
Ivy replied, “Oh Bill, of course I am. It should be called after her mum. Please do not worry about that, Bill. As long as Tilly is ok, then I do not care what her other names are.”
Next, it was time to tell the boys about the arrival of their new sister. The boys also loved the name.
“I bet it was Mum who called her Tilly, wasn’t it, Dad?” little Johnny laughed.
“Yes, it was, son,” Bill replied.
This was now the time for Bill to call his mother-in-law. Bill was always civil to Matilda, but only because she was Iris’s mum — otherwise he wouldn’t give her the time of day. 

Bill had heard around the gossip that she talked about him not being good enough for their daughter, and that he had led her away from the church with his hair-brained ideas that you didn’t have to go to church, and that you could talk to God wherever you were, which apparently sounded so silly to her.

Iris had always backed her husband and told him to take no heed of her mother, which Bill was ever so grateful for.

The phone kept ringing until finally Matilda picked up the receiver.
“Hello,” she barked down the line.
“Hello, Matilda,” Bill said. (He never called her Mum.) “It’s Bill. I’m at the hospital in Bedishire, and I want you to know that Iris has given birth to a beautiful little girl. They are both healthy, and everything is fine.”

Straight away, Bill was on the back foot.
“And what time was she born, Bill?”
“Ah yeah, it was 8.03. I looked at my watch as she was born on the floor of the back seat of the car.”
“What!” Matilda cried out.
“Yes, we didn’t quite make it before she came into the world,” Bill said, laughing.
“I don’t think it’s a laughing matter, Bill.”
“Oh, come on, Matilda. They are both fine. Everything worked out ok.”
“So if she was born at 8.03 and it is now nearly 10.30, you sure took your time to call and tell us,” Matilda snorted.

Bill thought to himself, what the shitting hell is wrong with this woman? Here he was telling her about her daughter and now her new granddaughter, and she still seemed to whinge about everything.

Then, without thinking, Bill quickly added, “And we called her Tilly Iris — and it was all my idea,” Bill said, laughing inwardly to himself. “Anyway, say hi to Jack. I have to dash and get back to see my beautiful wife and daughter. Good night, Matilda,” and he hung up the receiver.

When Bill walked back into the hospital smiling to himself, Iris was still awake but starting to get a bit drowsy. 

“So, honey, how did that go?” she asked. “Oh wait a minute, I am sure your parents were as happy as a new day. So what did my mother say?” Iris asked, holding her breath a little.

Bill laughed again. “Well, darling, you can wait until tomorrow when she gets here. I am sure she will give you a blow-by-blow description of our little talk.”

Iris looked at her husband. “Bill... what did you do or say even?”
“No, nothing, honey. But I am sure your mother didn’t see it that way.”
“All I said was, ‘and the baby’s name is Tilly Iris and it was all my idea and then I more or less hung up the phone before she could go on about anything. And no matter what happens, she would blame me, so I thought I would get in first.”

“Oh Bill,” Iris said, laughing. “She would be chewing my poor dad’s ears off right now, and she will be chewing mine off tomorrow when she arrives in the morning. You know how to handle her honey, but I do feel for your dad.”

I hope he is having a few stubbies to dull the pain from Matilda nagging at him, poor bugger he laughed.

“Ok, baby, I will let you rest with our princess. I was going to call in at my mum’s on the way home and see the boys, but it’s getting late now so I will call mum again and say goodnight and call in tomorrow sometime. I also have to go check some springing cows when I get back to our place.

Oh and one more thing honey, my mum said she will bring the boys in tomorrow afternoon for a visit and she has offered to let the boys stay with them for however long we want.

I will pop in just after lunch to see you and Tilly, as my day is pretty full up tomorrow before I return again tomorrow evening after milking.”

Bill stood up and, looking down at Iris with love in his eyes, all he could say was this, “I am the most blessed man in the world, having a wife who loves me and now three beautiful children. Thank you for being you, Iris. I love you so damn much as he leaned down and kissed her goodnight.”

Bill had just finished milking the next morning when he heard his dad’s truck pull up outside the dairy and the boys running in.
“Dad, Dad, can we go and see Tilly?”
“Oh boys, na, not just yet. You will be staying with Nan and Pop for a few days, and they will take you in this afternoon to see your mama and your new sister. Can you both wait until then?”
They both nodded excitedly as Bill’s dad, Max, came over and gave his son a hug.
“Well done, son. Your mum and I are very proud of you and Iris, and thank you for our only granddaughter.”
“So Bill,” Max asked, “Tilly — was she really born on the back floor?”
“Yep, Dad, I already told you on the floor I wasn’t bullshitting you, It was too bloody amazing to believe unless you were there, but thanks to God everything was ok.”
“You might have a bit of a wild one on your hands there one day then, Bill,” Max said.
“Ah, as long as she is always ok, that is all I want for all my kids,” Bill replied.
As Max and the boys were leaving, Bill yelled out to his dad, “I will try and call in to see you, Mum, and the boys tonight after I have visited Iris and Tilly.”

I was going to come today but I have a bit on.
“Ok,” Max shot back. “Do you need a hand with anything, Bill?”
“Nah, it’s ok, though I might get you to do a few milkings for me when Iris comes home, if that’s ok?”
“Of course, son. I am only too happy to pitch in and help.”
Bill finished cleaning up after the morning milking, fed and checked the cows, and went to eat some breakfast before heading into Woonarkie for the mail, papers, and a few supplies.

As he pulled up at the general store, there were already a few people in there, and as Bill walked in, they all seemed to know about the previous night and what had happened. A few offered heartfelt “well done, Bill,” and then there were the jokers of course, you know them.

“Hey Bill, well done,” said Old Pete. “I hope you didn’t call your new daughter backseat,” he said, laughing.
“No, Pete, " Bill replied laughing, "we didn't call her that,” but I like the gesture.
There were a few others with more snide remarks, but Bill just laughed them off, paying no heed to them really.

He was just about to leave the Woonarkie general store when a few of his old school mates turned up for their daily gossip, papers, and mail.

“Billy boy,” Trev said, “what the fuck happened last night?”
Bill replied, “As if you didn’t already know.”
“Yeah,” Trev said, “the town’s gossip bag good ole Claudia Mugg, has been spreading the news like wildfire.”
“Yeah, well,” Bill said, “Iris went into labour and next minute she said, ‘Bill, get me to the hospital,’ but little Tilly decided to arrive before we got inside. She was born just as I pulled up.”
Old Pete said he saw you go around the Morris Street corner after the cop shop on two wheels.
“Well,” Bill said, “I reckon Old Pete would have been pretty accurate for once.”
“Hey Bill,” asked Buggsy, “how did you get away with the name Tilly Iris? Bloody hell mate, what did old Matilda say about that name? She must’ve blown a gasket missing out on the little girl being called after her, or at least the second name being after her. That’s gutsy work from you two, not giving Matilda a look in. 

We know your mum wouldn’t care tuppence, Bill, but Matilda — that’s a whole different can of worms.”

Bill just laughed and said, “Yeah, when I told her, I told her it was all my idea and then practically hung up the phone.”
The others all laughed as well.
“You are a brave man, Bill.”
Bill looked around and saw John — or Jack, as he was known around the district — pull up.
“Shhhhh,” said Bill. “I might not give a shit about Matilda, but Jack is a fine old bloke. I’ve got a lot of time for him.”
The others nodded in agreement.
“Good morning, boys,” Jack said, shaking Bill’s hand. “Well done, mate, giving us a granddaughter.”
Then Jack leaned in and whispered in Bill’s ear, “By the way, I love the name, Bill. 
I’m glad you put Iris’s name as the second name. And I also know it wasn’t you who named her,” he said with a wink and a smile. “But the old girl doesn’t.”

“How’s she taking it?” Bill asked.
“Where do you think she is now?” Jack replied. “Over at the hospital, giving our daughter a good chewing over. But I bred Iris to be tough, and I know she won’t take no shit from her mum.”
Amen to that, replied Bill. 
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Chapter 2  


Finding her Feet 
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After four days, Bill pulled up out the front of the hospital to collect his wife and new daughter.

“All ready to go, honey?” Bill asked as he started carrying out the bassinet to place it in the back of the car.

“Hang on, Bill, I just want to say thank you again to Dr. Marsh and the girls.”

As Bill looked into the bassinet, there was little Tilly smiling back at him with the biggest grin. Bill looked at his little bundle of joy and said softly to her, “We are going to have the best dad-daughter relationship ever.... My princess, Tilly,” he kept muttering away to himself.

When Iris got in the car, she looked at Bill, leaned across, and gave him the biggest kiss — deep and passionate — and whispered in his ear, “I love you, Bill Waterson. Now let’s get going... but first, honey, can we call in to my mum’s and then to your mum’s on the way home?”

“Oh no, honey, do we have to go to your mum’s house?” Bill groaned.

Iris winked at him and said, “What do you think the passionate kiss was for?” she smiled.

“Oh, you do it every time,” Bill laughed. “Alright then, honey.”

As they pulled up at Jack and Matilda’s house, Bill carried Tilly into the warmth of the home. As soon as they entered, Matilda came fussing over, trying to take over and be the centre of attention.

“Oh, my dear, dear little Tilly,” she kept saying over and over.

“Matilda, give it a rest, will you?” Jack piped up.

She shot poor Jack a dirty look. “Here, let me hold her,” Matilda said, reaching out — and as soon as she went to hug Tilly, Tilly burst out crying. Bill and Iris exchanged glances and smiled at the same time.

Jack walked over to his wife of thirty-plus years and said, “Give me the child here.” As soon as Tilly was in his arms, she instantly stopped crying and gave Jack the biggest grin.

Jack looked at Matilda and said, “See? You still don’t know how to calm a baby down. With all the bloody fussing and screaming you do, no wonder she started crying.”

“Ahh, she’s just like Iris was as a baby,” Matilda groaned. “She would always cry when I tried to hold her, and then you’d come in from work or somewhere and she’d shut up and be happy.”

Bill was quite happy inwardly that Tilly could already sense Matilda’s energy was shit. Even at four days old Tilly was already a smart little girl he thought.

Iris looked at her mum and said, “Please, Mum, stop being so dramatic. It probably was your yelling that scared her half to death. Just be gentle with her and stop carrying on.”

“Oh, that would be right,” Matilda snapped. “Always taking your father’s side.”

Iris looked over at Bill. “Okay, honey, are you ready to go? She said with a sigh, "We've got quite a few things to do today.”

Iris leaned over, gave her dad a kiss on the cheek, and whispered in his ear, “Sorry, Dad, I can’t put up with this crap. Call me when Mum is in a bit better mood and not so bloody touchy.”

As they drove away, Iris spoke first. “Don’t say anything, honey. I know what you’re thinking, and I agree with you fully. Sometimes I’m not even sure she is my mother.”

“Ah well,” Bill said, smiling, “look at the bright side, baby. You’ve got a bloody nice dad, two beautiful boys, and now a princess — and most of all, you’ve got an amazing husband.”

“Me,” Bill added, laughing.

Iris reached for his hand, looked at him, and said, “Yes, honey... you’re right. I do.” 

Arriving at Bill’s parents’ place next, the boys had been waiting for them. As soon as they saw Bill’s car coming up the long driveway, they started racing towards it.

“Stop, stop, Dad!” they yelled, jumping straight into the back seat to see their new sister again.

“Oh, Mama, she is so beautiful,” little Max said. “Can we keep her?”

“Yes, darling,” Iris laughed, “we can keep her. She’s ours now — and forever.”

When they entered the house, Ivy came straight over to lift Tilly out of the bassinet. This time, little Tilly nestled into her new nan as if she was meant to be there. Iris looked at Bill and said quietly, “They know, darling. Kids know what’s right and wrong.”

Off went Ivy, walking around the house showing Tilly all the rooms, but Tilly had already drifted back to sleep in the loving arms of her other nan.

Max placed the teapot in the middle of the table as they all sat down for a cuppa. The talk, as always, was about the farm and the kids — and now they had another one to chat about: little Tilly.

Ivy entered the kitchen and sat down with Tilly completely out like a light in her arms. Iris smiled and said, “She knows good energy already, Ivy. She certainly wasn’t like that with my mum.”

Max cleared his throat and began talking about the farm. 

“Now, having little Tilly around might make things a bit harder to manage for both of you. We are milking the next few days for you, so your mum and I have been thinking we should come and give you a hand on the farm like on a bit more of a regular basis. 

We could do some milkings, feed the calves, help with the harvest when the time comes — anything where you could use an extra pair of hands.”

“We know it’s been a bit tough the last few years and we want to help out a bit,” Max continued. “And another thing — we’ve decided we’ll sell those thirty beef steers down in the out paddock. 

You two can take the money and do whatever you want with it, or put it away for later for the kids. It’s up to you. We just thought it might help a bit.” Call it a gift for baby Tilly.

“Dad, you don’t have to do that,” Bill said quickly.

“Yeah, we know,” Ivy chimed in, “but we want to. Just to take a bit of pressure off — at least until the milk price starts picking up and paying a bit better.”

Iris answered them both. “This is an extremely generous offer, Max and Ivy. Yes, things have been a bit tight, but we’re getting by okay, and this year is looking like it could be a really good season for the cows. Good rain and sunshine — plenty of grass, then silage and hay to cut.”

“So we should be okay—”

Max stopped Iris in her tracks. “Iris, we could never have been happier than when you married our son, but I declare you’re getting just as stubborn as he is,” he smiled. “Please accept our gift and go do whatever you want with the money. 

We don’t need to keep those steers for ourselves — we still have cows with calves at foot in the other out paddock, so we’re fine. And anyway, we’ve got enough money to live on quite comfortably.”

“And please don’t be (silly) accept our offer to come and give you a helping hand on the farm,” Max went on. “We want to help, and it would help all round. 

This could make your work-life balance so much easier for both of you and the kids. One week we can milk all the mornings, the next we can do the afternoons. Bill can lay in sometimes, and you can both eat breakfast with the kids instead of Bill being out doing something on the farm.”

“And when we do the afternoon milkings,” Ivy added, “you and Bill can have dinner together as a family. We’ll help with the harvest like we said, or anything else on the farm — whatever you want from us.” 

“We’re actually pretty bloody bored some of the time,” Max said with a grin, “so it could be a good solution for us all.”

“If anything comes up and we have something we want to do, or go away, whatever the case is, then you’ll have to do it all on your own. Or if you want to take the kids away for a few days, it’s not a big issue — just go, knowing the farm is in good hands. 

In doing it this way, if you ever wanted to change the calving pattern around so you could milk all year round, then when you go away we’d step in, and vice versa.”

Iris was the first to speak again. “You two are really such good and generous people, and you have such a good son. That was another reason why I wanted to marry him — because of the core values you gave him. But if this does happen, then let us pay you something.”

“No, no, no,” Max said firmly. “We don’t need money. We’ve just told you we have enough to see us out until we die, so get that idea out of your brain.”

“We just want to see our grandkids and know you two have a good life,” Ivy added. “We already have a good life, and I’ll say it again — but we do get so bloody bored at times. There are only so many tarot readings and guidance a woman can do, so we’d just like to help out in some small way.”

“Wow,” Iris said. “You would never get my mother to offer anything like this. Yes, my dad would — but Mum is too far up herself. I love my mum, but oh God, she is such a hard woman to love... and a bloody hypocrite.”

Bill looked at his parents. “Okay, then — if you want to give us a hand, that would be good. But don’t work yourselves into the ground. I’ll be keeping an eye on you both. I know the boys would also like having you around, and it looks like Tilly has already taken a shine to Mum.”

Ivy grabbed Iris gently on the arm. “Don’t be too hard on your mum. We’re all made different. Maybe she was brought up a different way to us.”

“All I know,” Iris said stubbornly, “and from what I’ve been told, is that she was bloody spoiled all through her life. She tried to do that to me as well — only I was Dad’s girl, so I never put up with the crap. I honestly don’t know how Dad married her.”

Bill chimed in. “Oh come on, honey. If your mum and dad hadn’t met and had you, then I would never have met you and married you. See — a lot of good came out of them getting together. So I guess I have to be thankful for something from your mum, and that is you, baby. There’s not much else I’m thankful for from her, but I got the best part — and that was you.”

“Yeah,” Iris said softly, “I guess you’re right. If she had married someone else and lived somewhere else, and I’d been born to them, then I might never have met you. So let’s forget all that and just live always in happy times.”

“Okay,” Max said, steering them back, “getting back to what we were talking about — what do you think of our offer to come and give you a hand on the farm?”

“It’s bloody tempting, Dad, I’ll say that,” Bill replied. “What about this — you know how I’m always busy the first couple days of the week? What if you milk morning and night for those two days, feed the calves and the springers, all those things, and I can get on with the other farm work and projects? That would be a big help to me, and Iris could be there more for the kids.”

“Yeah, okay,” Max said — but Ivy cut him off.

“I’ve got another suggestion for you both,” Ivy said. “Two days sounds good each week, and then you and us take turns doing every second weekend. One week we milk four days straight and tend to the chores, and the next week we milk two days for the week.”

She smiled. “Good. It’s a plan — before either of them could protest.”  

“Ivy, you are such a bugger,” Iris said, laughing, “but thank you from the bottom of my—our—heart.”

“And Ivy replied, “We don’t have to tell anyone about this arrangement, especially your mum, Iris. What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her, and she might feel ostracised if she finds out we’re helping. So you, Bill, keep it under your hat as well.”

As they kissed the boys goodbye, promising they could come and visit Tilly tomorrow, the boys were happy to stay with Nan and Pop for a few more days. They both loved staying there, so it suited them just fine.

Arriving home, Bill and Iris took little Tilly through the house, showing her each room. Tilly seemed wide-eyed and intrigued, as if she was taking it all in.

“And after a few months, little darling, this will be your bedroom,” Iris said softly. “But for now, you’ll be sleeping in our room in your bassinet, so we can watch over you and Mum can get enough rest.”

Tilly looked up at her mum as if to say, Mama, you’ll get enough rest — I’m a good baby. Iris felt it in her heart and soul, as though Tilly was talking straight to her. She looked down at her daughter with so much love in her eyes.

The first three months flew by, and Iris and Bill had to agree that Tilly was the perfect baby. She would eat, sleep, and giggle to herself as if she was talking to someone. She was an absolute delight to have in the house, and the boys were always playing and chatting with their little sister.

Iris would tell everyone around Woonarkie that their little girl was a gift from heaven — in the best possible way. “She doesn’t cry, she sleeps so bloody well, and she’s such a good eater.”

Iris was sure she had been blessed by God — given a little angel instead of a girl in human form. It didn’t take long for the word to get around about what a good baby Tilly was, and there were quite a few women who were a bit jealous of Bill and Iris and their little girl.

Even Matilda would boast to everyone around Woonarkie and Bedishire about her perfect little granddaughter. In all her socialite groups, she went on and on about how she was going to make her little princess the most beautiful in the district.

The other women were starting to get fed up with Matilda’s constant bragging — but little did they know that every time Matilda picked Tilly up, Tilly would cry and wriggle straight out of her arms.

“Bill, come quick, will you!”

Bill was out the back in the veggie garden and didn’t hear Iris at first, so she picked Tilly up and raced outside.

“Bill, watch this,” Iris said, placing Tilly on the bare ground with no shoes or socks.

Iris stepped back towards Bill. “Tilly, darling, come to Mama.”

Tilly pushed herself up and took a couple of wobbly steps before dropping back to the ground.

“Come on, Tilly,” Iris encouraged. “Up you get — walk over to Mama.”

As if it was no big deal at all, Tilly got up again, steadier this time, and wobbled her way over to her mum as if she’d been doing it her whole life.

Bill let out a gasp. “Well bugger me dead,” he said. “She’s not even nine months old yet. She’s been crawling since five months and now she’s walking at eight.”

He shook his head in disbelief. “Iris, this little girl is very special — don’t you think she’s special honey? Iris nodded a big yes.
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